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Prologue





	He hadn't even met Yvonne then, but now he was travelling all these miles to her funeral.  The old man in the dark suit settled himself into the corner of the seat and stared out of the compartment window, beyond the tree lined trackside, beyond the hedges of the distant fields and way beyond the squadrons of cloud in the deep blue sky.  His light blue eyes seemingly vacant as he subconsciously fingered the age reduced scar across his cheek and his mind focused back on those years so long ago.  


	Death was once a stranger, now it frightened him no longer.  In fact there had been times in his life when he had learnt to regard it as a friend.  He remembered the first time that he'd come face to face with it.  On this very line across France.  He was a fresh faced youngster, desperately trying to grow a moustache in an attempt to hide his age and give some appearance of maturity but the dirty fluff mark that grew on his upper lip made him look more the school boy he really was.  Even the blue grey uniform with the wings on the chest, that he was so proud to wear, had the effect of making him look younger.  Partly he supposed due to his mother who helped him to buy it and made him get one with "plenty of growing room, dear".  Lieutenant Howard Briggs RFC.  Strange, he didn't feel any older, a bit stiffer perhaps and certainly a whole lot wiser.





	His travelling companions on that first journey, with the exception of the Major of infantry, had become no more than a blur on his memory.  But the Major had just been to collect the Military cross and had constantly related his battle experiences in a loud but clipped tone.  The mud on his uniform he wore as proudly as his brand new ribbon, "From the trenches, old boy."  He'd said, smacking his hand across one thin thigh and sending a small plume of dust into the air.  His brown leather gaiters, although well polished, were badly scuffed and scored by the harsh life he'd been leading and as he retold the stories of his exploits in the lines, so his gingery moustache bristled and his bright little eyes shone under their heavy ginger brows.


	The old man closed his eyes and saw again the Major watching the small biplane.�
CHAPTER 1





	"Bloody fool.  He'll kill himself in a minute.  Just you see," the Major of infantry declared.  "Should be over the lines looking for Hun.  Not gallivanting around the heavens."


	Diving into white cavernous valleys and climbing over snowy peaks, the small biplane skipped exuberantly from cloud to cloud until where the locomotive sent up its column of smoke, it found a new game.  Sliding down the black and grey plume it levelled out just above the long line of carriage roofs.  Then, climbing away until almost out of sight, it repeated the whole performance all over again.


	"Put him in the trenches.  That'll quieten him down."  The Major impatiently rapped his leg with his stick.


	"Could be my pal," The young Lieutenant in the blue grey uniform answered, almost absent-mindedly fingering the newly sewn wings on his chest.  "He's out here."


	"What?  A perishin' frog is he?  Don't talk like an idiot Briggs.  That's a Spad and it's French.  It's even got French markings.  You've only got to look.  Bloody hell, how long do you expect to live out here.  They say the average for a flyer is three weeks.  I give you three days."  The Major emphasised this statement with a snort that bristled his Kitchener moustache.


	The young Lieutenant, his face red with embarrassment, strained to look through the grimy window.  "Oh yes, I can see now.  Sorry, I must have sounded a right buffoon.  Look there's another one."  He indicated a bright red machine dropping to join the other craft. "It's probably from the same squadron."


	"Escadrille, you mean sonny - Anyway, what d'you think they're doing now?  Playing cricket!"  There was a roar of sound as he pulled the window down to see more clearly.


	The two aircraft were tumbling around the sky, weaving and dodging like two monstrous moths playing around a candle.  Even as the young man watched the mad airborne dance, he saw one, the Spad, begin a slow dive, the whole craft spinning almost lazily about its own nose.  It reminded him of the sycamore seeds back home in the school playing fields.


	A mad jeering broke out in the train. 


	"What'd I say?"  The major exclaimed. "Poor perisher.  He won't get out of that alive."


	The plane disappeared behind a clump of distant trees and almost instantly smoke billowed up to join the clouds it had been so gaily scampering around only minutes before.


	"Better get your heads down," The major suggested.  "I'll wager his friend'll be over to look at us next."


	The red machine was slowly catching up with the train.  To the young airman it looked more like a colourful clown in the sky than a fighting machine.  It levelled its flight showing a black cross painted along the side of the fuselage, the pilot almost appearing to stare into the compartment.  Then he raised one hand, the open palm uppermost, in almost a friendly gesture as if to say, "Such is life." 


	A rattle of small arms fire broke out raggedly down the row of carriages as a number of weapons were brought to bear on the enemy.  The Major stood at the open window, legs astride and both hands holding his pistol.  Resting it on the open window he joined in the ragged volley, emptying his gun at the arrogant figure.


	"That's shown him."  He allowed the smoking weapon to drop by his side.  The acrid smell filling the compartment.  "He won't put up with much of that."


	Almost as he spoke so the red plane broke its invisible leash to circle away.


	“Ah...  He's gone.  Won't be back here in a hurry.  Far to hot for him, what?"  He reached out and pulled the window shut and turned back with a triumphant grin across his face.


	Briggs kept his mouth closed.  He'd already looked stupid enough on the journey, but with his limited experience, judging by the angle of the red machine, it had to be coming back.  Above the clatter of the train he heard nothing.  He was barely even able to shout a warning before the glass in the window shattered.  The Major fell forward and lay twitching at Howard's feet.  The pistol was still grasped firmly in his hand and blood speckled the mud on the back of his tunic.  Whether from the line of holes across his back, or splashed from the one in his head, Howard couldn't be sure.  He was too busy vomiting.


	"You said get your head down."  Somebody said.





*


	The train pulled to a halt in the station and Lieutenant Briggs pulled his canvas bag towards him.  Jumping down to the platform below, he joined the mad crush of uniforms.  Where now?  Would his school chum, Curtis be here to meet him?  He doubted it.  With the transport such as it was, how could Curtis possibly even know what time he'd arrive?


	He pushed passed a group of infantry lying half asleep in the station entrance, rifles clutched in their hands.  One of their party a little more alert than his comrades was brewing tea in a billy over a small stove.  Side-stepping to avoid the man, his feet caught a rifle left carelessly on the ground sending him staggering, while the rifle clattered noisily into the wall.


	"Hey!  Watch where you're going..  Sir."  A voice bellowed almost in Briggs's ear 


	Too late, a sack resting against the wall stood in his path and he sprawled full length across it.  An angry sound issued from the bag and a young corporal, his uniform grey with mud snatched it up quickly. 


	"Chickens sir." He explained.  Opening the bag he looked inside.  "They're all right anyhow."  He thrust his arm into the depths and pulled out a large white cockerel with a bright red comb.  If chickens could look angry, this one had a very angry look in his eye.


	"'ere ya sir, have this on the infantry." 


	Howard carefully took the bird by its legs, allowing the body to drop.  It opened its wings wide.  "Th..thanks corporal ...  It's very good of you."


	"Not at all sir.  We must do our best for the Flying Corps."  Then as Howard turned away.  "Stuck up little prig - still, that'll keep him quiet anyhow."


	"What did you say corporal?"  Howard looked back.


	"Oh - nothing sir."


	Howard couldn't make  a scene, not here, not with all these people about.  He'd got enough on his mind anyway.  He walked slowly away.


	"Howard! Howard, over here!"  Mike Curtis sat astride a battered motorcycle fitted with an equally battered sidecar, a flying helmet covered his sandy hair and goggles like frogs eyes were perched on his forehead.  Gone was the school boy face, instead his face wore a tired, almost haggard look and one side of his mouth was giving a slight twitch of involuntary movement.   


	A vision of that day by the river, Howard shook it off.  "Thank God!  You came."  Relief.  He ran over to the waiting machine and threw his bag into the sidecar.  Carefully swapping the chicken to his other hand, he grabbed that of his friend and pumped it vigorously.


	"Hey steady on old man, don’t make a scene, remember there are other ranks watching."


	Howard looked about him.  Nobody seemed interested in what he was doing but Michael had been out here for nearly a year now, so he must know what he was talking about.  "It's really jolly good of you to come."  The chicken gave a flap of its wings.


	"Yes - well.  It was lucky you didn't arrive earlier.  I've been flying all day."  He made it sound very important.  "Look old man.  What've you got that thing for?  I mean, it isn't very good to be seen clutching a chicken.  Is it?"


	"Not really Michael."   Howard's eyes fell.  He remembered when Michael was head boy.  He thought that was all behind him now.  "Sorry, some corporal gave it to me.  He said he wanted to do his best for us."


	"I'll bet.  He just wanted you out the way before you could see what else he'd got."  Michael cleared his throat, loudly, "You haven't changed much - still the innocent.  You'll have to grow up Howard.  You're not at school now you know.  You're at war and not only with the Hun, the other ranks have got to be kept in their place as well."


	Howard looked back at the station.  The corporal was now sitting on the pavement, his sack held more closely to him.  He decided to say nothing.  Michael hadn't changed that much either.


	"Well, you getting on then?  And don't let that thing shit on me."  Curtis pulled the goggles down over his eyes.


	Sitting astride the torn pillion seat Howard grasped Michael's leather flying coat with one hand.  The other, he held firmly outstretched, trying to keep the fearsome captive out of the way.


	With a sudden jolt the clutch was let in and the machine took off with violent jerk, wobbling round the potholes and garbage in the road.  Howard had never liked motorcycles much and this one he liked least of all.  The rear wheel was definitely buckled and his seat was loose, so that one handed, he felt he was losing a battle with gravity.  Burying his head in Michael's back he closed his eyes and prayed as he'd never prayed before.





*


	"That's Jannie's!"  Michael shouted over the din of his machine.


	Howard opened his eyes to see a grey-stone village of old balconied, terraced houses set behind wide, uneven pavements.  Evidence of horse drawn vehicles lay in abundance and as Michael braked hard, swerving to avoid splattering some of the fresher evidence up his legs, his front wheel struck a broken kerbstone and slid into a jagged and deep pot hole.   All the forces that had combined their evil intentions on Howard, chose this moment to act.  He felt the seat tip.  His fingers clawed frantically at the leather of Michael's coat but one handed he couldn't get a grasp and he fell softly at the side of the road.


	"Oh God Howard.  Look what you sat in."  Michael remained aloof, while Howard extricated himself from the very fresh pile of horse manure.  The chicken still clutched firmly in his hand clucking wildly.


	"You'd better clean yourself up a bit before we go in."  Michael parked the machine by the wall of a small corner cafe, the long line of grimy windows extending down the side were set in rotting frames sparsely coated in a flaking green paint.  "Jannie's."  He said it almost with reverence.


	"But aren't we going to the airfield?  I really ought to report."  Howard finished brushing himself down.  Then took his greatcoat off and slung it in the sidecar alongside his bag.


	"Most of the blokes are in the cafe.  At least, those that matter are.  It's an easy walk to the camp, so we spend most of our off duty here."  Michael pushed open the door and absent-mindedly picked at the flaking paint as he waited for Howard to join him.  "Come on.  Get a move on."


	A few empty tables greeted them from just inside the door but further into the murky interior came the sound of raucous laughter accompanied by heavy thumping on a piano.


	Michael nodded to a water colour on the nicotine stained wall.  "That's Jannie - Jannine."


	The picture was of a girl with long black hair, brushed to hang over her bare shoulders and frame her pale creamy complexion.  The whole impression was one of innocence, almost angelic.  It could only have been painted by someone who loved her deeply.


	"She's beautiful!"


	"Yes, but hands off.  She's King's - He did the painting."


	"Are they married then?"


	"No.  They would have been but he's dead."


	"But you said ..."


	"Hi chaps!"  Curtis ignored him.  He was back among his own kind.





	The piano player stopped his thumping and turned in his seat.  "Oh you're back - you're my number two tomorrow.  Hancock's bought it.”  He wiped the back of one dirty hand across his forehead leaving a black streak on his swarthy skin then contemplated the hand before continuing.  “Died of his wounds they termed it."  He squinted through the smoke haze and saw Howard standing behind Curtis.  "What the Devil’s that?"


	"The replacement." Curtis answered flatly.


	"What's its name?"


	Howard stepped forward, one hand behind his back.  "Briggs sir."  He snapped a salute then felt stupid as the other man looked him up and down.  His eyes settled on something by the top of his legs.


	"Oh heck, m'flies."  Howard reached down with his free hand.  All buttoned.  Then a sharp nip at the soft part of his inner thigh - the chicken.  


	"What the Hell's this - A bloody farmyard?"  The pianist curled his top lip.  "You bloody smell like one."  Then calmly, "How many hours Mr. Briggs?"


	"Ten sir."  Howard tried to keep his composure in fact he had solemnly rehearsed this scene time and time again, but the bird was now pulling at the back of his trousers and every so often would aim a vicious peck at his inner thigh.


	"I can see you've got your wings!"


	There was a bellow of noisy laughter from the expectant group of officers.


"I'm the replacement sir."  Briggs tried again.


	"Who for?  Which one?"  Then, "Do you want to live?"


	"Sir?"


	"You've got two options.  Shoot yourself in the foot, or be good.  Better even than Frank King - he's dead and they don’t come any better than him, poor bugger."  He pulled out a black briar pipe, the bowl was badly burnt and the stem repaired with a piece of dirty, perished rubber tubing.  Working a plug of dark, moist tobacco from a leather pouch, he rolled it carefully in his hands and fitted it into the bowl.  Painstakingly he compressed it with the top of his thumb and held a brass petrol lighter with an immense flame over his handy work.


	Howard waited.  This was going on forever.  His arm was aching from the weight of the chicken and his inner thigh was now extremely sore.


	The man gave one or two experimental draws, filling the immediate area with billows of thick, foul smelling smoke.  "God," he said finally.  "You do stink!"





	Briggs could feel a flush of colour sweeping his face when a hand brushed his elbow.  	"Can I help you love?"


	He looked round, a woman stood there.  Her dark hair was now held tightly in a bun on the top of her head but she was as beautiful as her likeness in the picture.  Jannie.


	"W..would you like this?"  He held the chicken towards her.


	"Thanks love."  She set the bird on the floor where it ran off squawking to a dark corner and eyed them from the sanctuary of a broken chair.


	"Two pints, Jan."  The pianist mumbled from behind his pipe.  "He's paying."  He pointed the stem of the pipe in Howard's direction, as a gun to a condemned man.


	"I suppose you're giving him your usual welcome are you James?"  She laughed.  Then to Briggs,  "Don't worry too much about him.  I knew him when he was almost human and would have introduced us properly.  What's your name?"


	"Briggs, Miss."


	"I said name, not handle." She smiled.  "I'm Jannie."


	"S..sorry Jannie, I'm Howard." Then a little more bravely.  "You speak jolly good English."


	"It's a surprise isn't it.  Especially when I was born and brought up in Yarmouth."  She chuckled as she went into a back room to fetch the drinks.


	"Right sunshine."  The pianist asserted himself.  "I'm Major Trotter.  Some people think I'm God.  They're wrong, I created him.  D'you understand?"


	"Yes sir." 


	"One drink, then you can get to bed.  Curtis will show you the way, he's got a spare bunk in his hut now.  Still warm too."


	Briggs felt am involuntary shudder rack his body.


	"Be at my office for four thirty tomorrow morning."


	"Sir!"  Briggs snapped his salute again, aware of the watching faces willing him to make a fool of himself again.


	Trotter picked up his tankard,  the pipe momentarily discarded on the edge of the table where it sent up a thin ribbon of smoke.  "There's just one rule that you should know.  In my office, in the air or even in the bloody ablutions, I'm sir.  But here, in Jannie's, I'm Trotter, Piggy or just that bastard who's trying to keep you alive.  Understand?"


	The piano player picked up his pipe again and turned back to his thumping, hidden once more in a thick veil of smoke.


�
CHAPTER 2





	"Howard, Howard, wake up!"


	"S.'  Oh Mike, it's you."


	"Yes, c'mon man, it's four o'clock."


	"Bloody Hell!"  Howard shot from the bed and swilled his face in the bowl of cold water an orderly had left out for him.


	"Hadn't you better clean the stains from your uniform?"  Michael had a strange look on his face.


	"Oh Christ yes.  Look can't you help me?  I'm going to be late."


	"Don't know about that, I'm flying this morning you know.  I've got to be fresh."


	"But Michael, I can't be late, not on my first morning." His voice betrayed the panic that he felt.


	"All right then, I'll get your greatcoat.  I slung it out last night.  It stank the whole bloody place out."  He went outside and came back holding the sodden garment in front of him his arms at full stretch.  “It's only dew," he sniggered.  "At least you won't have to dampen it."





	The morning air was crisp and the ground was wet with dew, almost to a frost as Howard eventually pushed through the door, he had one minute to spare.  A weak sun was still low on the horizon and the collection of huts and hangers showed only in silhouette.  A slippery, wet, wooden duckboard path led along the length of the sleeping huts joining them to the other mass of temporary buildings.  Skating his way along this trail he knocked on a door simply marked 'Office'.


	"Come in."


	He took a deep breath and entered.  He saluted, stamping his boots hard on the wooden floor.  Major Trotter ignored the interruption and carried on writing something on a board on the far wall.


	"Sir?"


	No reply.  Major Trotter stooped and pulled something from a low wooden cabinet, still not turning.  His pipe smouldered gently in an ashtray on his desk, leaving a pungent smell in the dampness of the morning air.


	"Sir - you asked me to come."


	"For Christ's sake Briggs, I'm busy.  Just wait will you?"  One hand reached back to grasp the pipe and a few seconds later Trotter was enveloped in a storm cloud of black smoke.  Eventually he turned and taking his pipe from his mouth he pointed it accusingly at Howard, he still had the dirty mark across his forehead from last night and it was obvious that he hadn’t bothered to shave.  "What's this Briggs, new tactics?"


	"Sir?"


	"Trying to dazzle the Hun from the sky with your new uniform?"  Get your bloody flying gear on.  You do intend to fly with us, don't you?"


	"Sir."  Briggs felt colour flush his cheeks and his collar constricting his throat.


	"You've got five minutes," he turned back to his wall amid more fierce clods of smoke.


	"Thank you sir."  Briggs fled back to his hut fighting back the boyish tears.


	


	Curtis stood scoffing in the doorway as Briggs pushed past. "Making it hot for you, is he?"


	"I've got to change, you could have told me what to wear Michael.  He made me feel so stupid - bloody useless."  


	"Of course he did," Curtis agreed.  "You are.  That’s his toughening up technique, so I suggest you just take your lessons and learn.  You might even make the grade if you don't get killed first."


	Briggs began to unbutton his coat, his fingers damp and slippery.


	“What you doing?” Curtis smirked slightly. 


	“I told you, getting my flying gear on!”


	“You haven’t got time for all that, shove it on over your greatcoat.  It’s pretty cold up there this time of day anyway.”


	Briggs grabbed his heavy, leather flying coat and forced himself into it so that his arms stuck out almost uncontrollably and pushed out passed Curtis again. 





	The office was still hazy with smoke when he tentatively knocked on the door again and entered.


	"Ah Briggs - you finally made it."  No reference to earlier.  "Let's see how fit you are, three times round the airfield then make me a mug of tea.  This one's cold."


	Briggs stood rooted.  Face red, mouth agape.


	"Well, go on, what're you waiting for? - Bloody Christmas?  Move sonny."


	Briggs made for the door.


	"Oh Briggs.."


	"Sir?"


	"When you've done that, report to Corporal Walker, he'll be in one of the hangers.  Ask him what a plane looks like.  He'll be expecting you."  


	Briggs started to move away.  


	“And Briggs..”  


	He stopped in the doorway.


	“Don’t be a pratt, get out of some of those clothes you look bloody silly,” then almost an afterthought.  “After you’ve had your run.”





	It was twenty minutes later that Briggs panting from his exercise entered the canvas hanger.  The reek of dope drying his throat.  "Corporal."


	The man turned from the front of the small biplane, a paint brush in his hand.  "Son - sir."  He was old enough to be Briggs's father, possibly grandfather even.


	"Major Trotter sent me."


	"Good, I thought he might.  I saw you running round the field."


	"I made him tea but he'd gone."


	"Well son - sir, there's a war to fight I suppose."  The older man said it almost philosophically.


	"He's a bastard."


	"That I'm not so sure about.  Unpleasant at times but his parentage?  I suggest you ask him sometime.  Anyway sir, you shouldn't speak to me like this, remember I'm only a ranker."


	"Sorry." Briggs replied automatically.  ’Where do I fit into this war?’


	A clatter of noise from a waiting group of aircraft further along the field, momentarily stopped the conversation as one by one the engines were started.   Then slowly they taxied along the grassy strip.


	"You know what they are sir?"


	"SE 5's."


	"Britain's latest.  They'll win the war for us."


	The aircraft were turning at the end of the field, the noise seemed almost incredible.  Briggs watched intently.  He should be there with them, why was he being treated like a child?  Life wasn't fair. 


	The sound increased as the first aircraft came leaping towards him and bounced into the air, climbing gracefully from the ground.  A figure by the far hedgerow waved as the aeroplane swept around a tall tree at the end of the runway.  Who was it?  It was impossible to tell in this light.


	"Watch that tree when you take off sir," the corporal interrupted his thoughts.  "Its brought a few down."


	"Then why don’t they get rid of it?"


	"Major Trotter says that if you're stupid enough to hit it, you wouldn't last long against the Hun.  And the tree hasn't got a gun pointing at you."


	Major Trotter again.  That man seemed more like a God.





	It seemed an eternity, but it was only a couple of hours later that Briggs heard the patrol returning.  He dropped the dope brush he'd been given and dashed outside to watch.  Like ungainly birds they dropped over a cluster of poplars and sank to the grass, bumping and bouncing towards the hangers.  Curtis was first down.  His aircraft thumping the ground angrily and roaring to the hangers.  Almost before it had stopped rolling, he jumped from the cockpit and stormed past Briggs, the tic at the corner of his mouth working furiously.


	"Benson!  Where's bloody Benson."


	"Here sir,"  A young mechanic came out from the hanger, still clutching an adjustable spanner.  He wiped his free hand on the seat of his overalls as if trying to tidy himself to meet the officer.


	"I thought I told you I wanted that fuel line cleared."


	"I did sir."


	"You bloody didn't.  The bloody thing's spitting like a bloody cat with consumption.  Next time I'll take you with me and let you face the Hun with a useless engine."


	"Sir."


	"Get it fixed before I put you on a charge.  And I want that gun checked again.  It's always sticking when I need it."  He suddenly spun round, nearly barging into Briggs.  "You'd do better getting some work done instead of chatting to other ranks!"


	It was Trotters turn next.  "Hey you!"


	No reply.


	"Hey you - I said you - Briggs."


	"Sir!"


	"A cup of tea in my office and quick.  I'm still waiting for that last cup."


	"You'd gone sir."


	"Then you'd better make it quicker this time, hadn't you."


	Briggs could already feel the prickle of tears in his eyes and to hide his embarrassment turned quickly and made towards the mess.  The young girl watching by the hedge waved as he ran past but his eyes were full and he pretended not to see.





	Briggs knocked on the door and pushed it open, slopping tea from the brim of the mug and scalding his fingers with the hot liquid.  He shuffled to the desk careful not to spill more.


	"Your tea sir." He straightened up and saluted.


"Thanks son, but I wasn't expecting any."  A round, almost jolly face shone up him, chuckling at his astonishment.


	"Major Trotter said ..."


	"Major Trotter has just been called away, so I think I'll have to find a good home for that don't you?"


	As he spoke, Briggs heard the clatter of a motor cycle and stole a glance through the window.  The battered vehicle of the night before was wobbling its way along the worn track leading from the airfield.  Trotter's hunched figure leaning over the handlebars.


	"Yes he really has gone, son."  The man beamed up at him.  "Look, we'd better introduce ourselves.  I'm Captain Cooper'  I'm the adjutant.  We should have met last night but I've been away for a few days, just got back in fact.  You must be Briggs, the replacement.  How many hours have you flown son?"


	"Ten sir."


	The Captain hid his disgust with another beam.  "Are you any good? - Sorry, can you fire a gun?"


	"Yes, I used to go fowling with my father.  I come from Norfolk."


	"That should help a lot."  Another smile.  He looked as if he meant it.  "Major Trotter's a good man."  He changed the subject suddenly.  "Don't let his manner get you down, it's his way to toughen you before the Hun break you.  His methods may be unusual but since he's been in charge our casualty rate has dropped considerably."  He got up from the chair and limped to the window, his back to Briggs.  A peg where his left foot should be.  He swung round and saw Briggs staring.  "That's my donation to the war effort."  A wry grin on his face.


	"What happened sir?"  Howard's mouth was agape.  Then, "sorry I should never have asked.  Forgive me."  He felt a flush of warmth as his face began to redden at his blunder.


	"Forget it son, I'm sure you'll hear the story sooner or later, so I'd rather tell it my way.


	"The Major and I were on patrol together well over the lines.  We'd just shot up a column of infantry when I got too close to some trees.  Too busy looking at my handiwork I expect.  Next thing I knew, I was hanging upside down by one foot and Major Trotter was trying to pull me out.  He succeeded but time was pressing.  You see the Hun weren't too happy at the time and they'd seen me come down.  We'd 've both been shot.  Trotter used a knife, then somehow got me into his plane and flew me back.  I don't remember that bit very well."


	"But why are you still out here sir, I mean, surely..."  Briggs couldn't control himself.


	"I never went home, I had my treatment here.  I owe that man for my life and he needs me."


	"Thank you sir."  Briggs felt he could understand Trotter a little better.


	"Now son, what've you flown."  Subject changed.


	Briggs related his limited experience, warming to this officer.


	"OK..  Get some lunch, spend the afternoon just sitting in the spare aircraft and get the feel of them but for God's sake don't touch Curtis's.  He gets quite possessive.  I'll try to get over later.  You can take me up for a jaunt but I'll have to see this paperwork out of the way first.  Only two days away and just look how it’s mounted up.”  He shrugged his shoulders,  “And they expect us to fight a war as well."  


	"Thank you sir."  Briggs saluted and as he turned for the door saw the genial officer bend over his desk and carefully make an entry into a file in a beautiful copperplate hand.


	There was a roar of sound as he stepped onto the duckboard, he stopped and enviously watched another patrol take off and skim round the tree.  God he'd have to watch out for that.  


	Curtis wasn't in the hut and he remembered him remonstrating with the mechanic.  His plane can't be ready yet, he thought and slowly walked over to the mess, drinking in the atmosphere.


	"Sir!  Major Trotter wants you.  Immediately."  A sergeant stood in the hanger entrance.


	“Bloody hell.  What this time?"  Briggs climbed quickly from the cockpit of a brand new SE 5 and grabbed his flying helmet from a wing.  He scarcely noticed the smirk of pleasure, on the Sergeant's mouth at seeing him run.


	"Don't forget to change your nappy sir,"  it was loud enough to give himself a laugh but hopefully not loud enough for Briggs to hear.  He turned to Benson,  'He could be a right bastard when he grows up.  Like Curtis."


	Briggs stopped for a moment, he should say something, but what?  A picture formed in his mind of Trotter waiting for him and he ran on.


	"Good, you're ready this time."  Trotter was standing outside his office.  "How well can you fly?"


	"Well I..."


	"What're you like at navigation?  I don't want lies and I don't want false modesty."


	"I got top marks sir."


	"That's something anyway.  I've got a job for you.  Didn't want to drop you in it so soon but you're all I can get hold of at the moment."  He seemed a different man.  


	"The big boys want a photograph.  You'll take the Harry Yate,” he saw the blank look on Brigg’s face.  “The RE 8, Curtis and I will escort you.  Captain Cooper says you’ve flown one before."


	The RE 8, he barely heard any more, he'd seen it in a hanger.  Patches over patches and blood stains in the observers seat.


	"I flew one briefly sir."


	"That'll have to do.  You're the least use to us, so it doesn't matter about you but Captain Cooper will be your observer and he's the best there is.  I don't want him dead.  D'you understand?"


	Briggs listened intently to his orders. 





	It was later, the old aircraft, rattled and shook itself as Briggs revved the engine at maximum throttle.  Then he bumped and bounced over the rough grass until a sudden lurch, followed by an almost stillness told him he was airborne.  He looked down to watch the ground disappear beneath him.  An urgent thump on his shoulder.  The tree - the bloody tree, he’d forgotten it.  He nearly ducked as he swept towards it but fought back the urge.  He kicked the rudder bar and pulled the stick back hard into his stomach.  Very slowly the plane responded but it seemed too slowly, the tree still barred his way.  He closed his eyes.  He remembered the Major of Infantry,   'I'll give you three days!'


	"I've only had one."  He said it aloud.  He heard the  branches clawing at the fabric on his wing tip, then nothing, cautiously he opened one eye, the tree was no longer there, he was safe.  A tap on the shoulder and he stole a glance back.  Cooper  grinning from ear to ear, stuck his thumb up, 'Well done,' then reaching out, began tapping on the Morse key fitted to the outside of the fuselage.  Christ the man must be mad! but the confidence was infectious and made Briggs feel easier as he gained height and set his course.


	There was no sign of Trotter or Curtis, he'd seen them take off as he began to taxi out and knew they were up here somewhere, watching, his own personal guardian angels.  It gave him a strange sort of comfort.


	The green patchwork of the ground gradually gave way to a brown mess of earth teeming with men, horses and lorries, so this was the front line.  A bombardment was in progress and he could see smoke from the guns as the teams worked tirelessly to hurl their lethal loads at the enemy.  A white faced figure found time to wave.  He was actually waving at him, and he felt a part of all the action.  He belonged.  


	Then a series of zigzag lines of the trenches with violent explosions sending the earth skywards in great black clouds.  God, how could anyone survive in this, or even exist at all.  He could almost smell the carnage below.  A great spew of broken, derelict pitted land, stagnating shell-holes and broken bodies that reminded him of the day he threw his sister's dolls from her bedroom window earning him a good hiding.  Then more zigzagging lines, more solid somehow.  White faces.  A puff of smoke.  A sudden jolt.  "Christ they're firing at me!"  He swerved away.  There was a tap on his shoulder.  A glance behind.  Cooper jabbed his finger forward - Keep going straight.  Another burst of smoke, another jolt.  He looked down at the pattern of trenches beneath his fragile seat.  The Germans.  The Hun, his enemy.  Then there was the target and Cooper was leaning over the side manipulating his camera.  He could see lorries, guns and more white faces.  Another tap, Cooper beckoned him to go lower.  He could now actually see the enemy pointing their rifles at him.  His heart in his mouth he swooped down towards them.


	More smoke.  The aircraft rocked violently.  They were passed the target.  He turned.  Cooper was still taking photographs.  He saw the trenches ahead, the way home.  That tap on the shoulder.  A beckoning finger.  Christ, he wants me to go back!  More photographs, more smoke, a sudden hole in the wing.  I've been hit.  I've been hit.  Panic.  But the plane still handled well.  The reassurance was calming.  Then the finger beckoned home.


	Two aircraft were coming towards him.  Two small specks.  Trotter and Curtis.  The thought was comforting.  He rubbed his eyes there must be something wrong.  They looked different, not like their aeroplanes.  It came to him in a shock wave that sent a cold feeling down his spine, they were like that aircraft he'd seen from the train.  Hun!  Cooper was struggling with the Lewis gun.  A burst of shot.  Holes appeared in the fuselage and it sounded like drum beats.  Something tugged at his leather coat and left a tear in it.  More drum beats, his heart, and he thought it would burst.  He threw the stick forward.  He remembered the picture in his Mother's living room, 'A stag at bay'.  Another rattle of guns but different somehow.  He looked back.  One of the Germans was going down, smoke pouring from his engine.  Then flames.  He saw a dark figure detach itself from the cockpit and flap down beside his flaming wreck.  And then Trotter was circling round him and Curtis took up a position to protect his tail.  The other German had disappeared.


	It wasn't until he landed, that he realised he'd wet himself and on shaky legs, walked from the plane.


	"Well done son - you'll do!"  Cooper slapped him on the back.


	"But I was frightened sir.  I mean, really scared."  Briggs's ashen face underlined his words.


	"Good, so you should be.  So was I.  Shit scared!"


	"But you were calm sir."


	"I had a job to do and I did it.  You did no less than me.  Let me tell you son - the day you stop being scared is the day you'll die.  I remember my first time, I was that scared I closed my eyes when I took off."


	‘Had he guessed?’


	As they waited for Trotter and Curtis, a third figure also waited at the viewpoint by the hedgerow.


	Cooper waved, and a hand waved back.  "There's Jannie she spends a lot of time here," he said.  "She calls us her family, we're all she's got left now King's dead." 


	Trotter and Curtis sideslipped their aircraft down to the field, touching down close to where Briggs and Cooper were standing.


	"Thanks sir." Cooper called as Trotter clambered from his machine.  "Thought we'd had it that time."


	"Yes - well," a mumble as he walked over.  No time for pleasantries.  "Did you get the pictures?"


	Cooper slapped the case he was carrying.  "All you want - I hope.  If not, our little friend here can take the high hats over themselves and let them see first hand."


	Trotter looked at Briggs for the first time.  "You OK?"


	"Yes sir."


	"Then you'd better get yourself changed!"


	Briggs felt the flush of colour hit his cheeks and wished the ground could open and swallow him up.


	"By the way Briggs," Trotter continued, "its my turn to get the drinks tonight.  You did well but don't let it go to your head, I'll teach you to fly tomorrow."  Trotter made off to his office, his hand resting lightly but supportively under Coopers arm.


	"You heard him, go and get changed."  Curtis almost glared at Briggs.  Head boy again.


	"Yes Michael,"  God he'd be fagging for him next.


	"I'm going to sort that mechanic out.  He wants a bomb behind him.  My plane still isn't right.  You can thank God that Trotter's guns worked or you'd be dead meat by now!"  He stormed back to his machine where a group of mechanics had congregated.


	"I think that means you're free."  A breath of perfume, fresh against the oil laden air and Jannie was standing beside him.


	Briggs looked into the smiling face,  "That man frightens me," he confided.


	"Who, James or Michael?"


	"Trotter."


	"That's what he wants," Jannie consoled.  "He's tough but he's fair and he's trying to keep you alive.  We...  He's lost so many good men.  Frankie..."


	"I heard, I'm sorry."


	"Forget it."


	"Did Frank bring you out here?"  Howard pushed.


	"Yes - no.  I had an aunt, she owned the cafe.  She was French.  When Frankie came out, I came out to the cafe.  It was the natural thing."


	"Where's your aunt now?"


	"She's gone with the best of them, only it was her heart that took her.  It always was a bit weak, then the shock of Frankie..."


	Howard saw the start of a tear in her eye.  "I'm sorry I shouldn't have asked."


	"Don't spend your life being sorry.  Frankie told me that if anything happened.. to him I mean, I was to make my own life.  Anyway, instead of asking all these questions, why don't you tidy yourself up and come back to the cafe with me?"





	This was the first time a female, apart from his mother, had shown him any attention and Howard's heart was thumping, and he had a strange, hollow feeling in his stomach.  He knew it must be love.





�
CHAPTER 3





	There was a mad squawking as Howard followed Jannie into the dark interior of the cafe.  He felt a painful nip on his ankle and lashed out with his foot.


	"Herman, get back to your corner."  Jannie scolded and the chicken scurried back, head down, wings flapping to the broken chair it had claimed the night before.


	"I think he's taken to me," She laughed.  "Perhaps we've something in common."


	She led the way to her sparsely furnished back room.  An old table covered with a thick cloth, two dark, heavy dining chairs with a dresser matching in age, if not in style.  And for comfort, an even older chaise longue,  The hard upholstery was covered in a dark green rug that Howard presumed, was to hide the wear in the original cover.  Even then, as he sat down he could feel the coarse fibres of the stuffing scratching the backs of his legs.


	A book of poetry lay on the small rough table close by and as Jannie went through to the scullery, he picked it up.  Tennyson.  He opened the cover trying hard to recall parts of a poem he used to read at school.  A shiny, flowery label was stuck just inside the cover.





  'PRESENTED TO F. KING FOR HIS UNBROKEN ATTENDANCE AT SUNDAY SCHOOL - 1912'. 


	


	Only five years ago, God, the man was only a child then, now he's dead.  He leafed through the pages and stopped suddenly, ‘In Memorium’, it seemed almost too fitting and he quickly slammed the book shut and put it down, almost fearful that he might catch something, from it. 


	Releasing the hooks on his collar he rubbed at the chafing around the back of his neck.


	"Frankie had the same problem."  Jannie stood just inside the doorway a loaded tray in her hands.  "He always wore a silk scarf.  He said that it made it easier.  I've still got his spare one, he gave it me.  I wear it sometimes, when I feel lonely."  


	"I've got one but I left it in my room."  Howard answered.  "Besides, I don't know what Major Trotter might say, he seems to have a down on me at the moment."


	Jannie set the tray down on the small table, sliding the poetry book into one hand as she did so and placing it carefully on the dining table.


	"Forget him, his bark's much worse than his bite.  Anyway, he's not here so you can take your tunic off if you want to."


	"But I'm not wearing a collar!"


	"Oh dear," Jannie laughed.  "And me, an unmarried woman - what will the neighbours say?"


	Howard slipped out of his tunic, hung it carefully over the back of one of the dining chairs and sat back on the edge of the chaise longue.


	"Relax Howard, I'll not bite you"


	Howard had always felt uneasy in the company of young ladies.  Especially young ladies as beautiful as Jannie.  He supposed this was largely due to the fact that he'd never had much chance to get to know any.  His younger sister certainly didn't count and he'd always tried to avoid the attentions of his shapely, red headed cousin, who with a few words could render him virtually speechless and turn him into a gibbering idiot.


	Jannie, seemed so different.  She appeared to like him, which was much more than could be said for his cousin or even his sister for that matter, with her tell tale ways.  He sat back and Jannie stood behind him and almost carelessly placed one hand on his shoulder.


	"Frankie always liked this," she said and reached over the high back to massage the top of his shoulders.  He could feel his tensions slipping away as she worked her fingertips into his tight muscles.  The events of the last two days were catching up with him, his eyes were beginning  to get heavy and he had a job to keep them open.  Soon he stopped trying.





	There was a terrible din, laughter, a piano playing, shouting.  Howard woke up. He rubbed his eyes, he thought he was back home in his Mothers room but it wasn't his Mother's settee.  He looked around him.  The old furniture.  The rug covering him.  He remembered and pushed the rug down.  Jannie she must have..  He sat up quickly.


	"It's OK Howard.  There's no need to rush."  She was sitting by the table, watching him.


	"Trotter'll murder me!"


	"No he won't.  A little teasing perhaps but I told him where you are.  He's not bothered."


	"Thank God."  Howard struggled into his tunic wincing as he hooked the collar.


	"Here, put this round your neck."  Jannie held out her silk scarf.  The one Frankie had given her.  "I don't wear it very often."


	"Do you think Trotter'll mind?"


	"I shouldn't think so.  Most of the lads wear them.  If he does say anything, remind him where he is.  There's supposed to be no rules here."


	Howard unhooked his collar and fastened the strip of silk about his neck.  It smelt of Jannie.


	A sweet floral smell, like his Mother.  Lilies of the valley.  "It really is kind of you."


	"Go on."  She kidded.  "Go and meet your master.  He was singing your praises earlier.  Vincent - Captain Cooper said you're going to make a good pilot.  An ace even.  He said that he's never known anybody keep so calm on their first flight over the lines."





	"Ah - he is alive."  Trotter looked up from the piano, his eyes red and puffy and his speech slurred from too much alcohol.  "Jannie, get my young friend here a drink.  A very deserving case."


	"For him, yes James. but I think that you've had enough for one night."


	"Looks after us like a mother!"  Trotter didn't argue.  "Come here Briggs, where I can see you."


	Howard moved out of the shadows.


	"What the bloody hell d'you call that."  Trotter pointed to the scarf around Howard's neck.


	"It's a scarf sir."


	"I can see it's a bloody scarf.  Get it off."


	"But everyone's wearing one."


	"Everyone isn't you Briggs.  I say when you can wear a scarf.  Not you.  You've got to prove you're worthy of it.  In this brigade it's a medal Briggs.  A bloody medal."


	"Sorry sir."  Briggs blinked back the tears of surprise.  How could Jannie have done this to him?  She was no better than the rest.  He slowly peeled the offending piece of clothing from under his collar.


	"Your drink Howard!"  Jannie was holding out a glass.


	Howard snatched it from her, tipping the brown liquid in front of him.  Then dropping the glass into the thick puddle he stamped his foot hard on the smashed remains, beer splashing up his legs.  There was a hush as Howard dropped the scarf into the mess on the floor and ground it under his boot.


	"Thanks Jannie."  He said.  "I thought you were different!"  Then pushing a chair out of his way, he fled from the room.





*


	"Wake up you slimy little toad!"


	Howard was stretched out, still fully clothed on the top of his bunk.  He stirred.


	"I said wake up, you bastard!"


	Howard opened his eyes, his head was thumping.  Curtis was standing over him, a shadowy figure in the dull light.  He remembered and swung his legs over the side of the bed. 	Curtis brought his open palm hard against the side of his face, leaving a bright red weal.  "I suppose you think you're a big man now do you.  Well done, you really made Jannie's evening.  You realise that  scarf was King's last gift to her, don't you."


	"She's no better than the others.  She shouldn't have lied to me.  She told me it would be all right to wear it."


	"You pratt.  If you think she realised Trotter would react as he did, you certainly don't know Jannie.  The best thing for you is to apologise and the sooner the better."


	"If you think I'm going to apologise then you're mistaken.  I've just about had enough of this place.  My mother, persuaded my uncle to arrange my posting so that I could be with you but all I've had since I've been here are spiteful tricks and shit thrown in my face.  I've just about had enough.  I wish I hadn't come.  It just isn't fair."


	"And now I suppose you'll write to your mother to get you posted somewhere else eh.  Well let me tell you this, you pathetic little sod, you'll be posted soon enough - six feet bloody under, with the rest of us."


	Howard curled himself back on the bed, foetal position, face pressed against the wall of the hut.  Trying to escape.


	"That's it, snivel on, but don't come round me licking my boots for help.  I don't want to know.  And you can move your things out in the morning!"





	It was morning and Briggs stood outside the office.  He rubbed his boots on the back of each leg, more out of the habit he'd formed during his school years, than needing to buff the hard shine he'd already put on them.  He looked at his shadow on the door.  In the feeble light of the early hour it looked as weak as he himself felt.  He knocked.


	"Come."


	God, it even sounded like his old Headmaster.  He opened the door.  Trotter was back at his wall, his pipe smouldering on the desk.  It could have been yesterday, all those years ago.  He waited.


	"Well, what is it?"


	"I didn't know what time to come sir."


	"Well you can piss off again till I send for you."


	Briggs turned to go.


	"Oh Briggs," he said it almost pleasantly.


	"Sir," an expectant tone.


	"Get me a mug of tea, then six times round the field - full kit.  You've got a few bad manners that need rubbing off.  Think yourself lucky that Jannie asked me to go easy with you, she seemed to think last night’s little antics were all her fault."





* * *





	Jannie was waiting at her viewpoint for the first patrol as Howard raced around the field on his first circuit and he nearly spoke as he tore past her but somehow the words wouldn't come out.  He could only eye her as she pushed herself into the hedge and wish she'd speak to him.  He raced on, past the office again.  He felt drugged.


	"How many times Briggs."  Trotter was standing in the field, in his long leather coat, legs astride, his helmet fastened and his hands behind his back.


	"Five sir."


	"I suppose you want a break.”


	“Yes sir.”  What was this? A change of heart?


	“Right, twenty press ups, then get a bloody move on with that last lap, I'll see you when I get back."


	Howard stretched himself on the damp grass and began pumping his body up and down, at about fifteen he lost count, did a few more for luck then got up and started once more round the circuit, looking out for Jannie. 


	She was still by the hedge.  "Howard.."


	It was too late, his chest was sore and his throat was dry, he couldn't have answered if he'd tried.  He lifted one hand slightly, just enough to appease his own conscience.  He could never be sure if she'd noticed it, then he turned towards the row of huts.





	There was a knock at the door.


	"Lieutenant Briggs, sir."


	"What is it?" Briggs levered himself from his bed.


	"Major Trotter would like to see you sir."


	"I wish I were dead."


	"Sorry sir?"


	Briggs realised he'd spoken aloud.  "I was in bed."


	"Yes sir."  The Orderly sniggered to himself. 


	Briggs pushed open his door.  The sudden glare of the sun caught him unawares and he rubbed his already blood shot eyes.  Pushing past the orderly he walked the catwalk as a condemned man to the gallows.  The office door was open.  He knocked, never the less.


	"Tea Briggs.  More sugar this time.  I want it sweet."


	"You want your tea sweet, I'll make it bloody sweet." he thought and taking Trotters mug from the desk went to make it.  "Six sugars," he muttered to himself.  "No seven.  I'll sweeten the bastard up."


	The tea duly made he pushed his way back into the office.


	"Your tea sir."  Bloody Hell what've I done.


	"About time." Trotter took a sip, his expression unchanging.  "There's two SE 5's out there ready to take off.  One for you and one for me, got it."


	"Sir?"  Wasn't he even going to say more about last night?


	Trotter took another swig of tea, then taking a bottle of brandy from under his desk, poured a generous amount into the hot liquid.  He sipped it gently and took his pipe from his pocket.


	"Oh not his bloody pipe routine," Briggs stood waiting.


	Trotter banged the bowl into his open palm and threw the ash on the floor.  "I'll take off first.  Then you.  If you can find me, I'll let you shoot me down.  You hate my guts.  If I find you I'll decide whether I'll spread you over the countryside or settle for you apologising to Jannie."


	"I did nothing wrong sir."


	"You forget I was there Briggs."  He strode from the office.  "Well, are you coming."


	Briggs saw the tree coming towards him.  He nearly closed his eyes again.  Then forced himself to keep them open.  He kicked hard on the rudder bar.  The plane responded swiftly.  Like the thoroughbred horse his father had bought.  What a different ride to the old hack that he'd been used to.  The exhilaration of the flight began to change his mood as he peered up towards the sun.  Where was Trotter?  





	He levelled out and did a careful circuit.  Must get his bearings.  He remembered his old instructor. "Number one rule - know where you are at all times." He looked down, he was over the village.  "That must be Jannie's."  He felt sick.  Why did she do it?


	"I love her!"  He shouted it to the Heavens.


	There was a rattle of guns.  Bloody Hell - Hun.  He looked around.  A small plane was diving down on his tail.  Trotter.  He spun his machine round to meet his assailant.   'Number two rule, when in trouble, keep an eye on your enemy.  Don't dive away unless you know where you're going.  It gives him the advantage'.  His instructor could have been sharing his cockpit.  But Trotter wasn't going to break way.  His machine was now completely filling Briggs's vision.


	"Mad bastard."  The instructors face disappeared  as Briggs swung away and pushed the stick forward.  He was over open ground.  The airfield must be nearby.  Another rattle of guns.  "You bloody fool, you'll hit me."


	A river with high banks. He dived for it.  Trotter was still behind.  He could almost imagine his sniggering face.


	A railway bridge.  Bloody Hell, he was nearly touching the water.  Pull up, pull up. Gunfire.  Trotter was above him, forcing him down.  Christ he's going to kill me.  The bridge.  The water.  His wheels were almost in the river, he was under the bridge.  A boat.  A man fishing.  He saw the man fall in the water as he roared over him.  He looked up but Trotter had gone.  He climbed and turned back.  Below him the fisherman was clinging to the side of his boat shaking his fist.


	He turned again and followed the river back.  It must flow near the village.  He climbed higher to get a better view.  Nothing jogged his memory.  He circled round.  He was lost.  How could he be?  The river was a big enough landmark.  He followed it.  Still nothing.  He checked his fuel gauge.  Should be plenty there, haven't been up that long really.  'Empty.  The bloody thing's empty.  Trotter's fixed it'.  He glanced at his compass.  It must be wrong.  He tapped it.  His mother used to tap the barometer every morning.   "Time to get up dear, it's going to rain today"  Going downstairs to the smell of egg and bacon"





	Find the bridge.  He turned again and followed the rivers course.  Then he saw it.  Almost hidden by the trees with their overhanging branches.  A tributary.  He must have flown over it in the chase.  He couldn't remember.  Am I that much of an idiot?  He turned to follow it.  The compass pointed the right direction.  The fuel gauge still showed empty.  He climbed.  Might be able to glide if I run out of fuel.  The village.  He turned for the airfield.  He saw holes appearing in his wings.  Trotter!  The other man's plane was almost glued to his tail.  He swung left and right.  Still there.  More shots.  Bloody maniac, he wants me dead.  The airfield in front.  Thank God.  Trotter was now above him, pushing down.





	"Give me room you bastard!"  The tree.  Wheels hooking the top branches.  The plane flipped towards the ground, like a hurdler tripping on the hurdle.  "You've bloody killed me."  He pulled back on the stick.  The plane responded.  Stick forward again.  Shut the throttle.  Still too fast.  Can't get down.  Hell, the hedge.  A violent crack, a ton weight on his chest as his straps took the strain then he was hanging at an alarming angle.  His propeller twisted and bent and buried in the long grass of the hay field.


	He saw the woman waiting by the hedge start to run towards him, then when other help began arriving, she walked slowly away.





	"Well, are you hurt Briggs?"  Trotter was facing him from behind his desk.  Pipe well stoked.


	"Not badly sir."


	"Then you bloody should be.  You've just flown the finest fighting craft in the world as though it were a farm tractor.  You even tried ploughing the field with the bloody thing.  It won't do Briggs.  It won't do at all."


	"You gave me no room sir."  There was both surprise and anger in his voice.  "And you nearly shot me down."


	"Nonsense.  You had plenty of room.  Wait till you get in a dog fight - that's if I haven't transferred you to the infantry by then.  That'll teach you'll what room there is in the sky.  As for shooting you down, if I'd wanted to shoot you down, I'd have shot you down.  Come on sonny, there must be a better excuse than that."


	Briggs, in his present mood, couldn't see the other man was trying to goad him.  "My fuel sir.  You told me my plane was ready to fly.  It was nearly out of fuel."


"I'm really sorry about that Briggs."  Trotter made himself sound almost sound regretful.  "When did you discover that."


	"Over the river sir, soon after you left me."


	"Then you should be bloody ashamed of yourself. You had plenty of fuel, Briggs.  I had the gauge disconnected.  Don't you check your aircraft before you take off?"


	Briggs looked down at his feet.  Silent, face a bright red.


	"I don't know what to do with you, even Curtis wants you shifted from his hut.  What do you think about that?"


	"Perhaps it might be best sir."


	"Then perhaps it might not be.  You'll stay with him for as long as you're here.  But there's the little matter of that busted aeroplane, what about that?" 


	"Sorry sir."


	"Sorry,  Sorry he says.  Do you realise how much they cost and how difficult they are to get.  All you can say is - sorry.  Well I'll tell you how sorry you're going to be, you, Mr. Briggs are going to mend it and with your own tiny hands.  You'll spend every minute of every hour working on it.  Then when it's finished I'll take you up again.  But smash it up again and I'll have you shot.  D'you understand?"


	"Y,yes sir.  Thank you sir."


	"Then get out of my office and get working."


	Briggs saluted and turned for the door.


	"Oh Briggs."


	He stopped.  What now.  He couldn't take any more.


	"A mug of tea please, make it snappy."





 	The plane wasn't as badly damaged as Briggs had at first thought.  The propeller was badly splintered and some spars were cracked with one completely broken but he was assured it wouldn't take too long to put right.  A few days perhaps, and he started working under the watchful eye of Corporal Walker.





	He'd been working a few hours, not daring to take a break.  Somehow it didn't bother him, he even found himself enjoying his work.  Like the time he'd written his name on the fence at home and his father made him paint the whole length.  A certain pride element he supposed.  He lifted the spar, it wouldn't fit.  "Will you give me a hand with this Corporal?"  Briggs sensed, rather than saw the person standing by him.


	"That's the second time you've mistaken me for someone else, I'll have an identity crisis next."


	Briggs looked round, Cooper's jovial face was beaming at him.


	"That was bad luck son!"  He indicated the damage.


	"No it wasn't.  Major Trotter told me it was bad flying."


	"No plane flies very well when it hits a hedge."


	"It hit the tree first sir."


	"You did well to pull out."


	"Then you can tell that to Major Trotter sir.  He seems to think I'm an imbecile and only fit for making tea."


	"Oh dear.  You do sound bitter."


	"Not me sir.  I've been nearly shot down, I’ve been forced down into a tree and tricked into thinking I've run out of fuel.  Why should I be bitter."


	"Sonny, get a few things straight.  If Major Trotter thinks you're an imbecile, he'd never give you another chance to fly, he hasn’t pushed you into anything he hasn’t thought you can get out of but what he does think, is that you're worth hardening up and so do I.  And while I'm about it, I also believe you owe a certain young lady, who seems very fond of you, an apology. Your behaviour towards her last night was unforgivable."


	"Is that all sir?"


	"No.  Major Trotter has decided you need a great deal more knowledge of the local landmarks.  You're to take me up in the RE 8.  He said we're to start by the river.."











	"So you've finished it, have you Briggs?"


	"Yes sir."  Briggs looked expectantly at his commanding officer.  Would he praise him for the work he'd done, day and night, or would he knock him back down again?


	"Have you test flown it?"


	"No sir."


	"Why not?"


	"I thought you might not like me to sir."


	"Good God Briggs.  Have I got to think for you.  Who's bloody aeroplane is it?  Take the thing up.  Three circuits round the village and don’t get lost, if you kill yourself don’t come running to me"


	"Yes sir.  Thank you sir."  He felt the start of a grin across his face.  Trotter must be pleased or he wouldn't let me fly it and he’d actually joked with him.  The tiredness seemed to fall away as the adrenaline started coursing through his body.





	The aeroplane handled well and with the few flights he'd made with Captain Cooper, he'd learned to master the tree so that it no longer seemed so big as on the first occasions.  He pulled the stick back into his stomach and felt the thrill of climbing up through the clouds, almost hanging on his propeller and when the weight of the craft could no longer be supported by the thin air, falling backwards.  The straps pulling at his chest as he felt the seat leave him behind.  A kick on the rudder bar, and nose down, diving back along his own path.  Then back out over the tops of the clouds skating into the cotton wool valleys.   'Bloody fool, he'll kill himself in a minute'.  He remembered the Major of infantry and looked round expecting to see a red plane come boring down on him but the sky was empty - this time.  He mentally thanked the infantry man for his timely reminder.  That other pilot must have felt as he'd just been feeling.


	He completed his third circuit, then once more into the clouds for luck, hiding in the cold clammy fabric.  Where he thought the airfield should be he dove down.  This would show Trotter.  He broke through into clear air.  Yes there it was, he congratulated himself.  But what had happened, smoke was drifting across the line of huts.  Another  plane climbed up to fly alongside him.  The pilot waved and even from this distance he could make out the grin beneath his goggles.  He waved back.  Then he saw the black cross painted on its side.  "Christ. I must tell Trotter."  No thought for his safety.  Throttle wide he screamed the engine, then cut it at the last minute to float down onto the grass runway.  Trotter was out on the field and he taxied to where he was standing.


	Engine off.  "Sir!  Sir!  There's a German."


	"What d'you think we should do about it then Mr. Briggs."


	"Go after him sir."


	"But you've just come down.  Why didn't you go after him?"


	"I thought I'd better tell you first sir."  Can't I do a thing right?


	"While you've been gallivanting around the bloody heavens like a bloody angel looking for his bloody harp, that bloody Hun's been taking bloody pot shots at the bloody airfield.  He's also dropped a bloody great bomb on one of our bloody hangers and not only did he kill one of our best bloody fitters, he blew a bloody brand new SE 5 apart.


	"I suggest therefore Mr. Briggs, that you come down from that bloody cockpit and help form a burial party for Corporal Walker.  If you'd flown a strict three circuits, there's just a chance he might still be alive."





