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‘They shall grow not
old, as we that are left grow old;

Age shall not weary
them, nor the years condemn.

At the going down of
the sun and in the morning

We will remember
them.’

 


 


From ‘For the
Fallen’ by Laurence Binyon, 1914
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 PROLOGUE

 


Northern France, June
1944

 


The young
Australian skimmed his Typhoon fighter-bomber over the forest top,
350 miles per hour, ten feet off the trees. The grey gloom of first
light was enough to spy the German tanks within the clearing dead
ahead. He remembered the words of his instructor…

Lift her a
touch, flatten, coax her, nurse her, boy. Make the aircraft do
exactly what you want her to. Nose her down a touch now, aim.
Perfect.

He squeezed the
trigger on the throttle grip – rockets away – eight white
smoke trails flew out ahead and down, down, down…

ON
target! Bloody FIREWORKS!!

Pulling up and
over them, the young pilot then pressed the control column forward,
dropping the fighter-bomber down again to speed away.

Keep it low,
keep it LOW, son. The higher you are, the better target you offer
to anyone who didn’t die. Use the trees as cover – Stay below their
tops and LIVE.

A calm began to
flow in the twenty-year-old’s veins. Still fast and low, he beamed
behind his goggles. He’d done it: The weeks, the months, the past
two years leading up to this moment, he’d done as he was told the
whole way and he’d done well. Bloody well. The Typhoon was renowned
as a bitch to master and he’d done it.

Then he saw it.
The anti-aircraft vehicle, just ahead left, its tracer fire
spitting at him – too close to nose down and fire back. He
remembered his training once more…

Quick bank
left towards it – make him change his aim – now he’s flashing
under. Full throttle, keep it together, keep it together,
keep the nose flat, Jesus don’t climb with the extra
power... Jink right again to put him off, ready for damage if he
hits you – can’t bail out under 1000 feet – look for a field to
crash land in, pistol ready…

As the young
Australian drew his next breath, he knew it was his last.

Too
close… He was waiting till I was too close…

The
anti-aircraft gunner stayed right with him, fired all the way
through the slick manoeuvre. Cannon shells thundered down the
fuselage, through the wings, fuel tanks exploding, the Typhoon now
a trajectory of separate parts tumbling down into the forest.

 


A torso was
later taken down from a tree.

Tin dog-tags
dangled from one of the lower branches.

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER ONE

 


University of Sydney,
1939.

 


An unseasonally
hot day for September, the interior of the St. John’s College
chapel wasn’t its usual sanctuary of cool, a full house today and
getting muggier as the hour wore on. Daniel Quinn felt drowsy, his
mind wandering back to the words of the Prime Minister. It seemed a
rare soul who hadn’t been round the
wireless the night before: Menzies’ big
announcement… Germany had just invaded Poland, Britain had
declared war on Germany.

…as a
result, Australia is also at war…

Of the Mass,
Quinn hadn’t registered much. He brooded on a screeching little
thug with a stupid moustache. On his rise. And rise. ‘A flash in
the pan,’ most people had said. The last one was supposed to have
been ‘The War to End All Wars’. As of last night, Quinn reflected,
it needed a new name.

His thoughts
turned to Mr Reiser. The dear and aged friend of Quinn’s father had
never seen anything laughable about Herr Hitler. Together Quinn and
the old man had followed the events of the past few years,
discussing each as it happened: Germany re-arming, the move into
Austria, Munich seemed the end of it, but then they took
Czechoslovakia only last March. Mr Reiser had friends there, in
Austria too. He’d lost contact with most of them, indeed, the
enquiries he’d made at the Austrian Embassy in Neutral Bay were
still pending.

Quinn’s stare
had settled on the priest’s green vestments, his eyes now lifting
to the Gothic arches and multi-colours of the chapel’s
stained-glass windows – The heat of the afternoon outside seemed to
be straining in through them. It’d be murder at rugby practice.

He felt a nudge
in his right arm from McCarthy: The priest was giving the Blessing
to the capacity congregation, Father Gorman clearly in good spirits
this day – numbers swelled by quite a few blokes Quinn didn’t even
know were Catholic. They were on the closing prayers, Quinn’s mouth
forming the words automatically.

Holy Michael,
the Archangel, defend us in battle: Be our safeguard against the
wickedness and snares of the devil. Cast into hell Satan and all
the evil spirits, who wander through the world seeking the ruin of
souls.

 


In the slow
shuffle down the aisle, it struck Quinn that Saint Michael was the
Patron Saint of Germany.

 


*

 


Outside the
chapel, Quinn waited near the front of the crowd as the pile of
cases was sorted through. Mostly from school days just a year or
two behind, with so many of them identical, it might take some
minutes.

Tim McCarthy
jostled a few places behind him. Yep, there was Quinn – as if by
magic, always at the front... Still, Tim admired and respected
Daniel Quinn. A lot of people did, and small wonder: He was a nice
bloke, successful without being up himself and toughs skulked in
doorways when they saw him coming… Tim would never forget his early
days at high school, never: First Form, and those long, hot first
few months of it when he’d been bullied. Badly. Lynch and McCann.
Just as he’d never forget the day, the bell having tolled for that
hour of it he most dreaded, lunchtime, when a boy he hardly even
knew stopped to talk to him in the hallway. In full view of
everyone. Tim was just getting over his initial surprise – the boy
was good to talk to, said his name was Quinn, they even had a
laugh, Tim’s first in months, for a moment he felt human
again – when he caught sight of Lynch coming down the hall. Still a
way off as yet but on his daily, inexorable approach. Mustn’t
look at him. Mustn’t look at him: the chief reason he’d
got smacked last time, Lynch had sworn…

Even now
McCarthy didn’t know how or why he’d lifted his eyes to meet
Lynch’s oncoming stare that day. Only that he had, that his eyes
met Lynch’s, but only for an instant – Lynch’s stare sided, sided
to Quinn’s right back at him. And halfway down the crowded hall,
Lynch took a left. After which the ear-boxing sessions fell right
off, from Lynch anyway. He and McCann used to work as a pair. No
longer. McCann tried it on again with Tim a week later, as it
turned out, for the last time. The story went around: Strange, no
one had imagined Quinn a scrapper… Let alone a hard hitter… But
McCann didn’t come back to school for a week.

No, Tim would
never forget.

As one bloke in
front then another hooked up their cases and departed, he clambered
a few steps forward.

‘So, Daniel,
joining up then?’

Quinn saw
McCarthy, peering over his shoulder for the sight of his own
gear.

‘Oh, hi, mate.’
Though Quinn had only known him slightly at school, he’d become
pretty decent friends with McCarthy since First Year Law, though
Quinn envied his academic medals. ‘…In time, I s’pose.’ He kept one
eye on the pile. ‘How about you?’

‘Yep. I’ll see
you there.’

‘See me where?’
returned Quinn.

Tim let slip a
chuckle. ‘Oh, nothing... Only that the Royal Australian Air
Force’ve set up a recruiting desk off the Main Quad... Line goes
half way round the cloisters as we speak. You just have to follow
this lot. Whaddya reckon?’

‘No, I can’t
today. I’ve got practice on.’

‘Yeah, fair
enough. …Still,’ McCarthy angled to Quinn, ‘it’s in your best
interests…’

‘How’s
that?’

‘Well,’
McCarthy turned back to the pile, ‘it’s first in - best dressed, so
they say. I mean, now it’s on, every man and his dog’ll want
to join the air force and it’s us uni types they’ll want,’ he
grinned sideways at Quinn, ‘…plus sportsmen like your illustrious
self. As pilots, I mean. But they’re such picky bastards, the thing
is to put your name down before the rush. Then at least you’re in
the running, and you can always knock ’em back when they give you
the chance to. So you may as well.’ He paused. ‘Come to think of
it, Daniel, it’s the bloody sports stars like you who’ll do
me out of a place!’

‘Not me, mate,’
smiled Quinn.

McCarthy spied
his case, pushed forward and grabbed it, turning back to Quinn.
‘I’d better bolt. Do us a favour, break your leg on the way over,
will you?’

With that he
was gone.

Seeing his own
on the diminishing pile, Quinn retrieved it, and set out across the
lawn of St John’s towards Missenden Road.

On the short
walk to the car, Quinn found himself alone, the opposite direction
to the Main Quad, he reflected. Reaching the open-top MG, he slung
the case in the passenger seat, and climbed in.

Though he
inserted the key into the ignition, he didn’t turn it.

He sat
still.

It had
begun.

The war Mr
Reiser had said would come. Quinn had long known it would, but now
it had, it was clear to him that he was not prepared for the
naked reality of it: His neck, his chest, the muscles in his arms
were tight with fear.

WAR.

…His whole
life, something in history books, something safely, pleasantly in
the realm of talk and literature. Now, due to the year of his
birth, he’d be going to it. In what capacity? And when?

A solitary
thing was certain.

Not this
afternoon.

Quinn loosened
his necktie, and looked at his watch. If he didn’t get moving now,
he’d be late for practice. And you did not keep the Sydney Uni
First XV waiting.

 


*

 


Quinn called
the coach from a public telephone in the Main Quad, his explanation
and apology at the ready. He had to admit, McCarthy had a good
point: Putting his name down couldn’t hurt. The groundsman
answered, old Clarrie’s gruff manner even gruffer than usual...

Practice had
been cancelled. Everybody else had already phoned in. And right
flamin’ sick he was of picking up the phone all afternoon. Don’t
you young idiots know I’ve got pickets to paint?!

Joining the
queue, Quinn could see McCarthy way ahead in the distance, plus
half the First XV at various points down the cloister. He felt
relieved to be in the line: He’d made his decision, he’d be getting
his name down for what it was worth. At the same time, he felt on
edge: A long-cherished lesson from his father had been never, ever
to follow a crowd. At least he wasn’t smoking, he reassured
himself, as, almost to a man, the rest were, a veritable cloud of
blue wafting out from under the cloister’s length, out over the
Quad. All in shirts, ties and jackets, they seemed to have left
school – himself included, Quinn reflected – only to swap one
uniform for another.

He caught a
voice over their laughter and chatter: A few places ahead, it
sounded like Cooney who, rumour had it, had already ‘done
it’. Yes, it was Cooney alright…

‘Oh, Air Force,
definitely! Even Catholic girls put out for a pair of Wings…
’Course, if a bloke bats for the other team, like young Joyce here,
the Navy’s just the job. And what are you doing here,
Wilson? Didn’t know you liked girls…’

An hour later
down the cloister, round the corner, up some stairs and along a
corridor, Quinn reached the Royal Australian Air Force desk. Behind
it sat an employee of the university, who handed Quinn a form to
complete and sign, prerequisite for an ‘Initial Interview and
Physical’. The Air Force had his address now, the man said. They
would be in touch.

 


*

 


Quinn liked
McCarthy. He had that elevating quality Quinn felt on occasion when
a far smarter person spoke to him as if an equal. They sat together
on the low sandstone wall of the cloisters, looking across the
manicured lawn of the Quad, the late sun on the lilac of the
jacaranda tree. A crowd had milled around for a while after
signing. Now the pair found themselves alone. The old saying came
to Quinn, as it did every year: If the jacaranda’s in bloom and
you haven’t started studying, don’t bother.

‘Y’know,’
McCarthy piped up, ‘I never thanked you, Daniel…’

Quinn turned to
him. ‘Whatever for?’

McCarthy
smiled. ‘You miss out on a lot, don’t ya, mate.’

Quinn now
focused acutely on his friend. ‘I’m all ears...’

McCarthy shook
his head, sighing. ‘Let’s see then… I suppose you’re unaware of the
swooning girls you leave in your wake.’

‘You don’t have
their names and addresses, do you?’

‘Ha!’ McCarthy
slapped his knee in triumph. ‘That’s your secret! You don’t even
notice them.’

‘Is that how it
works, is it?’

McCarthy sighed
again. ‘Apparently.’

Quinn pondered
on the jacaranda tree, the last of the sun on its tops. ‘I s’pose
I’ve just been too busy…’ Now with a sideways smirk, ‘Some of us
actually have to work for decent marks, you know.’

‘Still,’
McCarthy clasped the handle of his case, ‘it all doesn’t matter for
the moment, does it.’

‘How d’you
mean?’

‘Well, if we
pass the interview thing…’

‘Do you think
we will?’ put Quinn.

‘Probably… And
if you do, well, do you bother enrolling for 4th
Year?’

Quinn remained
silent.

McCarthy stood,
slinging the case over his shoulder. ‘I mean, what’s the
point?’

 


*

 


On his way back
to his bicycle, Tim McCarthy beamed.

Sure, he did
fine academically – always had. Funny thing though, the girls just
didn’t seem to go in for academic medal-winners; they went in for
blokes who bolted down sidelines, palmed off the opposition
full-back and scored beneath the posts. Yet Tim had never expected
anything like the opportunity now before him: The Royal Australian
Air Force took in the sports stars for pilot training, certainly.
They also took in the academic medal-winners. Finally, here
it was for old Tim McCarthy: for once in his life the chance to
compete on an even footing with a bloke like Daniel Quinn.

Reaching
Manning House, Tim unlocked his bicycle, strapped his case to the
rack and, trousers tucked into his socks, clattered off down
Manning Road. He coasted right down the middle of it, still
smiling; the university campus seemed deserted.

 


*

 


February 1940.

No.2 Recruiting
Centre, Dalgety Showrooms, Woolloomooloo

 


In the ill-lit
room, their blue tunics seemed black. Quinn counted the pale rank
bands on the cuffs of each officer, their peaked caps on the table
before him. One peak was gold braided, its owner reading through a
file in silence. Quinn put him in his late-fifties, four bands
making him no less than a Group Captain.

‘Yes… Let’s see
now… Mr Quinn...’ The senior officer scanned the page on the
applicant before him. How many had it been today already?
He’d lost count.

Hair –
brown, Eyes – blue, Height – 5’ 8”, Weight – 11 Stone, Intelligence
– superior.

Quinn saw the
grey moustached face break into a smile. The eyes now raised at him
seemed kindly, he thought. As did his voice.

‘See you were
at Saint Aloysius College… Not a bad lot, by all reports…’
The man winked across the top of the file, ‘Bloody Micks,’ eyes
down again. ‘Was at King’s m’self, but I don’t think we’ll hold
that against him, shall we, gentlemen?’

Neither of the
other two men on the panel were smiling, Quinn noted – a civilian,
late middle-aged, balding, spectacles, and another officer around
his mid-twenties, maybe older. On taking his seat, Quinn had
pretended not to notice this man had only one arm – a peacetime
accident, or so Quinn had gathered from talk in the waiting
room.

‘…School Rugby
Firsts,’ the Group Captain continued from the file, ‘still playing
at university level, very good. So you’ve fitness, hand-to-eye
coordination, balance. House Captain at Aloysius. Excellent, then
you’ve leadership potential, sense of responsibility. Debating
Society, quick on your feet, now reading the Law… You’ve done well
in the physical… Very well…’ He paused to finish reading something.
‘…Squadron Leader?’

The younger
officer’s unused sleeve was tailored flat to the side of his tunic.
In the close silence, Quinn attempted to ignore the sewn-down
section of material. Yet the ‘wings’ badge on the torso next to it
rather drew the eye.

‘What position
do you play, son?’ the officer enquired as if long-since bored.

‘Wing,
sir.’

‘Ah, Wing.’ His
tone remained flat. ‘The team’s agile and rugged
individualists…’

Quinn
snap-caught the pencil flung at his nose.

‘…Reflexes OK,’
breathed the man, already writing something in a file. He spoke up
again as he did so. ‘What do you see yourself flying?’

‘Well…
Fighters, sir.’ Quinn couldn’t believe he was being asked so
soon.

The Squadron
Leader looked up, his expression pained. ‘Spitfires,
obviously…’

‘As we all do,
sir.’

‘Yes. As you
all do. …Ever killed anything?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What.
Flies?’

‘Rabbits and
wild pigs, sir. On my uncle’s property.’

‘How’d that
make you feel?’

‘Sort of…
strange, sir.’

‘NEXT,’ exhaled
the officer, slumping back in his chair.

‘…I mean as in
relieved, sir. They charge you to kill.’

‘What? The
rabbits?’

‘No, sir. The
pigs. Survival instinct.’

‘Fascinating.
Could you kill a man?’

‘A German, yes,
sir. If he was trying to kill me.’

‘What about if
you’d snuck up on him?’

‘If that would
deprive him the chance to kill me later.’

‘What if he was
floating down in a parachute?’

‘If you ordered
me to, sir.’

The officer
paused again. ‘What if you knew his mother?’

‘But I
wouldn’t, sir.’

‘Say you
did…’

‘Then I’d know
she was a German mother and that Germany just invaded Poland.’

The Group
Captain almost suppressed a grin: The boy wasn’t being rocked.

‘Quite,’ the
Squadron Leader resumed. ‘Cigarette?’

‘No thank you,
sir.’

‘Good for
you.’

Quinn watched
the officer’s single dexterous hand extract a silver case and
lighter from an inner tunic pocket, snap it open, draw a cigarette
to his mouth, flick the lighter, close the case, then set it and
the lighter in delicate alignment on the table.

‘Got a
girl?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You’re not a
homosexual, are you, Daniel?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Have to ask
that, I’m afraid… Don’t see what difference it makes, myself, but
it’s not only contrary to God’s Regulations,’ ashing the cigarette
he coughed, ‘it’s contrary to King’s Regulations.’

He wafted a
huge cloud of smoke into the room, plus more as the cigaretted hand
opened a new folder. ‘You don’t have to go through with this.’ His
voice had softened. ‘You can walk out now.’

‘I intend to
proceed, sir.’

The Squadron
Leader considered the 20-year-old before him. Eyesight – above
average, the physical report had claimed. He’ll need it,
reflected the Squadron Leader, taking time to ash his cigarette.
Leaving it poised on the rim of the ashtray, he selected one of two
rubber stamps before him, stamped it firmly on an ink pad, then on
a form, closing the folder slowly over it. He then looked up
afresh.

And extended
his arm.

‘Best of
luck.’

The face had
softened as well, Quinn noticed, now almost pleasant. Quinn leant
forward, and shook his hand. Of the stamp imprint, Quinn had caught
solely its colour – in the low light of the room, a dark red
ink.

‘Well then,’
chimed in the Group Captain, ‘that all seems satisfactory,’ finally
deferring to the civilian, ‘…Anything you’d like to ask, Dr
Isaacs?’

The man’s
bespectacled eyes had never left Quinn.

‘No.’

‘Good. Well, Mr
Quinn...’ The senior officer moved to stand. ‘You’ll be receiving
signals from us in the not too distant future. …Advising yay or nay
of course,’ he added, shaking Quinn’s hand. ‘If yay, we post you
some rather nasty homework. Trigonometry, algebra, physics,
terrible business. Anyway, you need a gold star on it or we
scrub you. Do see the Warrant Officer again on your way out, oh and
send in the next chap will you?’

Quinn stood,
excused himself, and made his way to the door. He’d never imagined
it could be all over so quickly.

As the door
clicked shut, the doctor removed his spectacles, and the
handkerchief from his coat pocket. ‘There…’ he said, breathing on a
lens, polishing it, ‘…is one decision you don’t have to make.’

The Squadron
Leader circled Quinn’s name on a list before him, and looked up to
the door – the Warrant Officer was evidently asleep. The top of his
lungs should do it…


‘NEXT!!!’

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER TWO

 


November 1940.

 


Quinn coasted
the car down Bondi Road. It might be his last opportunity for some
time. It hadn’t seemed so until a week ago, when the buff envelope
came in the post. At times during the year, it had felt to Quinn as
if the Air Force had forgotten him…

Back in March,
with no sign of the Group Captain’s ‘homework’, Quinn had no other
course but to enrol for and begin 4th Year as normal,
feeling anything but – as if in a sort of limbo. The sensation was
only compounded by the homework’s arrival in late April, a hefty
package which over a week of late nights he struggled through,
completed and returned. Additionally enclosed had been the official
gold wings lapel pin of the ‘Empire Air Training Scheme’, as it was
now called, according to the newspapers concurrently underway in
Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Rhodesia and Jamaica. Then there’d
been no further word.

The rugby
season came and went. By the time it had, Quinn thought he really
had been forgotten.

But they hadn’t
been: Tim McCarthy’s ‘call-up’ letter arrived in early October,
then Quinn’s last week. It was only upon opening the letter and
reading the words on the page that Quinn was gripped with a sense
of his whole world being drawn out from under him: Report Number
2 Initial Training School, Bradfield Park. Royal Australian Air
Force – ironically, just a mile or two from his Killara home.
In one way, the call-up came as a relief – Finally, it was all
about to begin. In another, he felt an excitement, albeit a nervous
one, poised, as he was, on the verge of a world new and unknown to
him.

Quinn shifted
the MG down a gear through the long curving left. He couldn’t see
the beach fortifications down the hill as yet. Just the little
village of Bondi approaching, glimpses of ocean flashing to the
right.

As Quinn
race-revved it on the change, his younger brother, Matthew, shot
him a smile – at that serious face that always made things fun for
him. Now Danny gunned it through the final right-hander, never
missed it, maybe a little faster than usual, a hint of squeal from
the tyres. Yet Matthew felt only what his brother always gave him:
That thrilling security – Danny knew what he was doing. The sound
he always got from the little sports car, that glorious exhaust now
reverberating off the shops as they slowed.

Now,
Matthew grinned, fresh prawns and D.A! Since his last birthday,
Danny always got him a beer – Though he hadn’t told Mum and Dad
about the big secret switch from apple cider. At fifteen, Matthew
knew how lucky he was, also that most people took the tram their
whole lives. There were even fewer cars on the road now with petrol
rationing on, yet he rode open top in his brother’s MG.

Another
brilliant blue Saturday... There weren’t many swimming though, just
a handful in a gap in the barbed wire newly strung all along the
beach. Anyway, it was interesting with the soldiers about, guns and
sandbag emplacements instead of beach towels and umbrellas. Matthew
spoke up over the gurgling engine as Quinn coasted for a spot. ‘So
when are you in uniform then?’

‘Could be as
soon as tomorrow, I guess.’

‘It starts
tomorrow, doesn’t it.’

‘Certainly
does, mate.’

‘…How come it
took so long to get the letter?’

‘Everyone
applied.’ Quinn turned across the seaside main street and pulled
the handbrake with the beach straight ahead. ‘Right,’ he smiled to
his brother. ‘I make it Beer O’Clock.’

‘I wish it was
me,’ said Matthew as they climed out of the car. ‘I’d give anything
to fly. …In my own Spitfire.’

In Matthew’s
schoolyard, for months now there’d been talk of little else: “The
Battle of Britain”, the newspapers called it. It had got more and
more exciting every day until last week they’d run Mister
Churchill’s victorious headlines – Hitler’s first defeat… Never
in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so
few.

‘Matt, I may
not even get the chance,’ returned Quinn once they’d crossed the
street. ‘I hear actually going up in a plane’s a long way off…
Course after this one, if I make it that far.’

‘So why’d they
give you the gold wings pin already?’

‘For
volunteering. And so no one gives you the White Feather while you
wait.’

Of the battle
recently won, Quinn saw it as no more than that, Britain a country
deep in a war, practically alone, and feeling strangely victorious
for an island now being fire-bombed night after night : “The
Blitz”, it had been termed. Another lesson his father had taught
him early on was not to read newspapers, but to interpret them: No
matter how hopeful the papers and newsreels made it sound, the
progress of the war so far had been nothing short of dismal. Since
April, Hitler had wrapped up Denmark, Holland, Belgium, Norway. The
French had surrendered, Italy had thrown in with Germany, the
British driven back to the sea at Dunkirk. Yes, the evacuation
there and the ensuing air victory had offered hope, but how long
could the British survive being so cheerfully bombed and torpedoed?
As far as Quinn could make out, the situation was worse than
desperate. They needed all the help they could get. If it wasn’t
too late already.

He saw there
were less people out strolling since this time last year. What they
were staying away from the coast for, he couldn’t rightly figure:
The war seemed so distant. True, since mid-year the Royal
Australian Navy had done well in the Mediterranean – against the
Italians… There’d been some Australian pilots in the Battle of
Britain but the closest the war had come was the Middle East, where
the Australian Army hadn’t seen action yet. So what were Sydney’s
coastal fortifications guarding against exactly?

Against the
German U-boats rumoured off the Heads every pub closing time?

As they reached
the pub, Quinn saw the little girl sitting on its outside step,
white cotton dress and socks.

‘You’ve
got a Violet Crumble,’ he said down to her.

A face under a
ribboned sun hat looked up. ‘I went on the tram with my dad,’ she
informed with a chocolate smile. ‘He’s inside talking.’

‘That’s good,’
replied Quinn. ‘You be a good girl.’

‘Yes. He says I
am.’

Matthew waited
with her as Quinn clambered his way in through the front doors –
into the shadowy tiled palace thick with smoke, spilled beer and a
hundred older men in hats. All in best grey trousers, shirts and
ties though, no error. No Ladies, mind: protected by Law from this
cacophony of beer breath expletives and a thousand other things
echoing off the tiles that the little ladies, God bless ’em, were
never designed to hear…

‘You’re a
mongrel, Simpson.’

‘I’ll ’ave you
for that.’

‘The Japanese?!
If you reckon the Japs’ll come in against us you’ve got shit
f’brains. They were on our side last time, weren’t they?!’

‘Doesn’t
matter; they need the oil. They just invaded Indo-China, waddya
call that?!

‘Chinks killing
Chinks – who gives a toss?’

Quinn pretended
he hadn’t heard the man as he worked his way past: Today wasn’t the
day for pub arguments; today was for his brother.

‘Y’wanna put
some money on Doonside, young fella?’

‘No thanks,
mate,’ returned Quinn. ‘Just here to see Mr Phelan.’

‘Coupla sly
grogs, eh? Fairgo, fellas. You enjoy ’em!’

‘Master Quinn,’
greeted a warm smile.

‘Mister
Phelan.’

‘’Ow are ya,
son?’ The man behind the bar pumped Quinn’s hand.

‘Very well,
thank you, sir.’

The publican
wrapped two cold bottles of beer in newspaper, tilled Quinn’s
pennies, then turned back towards him, sleeve-banded arms on the
bar. Somehow his lowered voice cut through all the clatter.

‘Air Force take
ya yet?’

‘I go in
tomorrow. Initial training anyway – I’ll probably wash out.’

The publican
looked at him sternly. ‘No you won’t. Not you…’

Something
seemed to well up inside the older man as he stood surveying Quinn.
As if his blood was rising. His voice resumed in an urgent
whisper.

‘Now you listen
’ere, son. You watch yourself alright? Get the picture? You
bloody-well watch your arse.’ He halted, swallowed. ‘You know I was
in the last one and I know what a fucken shambles it was.’

‘I will,
sir.’

‘Y’promise me?
Cause if y’don’t I’ll come over there an’ knock y’block off.
Righto? …Righto.’

His leathered
face melted back to a smile, though he gripped Quinn’s handshake
like a rock.

‘Good
luck, son.’

This was echoed
by a few men who’d caught the exchange as Quinn plied his way back
towards the light from outside. He never saw the old soldier’s last
look.

‘Young bloke
off tomorrow?’ one asked Phelan.

He nodded
grimly. ‘Pilot, that one. Dead cert.’

‘Shit, eh?’

‘Another bloody
ANZAC.’

 


*

 


The brothers
stopped in at the old fish shop, crossed the road, and walked down
the grass slope towards Matthew’s favourite spot, the rocks of the
beach’s southern end. Matthew squinted at the line of sand down
ahead, beyond the surf the ocean deep blue, a convoy of ships on
the curve of the horizon. Reaching the boardwalk, his eyes followed
the lines of barbed wire stretching to the far end of the
beach.

He remembered
the rock pools, towards which they now headed, and how, when they
were younger, his big brother had taken him round them, telling him
what not to touch. Matt smiled as they walked – the giant
boy-eating squid, the Blue-Ringed Platypus…

They found a
spot on the rocks, sat down, peeled the prawns and swigged the
beers, the surf crashing just near enough to sprinkle them now and
then.

Matthew looked
out at the waves rolling in toward them. ‘...Good, isn’t
it.’ His childhood summary of existence, he never minded reprising
it around his brother.

Quinn fluently
beer-burped: ‘And – no – error,’ making Matt fall about as
always.

 


*

 


Ambling back up
the boardwalk towards the north end of the beach, passing a few
pretty girls here and there, it was still a postcard of a Bondi
afternoon, thought Quinn, though, for a Saturday, it was deserted:
Gone were the colourful hordes of the beach, just a few diehards
bobbing in the surf, and a knot of soldiers down by the wire.

They wandered
out to the point of the rocks at the north end of the bay, a place
called Ben Buckler, the breakers rolling past them back in towards
the beach. There the seaside village nurtured shadows, the sun
lowering atop the hill. Evening clouds now held its golden
colour.

Matthew stared
out to the horizon. The convoy ships were gone. He’d never
forgotten how his brother had pointed out to him, when just a tot,
how the horizon actually curved. In its long, long line from left
to right. The Curvature of the Earth he’d said it was called, and
that it was so important because it showed that where they stood
wasn’t whole world – though it felt that way sometimes – because
the world was just a round thing they were riding on and the
Curvature proved it. Matthew scanned it now, the line his brother
would soon be somewhere far beyond.

Side by side,
the brothers remained still, both looking out, hands in trouser
pockets. Until a thought struck Quinn and he was fishing for
something.

‘Almost
forgot…’

‘What?’ Matthew
enquired sidelong.

Quinn moved to
place something in his brother’s palm.

‘Aw,
Jesus, Danny…’

‘Yours,
mate.’

It was the gold
wings pin.

Quinn knew his
brother was choked up, but pretended not to notice.

They stood a
little while longer as the colours deepened, eyes fixed forward out
to sea. Quinn spoke up finally, his tone awkward.

‘Um… Matt.
Remember that thing I told you about the horizon that time? I was
shittin’ ya. …It’s flat.’

‘You
bastard...’

‘Yeah, y’go
right off the edge…’

 


*

 


Quinn woke to
the hellish racket and the screaming, forty-nine pairs of eyes
stung by the light as the cohort of Corporals ran truncheons down
the lines of metal lockers. The Sergeant did the screaming.

‘O-4 HUNDRED
AND 8 SECONDS – IF I DON’T SEE YOU ALL UP SHOWERED, SHAVED AND
DRESSED BEST BLUES ON THE PARADE GROUND IN 4 MINUTES 52 THEN
CONSIDER YOURSELF OUT OF THE FUCKING AIR FORCE!’

One poor lad
had slept more soundly than the others, now at least in various
states of sleep-walk panic. The Sergeant beamed.

‘Sleeping
Bea-uty.’

As Quinn was
hit with where the hell he was, he saw the man squat down beside
his victim’s pillow, his nose mere inches from the boy’s right ear.
Quinn lunged for his locker – service-issue tunic, trousers, soap
and towel – the Sergeant continuing for those closest to hear.

‘The
subconscious mind of this young gentleman informs him this is
merely a bad dream. But that’s not quite right. No. No it’s not.
Only half right, I’m afraid...’

The Sergeant
clearly lived for such moments in life.

‘BECAUSE IT’S
YOUR WORST NIGHTMARE, YOU WORTHLESS SACK OF SHIT!’

From the fluent
violence of the man’s next actions, it very clearly wasn’t the
first time his boxer’s frame had uprooted an iron stretcher bed and
flipped it clean over, the boy now scrambling like a hunted animal
across the floor.

A frenzy of
cold water shaving, half shower, shirts, ties and laces, and the
lads fled outside into the dark. Scattering blind onto the parade
ground, its floodlamps ignited to reveal something loosely
resembling a brawl. The sight of this upped the Sergeant’s tirade
to fever pitch, yet at least now the fifty could see the painted
dots on the asphalt he was howling about, each recruit fixing
himself upon one at breathless attention.

Only then did
the Sergeant stop screaming. And all was still.

They had
survived.

The Sergeant
and the Corporals stood like stones before them.

A full minute
passed.

Nothing
happened.

Until, out of
the corner of one eye, Quinn noticed a step light switch on.
Something stick-under-arm stepped off it. And menaced towards them.
Quinn’s instincts informed him this was something far worse than
the Sergeant.

The Drill
Sergeant.

 


*

 


At Bradfield
Park, Aircraftman Class 2 Quinn, D., NX254920 found no Tim McCarthy, no one he knew at all,
only one bloke he vaguely recognised from uni and he washed
out after the first week. ‘Scrubbed’ was the local term.

Quinn knew
that, due to his rugby, he was in as good a physical shape as
anyone on the course. But even he lost track of the days, so
punishing was the physical regime they were subjected to: When they
weren’t on obstacle course training, physical calisthetics or
distance running, they marched, ‘Square-Bashing’ it was called.
Rare ‘breathers’ were spent polishing up for surprise kit and
barracks inspections. Any man’s failure, which was daily, spelt a
two-mile run for all. The rest of the time they were just screamed
at, a newly vacated stretcher and locker every other night.

Quinn gathered
from barracks talk that this regime was ideally suited to the
current local requirements of the Empire Air Training Scheme: Fail
every fifth man. Scrub them at the first post. Initial Training
School. One bright spark said the Scheme wasn’t quite ready for its
overwhelming flood of applicants. As a result, the Sergeants at
Bradfield Park had come into their own. Their mission: Up the
attrition rate, make a process of natural selection far tougher
than natural. Yes, this living hell was designed to weed out the
weak… Only now these career pricks had pitchforks.

Quinn opened
the door of his locker one night, cursing as a morass of RAAF-issue
pamphlets, exercise and text books fell out of it onto the floor.
Picking them up, he cursed again at their titles: Applied
Mathematics – he’d always hated Maths. Aeronautical
Physics – the only subject he would ever hate more than
Maths. Studying Law, for Quinn, hard private study till one in the
morning was second nature. Lying back on his stretcher with a copy
of Fundaments of Navigation, he winced: At Bradfield Park,
the lights went out at ten.

The Wing
Commander’s opening address to the assembled course was for Quinn a
carbon copy of one delivered by a professor on day one of First
Year. Slim, thirty-ish, immaculately tailored RAAF tunic, the
officer strode up to the rostrum and, fixing his gaze on the seated
recruits, stood perfectly still for long moments before
beginning.

‘Gentlemen. I
would like you, every one of you, to look sideways. I’m perfectly
serious, take a look at the man next to you. First the man on your
left. Now the man on your right. Have a good, hard look at him.
Alright?

He held their
silence a well-practiced number of seconds before continuing.

‘That
man... will fail.’

Then came
Radio-Telephony. Which seemed an idle pursuit next to the strange
and engrossing world of Morse Code Instruction, the more advanced
students flouting the silence curfew after Lights Out with extended
tapping dialogues on the lockers. The less advanced pretty soon at
least mastered the Morse for F-U-C-K (period) O-F-F in the dark. It
was accepted you were getting the hang of it by the time dog barks
were something you involuntarily decoded into dots and dashes.

If you weren’t
already sleeping like the Dead.

 


*

 


A fact of
service life immediately apparent to Quinn was the lack of privacy,
which was absolute. He’d known blokes who claimed to have loved
boarding school from start to finish. He imagined they’d be in
their element here: Not once in the weeks so far had he been by
himself.

Administrative
error also becoming a fact of service life, it felt like Christmas
to Quinn when he missed out on the initial group class for ‘Point
303 Rifle Instruction’. To make up for it, he found himself
one-on-one with an Instructor a week later. The man’s name was
Fletcher, a career soldier in his early-fifties. Quinn had caught
the word he was a quiet sort of bloke, focused on little except his
guns. Indeed, he seemed a different species from most of the other
Sergeants: No bawling authority here. Just a man content to impart
his expertise, a quiet air of experience about him. He had a
British accent, though one new to Quinn, broad and melodic. Quinn
enquired as they walked out to the shooting range.

‘You’re
English, aren’t you, Sarge?’

‘I was,
lad.’

‘So you
emigrated?’

‘Tha’s right.
After the lass war.’

‘You’d been,
what, in the Royal Flying Corps over there?’

‘British Army,
lad. Leeds Rifles, Prince of Wales’ Own West Yorkshire
Regiment.’

‘I see. So why
out to Australia?’

‘It were tha’
or back down the pit, lad.’

Quinn had been
wondering the whole way so, arriving at the range, asked why they
hadn’t brought a ‘303’ out with them.

‘’Cause
y’worn’t be needing one, lad. What’s a pilot gonna be needing with
a rifle?’

Only then did
the man reach into the satchel he’d been carrying.

‘This...
is what you’ll need.’

Quinn saw he
was being offered a large pistol, and accepted it very carefully
indeed.

‘Tha’, lad...
Tha’ be your Webley and Scott point 455 Mark 6 Revolver. Don’t be
afraid of her. ’Ave a good look at her now...’

Quinn cradled
the cold metal in two hands. Grip. Hammer. Spinning chamber
cylinder. Its long metal barrel thickened out toward the aiming
sight on the muzzle. He touched the trigger, the ring guard around
it. On the curve above the ring were some numbers.

‘It says
1918 here,’ Quinn noted with some surprise. ‘This is from
the last war...’

The man
chuckled slightly. ‘War don’t change, lad...’

‘And this is
what they give you?’

‘Tha’s what
they give you, lad. Down the track. Aye. Let’s load ’er up
then...’

Quinn passed
the weapon back to the man, and watched on closely as he shifted a
release catch on its frame. The barrel pivoted downwards ahead of a
hinge, the cylinder upwards behind it, its empty chambers now
exposed.

‘Just... just
seemed like a museum piece,’ trailed Quinn.

‘Aye... I
suppose you could call it that...’ Fletcher inserted a
brass-shelled bullet into each of the six chambers. ‘…A museum
piece that puts out a half inch slug at six-hundred an’ twenty feet
a second...’ Locking the pistol shut again, he spun the cylinder,
and offered it back to Quinn. ‘Give ’er a try now. Watch it, mind.
Kicks like a mule...’

Quinn then did
precisely as the man instructed him, drawing the pistol up and out
at arm’s length, stance wide, side on to the target, distance 30
yards. As Fletcher surveyed, nodding silent approval, Quinn took
aim... and pulled the trigger.

His whole body
was jolted by the blast, eardrums battered, then ringing.

‘Missed, lad.
Went high,’ followed Fletcher, his voice now adopting a rhythm.
‘Squeeze your whole hand, not your finger, whole hand, not your
finger…’

Quinn fired – a
thick wooden chunk spinning off one side of the target board.

‘Aye, tha’s
better. Now take a breath, half let it out, then squeeze.’

Quinn fired
again. His joints were hurting.

‘Not bad, lad,
not bad at all. Two on target. Now you try sendin’ off three in a
row an’ keep ’em there. As she bucks each time, let her fall off
the recoil, when she’s down again on target, squeeze again. Three
in a row rapid fire now...’

Quinn shot. And
shot again. With severe difficulty, again. He then lowered the
smoking barrel, wincing as he transferred the weapon to his
uninjured hand.

‘Kicks,
doesn’t it,’ he said, flexing his wrist. ‘Sergeant, I’m afraid it’s
got the better of me...’

‘Aye, you’ll
get used to it. Now tha’s your six, reload.’

Quinn shifted
the release catch and carefully did so.

‘Nothin’ like
practice,’ Fletcher continued. ‘An’ you’d better, lad. Or you won’t
get your three shots into your man and he’ll shoot back before his
internals collapse.’

Quinn looked up
to his eyes.

‘Y’have to
bring him down, see... An’ one shot won’t always do it right away,
not when his adrenalin’s up.’

Quinn
swallowed. ‘…Jesus.’

‘Jesus won’t
help ya, lad. Put y’man down, tha’s what’ll keep you alive. Kept me
alive till ’18, it did.’

‘You were in
the Trenches then?’

‘Aye, lad. Tha’
I were. And with your man close up as I am to you now, the old
Webley kept me alive... Tha’ an’ me shovel.’

‘For
digging?’

‘Fer killin’,
lad... Fer killin’.’

Quinn continued
blasting away under the watchful eye of his instructor, and though
never hitting it, managed closer and closer to the black disk at
the target’s centre, until the light was starting to fail, and the
master seemed quietly satisfied. They then stowed the weapon and
remaining ammunition in the satchel, Quinn thanking the veteran and
hitching the satchel over his own shoulder for the walk back.

‘So why’d you
join up again, Sarge? …I mean, after the Armistice?’

‘Well, lad... I
were qualified for two things. Digging coal. Or shooting
bullets.’

‘But why the
Air Force? And all the way out here... in Australia.’

‘Simple, lad.
The Air Force don’t go down no trenches…’ Fletcher lit the
cigarette he’d been rolling. ‘…An’ there ain’t no trenches way out
here.’

 


*

 


December 1940.

 


Quinn swore it
to himself. He was not going to take the Drill Sergeant’s
tirades personally.

No, he was not
going to get too riled by this man – who clearly had more in common
with the Fascists they were being equipped to fight than with his
own side. The weeping blisters would heal, this psychotic martinet
would fade to a bad memory.

As Quinn
marched in precision step with the parade formation all around him,
he drilled it into himself that the rabid abuse component was
simply part of the process of welding 200 individuals into a single
military unit…

‘RIGHT TURN,
you re-volting bunch of turd-burglars!’

Quinn was
determined not to hate him; that’s what the prick
wanted…

Yet Quinn’s
resolve wasn’t working: The man was winning. Quinn despised him –
So did the whole parade. They had, in fact, become the perfect
marching formation just to make him a liar.

‘Looks like the
flipping Girls’ Brigade! What is it – THAT TIME OF THE
MONTH?!!’

 


*

 


Christmas Eve.

 


Quinn guided
the MG through the golden Killara afternoon, and pulled into the
familiar avenue. He was going home – three whole days’ Christmas
Leave. Still a month to go of the course, he’d been doing well,
evidently; the Wing Commander had confirmed it at Quinn’s first
Review Board…

Well. We’re
not scrubbing you yet, anyway.

Quinn had
grinned on his way out of that room. Though only for a moment – He
knew the critical decision would be handed down at the very end of
the course: ‘Categorisation’. There his Air Crew Selection Board
would inform him whether he’d be going on to Elementary Flying
Training School, as a Pilot, to Air Observers School, for
Navigators, or to Wireless Air Gunners School, which didn’t bear
thinking about. They’d all heard the rumours: blokes already with
their own civil pilot’s licences being summarily herded off to Air
Gunners. And even if they weren’t scrubbed there, they’d only ever
have one Wing on their chests.

Quinn wanted
two.

Still, despite
the uncertainties that hovered, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his
face as he wrenched the handbrake on the old gravel driveway: Not
quite the form for a young man in Royal Australian Air Force Number
1 Service Dress. The first time he’d worn it outside inspection
parade, ‘Best Blues’ was a dark blue belted gabardine suit, its
four black buttons done up at all times over sky blue collared
shirt and black tie. Integral to this uniform was a matching
‘forage’ cap – the shape of a large opened wallet and worn at a
slight angle, a white strip on its front, called a flash, signified
Quinn’s ‘training’ status.

As Quinn
gathered the Christmas presents he’d brought from the passenger
seat, down the steps from the front door squealed his sisters,
Kathleen, twelve, little Angie, five, Matt closely behind them.

Up at the front
door, Therese Quinn was looking down at all her children. She would
be strong, she said to herself. This was to be a happy day for
them. Climbing the steps to hug her was a young man in darkest
blue. Such a handsome boy. And so very smart, so manly in uniform.
On each of his shoulders it said AUSTRALIA in white lettering, his
arms now around her.

She held him
tightly, as tightly as when he’d been a little boy. But she knew
it.

She had lost
her Danny.

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER THREE

 


February 1941.

 


Leading
Aircraftman Daniel Quinn sweated in flying coveralls, leather
boots, gloves and helmet, goggles tight down over his eyes. 28
degrees Celcius at 9am, the sky was clear blue all the way to the
horizon, where a distant line of clouds walled in white heat.
Sitting motionless in the forward cockpit of the bi-plane, whether
he sweated more from the heat or from the sheer excitement of the
moment Quinn knew not: He’d never been in an aeroplane before. From
the talk at Bradfield Park, no one else had either.

His Air Crew
Selection Board had delivered its verdict.

‘Pilot’.

Thus
‘Categorised’, he had been promoted, and posted: ‘Report Number
4 Elementary Flying Training School, Mascot.’

Thank God for
the Instructor, he vowed: ‘Throttle set.’

For the Ground
Crew: ‘Contact.’

And for the
parachute on which he sat.

A man called
the ‘fitter’ swung down on the propeller in front and the De
Havilland Tiger Moth came alive. It was mustard yellow – ‘training’
colour scheme – built of spruce and ply wood, tight-doped fabric
and leather. Struts and wires connecting the upper wing to lower
wing, the Moth’s 130 horse-power Gypsy Major engine now chugged out
all other sound, and it was only idling.

‘Ready, son?’
came a voice in the ear-cups of Quinn’s leather helmet.

Though he knew
the instructor was there behind him in the rear cockpit, connected
via the rubber speaking tube, Quinn felt eerily alone. ‘Ready,
sir,’ he yelled into the tube as a young airman of the ground crew
pulled the wheel-chocks away.

‘Alrighty
then,’ returned the voice.

The instructor
gunned the little engine, a blast of oil fumes and hot grass
filling the open cockpit as Quinn felt the aircraft all around him
for the oddest moment seeming to guide itself: By his left hand a
ghostly throttle pressed forward, as did the aircraft, the rudder
foot pedals hard to the right as the ‘dual’ controls before him
mirrored the instructor’s every touch. He saw they were turning to
the right, and perched his head over the rim of the cockpit, the
sole means of seeing ahead as the nose-high Tiger Moth taxied.
After a few seconds the throttle came back again, rudder pedals now
centred as they rolled to a stop. The engine settling, the voice
barked once again in Quinn’s ear-cups.

‘Now. Watch the
gauges, watch the controls, and watch the ground around you.’

‘Anything in
particular, sir?’

‘Everything at
once.’

‘Sir.’

Quinn’s seat
pressed into him as the throttle drove fully forward, engine even
louder now, the rev-counter needle sweeping round its dial. The
grass of the airfield already speeding past, the wooden joystick
between Quinn’s legs edged forward, tail lifting behind him, the
far end of the field now visible ahead. The Moth swung gently left
due to the ‘torque’ of its right-spinning engine, a touch of right
rudder pedal correcting this, and the ground fell away.

He was
flying. And steadily climbing as the airfield perimeter
trees passed below. Quinn saw the sun’s reflection off a canal, a
plume of steam, there a train, red-tiled roofs, a green oval. He
registered the compass at North, there was no speedometer, on the
altimeter though, height already 800 feet. The stick edged slightly
forward, centred, and they levelled out. Sydney sprawled below, way
ahead right, the Bridge, the Harbour, the ocean far right out to
the east. The voice came again through the tube.

‘Alrighty. We
circuit the airfield anti-clockwise in 90 degree left turns. One
complete circuit back to where we currently are. With me?’

‘Yes, sir.’
Quinn was not.

‘Make sure you
keep your bearings in relation to the airfield. There are other
aircraft in the circuit. Watch out for them and stay alive.
Alrighty.’

Quinn’s whole
world tilted as the plane flew into the left-banking curve. Over
the left rim of the cockpit his sideways view peered almost
straight down, the rollercoaster pressure on his chest switching to
a stab of fear as, for the first time in the flight, the thousand
feet of nothing below him became real. He focused hard attention
back on the aircraft, back on the controls, and on the horizon
ahead as they flattened out. Visibility unlimited, all the way to
the Blue Mountains.

Then came the
up-thrust, Quinn’s stomach left behind as the Moth went up like up
lift: a ‘thermal’ – he’d been warned about them – invisible columns
of hot air in the sky. As the aircraft dropped down again he lost
his stomach again, only this time upwards. Though Quinn knew the
leather shoulder and waist straps anchored his body to the seat of
the aircraft, he realised he’d braced his gloved fingers under the
lip of the cockpit, as if to stop himself being flung up into thin
air next time.

His hands were
soaking inside the gloves. He peeled them off, finding the air
strangely still inside the open cockpit. Extending a tentative palm
just over its rim, he flinched back from the shock of fast rushing
air, an onslaught clearly deflected by the cockpit’s small perspex
windshield. The compass below it now indicated West.

‘Haven’t
chundered yet?’ came the voice.

‘No, sir.’

‘Remember the
blackboard: Each turn starts with the stick gently left then
centred. That rolls the aircraft to the left, holds it there,
gentle back pressure on the stick pulling us through the turn,
gentle left rudder all through it. Turn completed, release the back
pressure on the stick, edge it a little to the right to put us
horizontal again, then centre it, rudder pedals too. With me?’

‘Sir.’ Quinn’s
mind struggled desperately to keep up.

‘I’ll do it
once again. You watch what I do and what happens. Then it’s
your turn. …Nervous?’

‘Yes,
sir.’

‘Good.
Nervousness first time up is a very healthy survival instinct.
What’s another one?’

‘Watch that
yellow aircraft ahead left, sir. About half a mile.’

‘Well done...
Al-righty.’

The Moth curved
into another left bank, Quinn feeling a downwards pressure on his
cheeks and eyelids – The instructor had pulled the stick back
harder this time, matching rudder, matching stomach. He levelled
them smoothly, Botany Bay ahead now, the ocean settling into view
front left. Some instinct informed Quinn he’d have to start
breathing again or he’d pass out. The coastline drew closer. As did
the turn. His turn. The voice resumed.

‘You’ll have
control of the aeroplane on this one. Is that clear?’

‘Sir.’ Quinn
swallowed hard.

‘If, at any
time, I say the words, “I have control”, then let go immediately or
I’ll scrub you immediately. Is that clear?’

‘Sir.’

‘Okay, look
where the horizon is right now between the wings and struts…
Remember that picture out in front of you. Gottit?’

‘Gottit.’

‘Anytime it
looks like that, you’re flying straight and level.’

Meagre relief
but Quinn grasped this point at least...

‘Right,’ the
voice continued, ‘I’m about to pass you control of the aeroplane.
When I do, I say it. When you take it, you say it. Alrighty.
You have control.’

Quinn’s right
hand closed around the stick, his left hand on the throttle. He
placed his boots very carefully on the rudder pedals, feeling as if
he’d just caught the football, a Grand Final on the verge of being
lost. ‘I have control,’ he said, swallowed again, and began the
turn.

Left stick,
centre stick, back on it slightly, gentle rudder. Banking now,
curving, yes... Release back pressure, right stick, centre stick
and rudder, flatten out of the corner.

Flying straight
and level again – pretty much – ‘horizon picture’ steady in front,
the realisation settled on Quinn...

He’d
done it... So it seemed…

The voice came
back through the tube. ‘Well that wasn’t too terrible... But
don’t force it. Guide it… It’s normal you should wrestle it first
time. You try to control it and you over-control. The most
important thing to get under your skin is this. Listening?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Follow the
steps but don’t control what’s supposed to be happening.
Control what is happening. Got it?’

‘Gottit.’

‘Alrighty. Fly
on till the next corner of the circuit, then do another turn. The
aeroplane is yours.’

At those words,
Quinn realised he’d been flying quite naturally all the way through
the instructor’s explanation. His limbs tingled. It wasn’t lost on
the instructor, as, through the controls, it passed to the
wings.

‘Steady
yourself, lad,’ the man shouted, not the first time he’d seen it
over the Bay.

Managing to,
somehow, Quinn scanned out over the blue distance, warm sun on the
back of his neck. He edged the stick forward slightly, the horizon
rose. Stick back again, the aircraft obeyed him, the horizon
returning to its ‘picture’ place between the wings. He tipped them
gently right, down there the ocean. Tipping left, straight down
were honeycomb cliffs, crashing surf. Levelling once more, way
ahead were beaches. Bondi? For a moment he thought of Matthew. The
little girl outside the pub. Mr Phelan… Checking his horizon
picture again – correct and steady – Quinn realised he did
have control, also that, with this feeling of control, the physical
fear he’d felt to begin with had vanished... He felt in
place in the cockpit. Secure. And in control.

He flew into
the next turn, at the corners of his mouth, a tickling. He found
himself grinning, a grin creeping into laughter – He couldn’t
hold it back – He was flying the thing! Please,
God, he hoped the instructor hadn’t heard it... He bit his lip
to try and quell it, levelled out, heading them back inland.

‘That was
better,’ the man’s voice resumed. ‘Smoother, wasn’t it. Watch the
aerobatics, though.’

‘Sir.’

‘Remember.
Don’t fight it. Guide it. Graceful movements on the controls.
That’ll keep your speed up, and speed’ll keep you alive. It’s a
bird. Fly with it. Or it won’t take you far. Now… What’s our
bearing?’

‘North
again.’

‘Right. Fly me
home, please.’

‘Thank you,
sir.’

The casual
shout continued.

‘You’ve done
well. Most blokes only fly it on their second time up. If I don’t
scrub them on their first... Luckily for you, we’re in a rush.’

Quinn took them
north, curving smoothly over the train line, towards the west, and
the Mountains. He made a nice wide one back south, avoiding another
aircraft, nice and safe. He was enjoying himself. As a dark shape
flashed off the right-hand wing, then another, he checked the
altimeter. He hadn’t thought birds flew as high as 1000 feet, yet
there they were.

Nothing further
from the instructor, as the ocean loomed front left again, Quinn’s
feeling of control over the aircraft began to flow more freely, as
did his adrenalin. Ahead, the Bay.

He curved into
the turn. This time, though, he pulled it tighter. Pressed down in
his seat, a shudder infected the wood, wire and fabric all around
him, and intensified.

The airframe
was buffeting – JESUS! Steady it – Release the turn – Level
out... Compensate now, shit, too much forward stick, too
much RIGHT...

Quinn
over-controlled. Badly.

‘I have
control,’ drummed the voice in his ear-cups.

Quinn let
go.

The aircraft
steadied, levelled. After long moments, the instructor’s voice once
more.

‘Now
that… wasn’t very smart. Was it. You’d done well up till now
but that was just cocky… Never. Never move outside your
experience. A cocky trainee is a dead trainee.’

Quinn knew
it.

He had just
been scrubbed.

First time up –
finished – his words tumbled out anyway: ‘I’m very sorry, sir.’ He
peered inland over the left-hand rim of the cockpit. There, the
rooftops of Sydney spreading out in the mid-morning sun. First time
in an aeroplane, bloody last time too. Below, the honeycomb cliffs
again, blue ocean. Bondi ahead. Sorry, Mr Phelan. I fucked
it.

‘S’alright,
son.’

Quinn honestly
didn’t know if the words had been in his head or his ear-cups.
‘Sir?’

‘Only reason I
didn’t fail you outright back there is you did what you were told,
did it quickly, and let go control... Now. Down we go.’

The instructor
drew the throttle back. Completely. Quinn’s eyes widened at the
throttle lever. Then ahead. No power?! Yes, the engine was
still turning over but, for the first time in the flight, Quinn
could hear the Moth’s wooden structure rattling...

The man made a
gentle left bank towards the airfield, and curved them into a
gliding descent. He didn’t have to shout now as the green of the
airfield became framed in the forward struts: ‘That was an
aggressive move you made. Aggression is good. A fighter pilot
without it should hide in the hangar. But you must have
experience to match it...’

Quinn wasn’t
certain whether to focus on the man’s words or on the green earth
fast approaching.

‘...You
bloody-well do what I tell you and you stand a chance of gaining
some. Keep your eyes and ears open. Fly accurately. And I mean
every time or I’ll scrub you quicker than you can blink. The Brits
have a quota for Rear Gunners that needs filling. And which never
gets full. Clear?’

‘Sir.’

‘Good.’

Quinn watched
the airfield fill his vision as they slid down the sky towards it.
The propeller idled over the perimeter tree-line, the stick coming
slightly back, approach angle flattening, grass left and right now
rushing by. Nose gently up, they lowered further, skimming the
grass until the tyres touched smoothly down and, nose high, they
were rolling across it.

The instructor
guided them over to the flight-line, taxiing past other yellow
craft, slowing further as airmen ran alongside. One held a wingtip
as they wheeled around to the left. And to a stop.

With a click –
click – click, the engine was off.

The only sound
now was the crickets of Mascot, and the buzz of another Tiger Moth
in the distance. Quinn put his goggles up, sweat trickling down his
temples. It stung his eyes, which he now rubbed, blinking to try
and clear them.

The instructor
flicked switches off, unclipped his straps, reflecting as he did:
All these little chaps... All just the right size for
a fighter cockpit. So many to trial, so many ‘well-qualified’ young
gentlemen a complete waste of time. Scrubbed instantly, washed out.
Most of those were packed off to Wireless Air Gunners. Some, dreams
shattered, would drag their feet in shame to be re-mustered for
Ground jobs. Oblivious to their good fortune: For those who made
the grade never seemed to ask where that grade was sending them.
The luckiest of them would finish graded ‘Exceptional’, and be
invited to stay home in Australia. As Instructors.

The older man’s
gift was his instinctive feel for those who also had it. And for
those who did not.

This young man
had it.

Quinn became
aware of the face beside his own over the rim of the cockpit, its
leather helmet off now, thinning hair tangled and oily from the
flight. The eyes were slits. Lips, parted.

‘Well
done.’

 


*

 


Dear Danny

Once again,
congratulations from me and the whole family. Mum, Dad, Kathleen
and Angie all send their love. Mister Reiser sends that old
blessing of his. That thing he says every time after lunch, ‘May
the Lord bless you and keep you’ etc.

It was great
to have you with us on your Leave. Wish I was with you right now.
Your own Tiger Moth! A bit more of a handful than the old MG, I’ll
bet. I knew they’d pick you, Danny. The blokes at school ask me
about you all the time, so keep those details coming please.

Fascinating to
read everything you write about the course, and the flying sounds
just incredible, being way up there like that. I know you wrote how
easy it is to be ‘scrubbed’, but you’ll make it though. You always
have.

Well, brother,
congratulations on your promotion to L.A.C., all the best to you
and see you soon I hope. (WE hope.)

Yours
truly

Matt.

 


P.S. Don’t
tell Mum and Dad, but I’ve made up my mind to volunteer for
Aircrew. Just as soon as I’m old enough anyway. Two and a bit years
to go yet, worse luck. The war will probably be over by then.
You’ll just have to get them to string it out for me, won’t
you.

 


*

 


April 1941.

 


Quinn had first
encountered Tom Barratt back at Bradfield Park. And might not have
noticed him except for the fact he’d topped the firearms course.
Like so many country boys Quinn had known back at college, Tom had
that ability to blend in. They looked hard, moved slow, spoke
quietly. And knew how to shoot a rifle already.

Though Barratt
hadn’t seemed the university type to Quinn. More like boarding
school in Sydney for the Leaving Certificate then straight back out
to the farm. His nuggety frame stood taller than Quinn’s, his six
feet putting him clearly over the height regulation for Fighters.
Quinn surmised what Barratt’s initial interview panel had seen
before them: a young horseman, air of complete unflappability –
They’d been looking for it in applicants of Tom’s height. The
height that only a Bomber cockpit would allow.

Quinn noticed
Barratt a second time, only now as the best air student on the
course. He was being talked about: Only eight weeks into it and
this hayseed was already flying Solo.

As his aircraft
flew past them, a knot of young hopefuls watched on from the
flight-line. Amongst them, Quinn could only hope they felt as he
did – instantly inferior, and an inch closer to being scrubbed.

‘’Ere!
You lot!’ From a short distance behind them on the grass
came the unmistakable peal of the Flight Sergeant, no less than
Mascot’s Senior Instructor. ‘Don’t just stand there like a bunch of
stunned mullets! Look and learn, girls, look and learn. Now
you will see how to land an aero - plane.’

The lads
focused even harder as, over their shoulders, the man beamed: A
pilot like this one was pure gold on any course. He paced the rest
of the students; just watching him fly they’d raise their whole
expectation of themselves.

Catching the
last rays of the sun, the yellow bi-plane banked gracefully round
from the bay and levelled out on its prescribed course, the
assembled group tracking the craft’s growing form as it lowered
down the glide-slope towards them. Yet something was odd, Quinn
noticed: Barratt wasn’t throttling off.

No, the buzz of
the little engine was getting harder if anything, markedly now.

‘What the
bloody hell’s he doing?!’ piped up one lad.

Throttle wide
open from the sound of it, in moments the Moth was on them, RAAF
roundels looming large, their red-white-and-blue flashing close
over ducking heads, a glimpse of pilot. As Barratt climbed away
with the excess speed, he rolled it, slowly, beautifully in
the ascent, a full revolution of the wing span – the first Quinn
had ever seen. Upright again, the aircraft curved away left in a
shallow diving bank to the west.

The Flight
Sergeant continued… ‘You can do that when you’re as good as
he is and only then. Any one of you do an aileron roll before I say
so, if you haven’t already killed yourself, I’ll make sure you wish
you had.’

His words went
clean over Quinn; he felt only elation at the sight. Besides, his
spirits were high this Friday afternoon, watching on at the last
flight of the day: A free weekend ahead and he had an off-base
Pass. His stare never left the aircraft as it banked round the
circuit, passing level with them at the far side of the field, out
over the bay, then turning back in to land. Only this time, the
throttle came off.

Centred on the
field, Barratt lowered, making hardly a sound in the descent. When
almost touching the grass, he flattened over it, his nose rising
subtly, holding off, off, off, then touching down. Hearing the
single, sweet thud, the group knew they’d just witnessed a
text-book ‘Three-Pointer’ – both wheels and the tail skid
contacting the earth simultaneously.

Barratt
ruddered right, taxiing towards them, then left again until
parallel to the line of parked aircraft. As he drew level with
them, the ground crew ran out, grabbed the left wingtip to bring
him round, until facing away, and to a stop.

As the Moth’s
engine spluttered off, Quinn stood silently with the lads for a
moment, each in his own thoughts. One by one they turned and headed
away, until only Quinn remained: Duties finished for the day, he’d
take a closer look at the yellow craft he was already beginning to
love. In coveralls and forage cap, he ambled out to it.

By the time he
reached the plane, the ground crew were finishing their tasks,
tying it all down, wheel chocks in place. Quinn took notice of
their silent actions, devoted sixteen-year-old mechanics,
acknowledging their tradesman nods as they departed. The engine
tinked here and there as it cooled.

‘Nice flying,’
Quinn offered as he stepped a little nearer the cockpit. The
leather helmeted form still inside it said nothing, the only sound
that of a few switches and an unclip. The engine gave another tink.
‘My name’s Quinn…’

Still there
came no reply, only a gloved hand on the cockpit rim, its occupant
shifting up in his seat. A goggles-up face angled to Quinn for an
instant.

‘Whaddya want?’
it drawled. ‘…A medal?’

To Quinn, the
eyes seemed black. The young pilot now heaved over the rim, and
though stepping delicately via the wing-root, his boots thudded
heavily onto the grass. Quinn had heard the term ‘granite-faced’
before. But he’d never actually seen it. Until now…

‘Well, nice
aileron roll back there,’ Quinn concluded, poised to withdraw as
promptly, as politely as he could. Just as he was about to, the
figure before him slipped its headgear and gloves, wiped sweat off
palms onto coveralls, and extended a branch-like arm. Quinn knew
this one from college: the full-arm-out country handshake.

‘Tom Barratt,’
said the young man with just the edge of a grin.

‘Daniel Quinn,’
he smiled with relief as they shook. ‘You can really
fly.’

‘S’pose so,’
returned Barratt. ‘You headin’ back?’

‘Yes I am.’

They moved off
together towards the barracks.

‘I hear you’re
not too bad y’self, mate,’ said Barratt. ‘Streuth, I could go a
steak.’

‘A steak? Where
from?’ put Quinn. ‘Last time I checked, there was a war on...’

‘Not if y’know
someone who’s got one for you, there isn’t. Plus all the cold beer
you care to purchase.’

‘That would be
very generous of them,’ chuckled Quinn, ‘given the problem of Beer
Rationing.’

‘What’s
that?’

‘So you run the
Black Market, do you?’

‘You right for
a hangover tomorrow?’

‘...Well
...yes, as it happens.’

‘I’m hitting
the showers, you get y’glad-rags on... Got fuel in that car of
yours?’

‘Half a
tank.’

‘Beaut. Meet me
in front of the guardhouse in ten. My shout.’

‘Very
kind.’

‘No wucken
furries.’

 


*

 


Barratt hardly
spoke on the drive, except to offer Quinn a cigarette he’d rolled –
cheerfully declined – then to mention their destination.

The Great
Southern Hotel, George Street, in the city.

The doorman and
bar staff clearly knew Barratt, his whole clan evidently, and took
plenty of time to pay their respects. Not that Barratt said a great
deal, his syllables taking their own sweet time. The order for
first ales, however, required no spoken word at all, beer being
conspicuous as the only thing within the entire establishment to
move at lightning speed. It actually beat them to the spot Barratt
found for them at the endless bar. From their conversation, Quinn
gathered that Tom had boarded at The King’s School in Parramatta,
his family graziers out of Coonamble – about a hundred miles out.
Though it seemed the sons of his line had quit the farm at every
call since the Boer War.

Quinn took a
sip of his schooner. ‘How do you know this place, Tom?’

‘Always come
’ere at Show time.’

‘The Royal
Easter Show?’

‘The old man
brings down a few prize head for ribbons. Everyone stays ’ere.’

‘You like the
city?’

‘Town’s
alright... Mum makes a day of it at Foy’s and Horden’s. Station’s
home though. Missed the hell out of it at school… Y’folks pay a
fortune and the food’s a bloody shocker. Inedible. We came ’ere
just t’stay alive.’

Quinn chuckled
into his beer. He felt relaxed, plus, he had to admit, proud to be
wearing the dark blue uniform in a public place for the first time,
their forage caps resting on the counter before them. An older man
had sided them a deferential ‘Boys…’ as he passed, a glass of beer
raised to them here and there.

‘Too right,’
vowed Barratt, ‘a huge steak medium-rare, onions and eggs’ll keep
ya goin’. Breakfast every morning where I come from.’

‘Well I
appreciate your bringing me here, Tom. Next beer’s on me.’

Barratt looked
him in the eye. ‘Quinn… You’re alright. And look, I’m sorta
family here, so don’t worry about Six O’clock Closing.’

‘Barbarous
law.’

‘Bloody oath,’
Barratt fairly spat.

‘When I become
Prime Minister of this country,’ Quinn winked, ‘it will be on a
platform of major social reform.’

‘Hell,
I’d vote for ya,’ pronounced Barratt, his face perfectly
serious.

Quinn raised
his glass. ‘Here’s to a pair of Wings each.’ They clinked glasses,
yet their grins became tempered.

‘Wings,’
Barratt agreed. And they drank as one.

Quinn took in
the atmosphere of the hotel around him – in the moment, cool and
soothing to him. Indeed, he felt as if finally breathing out after
the supreme effort of concentration of recent weeks.

Their
conversation turned to the war, and to how well the Australian
6th Division had begun it in North Africa, taking Bardia
and Tobruk and a whole Italian army prisoner. They spoke of the
German general who’d landed in Tripoli back in February with his
so-called ‘Afrika Korps’. To Quinn, this ‘Rommel’ seemed a
worryingly competent sort of leader, certainly a rude shock after
the Italians.

‘’Bout time the
Yanks got into the act,’ ventured Barratt. ‘They had pilots in the
Battle of Britain last year…’

Quinn had read
only yesterday about Greece falling to the Germans, Australian
forces there evacuated. He wondered if Barratt had yet…

‘Anyway, Tom…’
Quinn put his empty glass down on the counter. ‘Like another?’

‘Quinn…’
Barratt’s face smiled into many creases. ‘You’re all-right.’

 


*

 


After the
dinner as promised, Barratt plated his knife and fork with a
clatter.

‘Streuth.
Didn’t even need sauce.’

Quinn touched
his mouth with a serviette. ‘I have to admit, Tom... That was the
best steak I’ve ever had. Thanks.’

Barratt looked
across at him. ‘You up for some serious drinking then?’

Quinn smiled
back at the country boy. ‘Tom, you know how to live.’

‘Well… Y’have
to, doncha. Do y’play snooker, Daniel?’


‘Atrociously.’


‘Beu-dy.’

They headed
upstairs to a vast games hall, though only half crowded, Barratt
organising them a table and cues. Older men either nodded to him or
moved aside to let him pass. From a bar stool nearby, Quinn took in
the room.

It was darker
than the floor below, a long line of snooker tables, a thick pall
of smoke at lamp level. The oak wood and green cloth of the tables
gave the hall a comfortable feeling, despite an air of old
newspaper about the walls. Men sat or stood around talking, some
playing, a bit of an argument down the far end, and a steady flow
of drinks from the dumb-waiter.

Just staring
idly, he noticed Barratt in quiet conversation with a man who
seemed a stalwart of the place, other men listening on through sips
of beer. From their stance, their high regard for Barratt was
apparent. Indeed, he visibly ruled his corner of the room. It
always fascinated him when he saw it, and he saw it now... Natural
authority.



After a few
games, Quinn thought he’d played pretty well, Barratt far better,
the beer flowing on, so too the conversation.

‘So, Daniel…’
Barratt lined up a shot. ‘Where do you see yourself headed?’ He
took the shot and potted it.

‘Well... On to
fighters, I hope,’ offered Quinn as Barratt lined up his next. ‘A
Spit’d be good…’ Quinn had heard about the attrition rate of
British Bomber Command crews and pilots, a combination of air force
rumour and inside numbers telling the grim truth the papers weren’t
about to. He knew full well, given Tom’s height, he could be headed
one way only. ‘…What about you, Tom?’

Barratt didn’t
look up. He considered the table, leant over it, smoothly drawing
back his cue. ‘Bombers for me...’ He shot, downing the ball as
sweetly as the last. ‘Wellingtons, probably.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yep. Good
aircraft.’ He hit his next ball. It ran…

Quinn was taken
aback to see it narrowly miss – Barratt’s first for the game.

‘I may get
scrubbed yet,’ Barratt shrugged, reaching into his tunic
pocket for another cigarette.

Quinn leant
over the table, aimed. ‘Not you, Tom.’ He hit, followed
through…

For an instant
he assumed his senses deceived him after one-too-many beers.

‘…I got
one!’

Barratt shared
his laughter and blew a long cloud of smoke. ‘Beu-dy…’

 


*

 


‘Right. Give me
a bumpy ride this afternoon and you’re finished. I mean it this
time, Daniel.’

Saying nothing
more, the instructor had climbed into the cockpit behind Quinn’s.
The ‘Rear-Gunner Quota’ was washing everyone out – a couple of very
good students scrubbed over the weekend. The afternoon was hot, the
air dead still at ground level, yet the heat of the day so far
would be building bumpy thermals at any kind of altitude. The Tiger
Moth was accepted as a tricky plane to fly in turbulent air, and by
design: It was subtly unstable in flight so as to emphasise a
student’s weak points to the instructor. Quinn knew this was what
they called the ‘Scrub Ride’. He’d caught an encouraging thumbs-up
from Barratt as he’d taxied past solo to take off ahead of them,
and though Quinn’s chest felt gripped in a vice all the way round
his prescribed circuits, he’d flown smoothly and accurately. He’d
kept air discipline, bounced along through the thermals without
once over-controlling, and from the back seat the instructor had
said nothing.

‘Alrighty
then,’ the voice came at long last through the tube. ‘I’m happy
with that… Take her down.’

Yeah, just
don’t fuck up now, Quinn said very firmly to himself. That’s
precisely what he’s waiting for. Wants you to think you’ve passed
already. Nice and over-confident. Then blow it. Well bugger
that…

The deep blue
ocean out ahead, Quinn put the Moth into the smoothest of shallow
diving curves to the left, pulling just tight enough to bleed off
sufficient speed for the landing approach, and also to squeeze the
instructor just nicely down in his seat with the gravitational
force of the turn. ...Ride it, ride it, ride the edge of the
buffet. Make the plane say to him, ‘THIS young man is in
control.’

At the end of
the turn, Quinn straightened, and throttled off down the
glide-slope. He readied for thermals off the hot grass as he
lowered, guided her in, held her off, off, off, and touched down,
tyres rolling.

They coasted
over the grass, still headed straight down the field for an
immediate take-off. ‘Circuits and bumps’ they called it –
sequential take-offs and landings. Once they’d stopped, the
instructor would offer a remark or two, then they’d take off again.
Quinn turned back to the rear cockpit for the man’s appraisal. Only
he did not understand what he now saw…

He’s
unclipping. Shifting up in his seat. He’s getting out. What
the devil’s he doing? Shouldn’t we cut over to the
right and park it first? We’re seriously in someone’s way here!
Dead centre of the field… Someone’ll land on us.

‘ALRIGHTY
THEN.’ The instructor’s face was right beside Quinn, goggles up. He
was right out of the aircraft and yelling something.

Quinn had heard
this was how it happened: One day the instructor just got out, you
took off without him, and you’d gone Solo.

‘You -
have - control.’ There came a firm pat on Quinn’s shoulder. And the
man was gone.

They did it
that way, or so the barracks talk went, so you wouldn’t build up to
a heart attack about it. You just had one on the spot instead.

Settling
himself in the cockpit, Quinn peered forward left, then right,
craned hard back to make sure no one was about to land on
top of him, all clear…

Then drove the
throttle steadily forward.

‘React to what
does happen. React to what does happen,’ he drummed
aloud as the little plane eagerly responded. Tail up, he corrected
the left swing...

And was
airborne.

As he climbed,
a flurry of white and yellow passed off to the right in the
afternoon sun. A Sulphur-Crested Cockatoo, unless he was mistaken!
No instructor to hear him this time, Quinn laughed out loud.

Checking the
altimeter, he saw its needle coming up to 800 feet – all
okay – compass heading, North, the canal, the train line, ready
for the turn to the West, and the Mountains.

At 1000 feet
there was a layer of broken cloud. It lurched on its side as Quinn
flew into the turn and flattened out again. Then, with a start, he
saw the other yellow aircraft tear past only fifty feet off to the
left, overtaking him on the inside at the end of its own more
powerful turn.

It was
Barratt.

Ahead of Quinn,
he barrel-rolled, gracefully, as if round the inside of some giant
corkscrew. The roll bled off his surplus speed, reining him back
level with Quinn, Barratt, the master, waving casually. Putting on
throttle, he drew ahead of Quinn again in a shallow dive, zooming
to regain altitude and level out a hundred yards in front. Quinn
decided to follow him line astern around the circuit – match his
moves if he could – Give her some gas, boy, you’re losing
him... But turning south with Barratt for the coastline and
drawing closer on his tail, it dawned on Quinn: He was doing
it. This was good, he thought. Formation flying! And they
hadn’t even been taught that yet!

Right, smiled
Quinn, ocean turn up ahead, check down to the airfield for traffic
– there, another yellow Tiger Moth awaiting take-off to the north…
Coming back in from the ocean, they’d likely fly over him on their
inland leg. That was a little way off, just best to know where
everybody was in the circuit, be expecting what you saw when you
saw it, keep a visual fix on him through the next turns if
possible…

Over the coast,
Barratt took the turn east, Quinn following suit, total attention
on keeping formation. Now he scanned inland. Where’s our friend
on take-off? No. Lost him. Where is he? Damn it.
What’d he do, taxi off and park it? Maybe he’d just landed…
Quinn couldn’t ask the control tower – The Tiger Moth had no radio
set. He fixed his eyes back on Barratt for the bank to the north.
There he goes, curve it behind him, and straighten, nice
one.

Heading inland
behind Barratt, Quinn checked the flight-line down to the right as
they flew over it. Nine Tiger Moths parked. Twelve in the
Squadron. So three in the air right now. Where’s number
three? Must have taken off...

Quinn peered
forward: down ahead left, down ahead right, then saw him –
coming up under Barratt from slightly behind. Flying straight and
level in the circuit, Barratt couldn’t have seen him yet – They
called it the Blind Spot, below and behind. Barratt at cruising
speed, the third aircraft on full throttle for take-off, it was up
to the climbing pilot to see Barratt. The bloke’s instructor would,
surely! Unless Barratt was in their blind spot…

Above their
upper wing.

In horror,
Quinn saw the vertical space between the two Tiger Moths ahead of
him running out. He jammed the throttle forward, pushed into a
shallow dive to pick up speed – try to come alongside Barratt and
wave him off.

 


As the sun went
behind a cloud, Barratt’s eyes were able to relax behind his
goggles for a moment in the absence of glare. He looked out to the
right, over the afternoon sunlit city.

‘Piece-a-piss,’
he grinned.

Tom couldn’t
rightly understand it: No error, he was grateful, relieved for the
fact, but where most blokes seemed to be struggling with the whole
flying caper, Tom found it easy. He applied himself, sure, listened
damn hard to what he was told, did what he was told. But the
training, the whole military rigmarole, it felt the simple next
step after boarding school, and the flying… the flying was just
beaut. Like a horse sent from Heaven.

He looked out
left, to the Blue Mountains. Beyond them, in a golden afternoon
haze, the West. Finish the course – rumour was he’d top it – then
back home out to Coonamble for a nice spot of Leave. Do a bit of
riding. Yes... Still, that could wait. Yes, it could. He scanned
for other aircraft, all clear, looked back to the controls of the
Tiger Moth. And smiled as the sun came out again.

 


Engine gone
mad, Quinn had closed the distance, up with Barratt now, Barratt
saw Quinn: What’s he doing? – waving like a retard, palming,
pointing... Barratt understood just as the pilot and instructor
of the climbing aircraft saw Barratt’s aircraft not two feet above
their heads…

Quinn saw them
crunch together in a sandwich of splintering spruce-wood and
fabric.

Then arc as one
downwards, a flailing, windmilling tangle, all the way to the
airfield a thousand feet below.

Quinn could
have sworn he’d seen calm in Barratt’s face, before a frenzy of
unclipping as, half out of the cockpit, spasms of escape, his body
fell away – No parachute opened. The lower pilot and instructor
never stood a chance.

Quinn nursed
his aircraft round the circuit, glided directly over the scattered
wreckage, and landed at the far north end of the field.

Barratt had
been scrubbed.

 


*

 


Rumour said the
other pilot had been dead before he hit the ground. The instructor?
You couldn’t tell, evidently. He’d been decapitated.

Barratt’s
family were offered a military funeral for their son, which they
accepted, to be held out in Coonamble. When Quinn applied for two
days’ leave in which to reach, attend, and return from it, the
request was denied: His training schedule couldn’t be held up.

He’d started a
letter to Barratt’s parents, though, when he found himself writing
about their son as the best pilot on the course, he’d crumpled it
and thrown it in the bin.

Blind Bad Luck
had been the unofficial verdict. It must have been, given the known
abilities of Barratt and the deceased instructor.

At the end of
May, Quinn’s training at Mascot would be over. Since it began, his
instructor had taught him many things: Subtlety of control. Air
discipline. The value of experience and never moving outside what
you’d accrued. Many things… Though nothing, nothing at all, about
Blind Bad Luck.

What
else? Quinn wondered… What else had his instructor told him
nothing at all about?

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER FOUR

 


June 1941.

 


Quinn had seen
practically the entire Elementary Flying Course packed off to
Wireless Air Gunners School. With more of them in Royal Air Force
Bomber Command than any other crew position, more of them were
dying. So more were needed. Of the course, a handful of the most
acutely intelligent had been culled out as Navigators and off to
Air Observers School, and just a jubilant few for training as
Bomber Pilots. The gloom of the fateful orders had been lightened
somewhat by the announcement of so-called ‘inter-course leave’,
though the mood of blokes was pretty grim.

As the
twin-engined Avro Anson lifted off from Mascot, just the pilot and
Quinn aboard, from the co-pilot’s seat he peered out of the sturdy
transport aircraft’s green and brown camouflaged form. As they
climbed, Sydney passing beneath, the Blue Mountains came into clear
view ahead, Quinn’s destination, Number 2 Service Flying Training
School, Wagga Wagga.

And
Fighters.

He’d made it.
The only one; there’d been a single opening. His ‘Pilot Ability
Rating’: Above Average. No one had made Exceptional. No one
would be staying home to instruct.

Quinn looked at
the map on his knee. The flight would take them about 300 miles
inland south-west of Sydney. From his seat next to the pilot he’d
take advantage of the navigation practice the long flight would
provide.

Only on his
home leave had Quinn realised his tunnel-vision of the past month:
At Killara he’d had seven whole days of sweet nothing to do but sit
with cups of tea by the wireless, read the newspapers, he’d even
gone with Matt to a few newsreels. There he’d seen how, just last
month, Rommel’s attack on Tobruk had been repulsed – by the
Australian 9th and 7th Divisions mainly, who
were now dug in. By contrast, the last newspaper item he’d read had
been thoroughly depressing: The strategically crucial island of
Crete in the Mediterranean had fallen to the Germans only days ago,
with thousands of Australian and New Zealander troops having to be
evacuated.

So hectic had
been his final weeks at Mascot, even thoughts of Tom Barratt had
receded. More than anything now, Quinn felt one step closer to the
war. Coming out of the newsreels, it felt like it was being won.
Closing the Sydney Morning Herald, things seemed far
bleaker. A couple of times, in the cockpit of the Moth – a few
thousand feet up and no radio – he’d felt all alone on his path.
Back on the ground again he felt just one of many thousands,
converging as they were from all corners of the Empire, so said the
newsreels. But now, for the first time since his initial interview,
it seemed he might actually get there. The prospect of going
to war was taking on the feel of reality. It shot him with fear,
sometimes elation, until his blood seemed to settle on a
tantalising fusion of both. In any case, he reflected, he had no
choice now, none of them did. No option but to play their part
defending Britain, in a war they had no option but to win. Some
blokes talked about defending their way of life. Whenever Quinn
woke up afraid, he struggled back into sleep drumming into himself
what was at stake: the peace and welfare of his parents, a normal
life for his brother and sisters, for Mr Reiser.

From Quinn’s
conversation with the Anson pilot, he seemed a nice enough bloke, a
young Flight Lieutenant. A veteran at twenty-three, he’d been in
England at the outbreak of war, had volunteered and commenced
operations – ‘ops’ – from about half way through the Battle of
Britain. He’d flown a Hurricane – a lovely fighter, he said – and
had clearly been in the thick of it, claiming four German bombers
confirmed and one fighter. Then, leading a section of three, he’d
had his first Spitfire shot out from under him. He’d baled out,
spent months in hospital, and was invalided back out to Australia –
a fact he now seemed entirely content with.

‘Don’t get me
wrong,’ came his words through Quinn’s intercom headphones, ‘I know
where you’re going and you’re welcome to it. Don’t mind saying I’ve
done my bit. Bus driver suits me fine.’ When his voice
resumed, its levity had gone. ‘…After a while,’ he said, ‘you’ll
stop making friends with other pilots. …One way or another.’

Quinn’s lips
moved to query the comment. Yet the penny had already dropped as
the pilot continued.

‘A word of
advice, son... Watch your Six.’

‘…My
Six?’

‘Your
arse.’

 


*

 


Number 2
Service Flying Training School was built around an airstrip a few
miles east of Wagga, on the map, at a place called Forest Hill.
After landing, Quinn signed in at Personnel, stowed his gear, and
took a good look around. He counted fifteen major hangars, then
there were the machine shops, classroom blocks, administration and
headquarters buildings, and row upon row of the type of arched
corrugated iron hut that would be Quinn’s home for the next six
months, called Nissen huts. Then there were the Airmens’,
Sergeants’, and Officers’ Messes, a chapel, a parade ground, plus
playing fields. The place even had its own train station. Young men
were channelled here to become Fighter Pilots.

About an hour
into his walk, Quinn quietly noticed the row of gravestones at the
far end of the airfield – Number 2 SFTS had been operational for a
year now. Here he would be flying Wirraways. Like the little
bi-plane on which Quinn had learnt to fly, they were painted
‘training yellow’. Except the Wirraway was a modern,
high-performance mono-plane. Which Quinn now had to master. Quite a
few had flown over him as he walked, some exceedingly low, their
sound, a heavy bass whoosh tinged with snarl.

 


*

 


‘A
pleasant-looking little aeroplane,’ said Quinn’s new instructor,
‘but don’t be deceived. She bites.’

From a
distance, walking out towards it on a cool, crisp morning, the
yellow aircraft had the look of every child’s ideal toy. It was
proud and sturdy looking, wing leading edges nicely swept back,
reassuring little tail, a satisfying roundness to its radial front.
The ‘Pilot-Maker’, Quinn had heard it nicknamed.
Pilot-Breaker, he’d just heard someone comment at
breakfast.

‘Your last
aircraft had 130 horse-power,’ said the instructor. ‘Now you’ve
600. Handle her like a princess or you’re dead.’

Just as back in
the open cockpit of the Tiger Moth, the ‘dual’ controls in front of
Quinn mirrored the instructor’s as he test flexed them, this time
from the forward seat. There the similarities ended: Quinn was now
enclosed in the metal and perspex cage of a canopy. All around him
were flaps levers, rudder and elevator trim wheels, controls for
radio, intercom, fuel mixture, undercarriage, hydraulics, and an
array of other things he didn’t even recognise yet. The little Moth
hadn’t even a speedo.

A whine went
through the airframe as the starter motor spun up. A vibration, a
hefty bump, a cloud of black exhaust wafted past them, and the
Pratt and Whitney Wasp radial engine up front settled into a sound
every bit as gutsy as it looked – a gigantuan purr, five
more cylinders than the Moth’s four, plus a supercharger. The
cockpit now a mad rattle, through the early morning light, Quinn
saw the dust storm generated behind, airmen scattering. The lever
with the T for ‘Throttle’ edged forward, the purr put on thunder,
and forward they rolled.

The instructor
taxied them to the far west end of the airstrip, and wheeled them
back round towards the east. Now lined up and ready, straight ahead
the sun was kissing the horizon.

‘Ready?’ came
his voice in Quinn’s headphones.

‘Sir.’

‘I’m a Flight
Sergeant. You’re not supposed to call me “Sir”.’

There was no
time for Quinn to reply: As the throttle drove forward, he felt the
aircraft fully delivering on its promise of some serious power…

It charged.

Quinn was
aghast at how far right the instructor had to shove the rudder
pedals just to keep them heading in a straight line down the
runway: In the Moth, Engine Torque was something you counteracted.
Here you fought like mad against it, in an instant the Moth’s
‘swing’ relegated to pleasant memory...

A million miles
from this.

With the purr
now a howling buzz-saw, airstrip racing, the ground fell away.
Quinn watched the levers shifting all around him, wheels up, flaps
up, raw power surging at his back. Climbing fast, and with
excellent visibility from the cage, Quinn saw the flat earth below
red-golden from the sun. The morning sky was already deep blue, and
perfectly clear.

The voice came
through the electric headphones in Quinn’s leather helmet – a long
way from the Moth’s rubber tube…

‘Okay then. How
do you feel?’

‘Sort of...’
Quinn hesitated. ‘Like I left my brain back down there on the
runway.’

‘Well, that’s
common first time up. And good you’re being honest…’ – Save a lot
of time if he’s useless, thought the instructor – ‘…Just get your
brain right back up with us in a hurry or I’ll scrub you.’

‘Sir.’

‘I am not
“Sir”. I’m a Flight Sergeant. You say “Flight”… Righto, now let’s
see what you’re made of.’

What’d
that mean? Quinn puzzled. I’m only Passenger today...

The answer came
crystal clearly and without a word as the Wirraway flick-rolled,
the world turning upside-down and levelling upright within a
second.

Quinn blinked
to clear his wits: Well. That wasn’t so bad…

Then came the
power dive…

The aircraft
flipped on its head, and stayed inverted, above Quinn, the Earth.
The stick now pulled back between his thighs and he was arcing down
towards it, deeper, deeper, now straight down, the engine
winding to a scream in the descent.

He peered at
the control panel. The airspeed needle was winding up, the
altimeter crazily un-winding. His stomach turned to ice. Maybe
something was wrong. Something was wrong. It must be:
Those fields were way too close – He could make out
trees, even their shadows cast by the morning sun…

Had the pilot
lost control? Maybe a control line had snapped… Why wasn’t he
saying anything?!

The plane was
starting to buffet, still heading straight down, now shaking badly.
The fields were rushing at Quinn’s face. And they kept coming.
Jesus Christ, maybe the pilot had nothing left to say…

Quinn could
only stare at the earth coming up to kill him: How could it be all
over first time up?! And so quickly? Nothing he could do about it –
If the pilot couldn’t, how could he?! All he could think was at
least it hadn’t been his fault; that would have been
pathetic… Nothing else to do but watch it come… As he did, his
mother’s face came to him – not smiling, not crying, just normal –
his vision then settling ahead. On the swelling fields…

Then more
fields. Then more… Moving, the fields were MOVING, clambering
through Quinn’s vision as the pilot wound interminably through the
pullout.

And with
that howling recovery, the gravitational forces piled.
Quadrupled. A terrible weight pressing on his head and shoulders,
his one-sixty pound bodyweight heaving to over six hundred, Quinn’s
lower eyelids felt as if wrenched somewhere down near his
mouth.

The scream of
the engine melted to a tortured groan. Quinn knew his eyes were
still open, if only for the greyness they now saw crowding in,
narrowing down to a port-hole of light, and then blackness.

He was
blind.

In the dark,
that they were steadily climbing again was all he knew. A thousand
thoughts panicked, collided, scattered.

Should he tell?
He’d be scrubbed. He hadn’t come this far to wash out. The engine
sounded like a rushing wind. Fuck, he was finished.

He felt
numb.

Yet no other
option.

The
intercom.

‘Flight...’

‘...Go ahead,’
wafted the reply, to Quinn’s amazement, serenely.

‘I’ve... I’m
afraid I’ve gone blind.’

During the
pause that followed, an eternity to Quinn, he knew, this time
without a doubt, that he had been scrubbed.

The voice came
back.

‘Good: Day One,
Lesson One. You’re supposed to.’

‘I am?’
For a split-second Quinn thought he’d yelled it.

‘Just hold on,
your vision will return. You can probably feel we’re flying level,
in a shallow climb, yes? Get the feeling of it. In air combat,
blackouts are inevitable. You will learn to decrease them. ...If I
let you get that far.’

Most of the
words were a blur to Quinn, yet the pilot was right: The blackness
was turning grey – As blood flowed back from his lower body to his
brain, his vision was returning. In the greyness a hole of
light widened, further now, he could almost see again!

Full eyesight
restored, Quinn had never felt more relieved, more euphorically
bloody grateful in his entire life. The voice came through the
headphones once more.

‘Say when.’

Quinn took a
blessed moment.

‘Ready,
Flight.’

‘Righto. Tense
your lower muscles. Hard. Everything from your stomach down. And
hang on.’

The world
turned on its side, hard left – tight turn – Quinn’s eyelids
wrenching once again. He squeezed everything below his neck but
Jesus…

 


*

 


Labouring out
of the cockpit, Quinn staggered slightly down off the wing. Both
feet back on solid earth, he strained to collect what remained of
his wits, and turned back round to take in the aircraft, only to
regret it immediately. He hunched over, stretching both hands to
his knees, get some blood back to the head. He’d felt this way
before – when he’d just come off the rugby field after a very bad
half.

The instructor,
a young man about his own age, was beside him suddenly, Quinn
feeling a gloved hand on his shoulder. He straightened as quickly
as he dared, smoothly to avoid fainting, and to downplay his
condition if at all possible. A terrifying thought had pierced the
fog that this glove on his shoulder meant, ‘Well, nice try,
mate. Failed.’ But as he regained some sort of equilibrium, he
saw the face beside him was determined, speaking to him. As the
sounds filtered through, they reminded Quinn for a moment of a
priest refereeing one of his early games – one who’d assessed him
on the spot for concussion.

‘I know how
well you’ve done up till now...’

In the midst of
his nausea, Quinn sensed a strange tone in the words. Yet a sound
embedded deep in his memory.

It was the
sound of encouragement.

‘The key thing
in this whole business is to keep your head. Are you
listening?’

The voice
hardened.

‘Keep it
mentally – when there’s a thousand things to think of at once, and
physically – when you’re pulling heavy G-forces. When you pull a
heavy turn, tense your body as hard as you can from your stomach
down. Keep the blood in your brain. You read about Douglas Bader
last year?’

‘Battle of
Britain,’ Quinn wheezed. ‘“Tin Legs” Bader…’

‘Only reason he
survived is he could turn tighter than anyone else as the blood had
nowhere to go. No legs.’

‘Keep my
head.’

‘You may as
well. If you don’t, some competent young German’ll have it off
for you. Now take it on the chin today. Just remember our
little chat for tomorrow. Don’t worry about it, we’ve all been
where you are right now. You’re here for one good reason: You’re
the raw material. Capable of learning it all. And you will
learn it. But you must learn quickly. Understood?’

‘Yes, sir.
Thank you, sir.’

‘And for
fuck’s sake stop calling me Sir.’

Hearing the
smile in the voice now, Quinn knew it: He’d been shown mercy, given
a second chance. The rush of reprieve welled up from deep inside
him.

He threw up in
the dust between his boots.

 


*

 


July 1941.

 


Dear Danny

The Wirraway
sounds marvelous. I want one. 600 horse-power?! No wonder you had
that trouble first time up. Still, glad to hear you’re getting the
hang of it. Obviously there’s always going to be a degree of danger
but I know very well how you’d handle that. Like when we really
gunned the car those times, I could always trust you there,
couldn’t I. As you always said, it’s all about knowing how far to
go then no further. Anyway, I know you’ll use good judgement and
that’s all there is to it.

And Germany
invading Russia?! Who would have believed it? So Stalin’s pact with
the Germans goes up in smoke and now he’s our Ally to boot! Funny
how all of a sudden the Russians aren’t ‘Godless Heathens’ anymore.
Remember how Father O’Donnellan used to go on? Well the old boy
seems to have mellowed on that point. Now the talk is all about how
badly we need them against the Germans.

Thanks so much
for the book. One birthday closer to joining you now. Father O’D
says I’d be a Spitfire pilot tomorrow if only I spent half as much
time studying Physics as aircraft recognition silhouettes. He often
asks about you. Says to say hello and that he’s praying for you.
Seems he thought something of you after all, buggered if I know
why…

Life’s pretty
dull here compared to yours. Here’s me, putting off Physics
homework, there’s you, becoming a Fighter Pilot. And a Spitfire
Pilot, no less. That’s what Wirraways lead to, they say. Missing
you, brother.

Yours
truly

Matt.

 


*

 


September.

 


For Quinn,
Wagga Wagga was a nice enough town close up. After a couple of
beers anyway…

His instructor,
Flight Sergeant Bob Eastwood, made a point of buying Quinn a few –
He’d made it halfway through the program and for the next three
months would be flying the Wirraway solo.

‘So long as you
don’t plow a fifty-foot crater into someone’s farm,’ sided
Eastwood.

Quinn enjoyed
Bob’s company, but more than that: He felt lifted by the air of
determined intelligence about him. With ginger hair, pale hazel
eyes, the twenty-three-year-old West Australian had been a primary
school teacher in civvie street, rated Exceptional at the end of
his elementary flying training, they made him an instructor. Quinn
doubted Bob’s initial interview panel had realised he possessed the
natural teacher’s gift for letting confidence build on itself,
though he didn’t doubt it as the reason the Air Force had turned
down his application for overseas posting once already.

Quite the
established country centre was Wagga. The Union Club Hotel, laid
down in the 1850s, dominated the wide mainstreet intersection its
upper verandahs surveyed. From the iron lace railing, Quinn took in
the Saturday afternoon procession of ambling locals, a horse and
cart, and the military trucks that clattered past now and then.

The town
reminded Quinn of so many childhood holidays: all those stately
facades beaming out loyalty to Empire, each official building
standing so solidly reverent in a land so far from England’s ‘Green
and Pleasant’ one. Here in a place rarely ever green or pleasant,
he reflected over a sip of beer.

‘Do you think
Britain has ever heard of Wagga?’ he put to Eastwood.

The Flight
Sergeant pondered on this with a grin and a smoke.

‘Nope.’

 


*

 


After some meat
pies and a few more beers each, Eastwood suggested they take a bit
of a wander; evidently the town’s Victory Memorial Gardens were
worth a look…

As they ambled
up Wagga’s main street, Quinn felt happy, relaxed, the sun forming
its first long shadows behind buildings and trees, up ahead, the
gardens, profusions of wattle still intense yellow despite the
dying day. Indeed, Quinn felt the flimsy warmth of the spring
afternoon lifting, as they reached their destination the slightest
mist beginning to form. ‘Coming on a bit chilly,’ he said.

‘Here,’ offered
Eastwood with a smile, producing a silver hip flask from inside his
tunic. ‘Get this into ya...’

Quinn took a
swig. ‘Lovely… Cognac?’

‘I see you are
no stranger to the finer things, Daniel,’ grinned Eastwood,
accepting it back from Quinn and taking his own swig of it.

Warmed by it
now, they stood on the beginning of a paved way leading to a giant
arch, its sandstone in shadow. Around the whole edifice peered
trees of the park, the lowering sunlight behind them, some still
leafless from winter. On either side of the arch stood a wall, upon
each of these, columns of text engraved in granite. Silently, they
meandered up the path towards it.

Quinn saw they
were columns of names. Atop the arch was a wreath carved in
granite. To the left of this was carved 1914, to the right,
1919.

‘I think they
call this the “Victory Memorial Arch”,’ offered Eastwood,
approaching it for a closer look at the columns. He read name after
name, after name – there were hundreds of them, commencing with
ADAMS. ‘God, here I am,’ he piped up after a few
moments, ‘Eastwood.’ He stepped back slightly, appraising
the monument as whole. ‘...Writing’s on the wall, eh?’ His face
suddenly pained, he angled to Quinn, ‘Sorry…’ and turned back to
the names. ‘…Bloody stupid thing to say.’

At the foot of
the right-hand wall, Quinn registered the last name as WYLDE
N. ‘Forget it, mate,’ he sided.

There were no
Quinns.

 


*

 


November.

 


The
Murrumbidgee River was mirror still, its surface sky blue and
fluffy white from low cumulus clouds. Their reflection was broken
only by the twin slipstreams of the aircraft, Quinn curving between
the trees lining either bank, Eastwood narrowly behind.

Quinn glanced
at the Wirraway’s instrument panel clock: 0759 Hours precisely –
sixty seconds to Target – as Eastwood’s voice came over the
radio…

‘Alright,
Daniel, they’re round the next bend left. When you see them,
straighten, full throttle, do not climb until bomb release.
You call guns and bombs gone. I’m dropping back a tad now,
the attack is yours. …You won’t prang into the bridge now, will
you.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Remember. I’ll
be watching you from back here just as they will be from the bank,
so make it sweet.’

‘Roger.’

Their tops
above Quinn, the riverbank treelines tore past on either side at
around 200 miles per hour. Here came the turn.

Quinn curved it
fast – low – accurate.

Very
Nice, Eastwood smiled to himself from a close line astern.

Ahead of them
now was straight stretch of river for about 300 yards, strung
across it, a twin cable bridge. There were men on it.

Full throttle
towards them, Quinn could make out their tin helmets, rifles and
packs as they scissored hopelessly sideways along the cables. Dead
men.

With the
slightest left-right-left action on the rudder pedals to distribute
his fire, Quinn called the prescribed radio signal: ‘Guns - Guns
- Guns - Guns - Guns,’ a group of headphoned observers on the
riverbank pencilling clipboards as he did. He then lifted the
aircraft’s nose minutely and transmitted, ‘Bombs Gone,’ more
pencilling.

Private George
Biddle of the Royal Australian Engineers squeezed his eyes shut,
clutching the upper cable for dear life as the two fighters roared
not ten feet overhead, even tighter as the pre-set water charges
exploded beneath. His ‘BLOODY Hell!’ was heard by no
one as fifty-foot columns of water drenched him on the way up, and
then on the way back down again.

Quinn instantly
lowered the nose, Eastwood in close pursuit, and sped away hugging
the river once more, already round the next bend below treetop
level.

Eastwood
transmitted neutrally. ‘Righto, Daniel. Let’s keep it low and
tight. They’re doing anti-aircraft gunnery exercises in the
area...’

‘Roger.’

After a few
fast bends, the Exercise Controller crackled over the radio. ‘Red
One, this is Emu, are you receiving me? Over.’

Eastwood
replied. ‘Emu, Red One, loud and clear.’

‘Red One, Emu…
Red Two bomb trajectory Good. Straffing effective. Do you
concur?’

‘Emu, Red One,
I concur, over.’

‘Tell your chap
well done. Red One, Emu, Out.’

After a moment
or two, Eastwood concluded to Quinn. ‘Well. You heard the man. On
Target. Now. Morning off. I’ll follow you.’

Quinn pulled
back on the stick, and up into the cumulus they flew.

Out above it in
no time, Quinn rolled upside down, pulled level out of the climb,
rolled upright again, Eastwood right with him and following suit.
He formated on Quinn’s wing.

‘Nice
work.’

‘Thanks,
Bob.’

‘Though mark my
words, Daniel. Next stop is your Advanced Flying Unit. There you’ll
fly something called a Miles Master, if you’re lucky... Which’ll
make what you just did very successfully back down there look like
child’s-play.’

‘Yes. I’ve
heard that.’

‘Add at least a
hundred miles an hour to your approach speed for a start. And
I won’t be there to hold your hand…’

‘You’ve been
fantastic, Bob. I don’t think I’d have made it this far without
you.’

‘You had
potential, you listened to everything I said and you did what you
were told, that’s all.’

‘What about
you, Bob? Where are you headed now?’

‘See you at
your Passing Out Parade and then same as you, Daniel. England. Like
you, that’s all I know. Christ, here’s hoping we both get
sent to Fighters once we’re over there...’

‘It’s been
good, the Wirra’.’ Quinn looked at the cockpit all around him, then
out at the white clouds they were passing through. ‘Wonder how I’d
do right now up against a Messerschmitt...’

Eastwood paused
before replying. ‘In one of these? Try sending a teddy-bear up
against a viper.’

‘But we’ll be
evenly matched against them on Hurricanes and Spits, surely...’

Eastwood
hesitated. ‘All I can say is the Wirraway’s a good trainer. A good
Wirra’ pilot can fly anything. You’re a good pilot, Daniel. No, a
bit better than good… But there’s a young German gentleman
somewhere out there who thinks he’s better than you. Before you get
within a thousand miles of him, you damn-well make sure he’s
wrong… Because he’s hell-bent on trying to kill you. As we
speak.’

 


*

 


After landing,
Quinn went, as usual, to Sunday morning Services at the base
chapel, only a Nissen hut but there was always a good turn-out for
the RAAF Catholic chaplain. Quinn felt soothed by the ritual he’d
known at least once a week since a toddler. Kneeling down in his
pew after Communion, he clasped his hands firmly together, closed
his eyes. It felt like home.

 


*

 


Christmas Day,
1941.

 


Quinn compared
the dates. It hadn’t been three weeks since Japan had smashed Pearl
Harbour to hell in a single morning. Now not only the Japs but the
United States were in the war, by some happy accident, their
aircraft carriers having been out of the Harbour on the morning in
question. Britain and the Empire had a new enemy. At least they
wouldn’t be alone against her.

With three
days’ home leave prior to standby for overseas passage, Quinn began
each morning with the newspapers: A World turned from Christ
was the Pope’s Christmas message, a footnote on a front page
reporting little but the war. After a whole year of defeats, there
was some actual good news: The Russians were counter-attacking
outside Moscow, and Rommel was retreating in North Africa,
Australian forces there having performed brilliantly. Yet to Quinn
these things seemed cancelled out – as the Japanese cut like a
knife directly south towards Australia. Having just landed in the
South Philippines, they seemed about to roll up Manila, Malaya,
Hong Kong, hell, even Singapore, and that was only page one. Where
the war had once seemed distant, now it was on Australia’s ‘back
door’, so the government urged. Prime Minister Curtin’s Christmas
message was solemn, firstly addressing Australian servicemen
overseas – Bob Eastwood had already gone: promoted and whisked away
in the middle of the night a week before Quinn’s graduation. Where
to? Not nearly as far away, Quinn presumed, as they’d once
expected. Quinn read the lead story last – Churchill in Washington.
Winston’s pledge, halfway down the column, to do his ‘utmost for
the defence of Singapore’, seemed a little hollow.

Matt wanted to
go over everything about the past six months, his brother now an
officer in the Royal Australian Air Force, its golden eagle
crest on his peaked cap – the Sergeant-Pilots didn’t get that – not
to mention the Wings badge on his tunic. Quinn was happy to answer
his every question, especially as they wouldn’t be seeing each
other again for some time. Conversely, Matt proved something of an
authority on the nation’s new ‘war footing’, fielding Quinn’s
questions on local air-raid precautions – shelter construction, the
nightly black-out, the new ban on weekday sporting events. Indeed,
Matt was no less than street monitor for the big aluminium drive:
Handed-in pots and pans were being turned into aircraft.

‘We’re all
immensely proud of you, Danny.’ As a King’s Counsel, Quinn’s father
knew how to act a part. Damn it, of course any eldest son of
Francis Quinn would vie for the top job – He’d been brought up to.
Only in the current crisis, the ‘top job’ meant Fighter Pilot. He
secretly hoped to God Danny might yet ‘wash out’ as they called it
– He still could. Most of them did, evidently. Then get himself a
good desk job. Francis Quinn never thought he’d see the day he’d
curse his own son’s hard-nosed diligence. No, he seemed too young
for the uniform that now sat so darkly upon him, his smile at
Matthew only making him seem younger. Yet the boy had every reason
to smile, hadn’t he: second in his course and winning one of only
three officer’s commissions out of the graduating thirty-six.
Damn you, Daniel… Pilot Officer Quinn. Instead of Sergeant’s
stripes on his tunic forearms, he wore a thin white band on each
cuff.

At least he
wasn’t in the Navy, his father reflected… The nation was in
veritable shock from the Sydney sinking – Some still denied
it. Merv and Ida from across the road were confident their son
would be knocking on their front door any day now. But the
newspapers, even the Prime Minister now, said it was true: The
Royal Australian Navy cruiser had been sunk in action just off the
West Australian coast. She’d sunk a German ship called the
Kormoran, then had gone down herself. Despite her ‘victory’
against the German, of the Sydney’s crew of 645, none had
yet been found. How could it happen so close to home? All hands
lost? That was just newspaper-talk, said Merv and Ida, just
newspaper-talk. Besides, she was such a good ship: She’d performed
splendidly for long months in the Mediterranean… No, Merv and Ida
were adamant. Their son would be marching up the street any day
now.

Quinn’s younger
sister, Kathleen, had spent all morning helping Mum. Alone with her
in the kitchen, the thirteen-year-old knew her mother’s unbreakable
smile masked the deepest distress. Handing her a platter of prawns
from the icechest, Kathleen spoke to her mother just above a
whisper.

‘We could move
away, Mum… We could. Brigitte from school, her family’s moving to
the Blue Mountains. We could go too… Danny could come with
us.’

Kathleen sensed
her mother was about to reply, her face having turned quite pale.
But no reply came.

‘He’d be safe
then, Mum. ...Mum, look at me.’

Yet her mother
could not, merely passing Kathleen a plate of toasts for the
table.

 


*

 


Christmas lunch
was, as usual, magnificent. Quinn always felt truly grateful for
the care his mother put into this day, plus for the fact she served
things most people had never heard of. This year, though he hadn’t
asked for it, she’d made his special favourite: king prawns
alongside slices of mango, a dill mayonnaise and a dash of caviar –
just for starters. Yet as the afternoon progressed through
successive courses and bottles of champagne, for the first time in
his life he saw that Therese Quinn was speaking only when spoken
to.

Therese looked
at her first-born son. As he grew into a young man, Danny reminded
her more and more of her brother, John. The brother she’d last seen
in 1915… He’d made it through Gallipoli. Only to be killed in
France. His body was never found…

Across the
beautiful table she’d laid, Quinn caught his mother’s usual beaming
smile at him. Though her eyes didn’t sit with the rest of her face.
They seemed slightly swollen. As if on the verge of tears.

 


*

 


As customary,
Mr Reiser arrived in the mid-afternoon. Their private chats had
become something of a tradition for Quinn. He smiled; the old man
never changed. White hair, immaculate collar, tie, ancient
fob-watch and cardigan despite the hot day. It was cool in the
parlour, where they sat together on its comfortable leather lounge.
Mr Reiser took a cigarette from the silver box Quinn had moved to
within his reach, and lit it. His gentle European voice
continued.

‘We saw it as
it came, you and I. Now it has come. This war. For you to fight. As
it is always for young men to finish what old men start. They have
made you an officer. This, I expected. As such, Daniel, in time you
will lead other young men. By your actions, together you will put
an end to this man, Hitler… And now the Japanese one – what is his
name – Tojo? It may take years, many years, but in the end
they will go. As, in the end, they always do.’

Quinn saw
unease in the old man’s eyes, the smile he was attempting towards
the hall archway. Seeing little Angie was peeking around its corner
at them, Quinn shooed her away with his hand, stern-faced, though
with a parting wink at her. After a pause, Mr Reiser continued.

‘Then there
will be peace, for a while. But by then the world will be a
different place. The world I knew will be gone, and probably for
the better…’ He turned to Quinn, placing a hand on his arm, ‘My
Prague, Daniel… I wish I could have shown it to you. Its
music, its culture. That is my selfish regret. For now I
know I never will.’ His gaze rested once again on the brightness of
the parlour’s front windows. ‘You have been a good friend to me,
Daniel. Just as your father was to me, since back in the early
days. You have been kind to me. Not once have you protested when I
made my lectures to you, not even when it was the same one time
after time,’ he smiled. ‘But now, Daniel, let me give you my
blessing. I am but a silly old man. It is all I have.’

 


*

 


When Christmas
pudding was finished, Angie followed her big brother to the kitchen
with some plates from the table and he’d told her to be very
careful but he smiled at her. Maybe they’d play a game out in the
garden now – she loved her turn at cricket – he’d promised her and
she’d been good almost all day…

Entering the
kitchen, Angie saw Mum was standing with her back to the sink and
just looking at Danny. She had her apron on to do the washing-up
but she was just standing still and not saying anything. She almost
looked like she was about to cry. But she wasn’t. She was just
shaking a little bit instead.

‘What’s
wrong, Mummy?’

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER FIVE

 


March 1942.

 


In the morning,
Quinn would be in England. If he lived out the night.

He now knew he
had never before felt true fear. Not this kind he could taste…

Though at near
freezing, both the night and the Atlantic were dead calm, a layer
of low stratus cloud, so no moon. At about a thousand feet in front
and double that on either side in the darkness, only the dim blue
lights were to be seen, one on the stern of every ship. Yet the
horizon ahead flared all too often in brilliant orange. Only then
could Quinn see the ships in the convoy all around him, those ahead
in stark silhouette. They remained visible while the resultant glow
grew red, lingered, then finally died. The Panama Canal was way
behind them now, the passage through the Sydney Heads a distant
memory in the dark.

Quinn drew
lookout duty as did all aircrew en route. Tonight it was with one
Sergeant Ken Sutton, air gunner, a farmer’s son from near Bowral.
From the bow of the RMS Carpathian, they were to look out
for U-boats: You searched for their periscopes by day, as the
German submariners stalked the convoy. It was at night that they
attacked – on the surface, which Quinn and Sutton now scanned.
Tonight, some poor bastards were being torpedoed just over the
horizon, the horizon Quinn was headed towards.

He remembered
his first time in the Tiger Moth. The fear that had gripped him
let go the moment he had control, his vertigo brushed aside
by his hand on the joystick, his feet on the rudder pedals,
reacting, correcting, guiding him accurately through the air.
Thousands of feet up, despite buffeting cross-winds, galloping
thermals, at least up there he could react. Here, he was helpless –
just waiting to go down in someone else’s disaster. If death had
come in the Wirraway, at least it would have done so at a few
hundred miles an hour. Here death dawdled. EIGHT KNOTS –
slower than he could run! But not on water, and that was the speed
of the ship, a great big, fat, slow target for the torpedo that
could strike any second.

Each and every
time he tried not to, his mind replayed the hideous mix of all he’d
heard and imagined: thrashing helplessly in the water, legs pumping
on nothing, infinite depths below, left behind, in the middle of
the night, in the middle of the Atlantic. Then freezing to death,
but not before the icy water had sent you into spasms so you
couldn’t breathe. Or worse, burning on the ship, then burning in
the water, only then freezing to death. Was Sutton thinking
the same thoughts? If he was, he wasn’t showing it, so neither
would Quinn; he couldn’t.

And even if
they saw a U-boat it’d be too late: One could surface
alongside right now, what good could he and Sutton do? If they were
close enough to see it, they may as well wave to it. Yes,
they could wave to the German captain perched up on his conning
tower. Beyond absurd, it was pathetic, the whole wretched bloody
business: Quinn had never been to sea before. And here he was,
waiting to be torpedoed, his only protection, a great-coat that
barely kept him warm.

Sutton rolled
another cigarette. ‘Do ya one, Daniel? They issue ’em; may as well
smoke ’em…’

Quinn had long
since said first names would do instead of ‘sir’.

‘Shit, why
not,’ he returned – at least he might not look so scared stiff to
the Sergeant.

‘Jesus, there
goes another one,’ squinted Sutton.

The horizon
glowed again in front, Sutton’s gaze lingering on it, then
returning to his delicate task.

Unless Quinn’s
ears were playing nasty tricks on him, he could have sworn they
caught a distant ‘whump’ after several seconds.

‘...Here’s
y’smoke,’ said Sutton. He passed it to Quinn and lit it for
him.

Together they
shielded the flame less against the faint headwind than against the
dark: Though smoking was strictly forbidden for the speck of light
it might give off to a U-boat, Quinn had said earlier he wouldn’t
report Sutton – on the condition that he made damn sure to keep his
hand cupped over the glowing red tip. And, though it hurt his
chest, Quinn’s first ever cigarette was at least something against
the cold.

‘Doing us two a
favour, really, Daniel...’

‘What?’ Quinn
coughed.

‘Well... if
they weren’t torpedoing us like that, I’m buggered if I know how
we’d ever see ’em.’

Then a thought
seared through Quinn. The noise he thought he’d heard… If
the explosions ahead were becoming audible, they must also be
getting closer! Dropping the cigarette to the deck, he stubbed it
firmly out under foot, speaking quietly, urgently as he did so.
‘Ken… Put the cigarette out. Now. That’s an order.’ He turned to
Sutton – saw he was already doing so – then back to the
horizon.

‘You heard it
too?’ whispered Sutton. ‘Cripes, I damn near ordered
you.’

On the bow of
the ship, the only noise besides the aft rumble of the engines was
the occasional thud of wreckage on the keel. A flash from up ahead
illuminated another body floating past. There could be no stopping
for survivors – impossible in convoy, in the rear a tiny corvette
of the Royal Australian Navy made vain attempts. In previous weeks
further south, the warmer water had left passing cries for help.
Now they were either unconscious or dead from the cold.

Quarantined
back at Bradfield Park after Christmas, one bloke had kept
insisting it was a dead cert they’d be staying in Australia now. It
stood to reason. Privately, Quinn had to agree: The Prime
Minister’s statement had been front page news just the day after
they’d all reported back… They’d all read it. Mister Curtin’s point
had been plain. With the Japs tearing south towards us, now it was
Australia’s war. Our war. To fight it, we must now look to
the Yanks, no longer to Britain, and with the utmost urgency: Quinn
thought he’d misheard it in the commotion of the barracks – Hong
Kong had fallen to the Japs on Christmas Day.

So, dead cert,
now it’d be North Queensland, possibly Darwin. If not, then no
further than New Guinea surely, Singapore at the outside.

Only out of the
Heads had the convoy’s intended course been leaked, and only then
its first stage: They’d be taking on fuel, provisions, more aircrew
and joined by extra ships in Auckland, New Zealand. There’d be a
day to stretch their legs on the docks, no Leave. Security.

To Quinn and to
every other soul on board, one simple fact was clear.

New Zealand was
not the way to North Queensland.

Weeks east
towards the coast of South America, the convoy turned north up it,
crossing the Equator, then entering the Panama Canal. From the
American newspapers in supply all the way through it, Quinn saw
that Churchill and Roosevelt had made it official: Now the Allies,
including Australia, were to be called the ‘United Nations’. And
not a moment too soon either, Quinn noted, as the Germans, Italians
and Japanese had just done the same thing their end. The news was
all about the Japanese, and it was all bad. They seemed
unstoppable, since January taking Manila, North Borneo, Rabaul,
moving all through the Solomons, the Philippines and the Dutch East
Indies. Until what they’d said couldn’t happen, happened: Singapore
had fallen. The British guns protecting Australia’s North were no
longer, thousands of Brits and Australians taken prisoner.

And all this
happening, Quinn reflected, in the opposite direction to where he
was currently headed. Surely now he’d finish his training in
England and the Scheme would channel him back to Australia…

From an English
newspaper in Colón, at the Canal’s eastern end, Quinn gathered that
the Germans had just launched a U-boat offensive off the east coast
of the United States.

Precisely where
he was headed.

‘All quiet
ahead anyway,’ offered Sutton.

‘It certainly
is,’ breathed Quinn. ‘Weather too, for a change…’

Sutton buried
his mittens in his great-coat pockets. ‘Still filthy cold… Drew the
short straw here, didn’t we…’

‘How’s that?’
Quinn rubbed his eyes and squinted them firmly ahead.

‘Well, not only
have we got German submariners trying to kill us but the weather’s
trying like fuck as well. I mean, at least they’re
warm…’

The fireball
shot their attention out to starboard. Directly level with them, a
ship on the convoy’s outer column was ablaze. Only now came the
gut-wrenching boom, then a shock-wave like a punch in the face, a
mushroom of fire unfurling high into the night. Alarm claxons rang
for Action Stations, corvette searchlights ignited to seek the
U-boat, the Carpathian steering away to port with the
convoy.

The ship on
fire kept straight, only the momentum of its tonnage pressing it
on. Another huge explosion confirmed its demise, fragments of it
landing even as far as the Carpathian – white splashes on
the water lit up by the torch that till moments ago had been a
ship.

The burning
wreck dropped slowly behind, Quinn watching it until it had slipped
away. He wasn’t altogether certain if he’d seen its bow diving
finally under, or imagined it: It was already far distant amongst
burning oil fires on the surface.

 


*

 


The morning was
overcast.

But there were
seagulls.

Quinn hadn’t
felt like breakfast. Just a very strong coffee on the ship’s rail.
And his second ever cigarette.

He’d returned
to his cabin to pack and was just clipping up the unnecessarily
large tin trunk issued to all officers when he heard the commotion
in the passageway. Poking his head out the door, he was informed by
a bolting Sergeant…

‘Y’gotta see
this, mate – up on deck!’

Quinn clambered
out and up a ladder just in time to hear another mid-drawl, ‘Will
ya have a geeze at that. Ain’t that a bloody sight
for sore eyes...’

The four-craft
formation of Spitfires curved in a low pass just a short way off
the ship.

‘That it is,
Sarge,’ smiled Quinn.

At only a
hundred feet up, their quick-pulsing hum came through loud and
confident. Quinn saw their olive and grey camouflage, RAF roundels,
even identification letters, and the proud elliptical shape of
their wings.

‘Jesus, that’s
good.’

Whereas the
Wirraway powered through the air, the Spitfires seemed to
slice it. Was that a slight wing waggle from their Leader?
Yes – Quinn heard cheers from the other side of the ship as the
boom of the fighter engines stretched out to a heavy whistle, off
over the rest of the convoy.

Quinn knew the
Spitfires probably wouldn’t catch a still-shadowing periscope. Yet
no U-boat Captain would take that risk. If he’d still been there,
he’d have already seen the aircraft, and would be departing.

 


*

 


Liverpool was
grey.

It didn’t
matter.

On the dock,
Quinn was served a mug of tea by one of a bevy of nurses attending
a long line of trestle tables – powdered milk and two sugars
whether you liked it or not, evidently. While aircrew alighted from
other ships in the convoy, about 300 in total Quinn estimated at a
glance, he took in his first moments on English soil, the morning,
cold and still, as well as what he could see of the surrounding
port: With bomb damage visible – even more on the bus ride to the
train station – it was clear Liverpool had been hit hard by the
Germans, on every block a ruined building, a rubbled lot.

Lime Street
Station’s long iron-work vaulted ceiling allowed the dim light of
day onto the mass of uniforms amongst which Quinn jostled – wings
badges and stripes for the Sergeant-Pilots, single wings with an
‘O’ for Observer denoting the Navigators, ‘AG’ the Wireless
Operator/Air Gunners, in the clear majority. In their midst, and
thumped by many a shouldered kit-bag, Quinn struggled additionally
with his officer’s trunk. With a compartment on the train finally
wrangled, his luggage stowed, there were hollers of ‘all-aboard’
from the guards, a whistle blow from one of them setting a final
mad scramble for compartments as, with a blast of steam up to the
ceiling and a slamming of many doors, the black engine up front
shrieked, and shoved ahead.

Their
destination: Commonwealth Aircrew Reception and Dispatch Centre,
Bournemouth, South Coast of England. From there they would be
farmed out to their Advanced Flying Units, parts unknown.

 


*

 


The carriage
guard had forecast the day would clear on the journey south. He’d
also mentioned the view from the train would be quite pleasant –
down the Great Western Line…

As the morning
murk lifted off the countryside through which they began to pass,
it became clear to Quinn that the guard was given to
understatement. For, along with a few hundred other Australian
boys, he had never before laid eyes on such velvet green: As each
vied for a window, Quinn saw that the romantic illustrations of the
Home Isles from the biscuit tins and postcards of his youth had
been true-to-life, as had been the depictions of quaint villages,
stone walls, cathedral spires, and lush, rolling hills. They passed
through many stations, no station signs mind – all had been removed
‘to confound German Parachutists’, so said the carriage guard. They
saw grand manor houses, more bomb damage, as well as
aerodromes.

‘Jesus, look at
that...’

The casual
comment from a Sergeant by the window had drawn Quinn’s attention
away from conversation with another.

‘Hooley –
Dooley,’ continued the Sergeant.

Now Quinn saw
the jet black and growing form, engines one, two, three, and four –
two each side out to the gulled sweep of its wingspan. Now the
perspex chin bubble, twin machine-gun turret atop it, there, a man
behind the guns, upper-most, the pilots. Now even a face in the
bubble, a mere 50 feet up and all heading directly toward them. It
seemed too big for an aircraft.

‘It’s a fucken
Lancaster!’

An unearthly
roar overhead, the lads tumbled out into the passageway – as they
did all down the carriage – to see the giant bomber groan away,
still insanely low, on the other side of the train. Quinn saw the
green and brown camouflage of its upsides and could have sworn he
saw the rear gunner giving them the finger as he dummy-straffed his
quad machine-gun barrels across them.


‘Streuth...’ let out the bloke next to Quinn.

Through many
more towns and villages, and endless rolling green, a change of
train, then another, in the late afternoon they pulled out of
Southampton Central, returning waves and even “V for Victory” signs
from smiling locals. From then on they caught their first glimpses
of the English Channel. Next stop, Bournemouth, by the sea.

 


*

 


The British
holiday mecca had been virtually requisitioned by the Royal Air
Force, along with Brighton, Quinn gathered, as ‘waiting rooms’ for
the boys of the Empire Air Training Scheme.

In the early
evening, he saw the warning signs all along the beach. DANGER!
MINES! The barbed wire. Rusted iron tank traps. Hitler,
deprived of his invasion of Britain in 1940, had since turned back
to his old ambition, Russia: The Battle of Britain had left the RAF
alive, and while Hitler didn’t rule the air, he couldn’t cross the
Channel. Just in case he had, the Bournemouth Pier had been cut
half way along to stop him stepping ashore there. It remained that
way.

As the shadows
grew, Quinn looked up and saw vapour trails – aircraft so high only
their exhausts were visible: white ribbons of condensation in the
upper atmosphere. Yes, the RAF were still flying, Quinn reflected.
Or were those German vapour trails?

As night fell,
the searchlights came on, silver-blue beams penciling up into the
darkness.

 


*

 


By day,
Bournemouth was a cheerful place, full of pubs, cinemas and
dancehalls, and swarming with Commonwealth aircrew. The locals
seemed blasé about the air-raid threat, and all but ignored the one
siren Quinn heard: The first air-raid siren he’d ever experienced,
he ducked for cover himself, feeling shocked and embarrassed when
he realised no one else had. While checking out of the Commonwealth
Aircrew Centre, he discretely asked an RAF clerk about the local
situation…

‘Oh, yeah,
there’s bombing alright,’ said the Brit. ‘On and off over the last
few years, but only light – “hit ’n’ run” attacks. Can’t do nuffin
about it… An’ it’s only every now and then…’

‘Can’t the RAF
do anything?’ put Quinn.

‘Do what?’ The
man shook his head faintly, the trace of a smile on his face. ‘Not
when Jerry comes in at wave-top height, they can’t...’ He leant
forward, his elbows resting on the counter. ‘That means
below radar detection… They come in, drop a few
bombs, scoot back out before our local squadrons know what’s
’appened.’

‘But people get
killed…’

‘Oh, yeah… But
your lot are widely dispersed round the town, see. And we’re
well used to it… Command calls ’em “nuisance” raids.’ He lowered
his voice. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

On his way out
of the Centre, Quinn passed a table with papers and magazines on
it. A familiar mast-head caught his eye – He couldn’t believe it:
The Sydney Morning Herald… Picking it up, his smile
dropped.

Darwin had been
bombed by the Japanese.

How fucking
dare they, he seethed, only then realising he’d said
it aloud.

‘February
19th,’ offered an Australian accent over
his shoulder.

Quinn scanned
the long-copy: No Jap landing, no invasion from the sea or anything
but, Jesus, no doubt about it now, he’d be going home...
Major bomb damage sustained, some Australian casualties though
light, the Herald claimed. As Quinn plowed through the words on the
page confronting him, so his own words issued...

Slant-Eyed.
Fucking. Bastards...

Quinn stopped.
Shocked at himself.

Had he
just said that?!

‘’Bout the size
of it...’ echoed the same voice a little further off.

Shaking his
head, Quinn abandoned the newspaper, exasperated at events and at
himself. Right now he had to make it to his billet – some distant
spot in the town, duffle bag, tin trunk and all.

Plus now a
brand-new issue gask-mask case.

 


*

 


Dragging the
gear along something called the East Cliff Promenade by the beach,
Quinn cursed that he hadn’t organised a cab. Stopping for a
breather, he looked out over the beach, a beach of stones, not
sand. Although considered a ‘clear day’ by the locals, the best the
English Channel could manage was a pale green to the horizon. He
focused hard at the curve of the ocean now before him. He might be
heading back home soon, yet here he was: According to a map at the
Centre, a mere seventy miles beyond this horizon lay occupied
France, there, the German Luftwaffe bases of the Cherbourg
Peninsula.

Finally.
Fifteen minutes’ flying time away, Quinn had calculated, lay The
Enemy.

He well
remembered Bob Eastwood’s final warning to him. But, until now,
Bob’s words had never prickled the skin on the back of Quinn’s
neck: He’d actually made it as far as the young man hell-bent on
trying to kill him. Eastwood had warned Quinn to make sure he was
better than that young man before he got within a thousand miles of
him. Better how? A better flyer? A better fighter?

Quinn sat down
on the trunk. Okay: You could only gain combat experience by being
in combat. So Bob could only have meant one thing: Be a
better flyer before you went anywhere near combat – Give
yourself an even chance first time up. He’d just have to break his
own balls to ensure he did while training lasted. And there was
enough of that coming up, his Advanced Flying Unit then his
Operational Training Unit. Only then came an actual combat
squadron, thank Christ.

Quinn stood,
shouldered his duffle bag, clasped the handle of the trunk, and
took a final look at this horizon he found oddly hard to turn his
back on: Seventy miles, The Enemy. Bob had said something about a
thousand. Anyway, Quinn resigned, he’d never come up against that
young German now: With Darwin bombed, he’d be heading back to
Australia for sure. It stood to reason. With Australia under direct
threat, under attack, how could the British keep him here
past training?

The Australian
Government would never allow it.

 


*

 


Quinn followed
the typed directions to the Russell Court Hotel to find his room
there half occupied.

‘I wouldn’t put
money on it, mate… The Royal Air Force’ll send you where they want.
The Japs have just landed in New Guinea, what does Churchill care?
In time, maybe… Besides, y’haven’t finished your training yet. AFU
then OTU? Take it from me, son, right now you’ve got more
than enough to worry about.’

Mick O’Regan
was of the black-haired Irish. Quinn saw it in his face
immediately: He had the same hooded eyelids as the Caseys, distant
cousins of Quinn’s. He was, like Quinn, from Sydney, also a Pilot
Officer, though he’d just finished his Advanced Flying Unit
course.

He’d been
flying a Miles Master, he informed in response to Quinn’s second
question, a two-seat trainer like the Wirraway, and also with a
9-cylinder radial engine. Quinn should make the transition to it
pretty easily, he reckoned – yes, even though it had 270 more
horse-power. And a machine-gun.

Entering the
hotel bar behind him, Quinn noticed at least one pair of female
eyes widening as O’Regan moved through the crowd. In the
workman-like appearance of ‘battle-dress’ jacket and trousers below
peaked officer’s cap, perhaps it was the Australian darker blue
that stood them out amongst the Canadians, New Zealanders and South
Africans, all in the same grey-blue as the Royal Air Force. Though
there were few RAF men in these parts, assured O’Regan: Bournemouth
was for ‘Colonials’.

‘How long have
you been here, Mick?’ asked Quinn as their beers were drawn.

‘Coming on a
month...’

‘A whole
month?’

‘That’s
nothing, son. Some blokes’ve been here for eight. Going for the
Bournemouth Long-Service Medal. Here’s your beer.’

‘You kidding
me? Cheers.’

‘No, it’s luck
of the draw, that’s all...’ O’Regan tasted his brew. ‘It can take
ages before they find you a place at an AFU. So many of us
arriving.’

‘What do they
call these?’ Quinn enquired examining the hefty glass-handled mug,
and took his first sip.

‘Pints.’

‘It’s... it’s
not cold.’

‘That’s your
first British Brown Ale, Daniel. Room temperature. Don’t worry;
they’ve got some Lager on ice for us Antipodeans out the back. I
made good and sure of that.’

The bar of the
Russell Court Hotel was Quinn’s first English pub. Another world
from the Australian tiled interior, the atmosphere, like the beer,
was warm, full of wooden bookshelves and bric-a-brac. A cosy little
place on a slope down to the sea, The Russell was just one of a
hundred billets for the Empire boys.

From their
conversation, Quinn learnt Mick was the oldest of seven brothers
and sisters, part of the reason, Mick grinned, that his father
hadn’t been able to afford the fees for even Christian Brothers
Lewisham. He’d gone to the local state school instead, and he’d had
to leave that at fourteen anyway to go to work at the Everleigh
Rail Yards, as had his father. Mick loved his Rugby League, yet
hadn’t played; weekends were spent earning extra money for the
family. Given his work in the yards, his initial interview panel
had spoken a fair bit about Ground Crew work for him. The same age
as Quinn, O’Regan joked that, as a Pilot Officer, he now held the
highest public office of his entire family line.

Quinn took a
sip of his ale and considered this. O’Regan had had no uni or even
technical school education, yet had finished Service Flying
Training School being awarded the King’s Commission…

‘What were you,
Dux of the course?’

O’Regan only
winked in reply, peering over Quinn’s shoulder, as he did, noticing
the pretty young officer of the British Women’s Auxiliary Air
Force. ‘There’s a Waaf over there keeps looking at you,’ he advised
softly. ‘Must like your back… She keeps looking up and down
it.’

‘Is she nice?’
muttered Quinn.

‘That she is.’
Breaking into a smile O’Regan added, ‘And bugger you, I thought she
was looking at me for a sec. Got a nice friend, though. Yes,
a cherub. Reckon I should invite them over?’

‘Sure, Mick.
Thanks,’ Quinn chuckled, though a little off-balance.

The boy from
Lewisham leaned in slightly. He spoke now just above a whisper, his
expression quite earnest: ‘Daniel, it’s not like back home over
here. Even the ah... nice girls can seem a little...
forward. Realised life’s too short or something... Trust me, son.
I’ve been here almost a month.’

‘I’ll take your
word for it,’ smiled Quinn after a rather large gulp of ale.

‘A bit odd
though,’ qualified O’Regan, ‘them being billeted here... The powers
that be generally commandeer hotels for men... hotels for
women...’

After a moment
his eyes met Quinn’s. They raised their pints.

Quinn initiated
the toast. ‘Here’s to...’

It left their
lips together.


‘Administrative - Error.’

 


*

 


In the WAAF,
Assistant Section Officer Victoria Haimes held equivalent rank to
the boys, Lucy Green, as a Warrant Officer, one below them.

O’Regan smiled
at her as he lowered another round of pints to the table. ‘I think
Royal Air Force protocol demands we address you as ‘Miss Green’,
doesn’t it?’

Her eyes beamed
straight back at him. ‘Call me Lucy.’

In appearance,
to Quinn they were disarmingly similar, each with their hair in the
regulation ‘short rolls’, both blonde against the grey-blue of
their tunics. Though sparring with each other and even completing
each other’s sentences now and then, the girls hailed from
altogether separate corners of England: Victoria from the county of
Norfolk, landed gentry it seemed, her father some sort of army
type, Lucy’s parents owning a pub in London’s East End. Yet they
seemed sisters. Lucy had the biggest brown eyes Quinn thought he’d
ever seen though, despite her ready smile, they seemed sad like a
puppy’s. Old-hand O’Regan appeared already lost in them.

‘So your
father’s in the Military, Victoria?’ Quinn asked.

The eyes before
him were icy blue.

‘Yes, he’s a
Colonel. With the Commandos.’

‘Must be a fit
sort of bloke – That’s pretty impressive…’

‘Yes, I suppose
it is, for his age. He helped set them up, you see, the year before
last... Before that he was with his regiment, joined straight from
school, via Sandhurst of course.’

‘The military
college?’

‘The same. As
with every Earl before him.’

‘A family
tradition?’

‘Yes, the
eldest son each generation goes in.’

‘Do you have
brothers and sisters?’

‘Four brothers…
They’re all in now.’

‘Where are they
serving?’

‘Security,
Daniel.’

‘Ah yes:
Loose Lips Sink Ships,’ he concurred. And concluded,
‘Sorry.’

‘That’s
alright, darling. You’ll soon get used to it.’

Quinn found it
quite arresting that she should call him that so readily. Maybe it
was just her turn of phrase. In any case, it felt nice from the
lips of such a good-looking girl. ‘So… The Commandos. I should
watch my step with you then; father may come up from behind and
slit my throat or something. That’s what they do, isn’t it?’

‘No. No, I
think he’d like you,’ Victoria chuckled.

‘How’s
that?’

She lit a
cigarette. ‘I expect he’d see something of himself in you, though
he’d never admit it.’

Quinn paused a
moment. ‘What do you think he’d see?’

‘Well, you’re a
bright one, as he is – You’d have to be or they’d never have made
you a pilot… And you clearly give a damn about others… or you
wouldn’t be here.’

‘It’s very kind
of you to say that, Victoria.’

‘No, I mean
it…’ Her eyes now darted around his face, as if surveying it. ‘I
suppose that’s what makes a commando, really… They’re smart boys,
yet still volunteer for such a dangerous job. And they’d better be
smart because, in action, even though part of a unit, when the
heat’s really on a commando has to think and act independently… The
individualist within the team.’

‘Seems I’ve
heard that before somewhere,’ Quinn mused across the bar.

‘Yes, that’s
it…’ She ashed her cigarette. ‘Smart enough to make the team, but
not to see the danger. Or else they choose not to… And once
a part of that team, they act outside it.’

‘Too many
contradictions for me,’ smiled Quinn.

‘And he’d like
you because he’d see that I like you.’

‘As I do you,
Miss Haimes.’ Quinn raised his glass to her. ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers,
darling.’

As they sipped,
Victoria didn’t miss a beat. ‘And just a touch of evil in
you as well.’

Quinn nearly
coughed on his mouthful. He had to admit it: This was one engaging
young lady. ‘How do you reason that?’ he managed with a
quizzical grin.

She took
another sip and answered slowly. ‘Well there’d have to be.
Otherwise you’d never have made the team.’

 


*

 


After dinner
and warmed by a few more drinks, the four grabbed their service
great-coats from respective double rooms and strolled in the dark
down to the sea. Though they soon paired off, Mick and Lucy ambling
further ahead in the blackout.

As they
sauntered arm in arm toward the wavering beams of the searchlights,
the touch of Victoria felt delightful to Quinn – the exquisite
newness of it. His elbow pressed gently against her side, her hip
against his, she spoke softly to him as they walked.

‘You remind me
of my youngest brother actually.’

‘Is that a good
thing?’


‘Goodness no, he was a complete bastard to me when we were
small.’

‘Make you a
deal,’ said Quinn. ‘Guarantee me he’s not a commando, I’ll go and
thump him for you.’

‘No, he’s nice,
honestly,’ she laughed. ‘And funny, like you. Yet also a complete
idiot… Absolutely no concept of fear.’

‘I imagine
there’ve been a few brave men in your family,’ sided Quinn.
‘Through the generations, I mean.’

‘Yes,’ she
returned flatly. ‘A few dead ones in there as well. The Third Earl
went at Waterloo… Queer thing, bravery.’ They stopped as she lit a
cigarette. ‘Uncle was with the Royal Flying Corps, last war. I read
his memoirs.’ Quinn shielded the flame for her. ‘He defined bravery
as – I love this, “a quality arising solely out of and in
direct proportion to one’s daily terror”.’ She exhaled the smoke,
then looked up at Quinn. ‘…Sorry.’

‘What for?’

‘I shouldn’t be
telling you about him. …I mean, telling you that.’

‘No, that’s
alright,’ Quinn countered. ‘I volunteered. Like he did, I
s’pose.’

‘You’re a
darling. Thanks.’

‘Yet he
survived the war…’

She hesitated
again.

‘Sort of.’

‘Sort of?’

‘He died of
wounds in 1920.’

‘Oh, I’m
sorry…’ Quinn paused. ‘Strange, for a moment it sounded like you
knew him.’

‘Well I did, in
a way, through his writings. And Father kept his memory alive for
us; I suspect they’d been very close…’

As she adjusted
it around her neck, Quinn noticed the patterned scarf she was
wearing. He decided to play the Drill Sergeant: ‘Assistant
Section Officer Haimes. You’re out of Uniform.’

‘Prophetic
words, Pilot Officer Quinn.’

They strolled a
little further in silence, until she stopped them again – to listen
to the sea. She offered Quinn one of her cigarettes and lit it for
him.

‘Are you ever
scared, Daniel?’

Breathing out
the smoke, he opted not to tell her about the Atlantic crossing –
maybe later. ‘Well… I was a bit scared first time up in the air.
But that went away… I’ve done pretty well with my flying up till
now. Up till now…’ Quinn suddenly realised he was
considering the question for the first time. ‘…You don’t really
have time to be scared when you’re flying; there’s just too much
going on, you’re always focusing so hard on what you’re doing in
the moment. I s’pose I’m sort of more… scared of being
scared, when I finally do go into action. They say you never
know how you’ll feel until the actual moment…’

Victoria drew
something from an inner pocket of her great-coat. A thin pewter
flask. She removed its cap, took a swig and offered it to
Quinn.

‘Ahh, that’s
warming,’ he exhaled, handing it back to her.

She capped it
and slipped it back inside the coat yet, instead of buttoning it up
again, wrapped it and herself around Quinn. ‘That is my
earnest intention.’

‘Miss Haimes,’
his lips smiled close to hers, ‘you’re trying to get me
drunk...’

‘Call me
Vic.’

‘V for
Victory?’

‘V for take me
to bed please.’


‘Victoria...’

She stopped his
words with a kiss. Then leant back subtly. ‘…What is it?’

‘Vic, I’ve
never…’

She smiled at
him. ‘…Your first time?’ She kissed him again.

‘Only a few
sweethearts... Yes.’

‘Don’t worry,
darling. You’re a gorgeous boy...’ – another kiss – ‘...and I’m a
good teacher.

 


*

 


Quinn awoke a
little stunned. She was holding him very tightly, her body sculpted
to his from behind. He felt her hair on his neck. And remembered
the way it had come undone. Though one thought swam most pleasantly
of all around his head: He simply could not get over how something
so deliciously exhilarating could be so easy, so natural-feeling.
That, and the fact that Victoria was, to say the least, a
natural teacher.

In the dim
first light, he knew she was already awake by the way her hand very
slowly circled his chest.

‘What d’you do
here, Vic?’


‘Personnel.’


‘Personnel...’

‘Lucy and I run
the typing pool that sends you where you’re going.’

 


*

 


Quinn passed a
giggle from Lucy in the corridor as they swapped back to their
rightful billets.

He was greeted
by a shaving Mick.

‘Well,’
grinned O’Regan. ‘Look what the cat dragged in.’

Quinn dropped
his great-coat on the unused bed and flopped himself down upon
it.

Mick carefully
negotiated the straight blade in the mirror. ‘How’d you go?’

‘Well, Mick, a
gentleman never tells but... ...Jesus Christ.’

Mick chuckled
slightly through his shaving lather, rinsed the blade, and
continued. ‘Missed y’calling have ya, son?’

Quinn just
sighed heavily on the bed. After a few minutes, he spoke up. ‘And
Miss Green, eh?’

Mick peered out
of the corner of one eye. ‘Miss Anything but...’

Mick was glad
for the new arrival. Glad he’d just dipped his wick for the first
time. He thought it fitting a young man should know the joys of a
young woman before putting his life on the line on a daily basis,
and Quinn had had ‘virgin’ written all over him. Luckily for Quinn,
and thousands of young aircrew arriving in Bournemouth, the local
conditions seemed set in their favour.

Mick couldn’t
believe it at first. In the three weeks since he’d got back from
his AFU he hadn’t been so much looking for young ladies as taking
his pick. Back in Sydney, it was a strict case of ‘marriage first’
– with ‘nice’ girls, anyway. Not here. Not anymore, evidently… No,
something strange seemed to be going on over here: As far as Mick
could make out, Bournemouth had been invaded by thousands of young
women who’d not only been bombed in their homes by the Germans for
the past few years but had seen husbands and sweethearts killed
already. In addition, the majority of them were living away from
their parents for the first time while receiving their first
independent income. To Mick, it seemed they were taking the whole
‘life’s too short’ thing not only to heart but to bed.

And Mick
O’Regan had no argument with them: If his balls were on the line,
he was glad at least that a generous bevy of British girls had had
a damn good go of them first.

 


*

 


Saturday flew
for Quinn. The only official duty the day held for him was an
hour’s ‘orientation’ session at the Centre where, on top of routine
administrative items, it was confirmed that, at some time in the
near future as yet undetermined, he would be contacted at the
Russell Court regarding his posting to an Advanced Flying Unit.
Despite this prospect, he could think of little but the night
ahead.

Victoria went
off duty in the early evening and took him to the bar of the Royal
Bath Hotel, a grand old towered place in the centre of the town.
Her arm inside Quinn’s all the way there, she’d been virtually
skipping at the possibility of wangling them Leave together.

‘I’d
love to show you London, Daniel…’

As Quinn
ordered first drinks, Victoria looked on at the modest young man in
Number 1 Service Dress – that profile so new, so thrilling to her.
About once an hour all day long, however, she’d found herself
questioning the honesty of his claim to have been a virgin, quite
frankly.

‘Here you go,
Vic.’

‘My first cold
beer. Thank you, darling.’

‘Cheers,’ he
said into her eyes. ‘It seems the season for firsts, doesn’t
it.’

‘Well it
certainly is for me,’ she whispered, one eyebrow markedly
raised.

Quinn saw they
were darker than her blonde hair, somehow strong, and now why her
beauty seemed so very striking to him.

Her eyes never
left his as she sipped the icy brew. Her feeling of pride next to
him verged on the physical. ‘It’s lovely.’

He adopted her
whisper. ‘You know, Vic… I’d love to give you a kiss right now, but
I suppose we can’t really in here, can we…’

‘Oh, I concur,’
she returned. ‘Bad form.’

Then leant
directly forward to his lips.

 


*

 


Sunday, they’d
planned to start out early and take a picnic to a favourite spot of
Vic’s along the coast nearby, yet this had been ruled out by the
weather. Each becoming vaguely aware somewhere past noon that it
was raining very heavily outside, they’d been forced to stay in
bed. Quinn could have stayed there for days – enveloped in this
bliss of her smooth, slim body next to his.

‘I presume
Lucy’s holding the fort at Personnel?’ he hummed. ‘What did you do,
pull rank on her?’

‘I reject your
insinuation, Sir.’ Victoria let the pause extend. ‘Though a little
well-placed blackmail does sometimes work wonders…’

‘You’re a
wicked woman, Miss Haimes.’

‘Not half as
wicked as something I just thought up…’

‘Show me.’

*

 


Late in the
afternoon, Victoria’s laughter grew to an uncontrollable fit when
Quinn asked her quite genuinely if she knew where the nearest
Catholic church might be.

When finally
able to speak again, she pleaded that if he needed to make an
emergency Confession, the priest would just have to make a
housecall, and if he did then she was prepared to testify from bed
in evidence against Quinn, detailing to the priest not only what
Quinn had done to her but how many times.

‘Still,’she
grinned, ‘my silence could be bought.’

 


*

 


On Monday
morning, Quinn awoke in his own bed, O’Regan’s hand nudging his
shoulder – There was a messenger boy at the door, something about a
phonecall for Quinn, downstairs at reception.

Quinn made it
downstairs and accepted the receiver handed him from behind the
desk. It was Victoria.

‘Daniel, I must
see you this morning…’

‘Is everything
alright?’ He could tell in her voice that it wasn’t.

‘Yes and no. I
can’t talk now. Look, I have my tea break at ten. I’ll see you then
on the steps of the Centre.’

 


*

 


At the
appointed hour, Quinn arrived in full uniform just as the town
clocks were chiming. At the sight of Victoria’s face, any thoughts
of sneaking her a hello kiss evaporated. She looked at him briefly
but intensely, in her eyes, none of the joy he had seen all the
previous day.

‘Vic, what’s
the matter?’

She didn’t
speak, simply putting her arm inside his, and gesturing towards the
promenade. Once there, she gave him a peck on the cheek, and
glanced behind them, only seagulls in their wake.

‘I couldn’t
talk on the phone,’ she said as they went. ‘They’re all tapped for
security of course.’

‘What’s going
on?’

‘I’m not
supposed to be telling you this, obviously, but your posting has
come through. Mick’s too. The orders have just been typed.’

A tickle of
nervous excitement circuited Quinn’s stomach. ‘O-kay… But what’s
wrong?’

‘He’s going to
OTU.’

‘I imagine
he’ll be glad to hear it,’ said Quinn.

‘Yes… The thing
is, so are you.’

 


*

 


The telegrams
arrived at the Russell Court by RAF dispatch rider in the early
afternoon. By the time he’d made it back to the counter of the
Aircrew Centre, Quinn had read and re-read his own many times.

‘REPORT NO
58 OTU RAF BALADO BRIDGE AT ONCE. STOP. RAIL WARRANT ENCLOSED.
ENDS.’

OTU? He was supposed to be going to an Advanced Flying Unit,
not an Operational Training Unit
yet! Could there have been a mistake? When he’d
put this to Victoria, she said the only thing she could guarantee
was that, administratively speaking, the orders were ‘in
motion’.

There’d been
no mistake, promised the Centre clerk. He referred Quinn upstairs,
to the office of one Squadron Leader Crispin Jessop.

There Quinn
saluted a British officer in his thirties, receding hair, plenty of
service ribbons on his tunic yet no wings badge, Quinn noticed.

‘Yes, well
normally, old boy, you’d be going to an AFU, then on to OTU, in
normal circumstances, yes. It’s just that, in your case, it seems
someone’s in a bit of a hurry somewhere up the line… That or the
circumstances aren’t normal – who can say? The long and the short
of it is this: Your training’s been sort of – what’s the word for
it? …Abridged. Yes, that’s it. The word exactly. Let’s have a look
at the file, shall we?’

Keeping Quinn
at attention before his desk, the officer stood up from his chair
and crossed the room to a large chest of wooden index drawers.
Pulling one out, he made a clicking sound with his mouth as he ran
his finger down a row of cards, stopped at one, and started reading
it.

‘Fancy that. 1st
of April… Yes… Yes, so many of you coming in, it
seems we’re running out of training bases. No, you’re off to Scotland. It’s a
brand-new one.’ He pushed the index drawer closed and turned back
to Quinn, looking at him blandly. ‘In any case, I’m just following
orders, m’self, and so should you. I don’t mind saying you
Australians would save everybody a great deal of time, including
yourselves, if you’d stop bally-well questioning
everything.’

Quinn
maintained rock-solid attention. ‘Sir.’

The man sat
down again behind his desk. ‘Nevertheless,’ he smiled up at Quinn,
‘I have every confidence you’ll manage admirably.’

Quinn donned
his cap, saluted, about-faced, and exited.

‘…I’m sure you do, you flightless fucking wonder,’ he said as he strode down
the hall.

 


*

 


Back at the
Russell Court, he found Mick packing the last of his gear. His
posting was in Wales. There was no time for goodbyes to Lucy, or to
Victoria, he advised.

‘Take it from
me, son. When the Royal Air Force say “At Once”, they mean “At
Once”.’ He clipped his trunk shut. ‘You wanna share a cab to the
station with me? Then quick smart.’

 


 



 


 


 CHAPTER SIX

 


Quinn’s initial
impression of Scotland was twofold.

Firstly, the
place was so dramatically beautiful. Having grown up in Sydney,
fogs and mists were a rarity in his experience, and always held a
kind of other-worldly quality for him. Here they inundated the
landscape, tumbling down through its valleys, shrouding lakes –
‘lochs’, as he’d been quickly corrected. Though the sun shone,
everywhere Quinn looked the hills and mountains were cloaked with
brooding rainclouds, everywhere a vivid contest of shadow and
light.

Secondly,
mid-spring in Scotland felt like the depths of winter in Melbourne.
Luckily for Quinn, the cold had always upped his blood. That, and
his arrival at Number 58 Operational Training Unit...

On the truck in
from the train station, Quinn grilled the RAF airman driver on the
local geography – for emergency landing purposes, best to have a
mental map of the area, particularly given its fogs and gloomy
light conditions. According to the airman, established only a month
previously, RAF Balado Bridge lay a mile or so west of the town of
Kinross, which sat on the western bank of Loch Leven. About ten
miles down south-east were the waters of the Firth of Forth, which
flowed out into the North Sea. Inland to the west of the airfield
lay the villages of Dunblane then Callander – about 30 miles, then
mighty mountain ranges. Quinn couldn’t wait to see them from the
air.

But jumping
down from the truck and onto the grass of the aerodrome that first
day, Quinn saw a sight for which, in his own mind, there could be
no equal: parked wingtip to wingtip, a long line of them extending
in silent formation out across the field.


Spitfires.

The aircraft he
would now be flying.

 


*

 


RAF Balado
Bridge was fifty acres of grass, two runways, two hangars, more
under construction, some Nissen huts and a row of tents. On the
convoy crossing, Quinn had heard talk of a certain level of
comfort, even privilege, now awaiting him on any RAF station in the
Officers’ Mess. At Balado Bridge, this was a Nissen hut with some
chairs stacked against a wall. Though it did boast a hand-daubed
sign out front. As an officer, Quinn was now entitled to his own
room-servant, called a ‘batman’, who took care of such things as
laundry, maintenance of his uniform and flying kit, thus leaving
the pilot free to deal purely with the pressures of flying and
training. These ellusive helpers, the RAF driver had informed him,
were expected to arrive in the post any day now.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/87708
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
First time
overseas

With a y
unigue 2 -

Nor the Years
Condemn

" A Novel by -
Justin Sheedy





