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 Introduction 
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm: Following on from the Innocents At War Series featuring Tommy Stark, a WW1 flying legend, his son, Thomas, joined the RAF in the run up to the Second World War.  Thomas witnessed the atrocities that the Nazis had carried out in Spain and trained his pilots to be merciless. In book two, after falling foul of the top brass, his squadron continued to attack German aircraft.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Editor’s Note: Andrew’s book was written, produced and edited in the UK where some of the spellings, punctuation and word usage vary slightly from U.S. English.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    “Take all that remains of 186 Squadron back to England, Stark. To Little Foxton again. You will rebuild from the wreckage, Stark. I would suggest you might try to conform to the standards of the RAF on this occasion. You may lose fewer of your pilots next time.” 
 
    Air Commodore Branksome was crudely, overtly triumphant. The sole losses in his command had occurred in Stark’s squadron, which was the only one to use flights of four aircraft in loose formation. He had warned the arrogant young upstart that his unconventionality would be his downfall and now he had been proved right. He had known how it would be from the start – there was no substitute for proper obedience to the rulebook which had been written by wiser, older heads. It was fortunate that the pilots had all been foreigners and thus no loss to the RAF or to the country as a whole; had Stark thrown away the lives of true Britons then he would have had much to answer for. 
 
    He had discussed the problem of Stark with several of his open-handed acquaintances from the Italian embassy; they appreciated that RAF pay was pathetically low and that a man had expenses. Italy was not at war with Britain and so there was no reason at all why he should not talk with the representatives of the great and generous man, Signor Mussolini. He had spent a most enjoyable evening partying with them immediately before Stark’s comeuppance in the morning. 
 
    There could be no possible relationship between the two events – the Luftwaffe was German, not Italian. His conscience was clear, why should it not be? In any case, the war was an aberration. Germany and Britain were natural allies, should be fighting side by side to clear the world of the Communist Jewish menace to civilisation.  
 
    Branksome made his opinions clear to his staff two days after the disaster, gravely pointing out that not only was the war unnecessary, it was also unwise. As was clear from these losses, the Luftwaffe was too dangerous as an enemy – far more sensible to become an ally of the new genius of the Free West. 
 
    They showed amazement at his measured words of wisdom, all apart from one outsider foisted upon him late on the previous evening. From London – something to do with Intelligence. Wholly unnecessary – Air Commodore Branksome had his own sources and knew exactly what was happening in the world. 
 
    The man from Intelligence merely nodded gravely, lacking the courtesy to put his hands together in the measured applause offered by the remainder of the staff. Perhaps the little man had not yet learned what was correct behaviour in a staff officer. Branksome would give him the benefit of the doubt, in the short term. He turned to one of his young men, a squadron leader who he had brought up in his own ways. 
 
    “Alastair, what’s his name, that fellow from Intelligence?” 
 
    “The naval chappie? Don’t know, sir – never asked.” 
 
    “Find out for me, will you? I suppose I should know. He’s only here for a week, I gather, perhaps less – finding out how we do things up at the sharp end, I must imagine. London sees nothing of the real war, they must want to discover how we go about it.” 
 
    If he was only to be present for a week, it was hardly worth the effort of getting to know the fellow, Alastair thought. The next day would do for introducing himself – he was due to play a round of golf that afternoon and there was a show to see in the evening – very new and risqué even by Parisian terms, he was assured. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Tom Arkwright, present under the name of Commander Thomas Hood, RN, asked a few questions of the younger, less aware, staff officers and discovered that Air Commodore Branksome was on the best of terms with neutral diplomats and spent much of his time in their company. He was said to have been a friend of Count Ciano before the war and to know his cousin, who was on the staff of the embassy in Paris, very well. 
 
    “Both of them bachelors, old chap – close friends, some say. Intimate acquaintances, what?” 
 
    This was evidently a huge joke, leading to roars of laughter.  
 
    It seemed as well that the Air Commodore was regularly in the company of the Italians and displayed great respect for Mussolini, apart from any more personal considerations. 
 
    “No surprise, old fellow – all the best people in London feel the same, you know. Finest thing that could happen, this war – gives the chance to bring an end to this nonsense of Parliament and so-called democracy. The Air Commodore has explained it all to us. A few more weeks and we shall be back to a proper way of doing things in England.” 
 
    Tom took a staff car out to the airfield that afternoon and used his accreditation from Intelligence to have a very senior officer pulled off the regular Dragon Rapide service to London, sitting in his seat with a smug grin, even though he was about to endure the torture of a flight. He hated flying. It was pleasant, though, to have the clout to throw a colonel off and take his place. He made a note of the colonel’s name, suspecting he might be well advised never to come near his sphere of influence. He reported to Nancy Brotherton in mid-evening. 
 
    “Open and shut, sir. Branksome was informed of the operation in the early afternoon. He spent the evening in the company of members of the Italian embassy in Paris. The squadron on the operation was ambushed next morning by the waiting aircraft of two Luftwaffe squadrons. It might be coincidence, but it don’t seem likely. The only question is whether he was loose-mouthed or deliberately played the traitor’s part. He has made no secret of his expectation of a Fascist takeover in London.” 
 
    Nancy asked for details and then nodded his satisfaction with Tom’s work. 
 
    “Hard to tell if he’s an active traitor, Tom. We know that there was cable traffic from the Italians in Paris to Rome. All coded, as normal and we have yet to break their latest cypher. No proof there. We have cleared all of our people who were in the know, including Major Curtis. It might have been another member of Branksome’s staff, of course, but they seem to be a thoroughly anodyne bunch – selected for their ability to kiss their master’s arse and cheer for Hitler and with no other abilities or contacts. I will take the business higher, Tom. Back to the house in Hertfordshire for you, Tom, out of sight. You can remain unknown until I need to send you back into the field on another day. Very useful to have an anonymous officer to be put on a staff for a day or two with the right accent and knowing the correct names. You can expect to be used again for this sort of job, Tom. You did well.” 
 
      
 
    Nancy attended the daily early morning meeting of the Committee, as always, briefly exchanging such information as was safe with his equivalents from the three services and the Metropolitan Police and the other intelligence department. He did not ever discuss the most secret activities of his own people, being convinced that the other intelligence department was leaky, thoroughly penetrated by Moscow. 
 
    “The losses to the RAF last week are very likely the result of information, gentlemen. I have word that Air Commodore Branksome has, at minimum, a loose mouth. He is definitely politically untrustworthy.” 
 
    The Army, Navy and RAF shook their heads; they had no information. The Met by its nature knew nothing of events in France. The other department agreed. 
 
    “Word from our sources in Paris suggests he is in a relationship with a member of Ciano’s family. Male, of course. Our closest watcher is of the opinion that Branksome is probably unsound. No hard evidence to see him convicted in the Old Bailey.” 
 
    “A trial might not be desirable in any case, John.” 
 
    “Not at all, Nancy, yet it does now seem that his mouth should be stopped.” 
 
    Nancy looked around the five sat at the table. 
 
    “Is there any objection?” 
 
    They shrugged – Air Commodores were not so very rare a species. The loss of one was of minor significance. 
 
    “Next business?” 
 
      
 
    186 Squadron – the six pilots remaining from the original thirteen – flew into Little Foxton and parked up at their original, still empty hangars. There were ten new Hurricanes on the hard standing, waiting for them. 
 
    “What are those things next door, Thomas?” 
 
    A squadron of low wing monoplanes, very pointed in the nose and armed with a turret carrying four Brownings. 
 
    “Bloody Defiants! They must have worked up a squadron, Hank. Pity the poor sods who fly in them.” 
 
    “Two-seaters and with the weight of the turret as well – slow and un-manoeuvrable!” 
 
    “Careful what you say. We’ll be sharing a mess with the poor sods.” 
 
    Rod, the adjutant, had flown across on the previous day, was waiting for them. 
 
    “Rooms are arranged. Thirteen put aside. None sharing. There are spare rooms as they had built more accommodation. The Defiants are two-seaters, pilot and a sergeant gunner and the expectation had been that they would have Blenheims, which have a crew of three, two of them commonly officers.” 
 
    They tried to make sense of this, decided it didn’t matter. They wandered off to drop their overnight bags into their rooms. 
 
    Thomas found his office and asked why it was unheated on a cold winter’s day. 
 
    “Cock-up, Thomas. The boilers run on coal and they forgot to deliver any extra this week. Be here tomorrow.” 
 
    “Happens, Rod. I should meet the Defiants’ CO.” 
 
    “In the mess. You’ll find him there much of the time, I gather. It’s an Auxiliary squadron. They had Gladiators, were transferred into Defiants two weeks back.” 
 
    “What the hell are they doing on the Channel coast if they’re not worked up, Rod?” 
 
    “I gather, Thomas, from the little their adjutant will say, that they informed Group they were all experienced hands in their Glads and could make the change to Defiants in a matter of days. Easy!” 
 
    “Of course! I should have realised.” 
 
    Thomas walked into the familiar surroundings of the mess he had left a couple of months earlier. Still the same barmen and waiters, he saw – older aircraftmen, no longer fully physically fit but able to work inside, out of the cold. He was wearing flying gear, having no other clothing with him. The mess was half full, all of the Defiant pilots present and correctly attired in working dress with starched collars and ties; they were very smart, all well-tailored. 
 
    Their CO stood and greeted Thomas. 
 
    “Adrian Wilbraham, old chap, Squadron Leader, 64 Auxiliary Squadron.” 
 
    “Thomas Stark, 186 Squadron, or all that remains of it.” 
 
    “Do take a seat, old chap. Eleven o’clock – sun’s over the yardarm, time for a beer?” 
 
    Thomas had noticed every man in the Mess to have a pint at his side. 
 
    “Tea, please, Adrian. I’ve a busy day ahead of me yet. Do you know if any of my new pilots have arrived? I saw that the planes were here.” 
 
    “Yes, the Hurries came in yesterday.” 
 
    They had been left outdoors overnight; if it had rained their canvas wings would be soaked and water would have pooled inside them. Thomas thought that was slack; very poor on the part of the Defiants’ ground staff. 
 
    “I’ll have to arrange to get them inside, Adrian. The Hurricane’s an old bus, you know, still uses canvas on part of the wings.” 
 
    Adrian gathered this might not be an excellent thing, vaguely wondered why. He had heard the name Stark before, he thought, but could not quite place it. He must ask his uncle when next he saw him – he had been RAF for many years, had retired as a Wing Commander in 1930, his career having stagnated after a promising start; something had gone wrong in the Great War. 
 
    “Still, you can soon deal with that, Stark. Just talking over this bloody nonsense from Wing, Thomas. Have you read your copy? I know your adjutant had it to hand.” 
 
    “No time for anything yet, Adrian. What is it?” 
 
    “Dining! All squadron dinners are suspended for the duration. No Dining-In. Mess bills to be not greater than one half of pay. No extras. Have you ever heard of such bloody nonsense, Thomas?” 
 
    “Sounds like good sense to me, Adrian. All of my pilots are foreign, of course. Most of them have no money in this country. The Poles particularly can’t get hold of anything other than their pay. Can’t expect them to waste their cash on dress uniforms. Besides that, with the food shortages coming in, won’t be able to splash out on six course meals. We don’t ever Dine-in in 186.” 
 
    Adrian could not approve. 
 
    “Talking of dress, old chap, when do you expect your wardrobes to come in? Can’t exactly say I’m easy with the thought of your people coming into luncheon and dinner in flying dress. We do have an example to set on the field, you know.” 
 
    Thomas resolved to be polite – they had to work together. 
 
    “Should be here tomorrow. The mechanics took off at dawn in a mix of planes – whatever there was to hand. They loaded all of their tools and spares and they will be in over the next hour or two, I should imagine. Everything else was stuck onto lorries and will come by way of Dover. Middle of tomorrow at earliest, I would expect. Managed to load a Bombay with a ton of three-o-three rounds, so we will be ready to fly, first thing. Sounds like engines now, Adrian. I should be out there to get them sorted.” 
 
    Adrian could not see why that should be. The engineers and the other dirty-handed chaps could look after themselves quite well. They were good at such things. He was, he said, a little surprised that tools and such were given priority over the officers’ trunks and cases – civilised behaviour was not unimportant. He found that he was talking to himself, the man Stark having found it necessary to go out to the hangars. 
 
      
 
    Thomas returned two hours later, caught the mess-sergeant’s eye. 
 
    “Haven’t the time to sit to a meal just now. Put me up a plateful of sandwiches and a cup of tea in my office, please. Same for Rod.” 
 
    “That is the Adjutant, I presume, sir? Mr Wilbraham is generally insistent on meals being taken properly, sir.” 
 
    “I am insistent on your cooperation when I am busy, Sergeant! I expect the food within ten minutes.” 
 
    Sergeants did not argue with officers. 
 
    “Certainly, sir. Pickles, sir?” 
 
    “Not for me. An apple would be welcome.” 
 
    The sergeant was not entirely pleased, the more because he had been informed there would be no further formal dinners. He had always been able to pad the bills for the extras and tuck at least five pounds an evening into his own pocket; that income had ended and his retirement to the ownership of his own pub was postponed by some years. Now, to make things worse, he had to cater for the needs of foreigners and squadron leaders who did not know the proper ways of going on. 
 
    Being an experienced NCO, the mess-sergeant knew who Squadron Leader Stark was and had a good idea of his contacts and range of influence. He was fairly sure that the new man punched more heavily than Mr Wilbraham. It was a pity, but as a betting man he knew how unwise it was to back outsiders. 
 
    “Very good, sir. It would be possible, sir, to put a gas ring into the squadron offices and have one of my people there to produce tea and coffee and knock up a sandwich or such when called for.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. Please do that, Sergeant.” 
 
    Squadron Leader Wilbraham came across to Thomas’ office soon after lunch. 
 
    “I say, Stark, old chap, a bit of a problem, you know… Not me, as such, but some of my lads… You might say we wondered just a little about your man Charles… Not quite the sort they’re used to, you know.” 
 
    “Chas McPherson? Good pilot. Picked up an Arado and then a Me 110 for his second kill in that bloody shambles we were involved in. Flown for years, mostly light aircraft in the Caribbean. You may have noticed him to be heavily sun-tanned. Not necessarily one of the gentry, Chas, but a damned good pilot, and that is all that counts, do you not agree?” 
 
    “Ah, well… Not entirely, old chap… That is, don’t you know, one must have standards, you know, if you understand me…” 
 
    Thomas misunderstood, deliberately. 
 
    “Oh, he meets all of our standards. Very clever man. Knows his navigation and has a good familiarity with an engine. Excellent aerobatic pilot, I don’t doubt. Very good in a fight. Started to make a score already. He’ll be an ace within days when the balloon goes up and the war really starts. Just the sort for my squadron. I have the advantage, of course, with some of my men experienced in war already and able to teach the others all the wrinkles the average man knows nothing about.” 
 
    Wilbraham was reduced to plain speaking, something he ordinarily deprecated. He hated to commit himself in unambiguous words that could not be later denied. 
 
    “Thing is, Stark, touch of the tarbrush, you know. Looks as if he might have a bit of black in him – not what we want in our company. Never know who we might have to introduce him to! We are a gentleman’s squadron and do care who we rub shoulders with. Not impossible we could have Royalty on the field… On top of that, our wives or mothers and sisters could easily be coming to visit.” 
 
    “No. Suntan, that’s all, Wilbraham. Besides, there’s thousands of aircrew, some of them in pilot training, in Bomber Command, recruited from the West Indies. If they are good enough for Salmond, they’ll do me.” 
 
    It was a direct challenge. Wilbraham folded. He was not willing to make a fuss that might go up through the ranks to the highest levels. It was not correct behaviour to make a public fuss – one talked very quietly in dark corners to resolve these problems. 
 
    “If you say so, Stark. Suntan it is. Anyway, as soon as the boys hear that he has two kills already, they’ll know he must be a white man.” 
 
    “Of course, Wilbraham. Glad everything’s sorted, old boy.” 
 
      
 
    “Jan, Hank, Tex – Red, Blue, Green Flight Commanders. Group has confirmed the promotions for the pair of you; Jan you are senior and number two in the squadron. David to Hank and Chas to Tex and pick the rest as they come in?” 
 
    They nodded, it seemed entirely reasonable to them. 
 
    “When do the pilots get here, Thomas?” 
 
    “Rod borrowed the Defiants’ three tonner and sent it in to the railway station to pick some up half an hour ago. Be back any time. Who and what, I don’t know. Engineering Officer Wag says he’ll have us flying for tomorrow. We’re lucky, it didn’t rain on the new planes while they were outside.” 
 
    “When do we get metal wings, Thomas?” 
 
    “Mark IIs? Sometime. They are in production, or so I gather. Hopefully, by the summer. They have a more powerful engine, I’m told, be good for a few more miles an hour.” 
 
    “Be useful to be able to dive harder, Thomas.” 
 
    That went without saying. 
 
    “Lorry’s coming in.” 
 
    They stood in the office window, watching as seven pilots jumped down from the tailgate. 
 
    “All seven together. That’s handy, so long as they haven’t all just come out of Cranwell.” 
 
    “Surely not… They wouldn’t do that to us.” 
 
    “They would if Branksome has his way.” 
 
    An undeniably true comment. 
 
    “Don’t think so, Thomas. Three of them look a bit older than the Cranwell boys would be… And I know that short-assed bastard from China!” 
 
    Hank sounded delighted. 
 
    “Wingman of yours, Hank?” 
 
    “And a drinking buddy. That is one bad man, Thomas!” 
 
    “Sounds like the right sort, Hank. Rod’s bringing them in now. Better meet them in the ready room. More space there.” 
 
    The seven stood to attention, formal for their initial greeting of their new squadron leader. They presented their papers. 
 
    Four Poles; one short American; two English who had been in China and had only recently returned to Britain on hearing of the war. They were ideal in Thomas’ eyes. 
 
    “Welcome to 186, gentlemen. These are your Flight Commanders who will settle you in. Rod is the Adjutant who will deal with pay and the important things. I am Thomas Stark and will be the poor sucker who stands between you and higher authority. We shall be flying from tomorrow, when our planes are released to us. Today, get settled in. I shall speak to you all individually later. For the moment, sit down and have a cup of tea. It’s too early for alcohol and the coffee is bloody awful.” 
 
    “Gee, sir, is that right? Can’t stand tea!” 
 
    “It’s good for you – and it’s the hardest stuff you’re drinking in flying time! I don’t know your name? I am Thomas, except when there’s brass about.” 
 
    “Shorty Hyman, that’s me, Thomas. From New York City in the good old US of A!” 
 
    “Can’t imagine how you got the nickname. Hank tells me you flew with him in China?” 
 
    “Never did! He flew behind me – he couldn’t keep up.” 
 
    “You can prove that tomorrow. He’s your Flight Commander, Shorty.” 
 
    Shorty broke into a smile, said it would be just like the old days. 
 
    “Almost! We do a few things by the book here. Not many but more than in China from all I hear.” 
 
    Thomas turned to the others, sat back and grinning now. 
 
    “Two of you also have experience in China, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Thomas – no brass about and you don’t need to worry about the waiters. You are both a bit older than most of the pilots you’ll meet in Fighter Command. How long were you in China?” 
 
    “Five years, the pair of us, Thomas. I’m Dick, by the way. He’s Terence. We flew a Douglas up from Australia – we had come from England to a contract to fly with an airline in Western Australia. It went bust the week after we arrived. We ended up with the plane in lieu of wages and the cost of our passage out, and we heard that there was money running freight out of Hong Kong. Got to Hong Kong and found there was nothing doing there but we could earn a hundred a week flying for the Kuomintang, plus bonuses. Earned our first extras a fortnight later. Those little biplanes the Japs were flying then were easy meat! Things changed later on, but it was a good life on the ground.” 
 
    Hank and Tex grinned and agreed; Shorty gave a wolf howl. 
 
    “Where did you learn to fly?” 
 
    “Cranwell, old chap! We were invited to resign our commissions a couple of months after we joined our squadron – some silly business of low-flying under a bridge, or somesuch, scaring the ladies in their punts.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they gave you your commissions back. From all I hear they’re a bit stuffy about that.” 
 
    Dick grinned. 
 
    “They didn’t. I never mentioned anything before Perth and they seemed to gain the impression that we had gone out with our parents after the Great War – hence our English passports – and had learned to fly out there. No need to worry them with tedious detail, after all.” 
 
    “You the same, Terence?” 
 
    Terence nodded. It seemed he was not in the habit of talking. Thomas made no attempt to change his habit, turned back to Dick. 
 
    “You are both welcome. I am thinking of putting a board on the wall with scores on it, just to make a point to the other squadron here. Be kind to them – they are gentlemen, all. We ain’t.” 
 
    They smiled along with him. 
 
    The four Poles were silently drinking their tea, unimpressed by the brew but already accepting it as part of England, if not the best part. 
 
    “Gentleman, welcome to the squadron. Your Flight commanders will settle you in. We are a mixed squadron – I am the only other official Englishman in it and I am more Australian than British. We had some bad luck last week, which is why you are here. We were sent into Germany on a raid that was somehow known in advance to the Luftwaffe. They hit us with two squadrons of Me 110s, followed by a third of Me 109s which was late on the scene. We downed five and lost seven, which was a pretty poor show. When we get up to scratch, all of us operational, I hope to go back to France.” 
 
    The tallest of the Poles stood and bowed. 
 
    “I am Walenty, Thomas, and spent three years at Oxford, studying English Literature. Then I became a pilot in our air force. I scored two in a PZL and was shot down four times in two weeks. They cannot kill me, it seems, so I am here to allow them another try. Feliks, Marcin and Jerzy came out with me. They speak less English than me but are learning. They have enough to fly with. Feliks has three Stukas; Marcin one Heinkel; Jerzy has a Stuka and a Me 109. We all want more. May I make so bold as to ask your score, Thomas?” 
 
    “Twelve in Spain, mostly Italians. Two Arado trainers, one Me 110 and one Me 109 in France. Hank has more than me.” 
 
    “Then we must work hard to match you, Thomas. I am glad to fly with you. You say that the others in the squadron are also not English?” 
 
    “You will meet them in a few minutes. I will say first that we are all members of 186. They are your comrades. If you cannot work with them, for any reason, you will be sent to another squadron.” 
 
    Thomas had remembered that the Polish Air Force had been getting rid of its Jews. He wanted no problem with David. 
 
    “So be it, Thomas.” 
 
    “Good. Rod, the Adjutant, will take over for a few minutes now. You will want to be put on the payroll and you must be allocated rooms and servants. We have extra accommodation here and there is a room apiece, but servants are one between two as we are short of spare men. For uniforms, mess dress for dinner; working dress otherwise. I am waiting for the lorry to come back from France with my spare uniforms – all I have at the moment is what I stand in. We are sharing a mess with 64 Squadron, who have Defiants. They are flying now but should be back in a few minutes, poor chaps.” 
 
    Walenty was curious, could not understand why they were ‘poor chaps’. 
 
    “What is the Defiant, Thomas?” 
 
    “A single-engined, two-seater turret monoplane with four rear facing guns.” 
 
    “It is a fighter?” 
 
    “So they tell me.” 
 
    “Poor souls!” 
 
      
 
    The lorries arrived in convoy, the ten tonner leading, still with them despite its illegal provenance. Thomas grabbed his cases thankfully and started off to his room. He was intercepted part way. 
 
    “Beg pardon, sir. Adjutant has just made me your batman, sir. Rogers, sir.” 
 
    Rogers took the cases and slowly headed towards Thomas’ room. 
 
    “Thirty minutes, sir, and I shall have working dress ready for you.” 
 
    Thomas accepted that as a dismissal. He would be in the way for the next half hour. 
 
    Rod waved him across to his office. 
 
    “Rogers is young to be a batman, Rod?” 
 
    “Weak chest. Had consumption as a boy and recovered. He was called up this year – single man aged under thirty, serving in a shop – and was found to be too unfit for front line service, just fit enough to stay in. Sent to us and he’ll do as a servant. I’ll train him and the other servants on any anti-aircraft guns we get – Vickers and Lewises and other light stuff, if there is any. Make the most of them.” 
 
    “If you can pick up any more of his sort, do, Rod. I think the Poles would like a servant each. Make them feel at home, you might say.” 
 
    “Be popular with the personnel side, Thomas. Unfit airmen are a pain to place. The squadrons mostly have no use for them and they end up congregating in barracks around the country, doing nothing useful and wasting the time of the NCOs who have to keep them busy on make-work. Problem with conscription – it makes no provision for the useless men and doesn’t allow them to be sent home again.” 
 
    Thomas was not deeply concerned with that particular problem – someone else could deal with it. 
 
    “Have we got a squadron runabout, Rod?” 
 
    “Nothing allocated yet. I don’t think there will be. The Ansons are being pulled back into operational units and the ancient biplanes are being written off strength. Worried about fuel, I think. Don’t want to see petrol wasted. Where’s your car?” 
 
    “I left it in Holt, safe there. Problem is, I want to get back to Holt when I can.” 
 
    “Where’s your young lady stationed, Thomas?” 
 
    Thomas shrugged. He did not know. He suspected there were letters following him from France, assuming they had ever reached that far. 
 
    “What are the telephones like, Rod?” 
 
    “Buggered. You’re lucky to get through at all and when you do are likely to be cut off part way through your conversation. Civilian lines are worse.” 
 
    “Pity. I would like to talk to the Old Man, if possible, as well as to Grace.” 
 
    “Unlikely, I fear, Thomas.” 
 
      
 
    The two squadrons dined together at full strength for the first time that evening, nearly forty officers all told. The tables were laid out with extreme formality with white starched table napkins at each place. The batmen had been co-opted as additional waiters, apparently standard practice in the Defiant squadron. 
 
    The officers stood for their squadron leaders who entered the room last and paced solemnly to the head of their table, sitting simultaneously so as not to suggest any seniority, one to the other. 
 
    “I say, Thomas, what have you in mind to do about wine? We have our cellar, of course, brought it down with us. A few very good bottles there and the bulk quite reasonable. You don’t seem to have a cellar at all.” 
 
    Thomas agreed, allowing the amusement to show. 
 
    “We are a foreign squadron, Adrian. As I said earlier, none of my lads have any money in this country. We live on our pay alone. No choice. Mess fees amount to half of our pay. No more is possible – the lads haven’t got it. So – no wine cellar. My lads will be happy with a pint of bitter to wash the grub down.” 
 
    “But that’s impossible. A gentleman must drink wine with his dinner! Can’t be otherwise.” 
 
    Thomas shook his head, gravely, tried to be serious. 
 
    “It must be, Adrian. Perhaps we should have two sittings for dinner, your people and mine separately, wine and beer classes kept apart.” 
 
    “No. Can’t do that. All officers together and all that… The Other Ranks would get to know and that would never do. Must show a united front to the oiks and erks and that lot.” 
 
    Adrian frowned and devoted himself to thought, eventually and reluctantly speaking again. 
 
    “Water – that’s the only thing for it. Neither wine nor beer and not impossible for a gentleman. For tonight, we’ll provide from our cellar. Future nights, water jugs on the tables. They won’t like it, but I can see no other way around the problem.” 
 
    “Sad indeed, Adrian. As long as my lads get three solid courses inside them, they won’t care too much.” 
 
    “Three courses? We do endeavour to maintain standards you know, Thomas. Soup; fish; entree; sweet; cheese. Nothing less, surely.” 
 
    “Rationing will come in soon. What do you do then?” 
 
    “Oh, come along now, Thomas! Rationing is not for the likes of us. We do not have to worry our heads about things like that. My father told me that rationing had no effect at all upon the major hotels and restaurants of the West End in the last war and that he never noticed any shortages at home. It was different for the villagers, but they could feed themselves from their gardens in any case. No, you have no need to worry about rationing. It is not impossible that it may have some impact on the Other Ranks messes, but not on ours.” 
 
    “I think things may be different this time, Adrian. Certainly, there was a lot of bad feeling in the Great War, or so my father told me, that the senior officers back behind the Lines lived in luxury while the men saw an ounce or two of bully beef for each meal.” 
 
    “Heard of it, Thomas. Don’t believe it myself. They weren’t used to anything better so why should they complain? A lot of tosh talked about the Great War, if you ask me. Was your father in Flanders during the War? He must have seen the reality.” 
 
    “He was RFC, went out in August ’14 and saw it through to the end. He was, still is, quite bitter about the way the staff behaved.” 
 
    Adrian’s Adjutant, an old hand with Great War ribbons, was sat at his other shoulder, joined in the conversation. 
 
    “You must be Tommy Stark’s son then, Thomas.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I heard he was back as a squadron leader in Coastal Command.” 
 
    “On Southampton Water, in fact. Keeping himself busy – couldn’t stay away.” 
 
    “I would have thought he had done his share already. Still, bound to be a useful man to have around.” 
 
    Adrian smiled over his soup. 
 
    “I must be missing something, Thomas. I don’t know that I recognise the name. My father told me that he worked with a Stark for a year or two in the Great War, I remember, but I have a feeling that was in the provisions industry.” 
 
    “That would have been my father’s half-brother, Adrian. By my grandfather’s first wife. He was a war-profiteer and a traitor in his spare time. He was shot for his pains, I understand. Left my father all his money, however, so not entirely a loss to the family. He had made millions by the time the Secret Service got onto him. My father flew rather than made money.” 
 
    Adrian’s adjutant, who he had not introduced, was entertained. 
 
    “Not heard that tale, Thomas. I saw your father at a distance. I flew with Noah Arkwright’s squadron in ’17. I was very much a green hand when Noah went down and picked up a Blighty one myself a few weeks later. Stayed on the ground since, unlike Noah. Michael, my name.” 
 
    “I’m engaged to Noah’s daughter, Michael. I will mention you next time I see him.” 
 
    Adrian remained silent, thinking and debating what he could say. He was aware that Thomas was not especially impressed with him and had thought he could ignore him as insignificant – but he had just said he was the son of a millionaire and the son-in-law of a much-respected figure in the RAF. Thomas, he now realised, had a degree of power, and probably more than him. He had ground to make up. 
 
    “I noticed that none of your squadron had their cars here, Thomas. Not that it would be easy for them to do so, coming back from France as you did… I am sure we can make one of ours available to you at any time you wanted to go and fetch yours from storage.” 
 
    “Kind offer, Adrian. I may well take you up on it, but not for the next few days. We have some flying to do if we are to bring the squadron back to operational fitness. Difficult with so many new faces to fit in, and, of course, we lost two of our flight lieutenants. Three of the new lads have scores from China, which helps a lot. They will be able to fit in with no trouble. The four Poles are used to their own air force’s habits, but at least they flew monoplane fighters and will have the basics, Still, enough of shop, I think.” 
 
    “Quite. Not the done thing in the mess, you know.” 
 
    “Not at table, certainly, Adrian. Necessary in the evenings, of course, after a busy day. The lads have to get the fighting out of their systems.” 
 
    “Possibly. What do you think of the ban on racing they are proposing?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The government. They wish to end all race-meetings for the duration.” 
 
    “Do they really? What sort of racing?” 
 
    Adrian stared as if to establish whether he was completely mad. 
 
    “National Hunt at this time of year. Horses?” 
 
    “Oh! Didn’t realise. No time for such a waste of fuel. People travelling to meetings to watch and taking the horses there as well. No – no sense racing horses in wartime.” 
 
    “But, what about morale? The people have to have some relaxation, you know.” 
 
    “The cinema. They can walk to the films and that will amuse them, if they have the time. If they are working twelve hour shifts, six or seven days a week, then they won’t need relaxation, other than sleep.” 
 
    Adrian had not been aware that people worked such hours – but, he consoled himself, real people did not, only the plebs in the factories and they could drink their beer and forget their troubles without disturbing their betters’ way of life. 
 
    Dinner dragged on for nearly ninety minutes, to Thomas’ increasing irritation. 
 
    “Can’t waste time like this every day, you know, Adrian. I have work waiting in my office and I want to get a pint in afterwards. Better cut the meal to half the length, you know.” 
 
    Adrian much feared they were going to find cooperation difficult. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a silent meal, taken at small tables scattered around the mess so that pilots need not - if they were feeling morose or were too hungover - talk to each other first thing. 
 
    Thomas was amazed when Adrian joined him, full of news, alert and interested at eight o’clock in the morning. 
 
    “Just come through. My adjutant told me – he’s always one for getting up at the crack of dawn. New man taking over in France. Old Branksome’s gone – snuffed it!” 
 
    Thomas perked up immediately – this was the sort of thing that made mornings worthwhile. 
 
    “Has he really? Couldn’t have happened to a nicer chap! Not so old, was he? Heart attack or a flying accident?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head, smile surfacing. 
 
    “Not that innocent, old chap! Haven’t heard all the details - the ins and outs of it, you might say, ho, ho! But it seems it was pretty disgraceful. Found in some sort of brothel – with boys in it! Dead in company with an Italian from their embassy, to make it worse. Hypodermic syringes as well! Took some sort of drugs that went wrong on them, so it seems. Bad business! Won’t get into the newspapers, of course, they’ll hush it all up, but the word coming to Michael was that he was found by Provosts who were looking for him because of information leaking. He was known to be a friend of Mosley’s – but there’s nothing much to that – popular chap, a lot of pals from school and university, everybody has met Oswald! Just because one thinks Fascism is right does not mean one has to be a traitor, after all. Very messy!” 
 
    “I was told he was under investigation, Adrian. I lost half my squadron because someone – unknown – passed the word that we were due on a specific raid into Germany. We were jumped by three squadrons – two at the site and the third on our route home. Seems as if the informant has been found. I hope he burns in Hell!” 
 
    Adrian was horrified – the upper classes could not betray their country. After all, they were the country, or all of it that counted. 
 
    “Steady on, old chap! Branksome was one of us. Good family, you know. Can’t remember what school he went to, but it was one of the best – might have been Rugby, or Oundle perhaps. Definitely not Winchester! Not a sparkling intellect but a thoroughly sound chap. British all the way through!” 
 
    Thomas smiled and called for more tea. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m doing him an injustice, Adrian. I had my doubts about him from the beginning, but I would not like to think of any man as untrustworthy merely because he was close friends with Hitler’s allies.” 
 
    Adrian agreed that put like that, his conduct sounded somewhat dubious. 
 
    “Still – the poor fellow’s dead and there’s no point to blackening his name now. Better far to keep everything decently quiet. Don’t know who’s to take over from him – too early in the day for the Air Ministry to take decisions. No great urgency at this time of year – nothing happens in the winter.” 
 
    Adrian was almost right. The sole activity was the appearance on the station that morning of Group Captain Roberts who had charge of most of the airfields along the Sussex coast. 
 
    “Heard the news, have you, Stark? Don’t see any traces of tears on your cheeks, what? Don’t blame you. From all I’ve been told – and I’m damned sure that’s not everything – the man was a bad lot. I want you to take fourteen days leave, Stark. All of the squadron. I can make arrangements in London for the Poles and whatever – there’s quite a few of them who got out and have set themselves up in Town. Be able to take a break there before they come back down to hard training. After the hammering you took, you need time off. When you get back, I want you to bring your people up to scratch and then you will go back to France again, relieving one of the squadrons there. Get rid of those stupid damned Gladiators while we can. Sending them out to Africa and Egypt and India, so I’m told. They might be useful there.” 
 
    “Be a good idea to leave their pilots in England, sir, and convert them to proper fighters. Send the Glads to training stations and they can put their boys into them.” 
 
    “Not possible for them all, but volunteers are being called for to undergo conversion. Where it can be organised, older men will stay with the biplanes.” 
 
    “Good idea, sir. Are these Defiants to stay down here, sir?” 
 
    Roberts shook his head. 
 
    “Out of my hands, Stark. It is thought that they will do well against bomber fleets. The Spitfires and Hurricanes will tie up the fighters while the Defiants will make hay with the bombers. They carry far more ammunition than a conventional fighter.” 
 
    “One can only hope, sir.” 
 
    “Exactly. I want your people out on leave this afternoon, Stark. Best thing for you, personally, is to take the trains to Southampton and go to visit your father. I will have a small plane dropped into the strip at the back of his station at Calshot – it will take a Moth – and you will have use of that within reason. Don’t use too much petrol. Do take yourself off to wherever you must go to find your young lady. Noah tells me you should be at his place by Friday afternoon. I was speaking to him this morning. The Moth will be to hand on Thursday.” 
 
    Thomas made his thanks, was told that the right sort had to look after each other. 
 
    “Knew your father last time, Stark – he got me my commission - and have kept in contact with Noah ever since. Be a poor show if those of us who believe in fighting this war can’t keep together.” 
 
    The simplest route to Southampton was to go by way of London, but the trains were crowded with soldiers and unreliable. Rod organised a lorry to Brighton station and then it was the coastal train to Portsmouth followed by a slightly faster run to Southampton itself and a crawling local down to Lymington. There was a single taxi in the town which took Thomas to Calshot, arriving after six hours travel and about seventy miles distance. 
 
    He found his father in his office, swearing at the paperwork generated by a squadron of more than one hundred flying crew. 
 
    “You look well, Old Man?” 
 
    “So I should, Thomas. Married life is agreeing with me. I’ve been lucky, again. You look knackered, boy. I heard you had a rough time of it a few days back?” 
 
    Thomas gave a brief outline of events. 
 
    “You have been told that Branksome was found dead last night, Old Man?” 
 
    “No. Not a word.” 
 
    “Thought they’d keep it quiet. In a boy brothel in company with an Italian from their embassy. Some mention of hypodermics. Set up to look as if they made fools of themselves with bad drugs, so I would guess.” 
 
    “’Set up’?” 
 
    “Probably. Ask Nancy.” 
 
    “Not directly, I won’t. No bloody loss to the RAF, or to the country. Bugger the paperwork! An early afternoon. How long can you stay?” 
 
    “A couple of days, if it’s right with you. Roberts said there would be a Moth delivered to your strip on Thursday. I’ll go up to Holt for Friday.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
     Cissie made Thomas welcome and the cook chose to bake a cake, thinking a celebration must be due for the young gentleman coming home from the wars. 
 
    “No rationing yet, Old Man?” 
 
    “Not yet. It will come in, of a certainty. Only petrol under control at the moment – and that is severely limited for all except essential users. I have an allowance but Cissie doesn’t. You might get one, but if I was you, I’d leave the car where it is now. They could withdraw the small amount they let you buy at any time. Country doctors have a free rein, fairly much, and vets. Anybody else is heavily restricted and the police are checking usage. Sensible enough, too.” 
 
    Cissie took up the tale – the gardener had been instructed to grow vegetables, potatoes especially, and they had a chicken run of their own. 
 
    “Easy for us in a little country town. Not so good for factory workers in their terraces in the industrial areas. We may have a more boring diet. They will have a far more limited choice of food. There is word of a ‘national loaf’ which is being worked on by ‘food scientists’, who I had never heard of before. Chap by the name of Drummond is in charge – very able man, they say. All of the big bakeries will have to make it. From all I hear it will contain the essential nutriments – vitamins and things – so that eating two or three slices a day will keep people healthy. Good idea, if it works. Especially for the children.” 
 
    Thomas was surprised to hear of such an initiative from Chamberlain’s government but was in favour. 
 
    “How will they make the bakeries produce it? What will happen if they don’t want to?” 
 
    “DORA.” 
 
    “Compulsion? The Defence of the Realm Act?” 
 
    “Just that. They’ve taken the Great War act and doubled it, in spades! The degree of compulsion available to the government now is far greater than that officially available to Hitler in Germany. Downing Street has been given power over everything. At the moment, Chamberlain has no idea of how to use it and doesn’t want to. When the time comes that this government is changed and a coalition takes power, then the tools will be to hand for total war.” 
 
    Cissie seemed to be much in favour of a dictatorship for the duration of the war. Tommy was less hopeful that it would work. 
 
    “It will be a cock-up, Thomas. They may have new powers - but it will be the same idiots exercising them.” 
 
    That seemed very probable. 
 
    “Any word from Elisabeth Jane?” 
 
    “A letter last week. She hadn’t received mine telling her I was marrying again. A three month turn-round for letters to Australia and back. She was pleased to hear you had survived Spain and hoped you would be equally lucky in this war. The military has taken over all of our planes and pilots, with her fullest cooperation. She has retained all our mechanics and is hiring them and their facilities to the RAAF, so as to keep things going; eventually the government will take them over but for the while they have working airfields at their command.” 
 
    “That’s crafty! Getting paid for them rather than simply losing everything for the duration!” 
 
    “Good head for business, that girl. She’s using the powers I gave her to expand the small arms factory – employing women for the bulk of the labour. She’s also buying into zinc and copper mining to guarantee supplies of the brass she needs. Apparently, she has ‘laid hands on’ some light cannon – Hotchkiss and Oerlikons – and has a team of engineers stripping them down and working out how to make copies in Australia. It’s not lawful but she thinks that the arguments about patents can take place after the war. She’ll be selling them to the government and will plead that she was subject to force majeure.” 
 
    “Sounds as if the family money is safe in her hands, Old Man.” 
 
    “Far safer than mine, Thomas. She would probably appreciate a letter direct from your hands. A mention of Grace would go down well, I don’t doubt.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Do you know where Grace is?” 
 
    “In Holt by Friday, I would imagine. The mail has been hopeless these last weeks – too many soldiers moving about the country for the Post Office to keep up with. Still, what do you think of the house, Thomas?” 
 
    He sought for acceptable words. The place was ancient and rambling and thoroughly inconvenient; he could not understand why his father had chosen such a home for his new family. Then he thought of the investment he and Grace had made. 
 
    “You should see the place we have bought – well, with your money, of course, Old Man. Out at East Runton, on the cliffs, looking over the North Sea. Bitter cold in winter, I don’t doubt. Space for an airstrip to the front and about six acres of gardens and paddocks. Far too big, of course. Not as old as this one. We’ve taken a leaf out of your book – put in three old couples to keep it up for us. Its not as handsome as this house – brick rather than stone. There’s a lot to be said for history, and this house must have been here for five hundred years in this central part.” 
 
    Both were pleased at the praise of their darling. 
 
    “It’s inconvenient and awkward and the bathroom is appalling. After the war, when it becomes possible, we shall get the builders into the new wing – which is only seventy years old – and refashion the kitchen and the facilities. For the meantime, put up with them. At least we have mains drainage. The heating leaves much to be desired, but wood fires are easily practical on the edge of the New Forest!” 
 
    They ate a massive dinner, the New Forest also providing legal venison. 
 
    “Likely to be an amount of poached as well when rationing comes in, Thomas!” 
 
    After the meal they sat back by the fire and talked, glasses to hand. Inevitably, Tommy wanted to know what had happened in France. He listened silently then topped up Thomas’ whisky. 
 
    “Happened to me on one occasion, my son. I walked home, crawled actually, through the lines. Most of the squadron stayed behind. Ask Noah one day. He was providing cover for me, lost more than half of his squadron as well. That was a boy on the staff who shouted his mouth off in bed with a cabaret girl. Sounds as if this might have been more deliberate.” 
 
    “I think so, Old Man. No proof, obviously, but Major Curtis from Intelligence was more than a little upset with Branksome. He was taking the tale back to your brother, Cissie.” 
 
    She responded casually, having gained over the years some slight acquaintance with her brother’s occupation. 
 
    “And events took their inevitable course, it would seem. Killed in disgraceful circumstances so that there will be no inquiries from outraged members of his family. They will want to cover up – no way they will ask questions. I assume the word will have gone to Mosley and his mob – probably from both sides. He’ll keep quiet too – he won’t want attention drawn to the fact that one of his known adherents was in contact with Mussolini’s people in time of war. Admittedly, Italy is still neutral but is arming fast and hard and waiting for its chance. When Hitler attacks France, Mussolini will wait for the French army to be fully committed in the north before attacking into the south. Italy has long claimed Nice and its hinterland. The Counts of Savoy held the area and they are Italian now.” 
 
    “I didn’t know the history. It does seem likely that anything the Italians know today, Hitler will be aware of tomorrow. Even if Branksome was not a deliberate traitor, he must have known that anything he said would have been passed on.” 
 
    Tommy, who was also unaware of any history, agreed. 
 
    “Exactly, Thomas. In any case, as an active Fascist, he cannot have been wholehearted in his prosecution of the war.” 
 
    “Anything but! He was most upset when we more or less accidentally drifted across the border and found ourselves in the way of a flying training school one cloudy morning. We knocked down fifteen of their Arados. A few days later Red Flight picked up a Junkers 52 over France. He was distinctly cross with us.” 
 
    Tommy shook his head, could not imagine what his objection had been. 
 
    “When we took out a flying school early in the Great War we were applauded from all sides – except the German, of course. Entirely legitimate target of war. Did you get any instructors?” 
 
    “Branksome told us we took down three of them. He was remarkably well informed.” 
 
    “Speaks for itself. Make sure Noah knows everything, Thomas. He can pass the word to the right people in the Air Ministry.” 
 
    “I had hoped they might send him out to France, Old Man.” 
 
    “No. Too useful where he is. In any case, he’ll be due for Air Vice Marshal in a year or two, earlier perhaps, and they won’t want him wandering about treading on the Frogs’ toes. Wouldn’t mind betting they’ll send him to one of the big commands in due time. If the Japs come into the war, they might give him India and South East Asia. He’s young still and has a good brain; still flexible. Unlike poor old Bowhill in Coastal Command! He does his best but he’s sixty and Navy in his background – he’s naturally a by-the-book man. Can’t think around corners, poor old chap. If it’s new then he’s suspicious – likes it proved first. Won’t try an idea out and see if it works in the field.” 
 
    Thomas shook his head. 
 
    “’Slow and steady wins the race’?” 
 
    “Exactly, Thomas. Might work in peacetime when you don’t want too many risks, but it ain’t good enough just now. We’re losing ships to submarines already and we need to take emergency measures. Can’t drop depth-charges from a thousand feet – they won’t work, it destroys their depth mechanism. We ought to be dropping from fifty feet. He won’t have it, insists it would be too big a risk to the planes. He makes us carry bombs instead, and they don’t kill submerged subs and it’s almost impossible to get to them before they dive. We need to at least try low-level attacks.” 
 
    Thomas agreed, in theory. He hoped that his father would not be the pilot who experimented. 
 
      
 
    On the Friday Thomas took off early in the Moth, precisely to the minute, chart open beside him and his flight path marked out, heights carefully noted. He had no radio in the Moth and relied on the flight plan being known to the controllers of all of the southern fighter fields. He was under orders to fly north to Oxford and then northeast to Northampton before making towards the coast and landing at Holt. For his return, he was to take pains to contact the field at Martlesham Heath and then agree and file a flight plan there. 
 
    He had a Very pistol and was to fire two greens and a red as colours of the day if anything came up to investigate him. He much hoped that the same colours applied everywhere. 
 
    There were training fields across Salisbury Plain and all through the Midlands, many of which used Moths as their initial trainers so the aircraft should be familiar to the fighter fields… ‘Should be’ was not entirely comforting bearing in mind the ever-present chance of a cock-up. 
 
    He flew very precisely, saw other trainers in the distance and a flight of Spitfires that ignored him. He noticed that the Spits were flying in a tight formation, a leader and two wingmen within twenty feet of him, tucked in behind his wings and able to see nothing else at all. Probably it was less a case of ignoring him than never seeing him. A loose finger four formation would have given them far greater coverage of the sky. 
 
    Cannon fodder, no more! 
 
    He flew on, exact to course and turning at his markers. There was increasing cloud cover from the west but he thought he would be able to hold five thousand feet and get into Holt just in front of the rain it was bringing. He shrugged. If he had to drop in elsewhere, he would. There were new fields popping up all over the Midlands and Eastern England – he spotted unknown new runways every twenty miles it seemed. 
 
    The land directly to the west of Holt was less familiar to him – he was used to coming in from the south. The coast gave him his line and he dropped in tidily enough. He spotted figures appearing from the big house as he flew over to announce his presence and check there was no other plane taking off or landing. 
 
    Grace’s Moth was under wraps in the barn. She was not flying it in wartime, it seemed. He spotted her little MG in the line of cars, parked up and evidently in use, unlike his own Riley which was up on blocks to protect its tyres. She came running to him as he stepped down from the cockpit. 
 
    Greeting was prolonged, no other family member coming to disturb them until they chose to leave the barn, slightly dishevelled. 
 
    Lucy shook his hand formally, and wiped lipstick off his face, somewhat less so. 
 
    “Still in one piece then, Thomas?” 
 
    “More by luck than judgement, yes. That of course, is something the good Branksome cannot say.” 
 
    She laughed and nodded. 
 
    “Noah told me. Much to my pleasure. So perish all such unpleasant objects! Noah will come in later this evening, off the slow train at the local station. We’ll use our pony and trap to pick him up.” 
 
    It was no longer practical to use the car to go into Norwich – it would expend far too much of their petrol. 
 
    “Tom is busy with whatever he is doing for Nancy’s department and we have seen nothing of him since the war started. Lucinda is snowed under with work at Bart’s. She and the other new doctors are being rushed through their internship, very rightly. It is feared that they will be needed very soon. It has the advantage that she hasn’t been side-lined as a mere woman and forced to go into Obstetrics. One good thing to come out of this damned war.” 
 
    “One small benefit, at least, Lucy. What of you, little lady?” 
 
    “Ferrying! In the last week I have flown a Wellington, two Ansons and a Hurricane. And I get first-class railway travel back to base when they haven’t got a plane to pick me up.” 
 
    “Good experience. What’s the Wellington like to fly?” 
 
    “Not too demanding. You can tell that from the fact that you can take it up with just a pilot aboard. You can’t do that with a Hampden, for example. I haven’t flown one of the heavy bombers yet – they are mainly moved by Bomber Command itself. Other than that, the new Dragon Rapides  come in for repair frequently enough. They are used a lot on the run to Paris and are pushed through bad weather and make rough landings more often than they should. Training Moths are in and out all of the time, of course. The Magisters come in less often – but they do get advanced learners in them. I’ve managed get a few hours in on the Queen Marys, the big Scammel carriers that bring the damaged planes in by road. They don’t always have a driver available down at the hangars so it’s useful to be able to move them.” 
 
    It was clear that Grace was thoroughly enjoying her new occupation. Thomas was pleased for her and changed his mind about the suggestion of an early marriage in the few weeks he was likely to be in England. They were both young enough that a wedding could wait for the while. 
 
    “Have you been across to the house?” 
 
    “Three weeks ago, last time I was back here. Old Makepeace, the gardener, has got hold of geese. He has a dozen of them in a flock – is it a flock?” 
 
    “A gaggle, maybe? Lucy, what’s the correct word?” 
 
    “A skein? Or is that only the wild ones when they fly?” 
 
    They discussed the question at length before admitting their ignorance. They asked Noah later, but he didn’t know either. 
 
      
 
    Thomas and Grace walked and talked, and kissed and cuddled, but kept strictly away from each other’s bedrooms despite Lucy making it unspokenly clear that she would see and hear nothing. A pregnancy would suit the needs of neither – they had far too much to do for a year or so. They would wait until they knew what the war would amount to. 
 
    Noah had the latest information from London but admitted it was all very vague. 
 
    “It still seems as likely to fizzle out as to become a full-scale fight like the Great War. The Belgians don’t want to be fought over, yet again, and one can hardly blame them. The French seem to have no wish to commence hostilities at all. Germany is too busy at the moment trying to tidy up in Poland and Czechoslovakia, but might be ready to go inside six months. Italy won’t go to war unless someone else starts it – though they are looking at the east, from Albania into Greece, we are told. Turkey will definitely stay neutral, though they are buying Hurricanes and have a few RAF pilots training their people. Russia is busy with Finland - and making a complete mess of it. Sweden is neutral on the German side, as ever. Norway, Denmark and Holland are neutral and vulnerable. Spain is pro-German and is strongly anti-British but has privately assured us that there will be no attack on Gibraltar – they can’t afford another war, they are exhausted from their own conflict. Portugal is pro-British but frightened of Spain – probably rightly.” 
 
    “What about the States, sir?” 
 
    “Good question, Thomas. President Roosevelt is strongly anti-Nazi. Half of the country is inclined towards the America First people – that mob of extremists led by Lindbergh. America won’t enter the war unless it is attacked, but it will sell armaments to us, at a price. They have a Neutrality Act, and the President is ignoring it. We are relying upon the Americans already. If everything goes wrong, then the Americans will be our saviours – if we are to be saved at all.” 
 
    “So… It’s all up in the air, sir.” 
 
    “It is, Thomas. All we can do is make ready to fight like hell come the spring. The word from Intelligence is of preparations being made in Germany for an attack then – but we don’t know who they are intending to target. The betting in London is that they will go for Russia. Churchill and his owners expect another Schlieffen Plan – an attack through Flanders and to the Channel ports and then against Paris. A few panic merchants expect an invasion across the Channel.” 
 
    “And you, sir?” 
 
    “No idea, Thomas! A push through the Balkans and into the Middle East would secure the oilfields and that might make more sense than any other course. I don’t know. We have got access to the Caribbean for oil, so that will be no disaster for us.” 
 
    “What are the chances of a negotiated peace settlement?” 
 
    Noah grinned and shook his head. 
 
    “Nil. There have been talks in Madrid. Britain and Germany both have embassies there, of course. The Germans, I am told, have demanded that a sympathetic government be installed, one that will recognise the wishes of the people and to be led by a legitimate king. All Jews to be expelled as a precondition. Britain will then join in a greater European Empire, supplying its naval power. Because our efforts are to be naval, we will disband the RAF and reduce the Army to that size necessary for the maintenance of good order. We would not need tanks.” 
 
    “That’s unbelievable, Daddy!” 
 
    “No, Grace, it’s what they have been told would be acceptable in England. All of their information has come from the few British sources who are close to the regime in Berlin. I understand that Mosley and his dear friends truly believe those conditions to be realistic and desirable to the mass of the people, who want peace at any price.” 
 
    Grace could not understand how they could be so deluded. The women she flew with were all determined that the war, now it had been started, must be fought to an end. As for returning King Edward to the throne – that was ridiculous. 
 
    “He chose to abdicate, Daddy. Rather than follow the path of duty, he preferred to walk away from his place of service to the country. To Hell with him!” 
 
    “Exactly, Grace. Self-indulgent to an extreme. He could never be trusted back in England. If the war should blow up, then he is to go to Bermuda as governor of the island, with a guard sufficient to ensure that no submarine shall turn up on its shores to take him off to Germany. That is all in hand.” 
 
    Thomas could not understand why they were going to such lengths and expense. 
 
    “Would it not be easier to shoot him, sir?” 
 
    “Messy! Better to hold him in obscurity and boredom. No casinos and nightclubs in Bermuda, or so I understand, and a very limited social life which would be comprised of the sort of people he chooses never to speak to. He will see it as a prison.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    It seemed that they must wait till spring for anything to happen. That gave Thomas four months to work up the reconstituted squadron. 
 
      
 
    Leave over, he flew back to Little Foxton to start work. 
 
    The Defiants were still there and went up at least twice a week for an hour at a time. 
 
    Adrian explained that his lads were all up to scratch – they knew exactly what to do and all they needed now was a convenient enemy. 
 
    “Can’t understand why your boys are so slow to learn, Thomas – flying nearly thirty hours a week! Exhausting them and wearing out the planes.” 
 
    “They have to be able to fight as a squadron, in Flights and in Sections. That demands different skills and techniques, all of which they have to know to perfection. No time to think when you’re at work, Adrian. They have to know what to do and choose the correct possibility instantly – and that demands unending repetition.  Each one of them must fly without thinking so that his brain is available for what comes next. While he’s killing one Hun, he must be looking for another and watching for the half a dozen who want to kill him.” 
 
    Adrian was unconvinced. 
 
    “All you have to do is go into the Hun. They’re not as good as us, and they’ll run if you stand up to them – everyone knows that. A cowardly race, the Prussians – bullies who only fight with the advantage of numbers. You chase the Messerschmitts and we’ll deal with the Heinkels and Junkers and Dorniers – easy!” 
 
    “Have you read the reports from Spain, Adrian?” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” 
 
    Thomas tried to explain that it was the only example of modern warfare to hand. 
 
    “Fast monoplane fighters and bombers of the Condor Legion faced by equally fast monoplane fighters from the government forces. We can ignore the Italians – they were easy meat in obsolete aircraft. The German bombers were unstoppable provided they had a fighter escort, except for the odd occasion when the defending fighter had the numbers. We won’t have numbers, so we should look at the way the Spanish fought to pick up any ideas we can.” 
 
    “Yes, but we have Hurricanes and Spitfires. They just had these Russian things which can’t have been any good.” 
 
    “The Super Mosca will match a Hurricane, or close enough for a better pilot to cancel out the difference. The Hurry is old now – it’s not in the business of facing the latest model Me 109s. The Spitfire probably is, but our pilots generally lack fighting experience. The German squadrons will mostly be led by men who have fought in Spain and can teach their pilots what to do.” 
 
    Adrian gave a smug little smile as he refuted Thomas’ argument. 
 
    “Our men are all British, old chap. That will make a difference, I think!” 
 
    Thomas scowled as he shook his head, rigidly controlling his temper. 
 
    “I flew with a number of Britons while I was in Spain, Adrian. They died just as easily as the French and the Americans and the Spanish pilots. We lost probably nine from ten of our pilots, of all nationalities, mostly because they were green and outnumbered. I can’t do anything about the numbers, but I can make sure my boys ain’t green.” 
 
      
 
    The pilots were all experienced – the Poles the least so but even they counted their hours in the thousands and had faced an enemy in the air. Thomas pushed them through the winter months, flying in marginal conditions when the weather was an active foe.  It kept them alert and to his amazement, they stayed alive. They landed in poor visibility and on occasion skidded on ice as they took the runway, but none experienced a severe crash. 
 
    In January he told Roberts that they were operational in his opinion. 
 
    “You will wish to come and inspect us, sir.” 
 
    “I shall, Thomas. Not that I have any doubts, but I want to see your lads before I send you off. There is a field in northern France earmarked for you. At the moment it is occupied by two squadrons – Lysanders and Gladiators! Both are to be pulled back to England. They were, in theory, to provide cover to a squadron of Battles which is based some few miles to the west. The lame guiding the halt! Hopeless! I will see you tomorrow, if the weather permits.” 
 
    Roberts flew in, piloting himself in an all-white Hurricane. 
 
    “Can’t be mistaken for one of the squadron planes, Thomas. Also, far less visible than yours in camouflage colours, so-called. Were I you, I might well get your bellies and underwings painted light blue – much less visible from underneath. The Observer Corps won’t like it, but it will make no difference to Chain Home, who are the only ones who count. What are your boys like?” 
 
    “The Poles want blood, as does my remaining Czech. The Americans seem to want a good fight, for amusement’s sake. My so-called Australians are professional fliers and nothing else – they want to get on with the job. David, who is a German Jew, ex-Luftwaffe for obvious reasons, is very bitter and wishes to increase his score; he thinks his parents are dead. Chas is quietly determined to shine – to show he’s as good as any and better than most. You’ll see why when you meet him.” 
 
    “Very mysterious, Thomas! What about you?” 
 
    “Me? I would be rather annoyed with the Huns who killed my boys – but I have a fiancée who wants me to stay alive. I won’t get too wild, sir. As much as anything, I can’t lead the squadron into a hole again.” 
 
    “Good. Remember both reasons. Bloody weather’s closing in. Forecast says a dry afternoon, maybe rain by teatime but it looks as it may come earlier. I’ll talk with your pilots first, if that is right with you, Thomas. A scramble and a run past the field for this afternoon. I haven’t seen a squadron in finger four.” 
 
    Roberts talked and lunched with the pilots and watched with interest as they reacted to the klaxon and took off, forming up as they climbed and then power-dived onto the field and crossed at one hundred feet, safely above the hangar roofs. They landed in their Flights, each dropping into line astern to take the hard runway. 
 
    “Very flash, Thomas. Good, tight flying. I can see why you like the finger four – it gives each man space to weave and allows maximum visibility. I will push all of my squadron leaders to adopt it. They won’t, most of them, because it ain’t so pretty as a tight set of vic formations. Vics were when aircrafts flew in close formation. Most of them are more concerned for the next air show at Henley than about going to war.” 
 
    “Promotion comes from looking smart in peacetime, sir. They have no idea about war. Their successors will know better.” 
 
    “You are sure they won’t survive, Thomas?” 
 
    “Squadron leaders are at the front. They are almost as vulnerable as tail-end Charlie. Both will die very quickly.” 
 
    “Then I must identify the best flight lieutenants, so I know who to promote in a hurry. What of your three?” 
 
    “Jan, Hank and Tex – all capable of taking a squadron to war, provided they have an old and tolerant adjutant to run their offices for them. Shorty or Chas will step in to replace any of them.” 
 
    “The two Australians are both English, aren’t they? Neither has the accent of long residence Down Under.” 
 
    “Both are good wartime pilots, sir. They have scores that match mine. Good ground attack experience as well.” 
 
    “Which was not my question.” 
 
    “Ah, well, sir, if you actually need an answer, then it has to be in the affirmative. More than that, I’m none too sure, except that they passed through Cranwell in ’34 and were thrown out soon after.” 
 
    “Cashiered?” 
 
    “Permitted to resign, sir. I understand they flew under a bridge – what and where, I don’t know. It seems they upset some ladies.” 
 
    “I believe I know the story… They weren’t actually subjected to a court, so there is no reason in law why they should not rejoin… No need to make a public noise about it, however. I know nothing. Your man Chas, by the way – got a deep suntan on him. Probably got some Italian in his background.” 
 
    “I thought that, sir.” 
 
    “Can’t be anything else – too many big mouths to object otherwise. Make sure he knows what he is. We need pilots – I’ll take them any colour, polka-dot if needs be. Don’t recommend him to try for a post-war career in the RAF. Keep him out of the way of any politicians who come visiting. For Christ sake don’t introduce him to Royalty – it would be bad for them.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    “South of Valenciennes – far closer than Metz. Hard runway. A chateau, no less, for the mess. Ground staff to be housed in the barracks at the field which were originally French army. The existing squadrons inform me the quarters have been thoroughly deloused.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that, Rod. Bloody Frogs never heard of soap and water! Cookhouses?” 
 
    “Staffed by our people, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Pity. I liked the food at Metz. I won’t enjoy the stuff the RAF feeds us. Can’t have everything, I suppose. What are the orders, Rod?” 
 
    “We are to fly out on Thursday morning. The Lizzies and Glads are pulling out on Wednesday. I intend to put some of our people onto the ferries on Tuesday morning, Thomas, in the three tonners. That will include the gate guards. I don’t want the place left empty – don’t think it would be wise.” 
 
    Thomas agreed – there had been more instances of arson and a few cases of shots being fired at RAF and Army personnel. Not too many, bearing in mind the numbers present in France, but sufficient to justify caution. 
 
    “What is being done on Thursday?” 
 
    “I have three Bombays to hand, landing here Wednesday afternoon. The ten tonner and the thirty hundredweight lorries will move out on Wednesday night and should be loaded onto ferries before dawn and in France a couple of hours after us. They ought to reach the field by dusk. I’m having the ten tonner repainted, by the way. RAF blue. Should avoid a few questions. According to the information received from Group, we have a single Bofors gun at the field and half a dozen of Vickers on high-angle mountings. I will take anything else I can lay my hands on.” 
 
    Thomas did not ask what that might be – he knew better. Ignorance was the wiser course when his adjutant chose to be vague. 
 
    “Who is in direct command in France?” 
 
    “The Air Component comes under a Wing Commander who is acting as Group Captain. Don’t know the name, never come across him – Raymond Peters.” 
 
    “Presumably youngish if he’s new to the rank.” 
 
    They worked up a flight plan – the shortest line to the new field - and put it into the controller’s office where it was rejected as unsuited to operational needs. 
 
    Thomas telephoned the control room. 
 
    “What’s wrong with our flight plan? What changes do you require?” 
 
    “Better you should follow the Channel Coast to Dover and take a line to Valenciennes from there, old chap. The Observer Corps can keep you in view then – good practice for them. Add to that, the AA fellows can track you and take heights and speeds and bearings and exercise their guns. Firing blanks, of course. Make you useful.” 
 
    “Jesus! If there’s one thing I really want it’s to have ack-ack watching out for us! You know they’re the crap of the artillery, mostly get sent to the job for being too stupid to understand their orders. They’ll open fire on us live – bound to.” 
 
    “Nonsense old chap! Won’t happen!” 
 
    “Bet?” 
 
    “Well… No. But I’m sure they won’t. In any case, they’ll miss if they do. Training exercises normally register zero hits. That’s why we want to use every opportunity for them to try again.” 
 
    “Right. I’m climbing to twenty-five thousand feet. First shot, we’ll go up to thirty.” 
 
    “So would I. What’s your ceiling, by the way?” 
 
    “In fine weather with a following wind and a generous altimeter? Thirty-three thousand, they tell me. I haven’t tried to reach more than thirty and she’s labouring there.” 
 
    “Well and good. Send the amended flight plan in and I shall personally make sure that every gun site receives a copy.” 
 
    “Excellent! Will you also make sure that every one of their officers can read?” 
 
    “Asking a bit much, old chap. Quite a number of the lieutenants went to Oundle. You only go there if reading’s a bit of a chore.” 
 
    The ins and outs of the English public schools were a closed book to Thomas. It sounded as if Oundle was much the same. 
 
    “They do sing some jolly songs though, old chap. Enjoy yourself in France. Bit of a boring area, Valenciennes. The beer’s not too bad, for France.” 
 
    “It’s close to the borders. That will do me.” 
 
    “Fire-eating? Bad habit, old chap! Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas called the pilots together after an early breakfast. 
 
    “You all know where Valenciennes is. We’ve looked at the map together. Our field is south of the town by about three miles, or so I’m told. We are flying in a dogleg by way of Dover. This is to give the coastal ack-ack batteries a chance to track live aircraft. If they open fire, climb and get out to sea. Do not delay to change underwear. Head direct to the new field. Flights try to stay together. Rod thinks the field is near to a small town called Prouvy, on the Scheldt, if that helps.” 
 
    They were sure it would. 
 
    The flight to Dover was uneventful. Not a shot fired and a weak winter sun making flying pleasant, visibility rarely good. They made their turn onto their north easterly course at Dover and flew over a convoy five miles out of the port. The escort opened fire. 
 
    Fortunately, the Navy was incapable of judging their height and was inaccurate for speed. The shells burst a mile below them and half a mile to their rear. 
 
    “Thomas. Squadron climb to thirty thousand. Make two hundred and eighty knots. Do not scatter yet. Over.” 
 
    The next shells burst eight thousand feet below them, still half a mile distant. 
 
    “Leader 186 Squadron to Dover Control.” 
 
    “Dover Control.” 
 
    “Leader 186. Under sustained but inaccurate anti-aircraft fire from outward convoy approx five miles east of Dover. Please tell the Navy to pull its finger out. Over.” 
 
    “Dover Control. Roger. Over.” 
 
    The fire petered out over the next minute, too soon for any message to have reached the pair of armed vessels. 
 
    “Thomas. Did anybody recognise the ships? Over.” 
 
    “Blue Three. One destroyer, one armed trawler. Over.” 
 
    The destroyer was a professional. An armed trawler could be excused for excesses of enthusiasm – it was no more than a civilian with a few navy personnel added to its crew. A regular ship should know better. God help the country if there was an invasion. 
 
    The field was where it was expected to be. It definitely had a Bofors anti-aircraft gun. It shot at them as they circled the perimeter before landing. Thomas saw a small figure running the hundred yards from the gatehouse as he took sharp evasive action at low level, swearing vilely. The gunners were good, their first shots within fifty yards. 
 
    He landed and was greeted by an embarrassed gate sergeant. 
 
    “The gunner said that English aircraft wasn’t painted blue underneath, sir, so they opened fire.” 
 
    “Very alert of them, sergeant. Ask them not to do it again.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    There was no point to taking further action. At least the gunner had thought even if he had come to a mistaken conclusion. 
 
    The skeleton ground staff had arrived the previous day and was able to put the planes into the big French hangars. The Bombays and lorries arrived in a steady stream, dropping off mechanics and stores so that they were operational by the end of the day, to the surprise of all except Rod who had scheduled the movements. 
 
    “I learned from our set of mistakes going into Metz, Thomas. The last lorries should be in during the night.” 
 
    “Most impressive, Rod. All we need are working telephone lines and we will be in business.” 
 
    “Not a chance of that, Thomas. Apparently, we are to rely on radio communication with HQ.” 
 
    “Ah! That means we are on our own. Better that way.” 
 
    “We have a big wireless set in its own room, and an operator who remained here when the Glads went. He belongs to HQ, not to us.” 
 
    “What’s his rank?” 
 
    “Flight sergeant.” 
 
    Flight sergeants were among the most senior of NCOs and had to be treated with some respect. They knew their way around the system and could be a nuisance if offended. 
 
    “Tell him to see me when convenient, Rod. Might as well know his face.” 
 
    Thomas glanced at the chateau that was to be their mess – it was no more than a large country house. He had vaguely expected something of a palace. It might be comfortable. He wandered inside and was pointed to his office, a large reception room which had been painted at some time in the nineteenth century, gold probably, but now a dingy custard yellow. It had a table and a chair, precisely placed in the middle of the room. His batman, Rogers, was upstairs, he found, unpacking in a huge bedroom which kept its original, bulky Victorian furniture. The bed looked lumpy. 
 
      
 
    “Barker, sir! Flight sergeant in charge of wireless communications, sir!” 
 
    Very regimental, stamping to attention, and still young. Presumably he was educated at least to School Certificate level, as he must have passed courses in wirelesses and how the sets worked so that he could do his own repairs. Strange that he should be sounding like an old salt, a sergeant who had seen everything, done it all. 
 
    “At ease, Flight. How reliable are communications here?” 
 
    “Good for eighty per cent of the time, sir. Poor for fifteen per cent, down for the remainder. Messages almost always come through at dawn and in the late evening, so I always have the set manned then, sir. I have one erk who relieves me in the day. I need two more, sir, in order to run a night radio watch.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Rod!” 
 
    The adjutant listened and shook his head. 
 
    “I haven’t got the bodies, sir. Needs a man who can read and write well. Not many of them about and all of them gainfully employed already.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the Group Captain when he comes to see us. No messages relating to that, Flight?” 
 
    “Nothing today, sir.” 
 
    “Right. Report the field as operational and see what response we get.” 
 
    Flight Sergeant Barker smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “No, sir. Not just like that, sir. Procedure, sir, is for all messages to be written on the correct form in triplicate, sir. One for your files; one to mine; the third in the adjutant’s office. Forms are printed, sir, and will be found in your left upper desk drawer, sir. Carbon paper in the lower drawer, sir.” 
 
    Thomas looked and was not surprised to find everything in its place. Barker was obviously a man who had a place for everything. He wrote out his message, filling in the boxes for sender, location and time. 
 
    “All correct, Flight? Do we need location? The message is being sent from this field.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Location is for which office the message originates from, sir.” 
 
    “But, if it has my name on it, then it comes from my office.” 
 
    “Best to be quite sure, sir. Says in the Book that every message must have a location, sir. Can’t go wrong if you go by the Book, sir.” 
 
    Thomas smiled patiently, recognising what was happening; he enquired if everything else was correct. Barker read it twice, to be sure and took out his own pen. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Received by my office at sixteen twenty-six hours. My initials. I shall sign fully when the message has been sent and then again on receipt of acknowledgement, which is normally almost immediately.” 
 
    “What about urgent messages?” 
 
    “Messages will only be sent if written on the correct form, sir, and under signature.” 
 
    It was an irritating rigmarole. It probably would ensure that important messages were not lost. It would do the same for pointless trivia. 
 
    “Very good. All messages in to go to the adjutant’s office, which is always manned – I will often be out flying or inspecting the field.” 
 
    “What of messages directed to you, sir?” 
 
    “They go to the adjutant’s office and pass across his table.” 
 
    “Incorrect procedure, sir. Communications directed to one officer cannot be sent to another, sir.” 
 
    Thomas was not used to his orders being refused. 
 
    “Nonetheless, it is the procedure that will be followed here. We cannot afford to have possibly urgent messages sat waiting for hours on my desk.” 
 
    Barker smiled very kindly and spoke slowly, so that Thomas could understand his words of wisdom. 
 
    “More important to follow proper procedure, sir. Can’t sanction incorrect procedure in my office, sir. I am appointed from HQ, sir, and must follow their rules. By the Book, sir.” 
 
    Thomas’ patience ran out. 
 
    “Get off my field, Barker. You are suspended from duty with immediate effect. Rod, put the Flight Sergeant into a lorry and send him to the nearest railway station with a warrant, if that is possible. Not? Then send him back to HQ and dump him there. Send his erk to me.” 
 
    Rod ushered Barker out, ignoring his cries of indignation, and came back five minutes later. 
 
    “There was a lorry delivering stores to the Other Ranks’ kitchens. I’ve put him aboard that. The driver stuck him in the back. Said he was not allowed to carry passengers in his cab. Barker’s number two is here, Thomas.” 
 
    A very youthful aircraftman came in and saluted. 
 
    “Molyneux, sir. Wireless Specialist, sir.” 
 
    He had a badge on his arm. 
 
    “Good. You are the sole wireless operator on station for the moment. You will have to maintain a watch all day until we get another man to assist. Your meals will be brought across to your office.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I missed the midday meal most often, sir, having to stand in for Flight while he took his. They’d normally stopped serving before I could get there. And I always had to take the dawn watch, sir, and the evenings as well. So it won’t make much difference except I’ll get my food, sir.” 
 
    “How long have you been in, Molyneux?” 
 
    “Six months, sir. I volunteered after I took my Advanced School Certificate, sir. Was put on a wireless course because I had good marks in Science, sir.” 
 
    “Can you maintain the set you’ve got?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I did most of the jobs because Flight was trained on the older models, sir.” 
 
    “Right. Off you go. All messages without exception are to go to the adjutant’s office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rod remained as the boy left. 
 
    “Can we promote him, Rod?” 
 
    “To sergeant? Easily – goes with the job. Can’t put him up to Flight yet. Give him three months in the work and that can follow. I’ll take his stripes across this morning. Poor little sod! He’s had a bad introduction to the RAF.” 
 
      
 
    The Group Captain flew in the following morning, arriving just ten minutes after the radio message announcing his intention. 
 
    Thomas and Rod were ready, Molyneux having brought the message at the run. 
 
    “Bit of a bastard, Rod? Giving us advance notice but deliberately too little?” 
 
    “A shit’s trick! We’ll need to watch this one!” 
 
    It was a dry day and the Hurricanes were at dispersal outside the hangars, all ready to fly. The pilots were dressed in flying gear and sat decorously in the ready room, trying not to puff and pant from running so hard. The squadron gave the virtuous appearance of being on top line. 
 
    Thomas and Rod greeted their CO, very formally, standing to attention and saluting as he climbed down from a Dominie. His pilot remained in the plane. 
 
    “Just a quick visit, Stark. Making my number and all that. I see you’re ready to go. I’ll show my face to the pilots and take a glance about, no more. Where are they, in the mess?” 
 
    “No, sir. All in the ready room. I shall be taking the squadron up for familiarisation with the area later this morning. After that, it will be my intention to have one Flight always in the ready room.” 
 
    “Probably no need for that, Stark. No sign of activity as yet, apart from the weather flights Jerry sends over most days. We do much the same, of course, though we don’t cross the Belgian or Luxembourg borders. They don’t seem to worry so much about the rights of neutrals but we must.” 
 
    “Very high, I presume, sir?” 
 
    “Better part of thirty thousand feet. By the time we climb to them, they’re gone. The new Junkers 88s, so the reports say. Probably specially modified to get a few thousand feet extra out of them. No guns; reduced crew; no radio; fuselage stripped to the bone – so I should imagine.” 
 
    It seemed likely; it would be difficult to deal with them. 
 
    They inspected the hangars and spoke to the pilots; the squadron showed a high level of efficiency, as was only right in the Group Captain’s opinion. 
 
    “Had a complaint on my desk, Stark. Something about throwing a Flight Sergeant off the field?” 
 
    “Wireless operator, sir. From HQ. Lazy and everything by the book. One of those who knows how to work the system to do nothing and get away with everything. I saw through him and threw him out as being quicker than trying to find a charge to justify breaking him.” 
 
    “Oh! One of that sort, was he? I’ll deal with him, Stark. I’ll have him transferred to Bomber Command and he can fly as a wireless operator on a Hampden or a Whitley. We’ll see how he likes that!” 
 
    “Not at all, I should imagine. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “My pleasure – we officers need to stick together. Too damn many of these clever sorts among the NCOs. I’ll have a replacement to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ve made his number two up to sergeant, sir. He was doing all of the work anyway. What would be useful would be say three erks who could give us twenty-four hour coverage in the radio room.” 
 
    “I’ll do that – never know when there might be an emergency come up. I’ll make it four, in fact, so they can have time off as well.” 
 
    Rod smiled his thanks, wondering just where he was supposed to bunk them. 
 
    “Bit of an unusual squadron you have here, Stark, so I’m told.” 
 
    “Mostly foreign, sir. Poles and Czechs and Americans who flew in China and Spain and fancy taking another poke at the Germans.” 
 
    “Flew in Spain? Are they reliable?” 
 
    “As reliable as I am, sir. I made a score of a dozen in Spain.” 
 
    “Whatever took you there? Choice of two evils, I would have thought – not much difference between a Commie and a Nazi, not if you’re living under them.” 
 
    Thomas laughed – it was difficult not to agree. 
 
    “Experience suggests you are right – but she was a very pretty girl. We met when I was on holiday in the South of France, on my way slowly from Australia to England, and she persuaded to me to go back to Spain with her. What she was doing, I never asked. Buying guns or something, I expect. I had other things than her politics on my mind, I must admit, sir. She was killed in the bombing, sir.” 
 
    “Bad luck. Don’t go trying to down every bomber in Hunland to get your own back, Stark. Revenge ain’t a good bedfellow for a fighter pilot – even if she was!” 
 
    They laughed – Thomas deciding that was more polite than to punch the insensitive bastard in the mouth. 
 
    “These weather flights, sir. Do they come over at a fixed time of day?” 
 
    “Funny thing that, Stark. Always the same exactly – to the minute. Cross the border just before six in the morning and take the same route, a circle over the same towns and then back home. I suppose that if they take temperature and pressure readings at the identical spot early in the morning, they can build up a pattern.” 
 
    That sounded like a sensible explanation. 
 
    “Word is that something’s going to happen in the early spring, Stark. We shall build up supplies of petrol and ammunition and spares at each field in anticipation. Four additional planes as well. Won’t be able to find extra pilots, more’s the pity. They’re still in short supply. Be ready for the off, Stark. Were I you, I would send the lads down to Paris for some long weekends this month and next – they won’t get much leave in spring and summer.” 
 
    They escorted the big man back to his plane, as was proper. He turned for a last word as he reached the cabin door 
 
    “Your two Australians, Stark, Dick and Terence. Looked familiar to me. I almost thought they had flown in my squadron for a couple of months, five years ago. Permitted to resign their commissions, as I remember. Keep them out of official sight, if I was you, old fellow!” 
 
    They stepped back as the Dominie moved away, and turned back to the offices breathing sighs of relief that all had gone well. 
 
    Thomas put his head into the ready room. 
 
    “Squadron flying after lunch. Take a look at the locals and discover exactly where the frontier is. Dick, was the brasshat familiar” 
 
      
 
    “Squadron leader, Thomas. I thought we might just be in trouble for a few minutes. Did he say anything?” 
 
    “He recognised you both but will do nothing as long as you keep your noses clean.” 
 
    “Hard work, that.” 
 
    “I know. You can get the dirty water off your chests in Paris, not here. There will be long weekend leave to Paris every fortnight, two Flights odd weeks, one on the even. That will be for the whole of February. March is expected to be busy. Rod will organise travel.” 
 
    They cheered and made appropriate gestures. 
 
      
 
    “Lorry, Thomas?” 
 
    “Better than trying to use the train services. I’ll speak to Wag and organise local leave for his staff. Do what seems right for yours. How are we off for booze in the mess?” 
 
    “High. The previous squadrons were going back to England so they left all of their stocks against a note from me. It will all work out financially.” 
 
    “Good. Those weather planes irritate me, Rod. See if you can discover any details, will you? Is there still an Intelligence Department at HQ?” 
 
    “Must be. Give me a couple of days, Thomas.” 
 
      
 
    Major Curtis, the intelligence officer, arrived on the field on Friday morning, crossing the two thirty hundredweight lorries going out laden with officers bound for Paris. 
 
    “They look happy, Stark.” 
 
    “Weekend leave in the big city. Off to indulge themselves, or so they hope. They should find what they’re looking for in Paris, from all I hear.” 
 
    Curtis grinned and said it was not impossible. 
 
    “You asked about these so-called weather flights, Stark.” 
 
    “I did, sir. Don’t like this business of letting the Hun fly where and when he wants without at least trying to discommode him.” 
 
    “Quite right too.” 
 
    “If we were to be given an indicator of their flight path, and height particularly, it might be possible to run an interception, sir. Given a morning with a bit of high cloud for cover and we could take off early and be sat at thirty thousand waiting for little Adolf to come along on his fixed route.” 
 
    “That is what I thought. Reports from Germany say the planes are fitted with larger than normal wireless aerials – quite distinctive. That gives us to suppose that they are not in the weather trade at all. That notion was leaked by the Italians, in fact – harmless activity, sounding out weather patterns, could be largely ignored. There is reason to suppose that there are German agents in France and equipped with radios. We know that they have a small radio that can be tucked into a leather briefcase, but it has a transmitting range of no more than twenty miles. Were they to make their reports at an exact time of the morning, then the plane overhead would pick up their transmissions and send them any messages from their controllers. They have just two planes equipped for the purpose – rumour is that Fat Hermann Göring objected to ‘wasting his people’s time on silly spying missions’. If he loses one, or hopefully both, he will refuse to give German intelligence any more.” 
 
    “Can I volunteer, Major?” 
 
    “I hoped you might, Stark. I expected you to, in fact. One of the pair is in your area. The other operates over Strasbourg. The French are aware of it and may do something – out of my control or influence. Your target takes off from a field near Luxembourg at about five thirty and climbs to its ceiling of about twenty-seven thousand feet by the time it crosses the French border thirty minutes later. All done at economical speed and rate of climb. One pilot and a radio operator. No guns. No armour plate. Stripped to its minimum to give height and endurance.” 
 
    “I presume it crosses the border at exactly the same point every time, sir?” 
 
    “It does. It takes a line to cross Amiens, where it makes a leg south and then comes back to the east over several small towns and finally heads back home with just sufficient petrol in its tanks to make it.” 
 
    Thomas glanced at the maps on his wall. 
 
    “He could therefore be collecting messages from any, all or none of those small towns but almost certainly is busy over Amiens. The British Expeditionary Force is centred there, is it not?” 
 
    Curtis said that some parts of it were based there. 
 
    “Does he fly every day?” 
 
    “No. at least three times a week – but not predictably. No pattern. Which means I suspect that they have a random set of transmitting days. Spin a roulette wheel and record where the ball lands – completely unpredictable. Send a message once a month telling each agent what his days are.” 
 
    “One Flight to climb to thirty thousand for o-five-fifty hours, taking it in turn until we catch him. Dry days only, I presume?” 
 
    “They will fly in heavy cloud but not in actual rain.” 
 
    “A matter of patience, no more. I will lead the Flights on the first three days. After that, they should know what they are doing.” 
 
    “I will leave it to you, Stark. By the way, we obtained absolute proof of Branksome’s activities. He was actually taking money, believe it or not! He had an account in Madrid, the bankers unaware of anything untoward. The bankers contacted the embassy when they heard of Branksome’s death from colleagues in Paris. To inform the family, of course. One of our people appeared with evidence that he was a nephew – the bank knew he was unwed, and why. They provided a full set of statements as well as the cash itself, normal service to an executor of a Will. A series of payments made from Italian sources!” 
 
    “A lot of money?” 
 
    “Substantial. The better part of two thousand pounds a month. He had forty thousand in the account, which gives an idea of when he was bought. Nothing else. No safe deposit box full of papers – that does happen occasionally, you know.” 
 
    “Pity. It might have been useful to pick up a few more names.” 
 
    Curtis grinned. 
 
    “No need. We’ve got ‘em, or so we think. I will admit that we didn’t have Branksome down as anything other than a big mouth so there might be more, but it seems unlikely to us. Any others will be lower ranked. His staff have been split up and posted, mostly overseas – West Africa and Singapore and Hong Kong, which ain’t popular places, especially with a long voyage through submarine waters. At the moment we are poisoning the well with the pro-German mouths we know in London – feeding them false information. When the time comes, the bulk of them will be interned on the Isle of Man, out of harm’s way. The most active spies won’t be put there. They’ll take a shorter journey by way of the gallows at Pentonville prison.” 
 
    “Good. Mosley himself?” 
 
    “Untouchable – we can’t hang him. He will be locked away.” 
 
    “Pity. Money and birth counts for too much in England.” 
 
    “It does. Less than it did. Still too much. I’ll leave you now, Stark. I have a lot to do yet today.” 
 
    Thomas wondered just what he might have waiting for him – how many backs to stab and unsuspecting traitors to pick up. 
 
    “Rod! Can you call Jan, Hank and Tex, please.” 
 
      
 
    Red Flight took off early next morning, using flares along the runway, led by Thomas with his lights on for the first thousand feet. 
 
    “Thomas to Red Flight. Lights off. Over.” 
 
    They acknowledged, all four in order, confirming that they were close enough together to pick out each other’s engine exhausts. It was nervous flying in the minutes before dawn but there was no wind to suddenly gust and throw them to one side. 
 
    Sunrise came earlier at height and they were able to spread out into their normal formation after ten thousand feet. 
 
    “Red One to Thomas. Bogeys due north. Over.” 
 
    There were three monoplanes in the far distance, the sun glinting off their canopies. 
 
    “Thomas to Red Flight. Bogeys are in Belgian airspace. Possibly Hurricanes. Over.” 
 
    They had heard that the Belgians had bought a squadron, or two perhaps, of Hurricanes in early ’39. 
 
    They climbed, more slowly as they passed twenty thousand, the Hurricane’s performance falling off rapidly at height. By thirty thousand they were wallowing, the planes distinctly unhappy and heavy on the controls. 
 
    Thomas led them slowly northeast, staring to the side of the rising sun and trying to discover movement. 
 
    “Red Four. Bandit, two-engined, eleven o’clock. Angels twenty-six. Distant. Over.” 
 
    The pilots were instructed to give a mid-range of plus or minus angels two when estimating height – twenty-six thousand meant anything from twenty-four to twenty-eight. 
 
    “Thomas. Roger Red Four. Attack in sequence as ordered. Over.” 
 
    It had seemed likely that an attacker would be slow in pulling out of his dive and returning to the fight. Assuming the target was unhit, it would evade left or right and increase speed. Red One was to be waiting high to port, Red Two to starboard and they would attack as made sense. Three and Four would position themselves, remaining high, to cut off any retreat. 
 
    Thomas dived slowly, safety off on the guns and trying to make a smooth curve down onto the tail of the Junkers. With a skeleton crew, the chances were that they would not see him coming in. 
 
    Directly behind and overtaking at about fifty miles an hour, ideal for his purposes, bringing the target into his sight, filling it, bigger and bigger. 
 
    Now! 
 
    He fired and gently pulled his nose up, saw the bullet stream walk its way along the fuselage, a little offline, into the wing and the starboard engine. Immediate flames as he hit a fuel line. Pulling up hard but still in the dive. Open the throttle and bank away and back up. Jan going in behind him, shredding the wing he had already hit, the Junkers losing all lift, tumbling into a loose spin, falling fast. No signs of parachutes. 
 
    Red Two came down and pulled away, choosing not to waste rounds on a dead adversary. That was well done – not succumbing to excitement. 
 
    “Thomas to Red Flight. Form on me. Watch where he falls. Over.” 
 
    The hope was that the Junkers would crash in France. If it fell in Luxembourg there would be the potential for diplomatic upset. 
 
    They circled for a couple of minutes, amazed at just how long it took a spinning plane to fall. It hit into a hillside and burned there. As far as Thomas could tell it was a good ten miles inside the border. He saw French army vehicles on the road going to investigate. 
 
    “Thomas to Red Flight. Go home. Over.” 
 
    He was determined to maintain formality over the radio, sure that they would lose all meaning if they started to shout in excitement. 
 
      
 
    They sat down in the mess to discuss their outing and to inform the intelligence officer, also known as Idiot of all they had done. It was too cold to stand outside and debrief by the hangars. 
 
    “Made contact at two minutes after six just south and west of the Luxembourg border, Idiot. Bandit was observed to be a Junkers 88 with additional radio aerials. Attacked according to plan. I damaged the target, setting the starboard engine on fire. Jan finished it. Noticeable that the gunfire was distributed wide along the fuselage and across the wings. Guns are synchronised in the Dowding Spread.” 
 
    Jan agreed that their fire was scattered loosely on the Junkers. 
 
    “One half apiece, gentlemen.” 
 
    The Intelligence Officer, resigned now to his nickname, retired to write out his report. Thomas went to his office and filled out a message form, sent it to the radio room for the attention of the Group Captain and for Major Curtis, both at HQ. 
 
    He sat with pencil and paper for a few minutes then called for Peter Parmenter, the Armourer. 
 
    “Dowding Spread, Peter 
 
    . Don’t like it. What’s its purpose?” 
 
    “It’s a response to the poor gunnery scores all of the squadrons recorded in ’36 and ’37, Thomas. Dowding laid down that the guns should be set so as to provide a broad box of fire at four hundred yards, the hope being that one or two of the guns might hit home.” 
 
    “Bloody useless! Synchronise the eight guns so that they form a cone at eighty yards. All of them to hit in a man-sized rectangle six feet by two so as to fill a cockpit. If you miss the cockpit the weight of concentrated fire should do some damage to fuselage or wings.” 
 
    “Contrary to regulations, Thomas.” 
 
    “Stuff the regulations! Do it. Do not record the modification. What the brass ain’t told about they won’t worry about.” 
 
    Peter nodded and went about his business, quietly, as was his wont. By the end of the week he had set every Hurricane up on trestles behind the hangars and had zeroed in their guns to the new pattern. 
 
    Major Curtis dropped by the field, on his way from someplace to somewhere else – he did not specify where. Thomas suspected he enjoyed being a man of mystery. 
 
    “Your Junkers was well splatted and the fragments mostly incinerated, but it was clear that it was carrying non-standard radio equipment, so our guess seems to have been correct. Good work. Spies who cannot send their information home are valueless. The French are stepping up inspections in their post offices under the flight path of the radio plane. Checking for an increase in letters sent out to Switzerland or Spain. Doubt they would write to Italy – it would seem suspicious.” 
 
    Thomas made the right noises, said how glad they were to have struck a telling blow against the Germans. 
 
    “Bullshit, Stark! You fighter pilots are all the same – you just want to shoot down everything else in the sky!” 
 
    “Well, yes, sir – but if we can get the right ones we’re always pleased.” 
 
    “Keep alert, Stark. All of the reports out of Berlin say that they are moving next month – but we don’t know where. Since Venlo we have fewer active agents close to the Dutch and Belgian border areas but we do have a number of sources in Berlin who confirm that something is happening.” 
 
    “Venlo?” 
 
    “Oh, I thought you might have heard of that. Two of ours were lured to the border there and grabbed by the Germans. Neat operation! They screwed everything they knew out of them, of course.” 
 
    “Ah! I see. Did they know of the operations by your people in England, sir?” 
 
    “No. No need for them to. That’s why I’ve never mentioned names to you. Always a chance you’ll be shot down and captured. No reason for them to ask you for information you would not be expected to have. No need for you to know anyway. Were I to mention that a peer who is a member of the Cabinet is very close to being shot, then you might be upset. He won’t be put against a wall, of course, even if he should be – he’ll be sent as Ambassador somewhere. Spain most likely – he’ll feel at home there and be able to talk to Franco on a friendly basis. Failing that, they’ll push him off to Washington – the Americans all love a lord.” 
 
    “Nasty lot they are in Westminster, sir.” 
 
    “Very. I’ll send you word if we hear more of plans from Berlin. No detail but an indication of whether you can send your boys away to Paris – if they have any money left.” 
 
    Thomas acknowledged that would be useful – the weekends off were good for men who were used to the freer life of China and Spain. 
 
    “From all I gather about China every pilot had two at least of concubines supplied with his contract. Spain was very loose towards the end – they all expected to die soon and were determined to live first.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, Stark. Don’t forget to relax, yourself.” 
 
    “I doubt Grace would approve, sir. My fiancée. I can wait.” 
 
    “I never fail to be amazed by the youth of today, Stark!” 
 
      
 
    The weather worsened and flying was suspended until the snow and sleet showers came to an end. The pilots lounged around and fretted and drank – they were not the sort to sit down and enjoy the chance to read a good book. 
 
    Major Curtis appeared, driven in his big Humber staff car, rather than the anonymous Citroen he preferred. 
 
    “Official business today, Stark. I am allowed to be here. You can bring your people off high alert. Berlin is not moving before May. Our opinion is that they are going into Denmark and Norway then – some reason to suppose they are waiting on the weather. Unsure why, except that Denmark is a major agricultural producer and they want the safe supply of foodstuffs. No need to invade Sweden, of course. The logic of Norway escapes us unless the longer term aim is to attack Russia. They would want to deny us bases in Norway in that case.” 
 
    “No new Schlieffen Plan, sir?” 
 
    “Damned if I know, Stark. There’s a persistent whisper that they want Holland – and that makes no great strategic sense. Not unless you assume that Hitler intends to create a European Empire – which might be so. We can be fairly sure they won’t attack the Maginot Line head on. I still think they will go into Belgium and drive south and west down the Channel coast to Calais before turning east. The French think the same. General Gort don’t think at all, but that’s because of the hole between his ears.” 
 
    “So the boys can have a few more weekends in Paris. That should make them less restless. The weather forecast is so poor, I shall ask Peters’ permission to give them the week.” 
 
    “Good idea. Take the train yourself and have a few days in England – you need a break. The Group Captain will okay it – I have checked.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    The boat train from Paris to London was still running and the first-class carriages offered a peacetime level of comfort. If anything, the train was less crowded, civilians having been banned from travel across the Channel – no more holidaymakers to clutter up the seats with their mounds of baggage. 
 
    Thomas showed his leave papers and travel warrants four times on the run to Calais, to different civilian and military officials. He displayed them again to board the boat and once more on the short passage and then again to Customs and military police at Dover. Either there was a problem with deserters or they were bringing Great War experience to bear to ensure there would not be. 
 
    The Customs officer was amazed to discover that Thomas was carrying nothing at all of interest – no cigarettes, no brandy, no silk underclothes. 
 
    “Pass through, sir. To the right to board your train.” 
 
    It was mildly amusing to watch the efforts of those who had dutiable goods to get them through without paying. Just in front of him he saw an army lieutenant carrying a heavy kitbag which gave a tinkle of bottles rattling together as he placed it on the counter and announced nothing to declare. Thomas caught the eye of the weary official behind the desk; they shook their heads in unison. 
 
    The train pulled in at Victoria and he looked around for a taxi. 
 
    “No petrol, sir. Take the Underground or a bus.” 
 
    The porter, ancient and bent-backed, was wholly uncaring, regarded Thomas’ two suitcases with a blank eye, made it very clear that he was not in the business of carrying baggage for fit young men. 
 
    Thomas had never used the Tube, did not know how to go about it. He joined a queue at the bus stop and clambered aboard the red double-decker and endured the half hour to Liverpool Street.  
 
    He bought his ticket to Holt, his travel warrant taking him only to London where he had joined up. It would take two changes and four hours, he was told. The buffet at the station sold tea and the previous days’ buns. The restaurant car on the express was closed. Each of the three trains was late. 
 
    There was a pony and trap at Holt, driven by a young woman and serving as a taxi. She took him out to the Lodge, enquiring if he was Grace’s fiancée. It was a small town and it seemed that everybody’s business was known. 
 
    “I am. Squadron Leader Stark.” 
 
    “Oh! Do you fly a Spitfire, sir?” 
 
    “No. My squadron has Hurricanes.” 
 
    “Oh, bad luck, sir.” 
 
    He had been told that the public believed in the Spitfire and thought it the best, the only, fighter in the world. No gain to disillusioning her, even if that were possible. 
 
    “There are some hundreds of Hurricanes and they will all fly to the defence of this country, miss.” 
 
    “I see. I think you are very brave, sir. Good luck!” 
 
    Lucy came to the door, greeted him with surprise and pleasure. 
 
    “Grace isn’t here, Thomas. She won’t be back for two or three weeks after having last weekend off.” 
 
    “No notice. We were given leave yesterday, so I came on the off-chance. I’ll stay a couple of days if that is right with you then head down to Southampton.” 
 
    “Noah will be home tomorrow for two days – he’s busier than ever at the moment, inspecting squadrons in training. An unending fight to make them useful rather than good at flying displays. He will be flying himself… He might be able to take you down south. Come in, I’ll tell cook to put up extra for dinner. Have you got a ration book?” 
 
    He had not. She explained why he should have, even if it was only for use on leave. 
 
    “We can go down to the police station in Holt tomorrow and pick one up for you.” 
 
    Dinner was plain but plenteous – there was no shortage in the Arkwright household, it seemed. 
 
    “We grow our own vegetables and have poultry at the back of the house. Lack of fodder made us sell off all but one of the horses; we use her with the trap for shopping and local visiting. One of the grooms was young enough to go off to war and the other gives a hand in the gardens as well as looking after the stables. We had two maids and a manservant, of course. Johnson is fifty and has stayed with us but the maids have gone to war work. They are both at the new hospital. We have taken on an elderly couple, as so many have had to. They creak and potter a little, but they keep the house up – and they are pleased to add a wage to their few shillings of an old age pension. They are fed from our gardens, which makes it easier for them. The war has been a blessing in some ways to the local people, Thomas.” 
 
    That seemed a strange comment to Thomas. 
 
    “Betty, who used to work with Cook in the kitchens, is one of five girls and three boys, between sixteen and their mid-twenties. The boys were farm labourers and working for a pittance. Two joined up and are earning more as private soldiers when allowance is made for their food, which comes for free. The third stayed on the farm and is earning twice his previous wage because so many have gone to the Services. Of the girls, Betty was the only one to have a job; now, all five are earning a wage and three of them living at home still and putting money into the housekeeping. Two have gone to a munitions plant miles away and live in a dormitory there and pick up a good wage. They know the two boys might be killed, but it’s better than it was in peacetime.” 
 
    It was a sad reflection on the country.  
 
    Thomas shook his head, dismayed in part that he had never been aware of how poor many of the people of the country must have been. He wondered if it was the same back home in Australia. 
 
    Noah flew in, pushing an Anson hard to get down before nightfall. 
 
    “Delayed a few miles up the coast. Trying to explain to a bloody fool of a squadron leader that flying upside down in formation was not a useful exercise for his pilots. He seemed to think it would teach them to be alert. Determined to fly to battle in tight formation, thirteen planes in an arrowhead, no man’s wings more than ten feet distant from the others. Crass stupidity!” 
 
    “Official policy, is it not, sir?” 
 
    “It was, Thomas. It is now ‘under discussion’.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “It is obviously bloody stupid and so is no longer to be insisted upon, but it can’t be withdrawn because that would be to say that it had been wrong. That would mean that every air vice marshal had been wrong, and the air commodores who supported them.” 
 
    “Ah! Better dead pilots than brasshats with red faces.” 
 
    “Precisely – I see you know how the RAF works. I hear from Curtis that you did a good job for him recently. Well done. Good man, Curtis. Believes that the war should be fought. He told me that Branksome was an out and out traitor, by the way. Surprising – I just thought he was a complete cock!” 
 
    “That as well, sir.” 
 
    Noah was not amused – he still hoped for better of his contemporaries. 
 
    “I gather the ground war has been delayed again, sir?” 
 
    “The effects of Mechelen, in part. Did you hear of that business? A German plane got lost in fog and thick cloud carrying a staff officer and landed in neutral territory. The staff officer was carrying papers which he tried to burn, thus arousing the suspicions of the locals who put the fire out. The bulk of the papers were no more than charred and gave some details of a plan to attack through Belgium and to the Channel coast, due in February or March. The Germans postponed everything when they realised we knew. Now, they will probably change the details but not the overarching thrust of their strategy. The betting is for May. Intelligence says that Adolf will have full stocks of ammunition by then - all that was used in Poland will have been replaced.” 
 
    “So we can take leave in March with no qualms. Fair enough. No repeat of the Schlieffen Plan, sir?” 
 
    “No. Adolf thinks the Channel is a more important target than Paris. It’s just possible that there might be a simultaneous invasion through Switzerland, so they say, attacking to Paris from the east and avoiding the Maginot Line. There’s a strong probability that Italy will join in when the Germans attack. The fear that they might, real or not, means the French have to keep forces in their south.” 
 
    “A nuisance, but little more. The Italians are so poorly equipped they can be ignored, surely.” 
 
    “Not entirely. They could have the effect of closing down Marseille with their navy and preventing French African troops from entering the country. The French are bringing in tens of thousands from their colonial armies – experienced soldiers who are probably better than their old Reservists. We hear a lot about the size of the French army, you know, Thomas, but too many of them are old men who fought in the Great War or did military service back in the ‘20s. The whisper is that the old men won’t fight for a government they have contempt for – France has been badly split politically for this last twenty years. Add to that, their senior officers are even less trustworthy than ours – far too many Branksomes among the French!” 
 
      
 
    Noah flew Thomas down to Hurn in the New Forest where there was a theoretically operational squadron of Spitfires. 
 
    “Bloody look at it, Thomas!” 
 
    They circled the field as a Flight took off in a vic of three, wingmen tucked in tight to the flight commander and able to see nothing. 
 
    “Useless! If we were a 109 then the two tail enders would be dead before they knew we were there. Bounce, bang, bang and gone!” 
 
    The squadron leader was a proud man; Noah had arrived in time to see his best Flight take off. 
 
    “Five feet from wingtip to fuselage, sir! That’s the way it’s done!” 
 
    “Only at air shows, Squadron Leader. Useless in battle.” 
 
    “It might not have worked in the Great War, sir, but with modern aircraft…” 
 
    “Thomas Stark here has 186 Squadron. He has sixteen and a half to his name, flying a Hurricane lately. What’s your opinion, Thomas?” 
 
    “The Luftwaffe formation, sir. A loose finger four, the three weaving about the line the leader sets. That way their visibility is maximised. It works. Using tight vics, two pilots out of three can see nothing. As they can’t weave, they can’t check behind for ambush.” 
 
    “I don’t know, old chap. You might have had a bit of luck, but the official policy seems to make sense to me. I think we’ll stick to our way of doing things.” 
 
    They were quick to put a lorry at his disposal and drive him off to Beaulieu – none of the pilots at Hurn had flown to war and they did not want to be told of the experience of a big-headed youth who had had some good fortune in Spain or China or somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Thomas was surprised to find his father home at midday. 
 
    “G’day, Old Man. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Slowly, Thomas. What’s it like in France?” 
 
    “Cold, wet and miserable. Almost nothing happening. One Junkers 88 split between me and Jan and not a sniff of anything else. Noah says the balloon is due to go up in May. Have you had any trade?” 
 
    “None. Seen a lot of sea and not much else. The base here is due to be shifted to join the one in Plymouth. Too far from the Atlantic, it seems. I won’t be going with it. I’m between postings. They are going to give me a Wing eventually, probably in shipping strikes – though that will be delayed until the new planes come in. For the while - and you know what the RAF’s like, it could be a long while – I am to work with Bomber Command on the ground-attack side. Basically setting up targets for the Battles and Blenheims.” 
 
    “In France, then?” 
 
    “For some of the time.” 
 
    “Do me a favour, Old Man – keep out of the Battles. Deathtraps! No speed; lousy rate of climb; poor in the dive; little defensive armament; tiny bomb load; unmanoeuvrable. One of the worst designs ever to enter service. Three men and half a ton of bombs using the same engine as a Hurricane!” 
 
    Tommy grinned and nodded. 
 
    “Put that way, you have a point, Thomas. From what I have heard, the German army has a large number of mobile anti-aircraft cannon. The Battle will be a sitter for them.” 
 
    “Too right! I can’t see any use for it – underpowered and under-armed. Bloody stupid design.” 
 
    “Cheap and nasty – more effective than the biplanes that came before it but out of date almost before it flew. The Blenheims are a bit better, from all they say.” 
 
    “Don’t know them, except for using them in target training with camera guns. They’re within reason fast, at least.” 
 
    Tommy shrugged, said he did not expect to do much more flying. 
 
    “Too senior, Thomas. Too much age and rank to do more than tell the younger men where to go and how to die. I expect they will be good at it.” 
 
    “How’s Cissie?” 
 
    “She’ll be back in a minute or two. Just walked into town to the butcher. We received a message from Noah’s office that you would be here today. The exercise is good for her, the doctor says.” 
 
    Thomas cocked a knowing eye. 
 
    “In the family way?” 
 
    Tommy nodded, wondering just how his son might react. 
 
    “Good thing, too! Keep you young, Old Man, having children in the house. Have you heard from Elizabeth Jane?” 
 
    “A long letter a couple of weeks ago. Congratulations on the marriage – which took up the first couple of lines – and then details on the businesses and the mobilisation for war. She has built up two more factories, taken over empty premises that went bust in the Depression, and is now manufacturing twenty and forty mil cannon in one and their ammunition in the other. Mountings for naval, air, tank and ack-ack uses are all in the design stage and she has orders for all of them. Apparently Australian yards are producing any number of torpedo and gunboats and corvettes, which all need cannon. Add to that, she’s bought into metal mining and refining – but not iron and steel, which is too big – and has seats on several boards. She says we won’t make vast amounts of money during the war but should be well set up for the peace.” 
 
    Thomas was amused. 
 
    “Always one for the long run, my big sister. Anything in the way of a personal life yet?” 
 
    “Not that she’s prepared to tell me about, Thomas!” 
 
    “I’ve always said that it would take a lot of man to stand at her side. Good on her!” 
 
    Cissie came in, striding confidently and happy in her lot. 
 
    “Thomas, you look better than last time I saw you. All well in France?” 
 
    “Yes - haven’t been betrayed once since Christmas!” 
 
    “I heard the details. Pity they had to kill him on the sly. He should have had his neck stretched officially!” 
 
    Thomas agreed – there was much to be said for hanging traitors. 
 
    “Can’t be done, it would seem, Thomas. Too many politicians standing as candidates for the noose just now. If they don’t achieve the peace they want, they will get their comeuppance. A number of political families are going to be eclipsed if we actually fight this war on land.” 
 
    Thomas had not followed the political affairs of England, mostly through distaste. 
 
    “A lot of talking going on behind the scenes, Thomas. The Appeasers are still strong and many of them can see the chance of a dictatorship in Britain in which they would take a major part. Mosley and King Edward as figureheads, the current way of thinking, while the real power in the land was carved up between the same old few. Against them is what might be called an ad hoc coalition of Conservatives and Labour, brought together by a contempt for the fascists rather than by any liking for each other. Both sides are drawing up their lists of arrests and of generals to be posted as far away as possible. A week from Germany making its big attack will see the issue decided, either by surrender or by all out war. Interesting times to live in!” 
 
    “Fascinating indeed! I’m glad to be no more than a flier.” 
 
    “You’re not, Thomas. Your family is now closely related to those in the middle of the plotting. If the Appeasers win, you will be posted to command a squadron of Gladiators in East Africa – if you’re lucky.” 
 
    “Bloody hell! Anything but that! Gladiators!” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “That’s the best that will happen if they win.” 
 
    “Better make sure you don’t lose, Cissie!” 
 
    They talked and ate surprisingly well and took walks around the Forest and the local coast, a week of avoiding the war, and then made their farewells as Thomas left on the trains to London and then Dover for the slow return journey. 
 
    “You might well have a busy summer, Thomas. Watch out for the Hun in the sun!” 
 
    “You too, Old Man. Don’t go playing with Battles – bad for you at your age!” 
 
      
 
    “Rod – anything happened in my absence?” 
 
    “Very little, Thomas. Dick and Terence were brought back from Paris by the Provosts, having enjoyed themselves a little too vigorously in a bar there.  We can thank the shortage of pilots for so mild a response from the brass.” 
 
    “Wild buggers – I’ll speak to them, very mildly. Anything else?” 
 
    “Complaints from the local Frogs – our noisy planes upset their cattle and reduce the milk yields.” 
 
    “Sod them!” 
 
    “That’s what I said. We have had an order from on high telling us to respect the Luxembourg border, but expressed vaguely as if they didn’t really care. The word is that Germany claimed we attacked their Ju 88 over Luxembourg soil although it crashed in France.” 
 
    “Sod them, too!” 
 
    “The brass or Germany?” 
 
    “All of our enemies.” 
 
      
 
    Germany attacked into Denmark and Norway.  
 
    The Danes put up almost no fight – they could not, massively outnumbered and living in a small, flat country with almost no natural defences. They settled into a dogged refusal to cooperate with their conquerors, ignoring them where possible. 
 
    Norway was mountainous and its people lived in little towns and villages and were in the habit where possible of defying their own government. They fought and continued to resist even when, theoretically, conquered. The German campaign was slowed by the unexpected fighting and Britain was able to land a few troops and planes, too few to win, too many to lose casually. The Navy distinguished itself and created a feeling that the Germans were not so very good, after all. 
 
    The squadrons in France followed the fighting and relaxed to an extent. If the Germans attacked them, they would do better than a small country such as Norway could achieve. 
 
    Major Curtis turned up and invited Thomas to join him for a meal at a local restaurant. 
 
    “No rationing for the Frogs, Thomas. They see no need – which is bloody stupid! They have called up virtually every agricultural labourer and the bulk of their employers. The peasant farms have almost no men left – yet the government thinks they will produce a good harvest this year. Patriotism will overcome the lack of manpower!” 
 
    “Makes a change for a French government to think at all, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Curtis almost laughed. 
 
    “They are in absolute disunity, Thomas. Daladier and Reynaud are concerned only to score off each other and the rest are no better. The Communists are obeying orders from Moscow. The extreme right want to create a French dictatorship – in exactly the same way that ours do. The middle ground is split between those who want to fight each other more than they wish to resist the Germans and the relatively few who want what is best for France. Half of them would rather fight Britain than Germany. Some want to attack Italy now so as to open a front against Austria in the Brenner Pass – they would rather fight on Italian soil than French. Of those who do wish to go to battle, all want the armies to advance into Belgium so as not to have the war inside the French borders. The politicians will be the death of France.” 
 
    “No prospect of a government of national unity, sir?” 
 
    “None. The only leader with any authority, respected by the bulk of the nation, is Petain. He is so far right that he makes Hitler seem a bit pink! He wishes to kill every trade union leader, and their followers; he wants to abolish all forms of representation; he hopes to imprison every non-Catholic schoolteacher; he is determined to expand the French empire. Even Churchill thinks Petain is an extremist.” 
 
    Thomas was immediately convinced that Petain was not a good man. 
 
    “What’s to be done, sir?” 
 
    “If the Germans attack, be ready to evacuate. Everything that can be stored on a lorry, should be. Make sure you know where your reserve fields are. Get your non-combatant hands out of the way. Don’t trust a word the French say. Especially, do not expect the French air force to fly. Some will, many will prefer to decamp. Among their senior officers there is a very distinct unwillingness to fight. The majority of their best fighters – the Dewoitine – are still parked well south at the factories. The better part of four hundred planes, each of them capable of matching a Me 109, and they will not be sent into this war. That stinks of treachery to me.” 
 
    They ate steaks and enjoyed their lavish meal. There was no shortage of alcohol either, it seemed. The restaurant was full of fleshy, well clothed businessmen, none showing any apparent awareness of war or crisis. 
 
    “Eat, drink, be merry, for tomorrow we die?” 
 
    “No, Thomas. Tomorrow we carve out a deal with the Germans, part of which will be to cut wages by fifty per cent. This lot are looking forward to a profitable defeat. Drink up! I don’t like the company.” 
 
    In the car back Thomas asked where he should send his spare bodies when the real war started. 
 
    “To the Channel coast, quickly. We won’t be staying here in France.” 
 
    “Is defeat so certain, sir?” 
 
    “Unavoidable. Gort has all the strategical nous of a village idiot. When he is left on his own he will have no idea of how to respond to anything other than a trench war – and he ain’t going to get one of those. You heard of how Gort spent his first meeting with his divisional generals? Two hours on whether the tin hat should be strapped to the left shoulder or the right when it was not worn on the head!” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Honestly. He had noticed some private soldiers with the helmet carried left, and others with it on the right! This – as you will appreciate – is quite intolerable. He could hardly sleep for worrying about it. The decision needed long and careful discussion, so much so that no other issues could be raised that day.” 
 
    “God help the BEF!” 
 
    “Someone needs to!” 
 
    “Who is his senior, sir?” 
 
    “Ironside, to an extent. The thing is, Gort stepped down from the most senior administrative post in the Army to take the British Expeditionary Force – so his successor doesn’t feel able to give him orders. Ironside is in any case not the most outstanding intellect in the Army – though he is more able than Gort. Mind you, my pet pussy cat is probably brighter than Gort.” 
 
    “What is the plan at the moment, sir?” 
 
    “Advance into Belgium to meet the German attack. Act defensively on one of the natural defence lines, which one depends on circumstance and how the wind is blowing and whether the staff had a party the night before.” 
 
    Curtis snorted his contempt. 
 
    “The defence does make sense, you know, Stark. In a year from now we will have another eight hundred fighter planes – possibly more - and a thousand heavy tanks. Our artillery will be twice the size of the German army’s and we will have three motorised vehicles to their one. The Phoney War has been much to our advantage, Thomas. British industrial output far outstrips that of Germany – unless they get hold of the French iron and steel industry to add to the Czech factories they have already stolen. We will have trained the conscripts and new pilots. The defence makes good sense for us – provided it holds, which means that the French must not collapse.” 
 
    “So… If the French fight, we can strangle Germany inside a year. If, as seems more likely, the French choose to run, we will be ten years fighting a stalemate unless America saves us. What about Russia?” 
 
    “Who knows? What Stalin will do next is known to nobody, probably including Stalin. The word is that he’s poxed, you know, well into syphilis and all of its psychoses. His doctors have spoken to our people at the Embassy, asking for the latest drugs available in the West.” 
 
    Thomas returned to the squadron in a state of some puzzlement. He called Rod to him and instructed him to make all ready for a rout. 
 
    “Can’t trust the Frogs, Rod.” 
 
    “Never could, Thomas.” 
 
    “Be ready to get the hell out of it. If the retreat commences, commandeer extra vehicles – pinch ‘em off the Frogs – and leg it off to the Channel with all of the noncombatants and any of the spare materiel you can get hold of. Calais ideally but no farther north.” 
 
      
 
    They flew every day, the weather improving markedly through April and into May. The rules were still the same, however, as Thomas outlined at a morning briefing. 
 
    “Don’t cross the Belgian border. Keep clear of Luxembourg. The Belgian air force is flying patrols and you must not get tangled up with them. Luxembourg has no planes, so less to worry about there. There is word of German reconnaissance flights coming over at twenty-five thousand plus.” 
 
    “Are we to fly high, Thomas?” 
 
    “Orders are that we should patrol at ten to fifteen thousand feet, in sight of the soldiers on the ground so that they will know we are here. We shall certainly obey that order, Dick, for at least part of every outing. Squadron sortie this morning – for training purposes. We shall climb to twenty-eight thousand feet and there take up an extended formation, one that enables us to observe all that is going on below us. If we fortuitously spot the Hun… Well, we cannot simply ignore them, as I am sure you will agree. I will send Flights against specific targets if the occasion arises.” 
 
    It was a week before their morning sweeps bore fruit. 
 
    “Red One to Thomas. Bandits at angels twenty at two o’clock. Heinkels, I think. Over.” 
 
    The Heinkel 111 had a particularly large wing area, could be picked out at a distance. 
 
    “Thomas. Roger, Red One. I count six in two lines of three. Over Luxembourg still. Over.” 
 
    “Red One. Three and three, second line two thousand feet higher. Over.” 
 
    Thomas waited a few seconds, decided that the Heinkels’ course would soon bring them over France. 
 
    “Thomas to Green One. Take the rear, high three. Go now. Over.” 
 
    Thomas watched as his four planes turned on their sides and dived towards the bombers. He gave them ten seconds. 
 
    “Thomas to Red One. Kill the remaining three. Over.” 
 
    “Red One. Roger. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas to Blue One. Close on me. Over.” 
 
    They watched Tex dive onto the rear Heinkels. The German planes absorbed a lot of punishment, continuing to fly despite a five second burst apiece. The Hurricanes came in for a second run and took fire from the defensive guns before the three big planes began to fall, one flaming, two simply dropping away out of control. Jan hit his section just as they began to break out of level flight having spotted the attack to their rear. He killed the first with a burst into the cockpit and turned onto the second which was diving hard and banking away from Walenky. Behind him, Feliks and Jerzy were locked onto the tail of the third. 
 
    “Thomas to Red One and Green One. Come back home to father. Well done. Over.” 
 
    “Red One to Thomas. Is got those bastards. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas to Red One and Green One. Ammunition status? Over.” 
 
    He listened as the Flights reported to their commanders. They came back to him concerned that they had all used up about ten seconds on the Heinkels. 
 
    “Thomas. Squadron will return to base. Over.” 
 
      
 
    They sat down with their tea and coffee and worried whether they had been profligate in their expenditure of rounds. 
 
    “Ten seconds to one Heinkel says we won’t get two in an outing. We have thirteen seconds of ammunition in the wings, as you know. I think the rule has to be bursts of no more than three seconds, aimed at close range into cockpit, ideally, engine if not.” 
 
    “Into bomb bay, maybe, Thomas?” 
 
    “Not at fifty bloody yards, Feliks! Not by intent.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Big bang!” 
 
    A message came from the radio room. Thomas read it and tried to show innocent. 
 
    “Reply, ‘Heinkels were over French territory, turned away towards Luxembourg as they were shot down.’” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Sergeant Molyneux did not say ‘bloody liar’, but it was clear from his attitude. 
 
    The Idiot Boy appeared, slightly nervous in the company of all of the pilots, convinced that they had little respect for him. 
 
    “Confirmed six, sir. Three to each Flight.” 
 
    “Excellent! Always good to have a little blood before lunchtime. Sets the digestion up, you know.” 
 
    The Idiot was unconvinced. 
 
    “Pork steaks, sir, with fried eggs and chips. Will you want tomato ketchup as well?” 
 
    “Of course? Why not? I’m a good Digger, as we Australians a commonly known as – tomato sauce with everything. Make the most of the food, lads. Won’t be so good when we get back to England.” 
 
    Wag, appeared from the hangars with a clipboard and a lugubrious expression. 
 
    “Two planes with cosmetic damage – unimportant bullet holes which have already been patched. Three grounded for two days while repairs are made to control cables and surfaces to flaps and rudder. Also a need to check damage to Jan’s engine – a row of bullet holes in the cowlings suggest a possibility of unseen hits so we will dig around to see if anything has been nicked. Wouldn’t want fuel or oil lines to suddenly break under pressure. Three spare aircraft so you are down to twelve flying for the next forty-eight hours.” 
 
    Thomas responded quickly, preventing any arguments. 
 
    “I’ll fly Red One for the next two days, Jan. You can sit in my office and pick up on the basic routines. Rod will run you through the paperwork. You need to know how to do it. Hank and Tex will take their turns. Big expansion in Fighter Command over the next year or two means all three of you can expect to rise in the world.” 
 
    Jan grunted acceptance of the order – discipline was ingrained into him as a result of his service in the Czech air force, a far more formal organisation than the RAF.  
 
    “Rod, what’s the chance of an additional Hurricane?” 
 
    “I’ll try it, Thomas. More planes than pilots by a long way so it ought to be possible, provided they’ve got them in France. I don’t know where the spares are coming from. The Great War had an aircraft park in France, but I don’t know if we’ve done that this time.” 
 
    “Probably not – nobody thinks we’re staying.” 
 
    “It’s a different war this time. My father told me of the atmosphere in ’14 – all was enthusiasm and ‘Onwards to Berlin’. It ain’t like that this time round.” 
 
    Thomas agreed – they were fighting because to most of them the alternative was somewhat worse. There was no sense of a need to defend the greatest empire the world had ever seen. 
 
    “The newspapers need to pull their fingers out – they’re reporting the wrong lies.” 
 
    They laughed and forgot the topic. 
 
      
 
    Over the following week they saw reconnaissance aircraft almost every day and caught a couple of them. Word came that the other squadrons in France were also picking off the odd intruder. 
 
    Group Captain Peters flew in on a routine inspection of the field and mentioned the increase in activity. 
 
    “Might be spring fever, Stark – the Luftwaffe poking its nose out of its shell after a cold winter. More likely they’re feeling the way, checking out levels of alertness. The French have reported no kills this week. Either they are not looking for trade or the Luftwaffe are confining themselves to our areas. I know which I think more likely!” 
 
    “So do I, sir. Is there a chance of one or two extra planes as spares? We are finding that we have one or two kites grounded for a few hours or a day every time we come up against a bomber. They throw out a lot of rounds and a few hit in the nature of things.” 
 
    “You’re well forward, close to the frontier – which is why you got this field. The Frogs didn’t fancy being this close to trouble. Might be the field would be overrun and you could lose stuff on the ground.” 
 
    “An extra couple of lorries would be handy, sir. As well, another platoon of gate guards with hand grenades and orders to leave nothing in one piece if they had to pull out.” 
 
    “That would solve the problem, certainly… I will see what can be done, Stark. On the quiet – we don’t want the French getting the idea that we are planning to retreat.” 
 
    “No, sir. They might get the feeling that we were trying to outrun them.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be quick to do that, Stark. Some of the French army are unbelievable, you know. Old men and undisciplined and poorly equipped. I have seen battalions marching up without enough rifles to go between them, the men unshaven and without a full uniform and all out of step. You will note I said ‘marching’ – many of the battalions have no transport at all.” 
 
    Thomas was not surprised – all he had heard of the French said that some of their army was modern and of good fighting spirit but that the bulk of the Reserves who had been called up were anything but enthusiastic. 
 
    “They have a lot of big tanks, sir.” 
 
    “They do – more of them and better than anything the Germans have got. But their generals have no idea how to use them from all I have been told. Those who think at all regard tanks as mobile artillery.” 
 
    That seemed not unreasonable to Thomas, but he knew nothing of ground war. 
 
    “Have we any plans for reserve fields, sir?” 
 
    “No. We can’t ask the French to designate airfields for us – they would immediately suspect we were planning to fall back.” 
 
    “Which we are, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, but no need to tell our allies that fact.” 
 
    “Sounds almost duplicitous, sir.” 
 
    “Does, don’t it? They’re only Frogs. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Do we still expect the Germans to head towards the Channel coast, sir?” 
 
    “Yes – they are not planning to take Paris this time, according to intelligence received. That means they must head through western Belgium, Flanders again, and towards the sea and then south westerly down to Calais. You can expect to be on the flank of their attack – tanks and infantry supported by air. The lessons of Poland and Norway seem to be that they will use their bombers as close support to the ground forces, almost as artillery. Get the bombers and you will do a lot of good. Means low-level work mostly.” 
 
    Thomas thought that was practical. 
 
    “What are the plans for cooperation with the French squadrons, sir?” 
 
    “None. Nothing has been organised at squadron level. Everything is at general officer level, and very vague. We are to ‘assign targets and sectors’. What that means is anybody’s guess. I will try to radio targets to you, but half the time reception will be so bad you won’t get the messages. We haven’t even been able to agree on radio channels so we don’t interfere with each other. Fly all the hours you can when the attacks start and destroy bombers as a first priority. More than that? If I can, I will tell you. Major Curtis and his people will probably send information to you – use it. When you pull back, head west where possible. If France falls – which seems more likely than not – then we need every pilot we can get hold of in England. If you come across any Frog pilots trying to make a fight of it, give them the message that they will be welcome across the Channel. Especially, they have a number of Czechs and Poles, as we do – make sure they know that they will be given planes to fly in England.” 
 
    Thomas took the word to the squadron. 
 
    “We will be fighting soon. Don’t rely on the French. If we get split up, head for the coast and get back to England. Don’t go south, hoping to regroup in France – there won’t be a France.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

  Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
     “Up, Thomas! Out of bed! They’re attacking into Holland and Belgium and rolling through Luxembourg. Massive air raids reported. Peters has ordered standing patrols over the field while we wait for targets to be assigned.” 
 
    “Got it, Rod. What’s the bloody time?” 
 
    “Four o’clock. It’s light on a beautiful summer day.” 
 
    “Balls! Man the airfield guns. Let me clean my bloody teeth. Mouth tastes like a vulture’s crapped in it!” 
 
    “Serves you right! This French beer is good for nothing other than a hangover.” 
 
    Rod left the room for a couple of minutes, returned unwholesomely wide-awake and active. 
 
    “I’ve ordered tea and coffee and toast to the ready room. The squadron is moving.” 
 
    “Good. Word to the hangars that I want all guns loaded with special tracer. Double the gate guard. Nothing to enter without papers. Deliveries to be searched before coming in. We don’t want bombs behind the milk churns.” 
 
    “Done it, Thomas.” 
 
    “Christ, I hate blokes who can be efficient at this time of day!” 
 
    They ran to the ready room. Thomas swore to himself when he found five of the pilots there already, fully dressed and sat with tea and toast. He had wanted to be first into the room. 
 
    “Well done, lads! No time to hang about in bed.” 
 
    He waited another couple of minutes, gulping down tea. The rest of the squadron trotted in, all ready to fly. He debated toast but his gut did not want food forced upon it. 
 
    “Jan, your Flight to a standing patrol over the field for one hour. Go to fifteen thousand and keep an eye out to the north. Be ready to land and refuel at any time. I expect orders for a full squadron sortie.” 
 
    Jan nodded and ran out to his plane, his three pilots at his shoulder with nothing said. 
 
    Thomas watched from the door, saw the planes waiting, the ground teams in their places, one mechanic to each giving the windscreens a final polish. 
 
    “Anything more from HQ, Rod?” 
 
    “Stand by.” 
 
    “Typical. Tex, take over from Jan and then you, Hank.” 
 
    Three quarters of an hour later HQ radioed that there were bombers coming in from the north, attacking airfields in their path. 
 
    “Couldn’t get any more vague, could they? Jan to come down and refuel. Rod, act as ground control, same as we did for exercise. Cancel standing patrols. Take off as a squadron at soonest.” 
 
    Thomas addressed the pilots before they took off. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s going on so I’m taking us up to fifteen thousand to have a look around. Anything I see we will attack. Hold in your Flights. Return to base to refuel and rearm as necessary, at Flight commanders’ discretion or my order. I will call who is to go for what, but after the tally-ho, Flights are free to pick their own targets.” 
 
    He did not wish them good fortune – they needed open eyes and skill, not luck. 
 
    The squadron climbed slowly, conserving fuel, watching the sky. 
 
    “Bloody Hell, Thomas!” 
 
    “Thomas. Radio discipline, please. Squadron attack, bombers at three o’clock, angels eight. No visible fighters. Over.” 
 
    There were five separate formations of bombers visible, the nearest no more than five miles distant, holding a tidy formation and heading towards a Belgian airfield. They were about thirty miles inside the Belgian border. 
 
    Thomas led them in a shallow dive, called ‘tally-ho’, self-conscious as ever at using the silly but official codeword. He glanced to either side, saw his Flights pushing the throttle through the gate to close as fast as they could. 
 
    The German squadron had a single bomber just to the front of the formation, presumably its squadron leader. Thomas dived and banked and turned to place himself above and slightly behind, throwing the defensive fire off. The Junkers 88 held its line, refusing to try to avoid him. Machine guns from several planes started to converge on him as he snaked and closed and opened fire at point-blank range, filling the cockpit with his first burst. He saw the glass shatter and the plane flip over onto its side, then into a vertical dive, falling out of the sky. He gave a boot on the rudder, banked hard and turned as tightly as possible, expecting fighters to be on him, but there was nothing close to his tail, no escort at all. He picked out a second Junkers, head to head, bored in on it and opened fire, hitting from the nose through the cabin. Again, it made no attempt to avoid him, stayed steady to give its own gunners a stable platform. It fell as the pilots died. 
 
    He passed through the formation in seconds, climbed to turn above them. There was smoke and he could see five separate planes going down. Parachutes bloomed as he watched. He spotted bombs exploding in the fields, presumed that some of them had shed their loads to give themselves speed to escape. 
 
    “Thomas to Red One. Location. Over.” 
 
    “Red One. On you tail. Over.” 
 
    He stared over his shoulder, saw three of the four behind him. The radio crackled and he picked up other voices, his pilots having waited for him to break radio silence. 
 
    “Green One, going home. Out of ammo. Over.” 
 
    “Blue One. Re-joining. Over.” 
 
    “Red Three. Where are you? Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Red Three, go home. Over.” 
 
    “Red Three. Roger. Over.” 
 
    The raid was distant, also going home at full speed, a much smaller squadron than had started out. 
 
    “Thomas. Red One and Blue One. Return to base. Over.” 
 
    Thomas and Red Flight landed last, joined the pilots besieging the Idiot with their reports. He counted planes and men, found all present, one of the Hurricanes being wheeled into the hangar behind them, its pilot sat down and receiving medical attention. 
 
    “What’s the score, Quack?” 
 
    “David with a hole in the ear, half-moon cut out. Bleeding like a stuck pig! Oops! Not appropriate, David! My apologies.” 
 
    Thomas could not follow that comment, remembered then that David was a Jew. 
 
    “Can you stop the bleeding?” 
 
    “Of course I bloody can! Give him five minutes and he can go and change his top clothes. He’ll need a clean dressing. He’ll be ready to fly inside the hour with liquid and a bite to eat inside him.” 
 
    Thomas presumed it was David’s Hurricane inside the hangar – his cockpit must have lost glass at minimum. He joined the queue to report, claiming two. 
 
    “Didn’t see any other kills, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Is because you was at the front, Thomas. I see you both – behind in the cockpit then nose to nose, fill him up from the front. Both go down straight. I got one what took fire and damage one, Idiot.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jan.” 
 
    Feliks also confirmed Thomas’ two and claimed one of his own. 
 
    Between them, they thought there had been a formation of about twenty attacking and they had killed thirteen and damaged six. None had seen hide or hair of a fighter. 
 
    They were ordered up an hour later, given specific coordinates and arrived over a smashed detachment of the Belgian army in time to see a raid of Stukas disappearing in the far distance, their work done. 
 
    Thomas took them high and saw nothing. 
 
    “Red One. Thomas, can see something moving low and slow, north two miles. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Red Flight go for it. Over.” 
 
    Thomas thought his own eyesight was good but Jan’s was phenomenal – he could pick out and identify specks that Thomas could hardly see. 
 
    He watched and listened as the Flight split into two sections and dived and fired. There was an explosion at ground level, a plane’s fuel tank going up as it hit the ground. Smoke began to rise a little further distant, suggesting two aircraft down. 
 
    “Red One. Thomas. Is two Henschel, army cooperations. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Well done, Red One. Can you see any army? Over.” 
 
    “Red One. Nothing. Is ahead, spying out for Stukas, maybe. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Return to me. Over.” 
 
    A soft kill, perhaps, but a very useful one. 
 
    They patrolled for another fifteen minutes then turned back for base. Thomas glanced at his watch. 
 
    “Leader to Base. Sandwiches and hot drinks for our return. Over.” 
 
    “Ground Control. Roger. Over.” 
 
      
 
    They flew four more patrols in that first day, picking up one raid as it happened and getting into the middle of a squadron of Dorniers, again with no fighter cover. 
 
    “Turkey shoot, Thomas. Never seen nothing like it.” 
 
    Thomas relaxed over a pint, late in the evening, the sun down and further flying impossible. 
 
    “They must have read the textbooks, Hank. You remember that Italian bugger – can’t remember his name - who claimed it was impossible to stop bombers from getting through? He said that a bomber had more guns and far more ammunition than a fighter. All the bombers need do is fly in formation, straight and level, and their massed machine guns must beat off any fighter attack. There was a Frog said the same thing.” 
 
    “You think they might have been wrong, Thomas?” 
 
    “Looks like it. Provided the fighters use their mobility and hit from close with aimed fire, bombers can’t do much to them. If the silly sods try this business of opening fire at four hundred yards, it might be different. That’s giving all the advantage back to the bombers.” 
 
    Rod appeared. 
 
    “Group Captain driving in, Thomas.” 
 
    “Bloody hell! Don’t need brass after a busy day.” 
 
    Peters entered the mess, apologising for disturbing them, waving the pilots down as they stood. 
 
    “Making a quick circuit of the squadrons, Stark. You have claimed twenty-two bombers and two Henschels on the day. Reports from the ground say you are not exaggerating – your claims are accepted. Two other squadrons are claiming much the same sort of numbers. The other pair of Hurricanes put in for five between them. The three of you who did so well all use the open formations of Flights, either threes or fours – seems much the same whichever. I have ordered the other two to follow your example, but they have no practice in the system. The Blenheim squadrons are also claiming heavily. The Frogs say they got some. Nowhere did the Huns use fighter escorts – and we don’t know why. They must have learned the need in Poland.” 
 
    “Different Groups not talking to each other, sir? Perhaps they had other work for their fighters – escorting unarmed transports, perhaps?” 
 
    “No idea, Stark. We must assume they will have escorts tomorrow. Fly a defensive standing patrol from first light. Be ready to go out as soon as we can get reports of targets. You have been awarded an immediate DFC, Stark, and citations have gone in for your three Flight Commanders. Put your ribbons up.” 
 
    The Group Captain produced the strips of coloured tape and stood back, waiting for applause, seemed surprised that there was no more than a quiet lifting of glasses. 
 
    “We’ll need more than ribbons tomorrow, sir. If you could supply some twenty mil cannon as well, they might be more useful.” 
 
    “They are testing Hotchkiss and Hispano at the moment, Stark. It will be some months before they come into service.” 
 
    “Better late than never? Might be. Can you get more of the special tracer across to us, sir?” 
 
    “Explosive rounds? They are to be used for specific targets only, Stark.” 
 
    “I can assure you, sir, that I specify what I want them to hit every time I fire them.” 
 
    “Stark, we are not the Huns. They are.” 
 
    “Thank you for the explanation, sir. Did you hear that, Jan? I hope you know which is which now.” 
 
    Jan drew himself up and bowed. 
 
    “Thank you, Thomas. All is now clear. Is bloody English sense of humour? Don’t understand you people.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, mate. Just you keep on shooting straight like you did today.” 
 
    Jan achieved a smile. 
 
    “No worries, Thomas! Got that right, did I, cobber?” 
 
    “Dead right, mate. Have another beer?” 
 
    “Too bloody right, mate!” 
 
    The Group Captain was not amused. 
 
    “I hadn’t realised you were Australian, Stark.” 
 
    “Grew up in Queensland, sir.” 
 
    “It might explain much, Stark.” 
 
    Thomas took a bow. 
 
    “Also of interest today, gentlemen, we have a new Prime Minister. You may have heard that there was a debate on the Norway campaign which ended up in attacks on Chamberlain’s competence and a vote which he won narrowly, much of his own party going against him. He resigned today and has been replaced by Churchill.” 
 
    “By Churchill, sir? Good. He will do a better job and he won’t surrender. If it had been the Appeasement mob then we would have been sold out inside the month. Have they shot Mosley yet?” 
 
    “Not that I have heard, Stark. Politics is hardly our business. I must get back to HQ. The word seems to be that the Germans are making headway in Belgium. Still aiming for the Channel coast, of course. I will radio through all I know during the day tomorrow. It may be that squadrons to the west, towards the coast, will have to fall back, but you should be safe here.” 
 
    Thomas escorted Peters to his car, came back to Rod. 
 
    “You heard what he said, Rod?” 
 
    “About Churchill? Just another bloody politician but at least he ain’t an old woman. Peters thinks we’re safe here? No need to prepare to withdraw?” 
 
    “Yes. Sanguine, ain’t he? Get the lorries loaded up and ready to pull out. Can you get hold of any more transport?” 
 
    “I’ll load up anything that comes in with ammunition. Might be able to commandeer something locally, if you don’t mind the Frogs complaining.” 
 
    “There’s a good chance we won’t be here, Rod. They can try complaining to the Hun, if they want.” 
 
    “But, they are all to the west of us, Thomas.” 
 
    “Apart from the buggers to the north, south and east. If you believe the brass, Rod…” 
 
    “I know, but the Ardennes cover the north and east and they ain’t going to come out of the Vosges and south of the Maginot Line, no matter what fairy tales you hear. For the while, we have to be on safe ground here.” 
 
    Thomas could not be convinced – common sense said that if the brass could make a cock of it, they would. He grabbed another beer. 
 
    “It’s still the same as the Great War. The generals ain’t very bright and they surround themselves with jolly good chaps who know nothing but are sons to the right people. Look at Gort – got the job because he’s the sixth viscount and he was outstanding as a company commander. Not very good when he made major; useless in command of a battalion; a menace with a brigade – so they made him a general and gave him the BEF. If they had left him as a captain with a company, he’d have won another two VCs by now; as a general he’ll lose an army. Incredible man – one of the bravest fighting men ever – but refuses to think because he knows there’s nothing new and worthwhile – he’ll just stick with the tried and true. ‘Up Guards and at ‘em’ – the head-on assault, that’s all he understands. ‘Give ‘em the jolly bayonet, boys – there’s nothing that cold steel and British spirit won’t defeat’. What a dickhead!” 
 
    “It’s late, Thomas, and you need your sleep. Up at four o’clock. Bedtime now.” 
 
    “You don’t defeat tanks with a bayonet, Rod.” 
 
    “Sleep, Thomas!” 
 
      
 
    “Rod – anything on the radio?” 
 
    “Wait for instructions.” 
 
    “I hear and obey. I shall wait for as long as it takes to drink a cup of tea. I’m not being caught on the ground to keep those fools happy.” 
 
    He decided to take a slice of toast as well; he had been hungry before they landed on the previous morning. 
 
    His pilots were not pleased at rising with the summer dawn. 
 
    “Who runs a bloody war at four in the morning, Thomas?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault, Dick – don’t blame me. Open your eyes and drink your tea. How’s Terence?” 
 
    “How do I know? He won’t speak to me at this time of day.” 
 
    “He don’t speak at any time.” 
 
    “So he’s going to say even less at four o’clock in the bloody morning.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    It seemed to Thomas that he would be well-advised to keep a light hand on his pilots. Too many of them had been in the habit of flying singly or in a pair to take to any tight control when it came to fighting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He led them up a few minutes later, still without orders. 
 
    Twenty miles north they saw a raid coming in. 
 
    “Red One. Is squadron of bombers low, angels eight. On top, is fighters. 109s. Many. Two squadrons, maybe. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Red and Blue Flights, with me into the fighters. Green Flight, break up the bombers. Control, attacking formation of forty plus on course for the field. Over.” 
 
    “Control. Roger. Over.” 
 
    The field had its solitary, modern Bofors and four Vickers on old cartwheel mountings, Great War style, and a selection of Lewises and Brens, shoulder held. They would at least show willing if attacked. 
 
    “Thomas. Buster. Over.” 
 
    Buster was the command to push the throttles through the gate, gave the pilots absolution for over-revving their engines and shortening their lifespan. 
 
    Control at the field heard every word. They sent a warning to Wag that he should expect business when the squadron landed. 
 
    “Green One. Bombers are Dorniers. Over.”  
 
    “Thomas. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    Dorniers, known to the newspapers as the ‘Flying Pencil’, were thought to be the least effective of the three medium bombers possessed by the Luftwaffe. They were, it was said, a little slower and less agile than the Junkers 88 or the Heinkel. Twelve or more of them were still a problem for four Hurricanes. 
 
    “Red One. Mes coming down. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Meet them. Over.” 
 
    The problem had not occurred to Thomas when attacking unescorted bombers, but he was on his own. Every other pilot had a wingman. It would be wiser to leave a man at home each day, keep their numbers even. The Mes were diving hard, far outpacing the climbing Hurricanes, it would be a passing fight initially, a single burst and a hard turn back into the scrap. 
 
    The Huns were growing bigger and bigger as they came closer. Thomas picked out one who would be his target and quickly lined up nose to nose, watching as he became a spinner taking up his whole gunsight and all of his concentration. There was a screen and a black dot of a head as well, holding a hard line, a collision course. 
 
    He licked his lips and forced his thumb off the button. It was too soon, the target too small. He twitched his nose as if to lift away, saw his opponent fall for the feint, starting to climb, showing his belly. A three second burst, the bullets chewing into the engine and the underside of the cockpit. He banked and flicked the rudder and dropped hard into a dive – he had been too long on a straight course. Tracer passed over him from the quarter and he looked as he evaded and then turned into the man firing. 
 
    They passed each other at twenty feet, a combined speed of six hundred miles an hour meaning they were gone before either could react. Thomas heaved into a hopeful Immelmann turn, reversing his course but there was only blue sky in front of him. He spotted the bombers, their formations broken up, and headed towards them, turning his head all the time, trying to watch his own tail. 
 
    There was a Dornier breaking away, turning to the northeast, showing its wings clearly as he barrelled in. He waited until he could see the face of a gunner trying to pull a machine gun round. A longer burst, hitting under the wing roots and cutting into the fuselage up towards the pilots’ seats at the front of the cabin. The Dornier dropped its nose and started a spin and he pulled away. It was probably dead, certainly out of the action. He saw a single Hurricane on the tail of another Dornier, side-slipped until he was behind and higher, in place to cover his pilot. 
 
    Flames broke out on the bomber and an engine stopped, the prop standing out where there had been no more than a blur. 
 
    “Green Two, leave him. He’s dead. Over.” 
 
    Chas turned away, looking for more trade. His Dornier exploded behind him, the flames reaching a bomb bay full of incendiaries. 
 
    The sky was empty, nothing to be seen other than a distant bomber limping home. 
 
    “Thomas. Squadron return to base. Over.” 
 
    He caught up with Chas, flew home with him as his wingman. 
 
      
 
    “Claims for five bombers and three Me 109s. Confirmation for two in total.” 
 
    “It happens too fast, Idiot. Closing speeds of more than five hundred miles an hour mean you’re lucky to see your own target let alone watch anybody else.” 
 
    The Idiot was sympathetic but could not change the rules. 
 
    “Without ground confirmation, I can’t give them. Chas has a Dornier confirmed. Jan a Me 109. The rest are claimed and can be given as damaged.” 
 
    Thomas shrugged. 
 
    “What of our losses?” 
 
    “Marcin definitely dead. His fuel tank blew, seen by Shorty and David. Dick and Terence both seen to jump. Parachutes opened. They might make it back, Thomas.” 
 
    “They might not as well. Rod, we need three planes and replacement pilots if possible.” 
 
    “Will do, Thomas. Message from HQ that we should await orders. We will be wanted to cover a raid by a squadron of Battles from the field this side of Sedan. We will be given a rendezvous and will provide high cover as they head north toward the canal – which canal, I ain’t sure – and attempt to bomb bridges.” 
 
    “Sounds hopeful, Rod?” 
 
    “Not a chance, Thomas. Battles are incapable of dive-bombing. They will have to go in low and straight. Perfect targets for ground fire, assuming the Mes let them get that far.” 
 
    “Their problem. We’ll do what we can. No signs of any raid coming for the field?” 
 
    “None. Nothing within distant sight even.” 
 
    “Busy attacking the armies, I presume. What’s the position with transport?” 
 
    “Two lorries came in with ammunition while you were up. Both had special tracer, so Peters listened to you. They are loading with spare stores – blankets and greatcoats and winter gear generally. The roads are blocking up with refugees from Belgium. Thousands of them getting out before the Germans can reach them. They had enough last time, it seems. The French speakers, the Walloons, are taking to the roads more than the Flemings, so they say, because the Flemings are pro-German. But there’s no love lost between the two parts of Belgium, never has been, so you can’t trust what one lot says of the other.” 
 
    The word to take off came an hour later, time to ensure that all ten of them were ready to fly. 
 
    “David, how’s your ear?” 
 
    “Sore but clean, Thomas. That bugger of a Quack soaked the dressing in carbolic cream!” 
 
    “Stings a bit, mate!” 
 
    David tried to smile but the movement hurt his ear. 
 
    “Still three Flights, Thomas?” 
 
    “No sense trying to change formations without trying the new ones out, Tex. Hopefully, there will be replacement bodies and planes in tonight.” 
 
    They found the Battles waddling along at eight thousand feet, exactly to time and place, and formed up at twelve thousand to provide the cover they so badly needed. 
 
    “Battle Leader to Cover. Is that the canal at five miles, two o’clock?” 
 
    Thomas stared and saw a waterway with bridges and what looked like half the German army streaming across. There were guns emplaced in the fields on either side. 
 
    “It’s a canal and it’s got bridges and Germans on them. No tanks that I can see.” 
 
    Thomas assumed that the tanks had gone first. Cutting the bridges would leave them short of petrol. He also wondered why the Battles did not seem to know the exact location of their target. 
 
    “Red One. Is Mes, 110s, at distance, coming in, diving. One o’clock, angels ten. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Squadron attack. Over. Battles, did you hear that? Go now. Over.” 
 
    “Battle Leader. Roger. Good luck. Over.” 
 
    Thomas glanced below to see the Battles cocking a sedate wing and dropping into a shallow dive, aiming for the nearest two bridges, six and six. The ground was erupting in gunfire. 
 
    There was no more to be done for the bombers other than to keep the fighters off their back. 
 
    The diving Me 110s were faster than the Hurricanes and were closing in rapidly on the Battles. They suddenly sheared off, not fancying flying into their own ground fire, banking away and climbing, slowly, the bulky aircraft shifting from one manoeuvre to another almost sulkily. 
 
    “Thomas. Buster. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    They dived in hard, avoiding head-on attacks on the heavily armed nose. 
 
    “Got him!” 
 
    “Red Two break!” 
 
    “Burn you bastard!” 
 
    “Shit, bailing out!” 
 
    “Red One, on your tail, break left. I get him.” 
 
    Thomas tried to make sense of the jumble of brief shouts while picking out a target and coming in hard onto the twin rudders and firing into the rear gun and then along into the cockpit. Tracer cut over his port wing and the Hurricane shuddered under hits. He hauled hard to the right and then cut left, under the 110 he had just killed and which was dropping very slowly away from the fight, pilot slumped over his controls. His attacker pulled away and into a climb, was gone before Thomas could turn into him. 
 
    He glanced at his panel, saw he was heading north, undesirable in a damaged plane. He banked and climbed while he frantically looked in all directions. He was a good five miles from the bridges and further from the running fight. He could see the specks of the Battles, slowly diving into the ground fire. None of them rose again while he watched. He spotted bomb bursts on the banks of the waterway and in the nearby fields. None of the bridges were hit. As he turned away he saw one Battle fall in flames and hit the end of a bridge, its bombs blowing as it crashed. 
 
    Throttle full open, he returned to the squadron, circling at a distance from the guns. He counted eight. Hank was missing – he had thought it was his voice shouting that he was bailing out. 
 
    “Thomas. Did anyone see any Battles escape? Over.” 
 
    “Red One. Is two. Angels two. Heading south. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Take us down to cover them at angels five. Over.” 
 
    The Battles were wallowing, hit hard and unlikely to get home. The single gun of one was drooping to the side, gunner collapsed in his seat. The other had holes in the wings and fuselage and was struggling with a fitful engine. 
 
    “Escort leader. Battles, suggest bail out at border. Will send transport. Over.” 
 
    “Battle leader. We prefer to fly home, thank you. Over.” 
 
    Thomas had done all he could. It was unlikely that either plane would manage another twenty minutes in the air, but he had no power to give them orders. 
 
    The leading Battle began to lose height, drifting slowly downwards and crabbing to the side. The engine cut out, suddenly stopping and the plane staggered onto its port wing and curved down and round and into the ground. Its petrol tank blew as it hit. 
 
    ‘And then there was one’. 
 
    Thomas said nothing aloud. 
 
    They watched over the limping bomber until it reached its base and managed to land and move to the hangars. 
 
    Ten minutes later they landed, very quietly. 
 
    “Claim one Me 110, Idiot. Lost Hank. Eleven Battles down from twelve. Target almost untouched. Bridges still operative.” 
 
    “I see Thomas’ Me, Idiot. I got two.” 
 
    The remainder of the squadron claimed six Mes, five of them confirmed. 
 
    “Is easier than 109, Idiot. They can’t turn hard or change from dive to climb quick. Just don’t get in front of them cannon.” 
 
    “What happened to Hank?” 
 
    “Blew him tail off. From side. He jumped. Might be got down. Plenty bloody soldiers underneath.” 
 
    It seemed unlikely they would see Hank again. 
 
    “We need another pilot, Rod.” 
 
    “I’ll send the demand in, Thomas. Should be here by the morning. Word is that there are new planes in plenty. Still Mark Ones though.” 
 
    “Anything is better than sod all. Chas, you are now Blue One. I’ll get your rank confirmed as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Okay, boss. Flight’s a bit thin, Thomas.” 
 
    “For today, fly as my wing man. When the new bodies come in we will have to reshuffle. Can’t have you at the sharp end and three green hands behind you.” 
 
    “Be a fraction nervous-making, boss. Specially if they just come out of that Cranwell place.” 
 
    “Too right. Wag, how many planes can I have for one hour?” 
 
    “Is that Australian humour? Sod all! You had the spare planes when you went out. Every bloody one of you has got bullet holes, apart from the ones who had cannon shells explode up their arses. Two hours to check every plane and decide which can fly – if any. Bugger off and let me get on with the work.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, I think we shall take an early lunch. Chas, Jan, Tex - sit down and sketch out the shape of your new Flights. Rod, I’m off to the radio room to get a message to Peters.” 
 
    The Group Captain was available in his communications room at HQ. 
 
    “Stark, just the man! I want you to fly escort to another squadron of Battles. Those bridges have to be hit.” 
 
    “No planes, sir. I’ve lost four pilots today – one dead, three bailed out – and my remaining planes all have damage. I literally have nothing to fly at the moment. I will inform you as soon as I have anything in airworthy condition. As for sending more Battles, sir – a waste of men. They won’t get through. The bridges are surrounded by light and medium ack-ack. Hundreds of guns, sir. None of the Battles were shot down as such – they were all hit by ground fire. There were no heavy guns there, sir, nothing bigger than forty mm, I would think. Heavy bombers from fifteen thousand feet, sir, protected by two or three squadrons of fighters, might be able to get through.” 
 
    “Can’t be done, Stark. Bomber Command won’t release its heavies for Army cooperation.” 
 
    “Then your bridges will not be broken, or burned, sir. Battles certainly can’t do the job and I doubt Blenheims could either.” 
 
    “How certain are you, Stark?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir. The ground fire was heavier than I had ever imagined. We drove off a squadron of Me 110s, inflicting losses on them. They are nowhere near as dangerous as the 109, sir. They can’t turn.” 
 
    “That’s something, I suppose.” 
 
    “I need to replace a flight lieutenant, sir. I want Chas to be made.” 
 
    “Who? Surely not! All right, Stark, if he’s the best man for the job, but hide him from the newspapers!” 
 
    “He’s a good pilot and well-liked, sir. A bit older than most and steadier with it. He’s the right one to choose. Shorty Hyman is too wild and David is too reserved, too quiet for the job. The three Poles still don’t have the English needed for quick radio communication. They will make the grade in a few months, if they get that long. It must be Chas, sir, and he is my first choice in any case. He has made five kills, sir, and has some damaged.” 
 
    “You want me to put him up for a gong?” 
 
    “He ought to get the DFC, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll send his citation in – with a strong recommendation. He ought to get it. I don’t much like the idea, Stark – giving him ideas outside of his place, that’s what it is! What happens if he wants to stay on after the war?” 
 
    “Cheer him on, sir. One thing you can be sure of, he’ll get anywhere by merit only. When he makes squadron leader, it will be because he’s too good not to be promoted.” 
 
    “No good will come of it, mark my words, Stark. No place for darkies in the RAF.” 
 
    “He can fly, sir. That’s all. I’m not asking for him to marry your daughter.” 
 
    “That will do, Stark. You forget yourself! You need four pilots and planes for the morning. You will get them. Inform me as soon as you can put six planes in the air.” 
 
    The receiver went dead with no farewell or pleasantries. 
 
    “How to make friends, Thomas!” 
 
    “Sod him, Rod. I need pilots and Chas is good.” 
 
    “I know, but you could try for tact.” 
 
    “Why? I am here to fly my squadron, not to kiss arse.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    Thomas staggered out of bed to the sound of his alarm clock. It was still dark, just the faintest tinge of light in the east. He managed a thorough wash, overdue he suspected as he sniffed his armpits; days sat sweating in a cockpit had done his personal hygiene no favours. Not as bad as Spain on occasion, but still undesirable, particularly in the boss, the exemplar to the whole squadron. A teeth clean and rapid shave and he was almost human, swearing as he dabbed at the cuts with toilet paper. 
 
    He made his way downstairs and into breakfast, taking pains to stroll rather than hurry. He had to show confidence, even if his pretence would not be believed. Two scruffy figures in stained and torn dressings were wolfing down a fried breakfast, did not notice him as he approached. 
 
    “When did you get in, Dick? Welcome back. And you, Terence.” 
 
    “Half an hour ago, Thomas. I landed in woodland and had to force my way out. Terence was waiting in the field to the side. Saw me coming down and walked across. We were both bounced at the same time, shooting up a pair of 109s when their wingmen got behind us. Anyway, we walked a mile or so at the edge of the forest and saw a bloody great column of Germans in the distance so we dived under the trees for the day. Made it through the woods on a track we came across and found a highway heading south. Sat up on the edge of the road - no more than a country lane in reality - and waited for dark. Got to a village and there was a pair of Belgian coppers with bikes, blocking the road. They wanted to arrest us for being foreign.” 
 
    “Did you shoot them?” 
 
    “Should we have? Thought that would be a bad idea. They had some grub with them, just bread and cheese for their suppers, so we pinched that and their bikes and made them take their boots off so they wouldn’t run after us too fast. Threw the boots over the hedge for them to find.  Must have pedalled twenty miles before it got light. We ate the bread and cheese and laid up under a hedge for the day then got on the bikes again and made it to a French army position by the middle of the night. They pointed us in this direction and we got here after another couple of hours. The Frogs had no transport of their own. Didn’t have much at all. Half of them weren’t even fully uniformed. Old men and not there to fight a war, Thomas. If they are defending us, then we’ve got problems.” 
 
    “Well done. Rest up for the moment. We haven’t got a plane for you anyway, though there’s a chance some will come in this morning. See Rod to replace your flying gear. I’m glad you’re back – we need you both.” 
 
    Rod came in and did an elaborate double-take. 
 
    “Bad pennies – always turn up. Bloody good thing too – I was going to write your next of kin letters this morning. Saved me an hour of hard labour trying to find something good to say about you.” 
 
    “Oi, I thought they were done by the squadron leader! Do we only get second-class commiserations?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, lads! He signs them, after I show him the right place to put his name and remind him how to spell it.” 
 
    They thought that was very reasonable. 
 
    “Who else, Rod?” 
 
    “Hank went down. Bailed out - but if he landed, it was in the middle of a bloody great bunch of Germans. He won’t be back. Marcin’s dead.” 
 
    “Good thing we got here, then.” 
 
    Thomas took up the tale. 
 
    “It is. We need experienced men, real fighter pilots. Couldn’t afford to lose you two. Bound to get kiddies as replacements. See the doctor for a check-up – regulations after a parachute jump, just to see you’re not bruised and battered too much.” 
 
    Dick nodded, said he thought he was fit to fly. 
 
    “Got bruises from crotch to shoulders where the bloody straps cut in. Better than not having a parachute at all.” 
 
    Terence made a rare contribution to the conversation. 
 
    “Bloody good fun, parachuting – lovely trip right down to the last inch, as the Irishman said when he fell off the ladder.” 
 
    “Well put.” 
 
    Breakfast was further disturbed by the sound of aircraft landing. 
 
    “See what that is, Rod. If it’s Fat Hermann, tell him I’m busy.” 
 
    Thomas was on his second cup of tea when Rod returned leading five very juvenile pilots. 
 
    “Replacement planes and pilots, Thomas.” 
 
    Rod rolled his eyes heavenwards, said nothing more. 
 
    “Five? They’ll probably be needed by tomorrow. Do sit down, gentlemen, and eat something. Two of our men who were shot down have returned to us, so we have a temporary excess of pilots over planes.” 
 
    More engine noises interrupted Thomas’ little speech. Rod went to see what it was, came back at the run. 
 
    “Four Hurricanes, Thomas. Ferry pilots going back now. I’ve put them into a thirty hundredweight and sent them off as they have to bring more across from England this evening, at last light. The same men we saw before Christmas.” 
 
    “Right, gentlemen. We now have enough planes. You will be flying today.” 
 
    The three flight lieutenants joined Thomas at his table. 
 
    “Four Flights for the time being – I’ll have a Flight myself. What’s the right colour?” 
 
    “Yellow sounds clear over the radio, Thomas.” 
 
    “So be it. I’ll want an experienced man as Yellow Three. David or Shorty?” 
 
    They agreed that Shorty was next on the list for promotion. 
 
    “Okay. Jan, you will have Walenky, David and New Boy One. Tex, Terence and Dick and NB Two. Chas, Feliks, Jerzy and NB Three. Me, Shorty, NB Four and NB Five.” 
 
    They left to round up their Flights and give the new arrivals a briefing on the finger four. 
 
    “Rod, will you ask Wag how many planes I can have and when? Very politely?” 
 
    “Tact shall be my second name, Thomas.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s see what we’ve got to fly them.” 
 
    Jan, Tex and Chas had grabbed the most likely-looking newcomers, leaving a forlorn pair for Thomas. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I am Thomas Stark, squadron leader and for the time being commander of Yellow Flight. Shorty here is Yellow Three, which is the second of a Flight of four. We split into two sections – Leader and wingman, who is Yellow Two; Yellow Three and wingman, who, obviously, is Yellow Four. Never lose contact with your leader. Not ever, unless he’s dead.” 
 
    They nodded, nervously. 
 
    “Right, who’s which?” 
 
    Thomas pointed to the nearer of the pair, a young man of his own height and no more than nineteen at a guess. He looked very meek, shy almost, fair haired and possibly not shaving yet. 
 
    “Flying Officer Michael James, sir.” 
 
    “Thomas unless brass is about. Background?” 
 
    “Passed out of Cranwell, Thomas. Course shortened but they gave us sixty hours on Hurricanes.” 
 
    “Good. We will show you how to fly to war as soon as we get into the air. Forget everything Cranwell taught you about fighting a Hurricane. What about you?” 
 
    Thomas glanced at the second novice, a six-footer and broad in the shoulders with a battered face. 
 
    “Same course as FO James, Thomas. FO Bob Roberts. I was in the College Fifteen.” 
 
    “Fifteen? Oh, Rugby Union, is that? We play League mostly in Queensland. You won’t be running about with balls in your hands here – unless the Luftwaffe get an unlucky shot in. Right, listen! We fly the finger four in this squadron. The successful squadrons of the last couple of days all do. Vics of three don’t work. We shoot at fifty yards; your guns will be synchronised to facilitate that.” 
 
    They nodded, shocked at such iconoclasm. 
 
    “Maintain rigorous radio discipline. If everybody’s shouting, nobody can be heard. If you see something, tell me. How, Jim?” 
 
    “Ah… Yellow Two to Yellow Leader. Bandit at red twenty, angels ten. Over.” 
 
    “Good. Shorten it – leave out ‘Yellow Leader’ because you won’t be talking to anybody else. If you have an idea of distance, give it – if you are uncertain, leave it out.” 
 
    “That’s what they told us at Cranwell, Thomas.” 
 
    “Then they got something right.” 
 
    Rod came back. 
 
    “Wag says you can have sixteen planes for ten o’clock.” 
 
    “Good. Take Bob and Jim here and settle them in, Rod. I’ll talk to Peters. Ready room for nine forty-five. Jan, Chas, Tex, flying for ten o’clock.” 
 
    Thomas went to the radio room, nodded to Molyneux. 
 
    “Try to get Group Captain Peters to the microphone. If you can’t, I’ll write a message for you.” 
 
    It seemed that the Group Captain was camped out in his communications room. He was immediately available. 
 
    “When can you fly, Stark?” 
 
    “Full squadron of sixteen in four Flights for ten o’clock, sir. Two of mine who bailed out, Dick and Terence, made it back together. By bike.” 
 
    “Good men. Tell them they’ve got a Mention. Patrol generally north, Stark. Your own discretion, but fifteen thousand seems good for height. Try to get raids coming in. The French are flying Curtises and Moranes over Belgium so watch out for them – some of them are scoring heavily. Their bombers are mostly down. No Belgians left. More squadrons of Hurricanes are coming from England. No Spitfires. Watch for Blenheims and Battles although they will mostly be to the west. Don’t try ground attack - the Hun has hundreds of ack-ack units with them. As many patrols as you can manage today, Stark. I’m trying to get more AA guns to the fields but the Army has first claim. If you have a choice of targets go for those bloody Stukas – they’re playing hell with the soldiers.” 
 
    “Right, sir. Will do.” 
 
    “I know you will. Don’t get killed if you can avoid it, Stark. I have a message for you, from London. Message reads ‘Got the bastards, Thomas. Nancy.’” 
 
    “Good news, sir. I’ll explain face to face, sir. Any messages from Nancy should never be given out over the radio, sir.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve never heard the name.” 
 
    “Ask your galloping major, sir – also best unnamed.” 
 
    “Will do. Good hunting! Over.” 
 
      
 
    Major Curtis appeared an hour later. 
 
    “Highly satisfactory outcome in London. They won’t shoot the peer – he’s in the War Cabinet until they can freeze him out and send him as ambassador somewhere. He can sit the war out talking to his pal Franco, or to Lindbergh, and regretting the whole business. The clean up has started already. Some postings of very senior officers to places far overseas. Any number of civil servants in the higher grades posted out of London, sent to offices in the primitive provinces, you know!” 
 
    Thomas was mildly amused – it all seemed a very clean-handed sort of revenge. 
 
    “Milk and water stuff, you might think, Thomas, but these are people who have spent their lives in the corridors of power, whose whole existence has been measured by their rise to prominence in London, their eminence in the eyes of the few who know what power truly is. Now they have been exiled from the only stage they ever hoped to strut on. It hurts, Thomas. Honestly.” 
 
    “A bullet or a hempen noose would hurt more, and that’s what they deserve, Major.” 
 
    “Such savagery! It’s not how the game is played, I’m afraid. Their children and grandchildren will stake their claims in time and try to re-establish the family name and power. Couldn’t be done if they were hanged.” 
 
    “A pity, even so, Major. I shall be flying at ten o’clock. Is there a job to do?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. Just a piece of technical advice. Bridges – what’s the chance of destroying them from the air?” 
 
    “With a dive-bomber and specialised delayed-fuse bombs that will explode underground, quite high. With the planes we’ve got, nil. Possibly, with three or four squadrons of heavy bombers dropping thousand pounders from ten thousand feet, it might just be done. Basically, I don’t think the RAF can do it.” 
 
    “Pity. The Army can’t either.” 
 
    “Which means what, sir?” 
 
    “Retreat. Gort has marched the army north into Belgium. Now he needs to pull back – provided he can determine which direction to pull in. There is a rumour that the Germans are coming through the Ardennes and will head due west to the Channel coast, which will place them to the south of the BEF, as well as to the north. They’ve taken Holland and are pushing down already. I’ve driven through part of the area south of the Ardennes and there is no sign of them yet, or in my mind, probably ever. Single lane country backroads over hills and through narrow valleys don’t lend themselves to the passage of columns of tanks.” 
 
    “Do you want us to fly a recce over the Ardennes, sir?” 
 
    “No. No need. Chasing mares’ nests. They ain’t there so there’s no point looking for ‘em. Go Stuka hunting, that’s my advice, Thomas. Even if they’re going home empty, kill them so they can’t come back again.” 
 
    “Will do, sir. I must go – we have new bodies, five of them, sent out from England. We need their planes, that’s for sure, but we could do without five little boys who believe all they’ve been taught in training. We’ve been the better part of a year working out how to fly effectively. They’ve got to pick up our habits in the next ten minutes.” 
 
    “Good luck. Do you want me to requisition their replacements when I get back to HQ?” 
 
    “We will need more planes, sir. Better have bodies to fly them.” 
 
    “Where’s your next field, Thomas?” 
 
    “No idea. We haven’t been told for fear the French might hear and think we were planning to rat on them.” 
 
    “Well, of course we are. We’d be bloody fools if we were not. We do need to keep it a secret from them, and from Churchill. The old man thinks we can hold the Germans if only we show resolute. Half the French agree with him. The rest are running already. We can’t win with just half.” 
 
      
 
    “Shorty, I have Jim as Yellow Two. You’ve got Bob as Yellow Four. Take him away and explain where you want him. Jim, with me.” 
 
    Jim, who did not especially like the nickname but could not protest to his squadron leader, followed. They walked together to the hangars where the Hurricanes were being set out on the hard apron. Thomas pointed to his plane. 
 
    “This is me. Camouflage top fuselage and upper wings. Pale blue underside. Yours will be the same by tomorrow morning. RAF roundel. No other markings. Should have letters; will have one day when we get round to it. Makes it difficult to tell one from another. So memorise my face, hopefully. Even better, don’t lose position on me. You are my wingman – which means your main ambition in life is to guard my tail. You will also watch for anything behind Shorty and Bob. They and I will be watching out for you. So, you must be never farther than three hundred feet from me – behind, to either side, above or below but not normally in front.” 
 
    “They told us at Cranwell to keep within ten feet of our leader.” 
 
    “Forget it. Cranwell is full of shit.” 
 
    The vulgarity silenced Jim – he could not believe he had heard correctly. 
 
    “You can’t fly within ten feet of me because neither of us will be keeping to a straight course. We weave in three dimensions about the mean direction of travel, if you want a technical exposition of the process. Never fly straight for more than three seconds. Vary height, speed and direction continually and randomly. If you can be predicted, you can be killed and probably will be.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what most of us said the first time we were told the facts of flying life. Second thing is, watch! Keep your head moving, your eyes swivelling. The man who kills you is the one you don’t see. So see him and kill him instead.” 
 
    “They said at Cranwell we were to attack the plane, not the pilot, Thomas.” 
 
    “I told you they were full of shit.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “We open fire at a maximum of fifty yards, aiming at the cockpit. A three second burst. How long is three seconds, Jim?” 
 
    Jim counted off the time, carefully. 
 
    “And one, and two, and three.” 
 
    “That’s correct. That’s how long you fire for. You can do that four times and then you run out of bullets. That many bullets in fuselage or wing will not kill a plane. That number of bullets in a cockpit will blow the pilot to buggery. There is no other way of doing it, not if you want to make a score.” 
 
    The boy looked quite pale, Thomas noticed. He had never thought of himself as a killer and did not enjoy the concept now. 
 
    “I’m officially seventeen and a half claims now – I expect I shot one poor sod’s legs off. Twelve of those were in Spain, so you’ve only got five and a half to go to catch me up. You have a duty to get to three – if you find yourself going down in a flamer with only two to your name, grab hold of the stick and ram one of the buggers, take him with you. The Hun outnumbers us three to one, so you must kill three to break even. Die with two, we lose. Get three, we’re drawing. On your fourth, we’re in profit. Simple arithmetic – even a fighter pilot can count that far.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You really will have to think of something else to say, Jim. Come and meet Wag.” 
 
    The engineering officer was talking with a flight sergeant, turned from him to nod to Thomas. 
 
    “Guns, Thomas. All the new ones are set to the Dowding Spread and we can’t fix them in the time available.” 
 
    “We’ll put up with it, Wag. No choice. Can you and Peter work on them overnight?” 
 
    “Two nights, at least, Thomas. We’ll be as quick as we can.” 
 
    “I know you will, Wag. This is Jim who is to fly wingman to me. Have you allocated a plane to him?” 
 
    “In the Yellow Two position. Sergeant Booth!” 
 
    A dirty-handed sergeant unearthed himself from an engine. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Your pilot, Mr James. Look after him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Good plane, sir. Just doing a last little bit of greasing. Get her painted up tonight. Almost out of light blue, sir.” 
 
    Thomas shook his head – he was doing that a lot recently. 
 
    “Nothing much I can do about that, Booth. Maybe at our next field. Are you ready to move?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes, sir, to pack up and be gone.” 
 
    “Good. Look after Mr James, explain our take off and landing procedures to him. Go through the checks. Take him through a scramble. Remind him of the difference between the seat belt and the parachute.” 
 
    The seat belts were fastened by a single clip which opened by a smart blow on its front. The parachute harness was also fastened by a single quick-release buckle. It was unwise to open the wrong one of these when bailing out. 
 
      
 
    Thomas gave the word at ten o’clock precisely. 
 
    “Get off your backsides, you idle buggers! Time to go.” 
 
    The new pilots had been waiting for a klaxon and a run to their planes, probably with cries of joy, cheers and good luck wishes. They had a sense of anti-climax – their first patrol deserved a little more in the way of drama. 
 
    Jan led Red Flight out in formation, followed by Blue and Green. Thomas had chosen to bring up the rear on this occasion. 
 
    They climbed economically, reached fifteen thousand and settled into a two hundred miles an hour cruise. 
 
    Smoke climbed high in four separate locations. Two of them were tinged with black, red flames visible at the base of the fires. 
 
    “Leader. Petrol fires. Fuel dumps going up. Army retreating to their west. Over.” 
 
    They continued north, hoping to intercept raids coming in from the north east. They saw nothing for half an hour. Thomas ordered the squadron due west for five minutes before coming back round to a course for the field. They landed still having seen nothing. 
 
    “The sky’s a big place, Jim, and planes are small in it. Without the Chain Home radar system, we see nothing nine times out of ten. Work it out – if there are ten raids up at any one time and we are patrolling in an area two hundred miles by one hundred, that gives two thousand square miles for each raid to hide in. The absolute most you can see even vaguely is five miles in any direction. So, you can see twenty square miles – with a lot of luck – and they’ve got one hundred times that much to be lost in. Before you can shoot ‘em down, you have to find them.” 
 
    “We could have gone towards the smoke, Thomas. We know they have been there.” 
 
    “Yes, Jim. Where are they when we get there? The smoke says they have dropped their bombs.” 
 
    Meditation produced the answer that they had been and gone – they would be somewhere else. 
 
    “How do we ever catch them, Thomas?” 
 
    “We keep looking and sometimes we get lucky. Don’t forget to look high – it may be possible to see their fighter cover more easily than the bombers themselves.” 
 
    Jim admitted that to be logical, he wondered why they did not climb up to the same level. 
 
    “We want to kill bombers. Fighters are an irritation – bombers kill soldiers.” 
 
    “And civilians, Thomas.” 
 
    “Civilians can look after themselves. We’re fighting a war. Get a cup of tea and take a pee while they’re fuelling up. Never miss a chance to empty your bladder – you won’t dodge bullets if you’re wondering how long before you wet yourself.” 
 
    Jim wondered if the knights in shining white armour had worried about toilet breaks. He laughed as he thought they might get rusty. 
 
    He found himself standing next to Bob, who had obviously received the same advice. 
 
    “It’s not the way they told us at Cranwell, Bob.” 
 
    “Too much to do all at once – look everywhere; vary height, position, speed; decide what sort of smoke you can see… I didn’t think it would be like this, Michael.” 
 
    “Jim – I’ve been given the name. I’m stuck with it.” 
 
    “So be it. Time to go.” 
 
      
 
    Mid-afternoon saw the squadron in business, diving onto a big raid of at least two squadrons of Heinkels as they bombed, flying straight and level and concentrating more on their target than the surrounding sky. Thomas searched the air above and spotted an escort of Me 110s high and oblivious to them. 
 
    “Squadron attack. Tally-ho! Over.” 
 
    They dived, the Flights scattering to spread their blessings. 
 
    Thomas picked up a grouping of six or seven, slightly separated at the rear of the formation and dropped in behind and a few feet above them. 
 
    “Yellow Two, target to port. Over.” 
 
    The first burst from Thomas’ guns hit behind the pilots’ cabin and walked up the fuselage into the nose. The Heinkel tilted into an uncontrolled dive as the dead pilot slumped forward. 
 
    “I’ve got him!” 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Radio discipline. Well done. Over.” 
 
    He glanced across, saw flames coming from the port engine of James’ target as it lost height and then fell into a spin. 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Don’t watch him. Go for the next! Over.” 
 
    The raid was breaking up fast, bombers heading in every direction, doors open and their loads tumbling out randomly as they dumped weight. 
 
    Machine gun fire was coming in from all quarters, hardly aimed but thick. 
 
    James dived straight for a Heinkel a quarter of a mile distant, oblivious to everything other than his second kill. Thomas clung to his tail, a couple of hundred yards distant, watching for the escort that should be joining the fight at any time. He spotted a 110 coming onto James, curving in behind him and placing himself immediately under Thomas’ guns, most obligingly. Two bursts and the big fighter sagged away, losing height and then dropping fast as a wing folded. 
 
    He glanced across at James, saw him no more than twenty feet behind the bomber, firing into his tail and down the length of the fuselage in far too long a burst, emptying his guns and probably shredding the crew. The Heinkel was nose down, had fallen to two thousand feet and showed no signs of recovering. 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Yellow Two, return to base. I have your tail. Over.” 
 
    The dogfight was coming to its natural end as fighters ran out of ammunition and broke off. Thomas could see Hurricanes turning for home, could not count them all. 
 
    “Yellow Two. I have some damage. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Fly or bail out? Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Two. Holes in wings. Fly, I think. Over.” 
 
    Thomas dropped in closer to his wingman and inspected the plane. It seemed likely that he could fly it home and there was no more than another five minutes to go… 
 
    “Yellow Leader. How is your engine? Over?” 
 
    “Yellow Two. Firing smoothly. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Fly. Over.” 
 
    Thomas sat and sweated while the field came in sight and Yellow Two made a clean landing. He had half-expected to see the boy crash, having told him to fly on. It was better to bring a plane back, even if it was only useful for spares, and a pilot who bailed out was commonly lost – captured or killed landing. It was still a hard decision to take. 
 
    All sixteen came back, many with bullet holes in their planes, none wounded. 
 
    They queued in front of the Idiot and made their claims, none of the pilots intentionally falsifying their reports but many wildly optimistic. Thomas wished he had camera guns to hand. 
 
    “Confirm two Heinkels to Jim, Idiot. I saw both going down, one flamer, one dead pilot. Claiming one Heinkel, one 110.” 
 
    The Idiot Boy wrote the claims down and demanded details from each pilot then retired to his office to correlate the sixteen reports – a tedious, slow process. He emerged two hours later, informed the half squadron on the ground of his results. 
 
    Nine of the planes had taken damage and could not fly again that day and their pilots were into their third beer by the time the Idiot reached them. They came close to riot as he announced his conclusions. 
 
    “A very successful interception. Seven downed and two probables and eleven damaged. Ground reports may add more, of course.” 
 
    “Seven? Bloody seven?” 
 
    The shouts of outrage were followed by waving fists as the Idiot fled. 
 
    Rod ran in and forbade a lynching party. 
 
    “We had a clear run at them, Rod. The escort was too far distant and asleep, gave us three minutes clear shooting. We must have got one apiece in that time, and some made two. Jim has two confirmed by Thomas, on his first day! Thomas claims a pair as well, and he knows what he’s doing! It’s bloody ludicrous, Rod!” 
 
    “Calm down, Chas. You know how it is – nothing can be given unless it’s confirmed and you know how often two men shoot at the same bird, coming in from opposite sides. If you don’t see a fire on the ground, you can’t be wholly sure.” 
 
    Rod nodded to the barman who called for empties to be filled. 
 
    More beer calmed most of them. 
 
    “Announcement – which was what I was coming for. Pack your bags and be ready to go at any time. I am sending batmen away tonight and they will carry your suitcases. There is rumour from the Frogs of tanks coming out of the hills, the Ardennes. It ain’t likely, but this whole war is bloody unlikely, if you ask me. HQ have offered a back-up field over towards Reims, I’ll give out maps with an exact location this evening. I am sending everything down there overnight, leaving only mechanics to get you up in the morning. They will be taken out as soon as you fly, if the decision to withdraw is made.” 
 
    “Will it be, Rod?” 
 
    “Damned if I know, Chas. Like I said, it don’t seem reasonable that tanks would come out of the high hills… But, who knows? I do bloody know that the Frog army hereabouts ain’t the best. Dick has seen them. He’ll tell you.” 
 
    Dick had already made his opinion loudly clear. He repeated it now. 
 
    “Reserve battalions. Old men, in their forties – bloody ancient. Dirty uniforms. Half shaven. Heads down – they didn’t want to be there. I saw a couple of rifles covered in mud – they hadn’t bothered to clean them in weeks. There’s no fight in the ones I saw.” 
 
    Dick took a thoughtful pull at his glass. 
 
    “Add to that, they’ve got no tanks with them and I saw nothing by way of guns. Just plain infantrymen – rifles and I suppose hand grenades and the odd machine gun and that’s it. If they wanted to fight, they wouldn’t do much against tanks.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas brought the patrol in and nodded thoughtfully as he was brought up to date. 
 
    “As soon as we can, lads, I shall ask for gun cameras. We used them last year – they come on as soon as you press the trigger. That will give all the confirmation anybody can ask for.” 
 
    He was quite pleased with the way he had sold that idea. He had little doubt that it would show most claims to be at minimum overstated; the pilots seemed to think that a camera would prove them right. He found the Idiot hidden in his office. 
 
    “Just seven, Idiot?” 
 
    “Yes, Thomas. Some of them spotted identification numbers on their bombers and four pilots claimed one of them going down, I know.” 
 
    “I expect they all shot at him and genuinely believed they were on their own and killed him. It’s not deliberate falsehood, you know. Travelling at two-fifty, snapping in three-second bursts – there’s no time to see what’s going on. You shoot, you hit, you pass on, and when you get downstairs, you claim. Get a few more hours in and perhaps you see more, know what’s happening – but it ain’t easy for any of us to see. Keep doing what you know is right, Idiot. I will get cameras when this panic is over and we have time to get things together. Put in accurate claims to HQ so they know what the reality is. Not that they will understand it – reality is far too difficult for the brass to handle.” 
 
    Idiot almost burst into tears at the unexpected sympathy. 
 
    “Are you packed up and ready to go?” 
 
    “Go?” 
 
    “Apparently, the Hun has got tanks into the Ardennes and we are to fall back to Reims. Be ready to shift everything in your office onto a lorry tonight.” 
 
    “Oh dear!” 
 
    Thomas left him in the first stages of panic as he tried to decide what must really go, what he could not possibly do without. 
 
    Dinner was a noisy meal. The grounded pilots had spent the afternoon on the beer and were more than normally high-spirited. The five new men had lost none of their number and had three kills to celebrate between, them, two of them to Jim, who had never seemed their most martial soul. They ate a beef stew, though wondering what sort of cow it had come from, and whether it neighed, and fought their way through some sort of suety pudding and then drank far too much brandy to follow. 
 
    The evening was spent in noisy impromptu games, mainly involving minor bloodshed and much destruction of the mess furniture. Rugby-playing Bob was central to the bloodiest game which centred around a waste-paper bin and the fireplace as a goal; he was carried out unconscious and bleeding to great cheering after making a flying dive across the touchline, which was a brass fender. 
 
      
 
    The incredible tanks were confirmed in the middle of the night and they woke up to gunfire far too close to their east. 
 
    “No breakfast! No time. There’s hot tea out at the planes. Grab your emergency bag and run. Bob! Are you fit to fly? What can you see?” 
 
    Thomas waved three fingers in front of the bleary eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She’ll do. Out you go.” 
 
    Rod handed out maps of the back-up field as they climbed into their cockpits. 
 
    “Don’t come back here – we’re burning everything we can’t carry away as soon as you’re off the ground.” 
 
    They took off and turned east. 
 
    “Yellow Leader. By Flights, hunt for ground attack aircraft. Do not attempt to strafe. I’ll buy a pint for every Stuka. Over.” 
 
    They saw bomb bursts within two minutes and headed towards them. There was a substantial detachment of French dug in at a riverbank, about brigade strength, Thomas estimated. They were holding their ground, had been doing so for some hours judging by the bodies and equipment spread across the ground on the other side of the river. There was a masonry bridge with a hole blown out of it, demolished by the French sappers, and the ruins of an assault bridge that had not made it across to its east. There were a few tanks in the distance, bellied down behind cover, going nowhere. Stukas were busy above the French, lining up to make their runs. 
 
    “Tally-ho!” 
 
    The four planes of Yellow Flight bored in on the Stukas, each hitting one in the first seconds. Bob went too close and followed his target down as its bombs exploded in mid-air, fragmenting Stuka and Hurricane simultaneously. Thomas saw a line of holes appear in his port wing as a tail-gunner did his best; he responded with a burst into the engine, saw his Stuka drop into a vertical dive which took it directly into the river. He went looking for his next target. 
 
    “Yellow One, break!” 
 
    Thomas flicked onto his port wing and hauled hard round, pushing the throttle over the gate, looking around for the fighter on his tail. He reversed bank, thrusting at the stick and feeling the blood draining away from his head, on the verge of blacking out. A Me 109, less manoeuvrable than a Hurricane at very low level, showed its tail and he fired into it and then down the fuselage before banking away to the west, still as fast as he could manage. 
 
    “Yellow Two. He’s down. I’m on your tail. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Low on ammunition. Return to new base. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Two. Wilco. Over.” 
 
    They landed close to Reims, fifteen strong. Nine of them showed damage including Shorty who had a hole six inches across in his fuselage which he said had been caused by a flying machine gun blown out of his exploding Stuka. 
 
    “Rod, lost Bob – he killed a Stuka and was caught by its bombs blowing. Letter home, please. Request replacement. Wag! How many planes are beyond sensible repair?” 
 
    “Three, Thomas. I don’t know how Shorty came home – his tail’s drooping.” 
 
    “It’s always close to the ground, Wag. Bloody good flying to come home in that state, Shorty.” 
 
    “If I’d known it was that bad, I’d have jumped.” 
 
    “Have we got all we need, Wag?” 
 
    “No, but I can bodge it. There’s petrol and oil and Peter has a supply of rounds. We can function.” 
 
    The field was makeshift, a farmer’s cow pastures that had been made into a landing ground by ripping out hedgerows. There were tall trees to the west, a shelter from the prevailing wind, Thomas presumed, and a cowshed and two big barns. The farmhouse was tiny, far too small to be made into a mess. Rod had organised tents behind the barns. 
 
    “Wag, wheel the planes over to those trees when you’re done with them. Cover them a bit from the air. Fuel up and reload all those that can fly.” 
 
    They ran.  
 
    Within the hour there was a line of ten Hurricanes under the trees, ready to roll out and fly. 
 
    Rod had set up the radio in one of the thirty hundredweight lorries and was attempting to make contact with Group Captain Peters, achieving only a thin, scratchy reception. 
 
    “We need to put up a better aerial, Thomas. This is the best I can do.” 
 
    “Hello? Squadron leader Stark here. Over.” 
 
    “Peters.” There was a burst of static that almost drowned the voice out. It sounded as if he was demanding their status. 
 
    “Ten planes and fifteen pilots. Over.” 
 
    “East… bombers… as many…” 
 
    The sound tailed off and Thomas could pick out nothing else. 
 
    “Wilco. Patrol east and attack bombers with as many planes as possible. Over.” 
 
    There was another burst of static with nothing intelligible. 
 
    “Jan, make up Red Flight. Chas, grab four planes for Blue. Jim, you will fly as my wingman. Tex and Shorty, organise what you can for airfield defence while we’re up. Has the Idiot turned up?” 
 
    “Lost, boss. I guess he had to read his own map.” 
 
    Tex sounded more amused than regretful. 
 
    “Rod! Can you set up a replacement intelligence office?” 
 
    “No problems, Thomas. The farmer’s got a sheepdog who looks brighter than the last man who had the job.” 
 
    “Keep trying to contact Peters while we’re up. Have you got anything by way of ground control?” 
 
    “Maybe. If I can get a decent aerial, then probably. I’ll contact you if I can.” 
 
    They wandered into cover behind the Hurricanes and baptised one of the trees before taking off and retracing their track to the river the French were holding. Thomas wished his map was more accurate and larger scale – they could have been on any one of three waterways marked on the issue chart. 
 
    Neither side had moved during the two hours since Thomas had last seen them. There were a few more craters and one or two extra bodies and the tail of a Stuka sticking vertically upright a hundred or so yards from the French position. 
 
    “Leader. Make angels ten. Over.” 
 
    They patrolled the battlefield and waited for something to happen. It seemed most likely to Thomas that they would be hit by as many fighters as the Luftwaffe could drag together. The German army needed its air support and the ground attack machines could not sensibly attempt to do their work while a squadron of Hurricanes circled waiting for them. 
 
    A pair of anti-aircraft guns opened fire on them but fell well short. They waited. 
 
    “Red One. Is many bandits at one o’clock low. Over.” 
 
    Jan had spotted the incoming attack first, which was normal enough. 
 
    Thomas acknowledged and waited a few seconds, identified twin engined bombers, perhaps as many as forty. He looked high and left and right and peered behind him. There was no fighter cover. The bombers were stacked in two layers in tight formation, able to support each other with their guns. 
 
    “Red One. Is not learn from experience. Over.” 
 
    “Leader. Red Flight, top layer. Blue Flight, bottom. Head on. Pass through and return. Buster. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    There was no need to give any specific order to his wingman, Thomas hoped. He pulled left and high, taking a last sweep around for fighters, then dived into the top layer as Jan’s attack began to break up the formation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

  Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    “Leader. Hit and run, Yellow Two. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Two. Wilco. Over.” 
 
    The boy was in his correct position, coming up on the left. He would make a fighter pilot, if he survived the next few days; Thomas was rather pleased; they needed more of the breed. He spotted a section of bombers displaying discipline, holding together rather than scattering. He turned just a little, holding flat and skidding, put bursts into two before passing into clear air. A quick glance showed Jim doing the same. 
 
    No kills, but bombers who would be going home with wounded or dead crew to the detriment of squadron morale. Lose two planes and the squadron was made less effective; lose a crew member from each plane and the squadron became more interested in defending itself than in hitting its targets. The sight of the meat wagons and mortuary men going from one bomber to the next as they landed was more than disconcerting to men due to fly again that day. 
 
    “Leader. Yellow Two. Another pass and home. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Two. Roger. Over.” 
 
    They banked together, using the opportunity to scan the sky for fighters, then down into the ruckus of Hurricanes and bombers scattering in all directions. There was a pair of Junkers, side by side, heading directly for them, probably looking behind for anything chasing. 
 
    “Yellow Two, go port.” 
 
    There was no time for more. Thomas flicked to starboard, held a line and emptied his guns into the glass of nose and cockpit, snatched on the stick and passed across the top as it fell out of the sky. He looked to his left, saw Jim leaving a flamer behind him, the spread of his guns having scattered rounds through the wings as well as the nose. 
 
    “Leader. Out of ammo. Home James. Over.” 
 
    “Yellow Two. Roger. Over.” 
 
    Thomas wondered for a few seconds whether ‘wilco’ would have been better than ‘roger’ in that case. The code system was less than perfect but probably better than plain speech; they had to use it, like it or not. If they had time, a wet day perhaps, they could talk it over among them. He kept looking while he thought, eyes picking up movement. Five Hurricanes in sight, three and two, heading towards the general area of the new field. That left three unaccounted for as yet, too many. 
 
    He glanced at his watch, thought he must be within range of the new field. 
 
    “Yellow Leader to ground. A pancake landing in five minutes. Over.” 
 
    Five minutes was a guess, but Rod would not have a stopwatch out. 
 
    “Ground, wind sou’west, light. Over.” 
 
    Useful to know, especially to any damaged planes. 
 
    “Yellow Leader. Roger. Over.” 
 
    He spotted the lines of tall trees and then the meadows with wheel ruts already showing in the grass. It was low, wet land. A rainstorm would leave them unable to get off the ground. No signs of cloud, however. Four planes tucked in under the trees – Wag had been busy or there had been a delivery. Bright green camouflage paint said they were new. He lined up and came down, carefully controlled, speed to an absolute minimum, ready to switch off and hit his belts and intercom leads and run – he might have taken unnoticed damage. 
 
    The wheels touched gently and the plane carried on straight. He taxied to the barns where he could see the mechanics and was waved to hard ground and ordered to cut his engine. Jim was parked thirty feet distant, stretching as he stepped to the ground. 
 
    “God, Thomas, are you always stiff when you get out of the cockpit?” 
 
    “Always, Jim. An hour and more sitting without moving and tense. Kills my back!” 
 
    “We got that last pair, Thomas. One each.” 
 
    “Amateurs, Jim – they were looking over their shoulders for bloodthirsty Englanders on their tails. They didn’t think to look in front of them. Eyes open and watching everywhere, and we shall continue to come home. That was a pair of new squadrons, I’ll bet you. They’re old buggers now, the ones who got back home all ripped up and scared.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that, Thomas. Most of them will have taken a bit of damage, and those who didn’t will be landing and watching the ambulances picking up their friends… Worthwhile! I wondered why you said to break them up and hit and run - but they won’t believe that the bomber always gets through, not any more.” 
 
    “Did it with the Italians in Spain. The rumour was that some of the Italian squadrons had to be withdrawn, they were so broken up by losing crewmen every time they flew a raid.” 
 
    “Were you in Spain, Thomas? I didn’t know. I was too young, still in school… One of my pals ran away and joined the International Brigade. I wouldn’t go with him for wanting the RAF. He didn’t come home.” 
 
    “You were lucky not to go, Jim. That was a bloody shambles I wouldn’t wish on any man. Talking of which – hopeless cockups, that is – I see the Idiot Boy has found us.” 
 
    “You know, Thomas, I don’t think he is that stupid, not as bad as everybody says.” 
 
    “He’s not. He couldn’t be. He’s spent a life of doing nothing useful and now he doesn’t know how to work sensibly at anything, but he’s learning. Give him a month in this disaster and he’ll be worth having around. He actually made a few sensible comments the last time I spoke to him. Worth being hard to him – might have kicked the self-indulgence out of his system.” 
 
    Jim suddenly shouted. 
 
    “Watch left, Thomas! Shorty coming in…” 
 
    Shorty had only one wheel down and did not know it. He hit the ground and dug in and spun around, the plane veering off the field and into an old and solid hedgerow where it stopped. They ran towards the crash as wisps of smoke rose, saw Shorty rising from the wreckage and making his own way out and ran in the opposite direction before the explosion came. The petrol tank blew and a great gout of black smoke rose high. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo, Adolf, we’re over here! Let’s hope nobody’s looking, Jim.” 
 
    “One more cloud of smoke, Thomas? There’s plenty of them about.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    They found the Idiot and made their report and claims. 
 
    “One killed, two damaged. Ju 88s. Bright and shiny – new squadrons on a first raid, at a guess. No fighter escort – which confirms them as new. The textbook says bombers can defend themselves and these poor buggers believed what they’d read. They’ll know better next time. Jim killed one that I saw.” 
 
    “I saw Thomas blowing the pilots to pieces in his, Idiot. One destroyed and two damaged for me. I hit one in the cabin and saw a machine gun barrel tilt upwards so the gunner must have been hit. The metal and paint of the plane was clean and bright. New, I think.” 
 
    Three more Hurricanes landed as they spoke, all ten back home. 
 
    “Rod, how’s Shorty?” 
 
    “Got a Blighty one, Thomas. Fingers of his left hand well smashed, be lucky to keep third and fourth. He won’t fly for a few weeks. I’m going to put him into a lorry for HQ. Quack’s given him a shot for the pain and we’re only a few hours from them now. If the roads are clear, then he could be at the field there this afternoon and back in England before dark on the Dominie run.” 
 
    “The roads are full of refugees, Rod. Radio Peters and see if we can get a plane in for him. Better still, I’ll talk to him myself. What’s the connection like?” 
 
    “Clear. Young Molyneux climbed one of those bloody great poplars at the back and strung an aerial up on it.” 
 
    “Good lad, that one. Can we put him in for a commission? Could use his initiative as an officer.” 
 
    “I’ll pull the papers together – when I have time.” 
 
    “Accepted, Rod. What have you done for food?” 
 
    “Bloody good question! Can’t make sandwiches – got no bread. The cooks have no ovens. Can boil up spuds over an open fire. They’re doing that now – set up a big pot on a tripod. The farmer uses it for cooking up pigswill, but we’ve scrubbed it out. Plenty of cans of bully beef, so that’s it – cold meat and taters, like it or leave it. We’ve got a bit of butter to put on the hot spuds. Plenty of tea.” 
 
    “I ate worse in Spain, on occasion. Can’t say as I’m enamoured of bully beef. I suspect I’m going to eat a lot of it in this war.” 
 
    They reached the radio tent, placed at a distance from the engine noise of the barn. 
 
    “Sergeant Molyneux, Rod tells me you’ve been tree climbing. Well done! We needed the wireless up and working, badly. Can you get through to Group Captain Peters?” 
 
    “He’s in his radio room more often than not, sir. Night and day, I think.” 
 
    Three minutes and there was a tired voice responding. 
 
    “I have your reports, Stark. You’re doing well, as are two others of the old squadrons. The rest are learning. There are more Hurricane squadrons coming out. The tanks are breaking out of the Ardennes – the French can’t hold them any longer with their second-line troops.” 
 
    “Some were fighting hard less than two hours ago, sir. Held them in places for more than a day with no tanks of their own.” 
 
    “Heard of it, Stark. For every unit fighting, there’s another running. Those who have made the effort have done damned well. I suspect treason – officers who want to see a Nazi victory stabbing their army in the back. Sort of thing we saw last winter, but a lot more of it.” 
 
    Thomas was not surprised, having been the victim. 
 
    “I have a wounded pilot, sir. Hand smashed up, can’t fly for weeks. Probably going to lose some fingers. How do I get him back to England? The roads are blocked solid.” 
 
    “I’ll send a Dominie up. I have pilots for you and more planes. Can you take another squadron on your field?” 
 
    “No. No kitchens, sir. We will be living on boiled potatoes and bully beef.” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll put some bread onto the plane. How many more Hurricanes do you need?” 
 
    “Two. No sense keeping reserves up here, sir, if you can fly them up at need.” 
 
    “Right. Petrol should be coming up overnight, and ammunition. I’ll try to send a cookhouse lorry up to you, but I can’t guarantee that. A Dominie with one new pilot then, to return with your wounded man and the ferry pilots. I may have a job for you tomorrow. The last of the Battles are to go on a raid to hit some bridges… I know! Don’t say it. They won’t come back but it must be tried. The Army is retreating and won’t stop probably until it hits the coast – though they are not saying that. Gort thinks he can organise a counter-attack when the panzers are stretched a distance from their supplies and petrol. He might be right.” 
 
    There was no reply to make – if Gort was right, the German columns would be destroyed or forced back. If he was wrong, he would lose a great number of men and a lot of tanks. 
 
    “Right, sir. We will continue to fly today. We can put about half of our planes up at the moment. We will need that ammunition for the morning.” 
 
    “It will reach you, if it is humanly possible. There will be written orders on the Dominie, Stark. Read them carefully.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Over and out, Stark.” 
 
    Thomas shook his head and turned to Rod. 
 
    “Orders that he does not want heard on the radio. Do you think he’s hiding them from the Germans or the French?” 
 
    “The Frogs, Thomas. Instructions for the coming retreat, I don’t doubt.” 
 
    “Agreed. Can you sort out lights for the field? The Dominie will take off late, I expect. There must be a risk of fighters by now.” 
 
    “Half a dozen storm lanterns will do the job. I’ll do that now. There will be a plate of grub coming across to your tent. Eat something before you fly again.” 
 
    They flew two dead patrols, smoke from raids in front of them and to either side but no planes where they happened to be. 
 
      
 
    “I reckon I could fly one handed, boss.” 
 
    “If any man could, it would be you, Shorty. You’re not going to. Get back to England and let the quacks work on the hand. You can certainly fly with two fingers on the left hand and I want you back in the squadron. You’re due for flight lieutenant, next vacancy, and I need your experience.” 
 
    “I could stay here and give advice.” 
 
    “I want you in a hospital, Shorty. A good surgeon might be able to save one or both of those fingers. I need you fit and active. I can give advice. Bugger off!” 
 
    “Okay, boss.” 
 
    “If you’re at a loose end any time, my father has a spare room in his house on the edge of the New Forest. I’ll give you his address. He’s one of us so he knows how to talk to pilots.” 
 
    “I may do that, Thomas. Is that the Dominie coming in now?” 
 
    “Should be. The guns ain’t opening up so it ought to be one of ours. That pilot’s welcome to his job – driving a tub like that when there must be fighters about.” 
 
    They watched as the Dominie came in at fifty feet and dropped quickly onto the field and rolled across to the cover of the trees without being told. A pair of Hurricanes came in after him, the ferry pilots presumably acting as escort.  
 
    The door of the Dominie opened. 
 
    “What have we got, Shorty?” 
 
    “A boy of about twelve, at a guess, boss. Christ but he looks green! The old fellow behind him looks more like a pilot. Brass by the looks of him – got a chest covered in ribbons.” 
 
    Rod called behind him to the mechanics in the barn. 
 
    “Brass on the field.” 
 
    Tommy contradicted him. 
 
    “Cancel that. Don’t worry.” 
 
    He walked forward, shaking his head. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Old Man?” 
 
    Tommy grinned, almost embarrassed. 
 
    “They were short of bodies, Thomas, so they took the pilot of the Dominie off and put him into a Blenheim, temporarily, and I’m driving the bus for a couple of days. Ran out of a job with my Battles – none left! They sent them up into Belgium to go for the bridges again. Overruled me.” 
 
    “And refused to let you fly with them?” 
 
    Tommy made no reply and Thomas shook his head again. 
 
    “We haven’t got a mess and I can’t feed you, Old Man. Rod! Can we find a beer for a thirsty pilot?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “There’s a man with a sense of priorities, Thomas. No food…” 
 
    “But always a beer. When do you intend to go back?” 
 
    “Ten minutes. I’ve got a shuttle run to London yet today. Your new little chap has never flown eighty miles at fifty feet before. I’m not sure the experience was good for him. They don’t come greener than that one. He’s just about the last of the intake from before the war, training much compressed but they’ve sent him out for being a peacetime regular, not one of these wartime volunteers. He had his full dress with him. I had it put onto a wagon going back to England.” 
 
    “Good. What have you got for us besides him?” 
 
    Tommy jerked his thumb at the erks unloading the Dominie. 
 
    “Fresh bread. Cheese. Tea leaves. Milk. The necessities of life. Memories of the Great War, my son. Toilet paper and soap and razor blades.” 
 
    “Good. Do you need to refuel?” 
 
    “No. Do that at HQ. You have a passenger for me, a wounded pilot. Walking or stretcher case?” 
 
    “Walking. Left hand chewed up.” 
 
    Tommy winced, waved his own damaged fingers. 
 
    “That hurts! Where is he?” 
 
    “Here, boss.” 
 
    “Good. My father, Tommy Stark. This is Shorty.” 
 
    Tommy nodded. 
 
    “Where did you get that nickname from? Taking off in five minutes. Have you got a bag?” 
 
    “Emergency bag and a suitcase the batman packed when we left the last field.” 
 
    “Right, keep an eye on them. You might even manage to take them with you. When we land, simply stay put. Don’t get out and they may not notice you. If it works, you’ll be in London tonight. Better than hanging about at the hospital here and getting sent out by train tomorrow.” 
 
    Shorty nodded and wandered off to the Dominie where he installed himself and his bags at the rear. The ferry pilots joined him and Tommy shook Thomas’ hand and trotted across to strap himself in. 
 
    The mechanics started the engines and Tommy nudged the passenger plane around in a clumsy circle and waved a farewell. He took off at a slight angle, climbed up to less than a hundred feet and brought her to cruising speed then dropped to treetop height and headed west. 
 
    “Your father, Thomas? Is plenty medals. Red one, is VC, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ha! Mad old bugger! Good man! Ferry pilots say he come up at no feet and top speed.” 
 
    “That sounds like him, Jan. There’s fresh bread and cheese in the barn, Jan.” 
 
    “Give him another medal for that, hey, Thomas?” 
 
      
 
    They flew out of the field near Reims for three days, meeting more opposition each time they took the air. 
 
    Thomas’ reports to Idiot changed in tone, the early, cheap successes gone. 
 
    “Met twelve Heinkels escorted by 109s. Damaged a 109, never got close to the bombers.” 
 
    Later in the day the report was similar. 
 
    “Killed one Stuka. Shot up by Me 110. Lost Jerzy and what was his name… the bloke who came up with Jim?” 
 
    “Alfred, Percy, El Cid?” 
 
    “Cid, that’s it. He got into the middle of a finger four of 110s. Why I don’t know.” 
 
    “He probably thought it was a good idea at the time, Thomas.” 
 
    “He quickly learned better. Three of them hit him at once with their cannon and the rear gunner of the fourth got a clean shot as well. Turned him into confetti.” 
 
    The Idiot made his notes and checked El Cid’s record. 
 
    “Sidney Garrison – three halves to his name. No great loss to the squadron.” 
 
    “None at all. What’s Shorty’s replacement got?” 
 
    “Paddy? A Stuka and half a Dornier. Damaged a 109.” 
 
    “Good going in two and a half days. Why Paddy? I hadn’t noticed an accent.” 
 
    “He comes from London, but his father was a Belfast man – one of these Orangemen who was elected to Parliament and made the family home close to Westminster. You don’t call one of that sort Paddy unless you want a fight, so the boys thought it was funny, those who understood the joke.” 
 
    It seemed more than usually juvenile to Thomas, but he had better things to worry about. 
 
    “What happened to Jerzy, Thomas? Did you see?” 
 
    “He got excited. Sandwich job. A Heinkel with Jerzy up his tail, blowing him to bits. A 109 behind Jerzy, returning the compliment. Then Feliks got the 109. For a couple of seconds there was the four of them in line and all of us shouting ‘break’.” 
 
    “Sounds like a bit of a mess, Thomas.” 
 
    “Was and will be. What’s the word from on high?” 
 
    “Be ready to get out. The French are making a counter-attack, but they ain’t. The orders have gone out. They have been confirmed by one of their HQs. Some other general says it has been done, but the armoured division that’s supposed to have come north hasn’t moved and the reserve division that was supposed to march east has run away and the one mechanised brigade that did as it was told was hopelessly outnumbered, fought like hell and got smashed.” 
 
    “You said HQs, plural. How many have they got?” 
 
    “Three. None of them are sure who has responsibility for what, and they convey all of their orders by the civilian phone system, which ain’t working at the moment. Rumour insists that they are using carrier pigeons as the most reliable means of making contact.” 
 
    Thomas was not surprised. He was beyond amazement by this war. He went in search of Rod. 
 
      
 
    “Have you got the next move organised, Rod?” 
 
    “Apart from the fact that the roads are packed solid with hundreds of thousands of refugees, yes. I know where we are going. The lorries are loaded – we are working out of them. Every man knows where he is to go and how, which vehicle to get into. Peters has sent four lorryloads of petrol in jerry-cans and ammunition and rations and instructed us to keep hold of the lorries, so we are better off for transport. But the roads are almost impassable. The three-tonner that came in this afternoon set off at midnight – fourteen hours for eighty miles. The back lanes are usable, but the main roads are solid.” 
 
    “How good are the maps?” 
 
    “Iffy! I think we can plan a route that crosses the main roads rather than follows them – but the map says nothing about the bridges, as an example. They may not be able to pass a loaded lorry.” 
 
    “Try it. If we can’t get through then we’re buggered, so we’re no worse off if we try and get stuck.” 
 
    Word came in the evening that they should move overnight. Tanks had been seen heading west and no more then ten miles to their north. 
 
    “The field is outside Compiegne. Thirty miles. Crossing several major roads from the Belgian border to Paris.” 
 
    “We must get through, Rod. I’ll fly out an hour before dark, giving us time to find the field and get down. Send off the first lorries now, loaded as normal, but add the gate guard detail with their Brens. If needs be, carve a way across the high roads.” 
 
    “I don’t have to like that, Thomas…” 
 
    “But you do have to do it, Rod. Send an officer with them. Not fair for a sergeant to take that responsibility. The Idiot will do.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “It will make him or break him, Rod. He’s expendable. I can’t lose Wag or Peters and I won’t send one of the pilots. I’ll tell him myself.” 
 
      
 
    “We are moving again, Idiot. In ten minutes. The field is close to Compiegne. Here.” 
 
    Thomas produced a map with a route pencilled in, passed it across. 
 
    “Here, here and here – you cross major highways. They will almost certainly be blocked solid with refugees. You have to pass through, at any and all costs. If that involves opening fire on the civilians, you must do so. Must. An absolute order. I have put that in writing – keep it. You may need to justify yourself today or later in the war, or when it’s over – so don’t lose that piece of paper. I’m giving you the gate guard with their pair of Brens. You will carry your revolver.” 
 
    The Idiot looked at the written order and tore it up. 
 
    “If I shoot my way across, then it will be my responsibility, sir. I will not pass the buck. In any case, your order is unlawful, so I am under no obligation to obey it. My choice, Thomas. The lorries will get to the field.” 
 
    Thomas stared in some surprise as the Idiot stepped up into the cab of the leading three-tonner, a revolver on each hip, and ordered the driver to start off. 
 
    “A little delayed, but that one’s balls have finally dropped, Rod. What’s the correct award, the Air Force Cross?” 
 
    “Actions above and beyond the call of duty but on the ground? No. AFC is for flying only. The MC is allowable to RAF officers fighting on the ground, but I doubt that would include shooting refugees… Better try for a Mention. Talk to Peters, face to face, if you want an MC.” 
 
    “Put the papers in for it if he gets to Compiegne, whether or not he has to open fire. I’ll see what can be organised for the citation. It will take guts, whoever he has to kill.” 
 
    Rod agreed but was inclined to doubt that the Group Captain would want his name attached to that recommendation. 
 
      
 
    The Hurricanes reached the field at Compiegne and found the tattered remnants of a squadron of Battles there already. There were two of the light bombers under canvas together with a single pilot and three aircrew. The ground staff were all present and mostly drunk. 
 
    Thomas routed out the engineering officer, who was at least half sober. 
 
    “Your Battles use a Merlin engine, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Right. Get your ground crews together and use them and your spares on the Hurricanes. Thirteen planes to be ready for take off at dawn.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve got thirteen mechanics fit to stand, sir.” 
 
    “Kick ‘em!” 
 
    “It’s a risk, sir.” 
 
    “Not half the risk you’ll be taking if my planes aren’t fuelled, armed and serviced by four o’clock. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Rigby, sir.” 
 
    “Right, Mr Rigby. I expect my people to arrive during the night. If they do, well and good. If they don’t, the responsibility is all yours. Move!” 
 
    The Battle squadron had kitchens with food in store. The officers mess cooks were drunk, utterly incapable of working in front of hot stoves. Thomas marched down to the NCOs mess, found the cooks more sober, having had to produce a dinner for the sergeants that evening. 
 
    The senior was a flight sergeant, able to stand upright and speak coherently. 
 
    “Dinner for thirteen pilots, sir. Hot breakfast for three-thirty, sir, for sixteen officers, if they have all arrived during the night. Yes, sir. Full dinner, sir?” 
 
    “We have been eating boiled potatoes and bully beef from the can for the last three days.” 
 
    “Christ, sir! We can do better than that. Thing is, sir, not many of our officers are left and the mess cooks became discouraged, sir.” 
 
    “I thought they were pissed, not discouraged.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Take an hour, sir, to get a decent meal together. Hot, at least. Breakfast will be better, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Flight.” 
 
    Thomas found the armoury with an erk on guard, carrying a rifle and bitterly sober. 
 
    “Can’t drink on duty, sir.” 
 
    The building was an old cowshed by its smell, but it had been racked out and the contents were dry and properly organised. The Battles carried a single machine gun, a Vickers K which used large pans carrying a hundred rounds, valueless to the Hurricanes with their Brownings. There were tens of thousands of rounds in their boxes, but no belts to load them. Effectively, until Peters arrived with his pair of lorries, they had the ammunition already in the wings and nothing else. 
 
    “What’s that at the end of the building?” 
 
    “Bofors rounds, sir. Two of them on the field, sir. Haven’t used them, sir. Not seen any enemy aircraft, sir.” 
 
    “Are the guns manned?” 
 
    “Not at night, sir.” 
 
    “Be sure that they are in the morning. Wake your sergeant up when you go off duty – what time is that?” 
 
    “Midnight, sir. Working twenty hundred to midnight then the relief comes on till o-four hundred, sir.” 
 
    Thomas grinned, aware how popular his next order would be. 
 
    “Excellent. Wake your sergeant when you go off duty. Inform him that the Bofors will be manned at first light and that he must report to me.” 
 
    The erk grinned back. He would enjoy obeying that order. 
 
    “Have you any other guns set up?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The Armourer, sir, has four spare Vickers, sir, on pintle mountings in gun pits outside the sergeants mess. Unmanned but the first to get to them is supposed to use them. Checked every day, they are, sir.” 
 
    “They will probably be needed. Good to see you are alert, Aircraftman. Understandable that everybody else is half-cut, I suppose, but at least you know your duty. Well done. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Smith Three, sir.” 
 
    “Right, I may need more men for the guns. If you want, you can transfer to 186 Squadron with a step up in rank.” 
 
    “Please, sir. I’ll see the adjutant in the morning, sir.” 
 
    It was not quite standard procedure, but Thomas knew he could get away with it in the prevailing conditions. Better to make use of a man than leave him idle in a dead squadron. 
 
    The lone Battle pilot was waiting for Thomas when he returned to their mess. 
 
    “Johnson, sir. Sorry that you found us like this, sir. Only the pair of us got back from the last raid, four days back, and Mickey had taken a couple of rounds and was lucky to get his plane down. He was taken off to hospital and I have remained, sir. Sole pilot and officer left on the flying side. Lost all of the other ranks aircrew except my radio operator and Mickey’s two sergeants. Didn’t hit the target, either.” 
 
    There was nothing useful to be said to that. 
 
    “Have you ever flown a Hurricane?” 
 
    “No, sir. Battles since I came out of Cranwell, three years ago.” 
 
    “Have you reported to Group?” 
 
    “The adjutant drove to Group two days ago, sir, as we couldn’t get through by radio. Nothing since.” 
 
    “I’ll inform my people when our equipment arrives. Can’t do much for you until then, Johnson. Have you got an airworthy Battle?” 
 
    “Both are fit to fly, sir.” 
 
    “You might be useful yet, though I suspect they’ll send you back to England. I’ll inform you of what, if anything, is intended for you when I know.” 
 
      
 
    The Idiot arrived at the field before midnight, having taken a bare three hours to cover the thirty miles. 
 
    “Well done. How did you manage to get here so fast?”  
 
    “Forced a way over the first highway – not so full of refugees, coming from a bit farther east. Not too difficult. The side roads and farm tracks are all dry – good weather all week. The two fords were low, no more than trickles, and the bridges held up. The second highway was crammed with people, some walking, most laid down for the night on the verges and wherever they could settle. Had to fire in the air to get them to move and give us a passage. A lot of them panicked and ran through the hedges – Christ knows what happened to them, women and children splitting up in the dark. Got to the third highway, no more than five miles from here, and that was worse. We had to turn down it for a couple of hundred yards, sort of an offset crossroads. Headlights on and horns blaring and runners screaming in front of us. At least two went under the wheels. Couldn’t help it. Bloody mess!” 
 
    Thomas thought that was not as bad as it might have been but chose not to say so. 
 
    “You did well, Idiot. I expected you to – that’s why I gave you the job. You’ve turned yourself into a useful officer, an asset to the squadron. Welcome home! There’s hot food in the kitchens and a cook on duty. Feed yourself and get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Rod brought the remainder of the vehicles in before dawn. He had a cut on his head. 
 
    “Got through quickly – the mob all ran when they saw us coming but some of them threw stones at us. The Idiot did well as a forerunner. No problems at all for us. They shouted a bit but the lads don’t speak French so that was a waste of their time.” 
 
    “Do you speak French, Rod?” 
 
    “No, but I know what a piece of pig shit is in several languages. They weren’t as inventive as the Arabs in Palestine.” 
 
    “Fair enough. We have one surviving Battle pilot and four aircrew to deal with. He doesn’t know how to fly a Hurricane and would take too long to convert. Best get rid of him if we can.” 
 
    “The radio will be working within the hour, Thomas. Molyneux is onto it already. I left our Bofors at the field – the lorries were overloaded without trying to tow that. Destroyed the breechblock and sights and training wheel but brought the ammo away.” 
 
    “Good. There’s two here. They should be manned for first light. Four Vickers K guns as well. Set up our own guns as soon as possible. Bound to be airfield attacks on the flanks of the tank columns.” 
 
    Rod nodded and set off wearily. 
 
    Thomas had had no more than an hour’s sleep either. He was not especially sympathetic. 
 
      
 
    The squadron took off at first light, hoping the mechanics had been better than they looked. The engines all fired and the guns were still loaded and Thomas thought it wiser to get off the ground. The field had been in use for months, must be on German maps, ignored as yet because it had Battles and had been more distant from the action. A squadron of fighters would attract attention – might already have done so, it being generally accepted that the north of France was full of spies and Nazi sympathisers. 
 
    Thomas had decided to fly north and then make a patrol to the east, expecting to find bombers in front of the tank columns. He thought fifteen thousand feet should be sufficient to bring the squadron in above the low-level bombers and their close escort. 
 
    “Thomas. Red One, watch high. Over.” 
 
    They had decided that ‘Thomas’ was easier to hear than ‘leader’. 
 
    It was a fair assumption that there would be Me 110s at high level. If they came diving in, then it might be possible to get onto them and reduce their numbers. The attack would be unexpected as the Hurricanes were under orders to target bombers. With a little luck, the Huns would find their assumptions of superiority dented and it was time to hit back rather than simply react to their aggression. 
 
    The 110s did not show but there were Junkers 88s and Stukas active in three locations, the dive-bombers closest. 
 
    “Thomas. Red One, go for those circling, waiting their turn. Green One, try for those who have bombed and are going home. Blue and Yellow with me. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    They dived, faster than the Junkers 87s but at a far shallower angle, seeming to achieve surprise. There were no fighters covering the Stukas. 
 
    “Red One. Is 109s distant, coming fast. Get up late this morning. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Don’t mix it with the fighters. Run when they get close. Call the break. Over.” 
 
    “Red One. Roger. Over.” 
 
    A few seconds and Thomas saw a Stuka falling out of control from above him. He swung onto a diving plane, coming onto its quarter, the gull wings identifying it. A single burst stopped its engine and the steep dive became vertical. He looked for another, saw one clawing up, trying to make speed as it climbed away after its bomb run. It was farther distant than he liked but almost unable to manoeuvre, a sitting target. Two short bursts, the first too far towards the tail, the second killing the pilot. He pulled up looking for a third. 
 
    “Squadron break!” 
 
    He obeyed Jan’s command, diving away to the south, low, below five hundred feet, where he could fight with 109s on even terms. 
 
    “Thomas. Pancake. Over.” 
 
    He tried to get his bearings, not easily, so low and looking for a field which he hardly knew. He spotted a squadron of Heinkels a few miles distant and on the edge of a town which he thought was Compiegne. He suspected they were visiting the field. He pushed the throttle through the gate, hoping to get to them, to use the last three seconds in the guns. 
 
    The bombers were low, expecting a clear run on a surprised target. Thomas saw one go straight in, hit by ground fire, the two Bofors and at least a dozen of machine guns earning their keep. 
 
    “Thomas. Field under air attack. Over.” 
 
    The bombs fell and the Heinkels turned away, going back home and just a mile farther off than made sense to chase them, running on less than half a tank of fuel and low on rounds. 
 
    “Thomas to ground control. Status? Over?” 
 
    “Control. Land to western edge of the field. Heinkel burning on the east. Minimal damage. Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Big-headed bastards, Thomas! They came in low and slow in pairs. Eight of them. Taking it in turn so as not to fly into the bomb blasts. Used to no defence, I suspect – gunners running at the sight of them or nothing more than a few Lewises. The first pair never reached the field – that’s them outside the perimeter, look – went in nose first and blew. They flew straight down the barrels of the Bofors! Number three is burning still, on the field. The fourth dropped but missed and got out of it – he turned away early. Chicken! The last four bombed while climbing. Missed almost everything and took a fair amount of damage as they went. Dropped a hundred several kilograms of high explosives right into the other ranks’ latrines – showers of shit everywhere! That was the total of damage.” 
 
    “They’ll be back, Rod.” 
 
    “Bound to be! I’ve got shovel parties out already – one lot digging a set of temporary latrines, the rest on slit trenches. Amazing just how fast they can dig when it’s their own necks on the line.” 
 
    “Anything on the radio?” 
 
    “Not a word – too early in the day for HQ.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Half past five.” 
 
    “Bloody hell! Feels like mid-afternoon. Busy day. Is everybody down?” 
 
    “All in. Counted thirteen bodies lining up to make their claims.” 
 
    “Got into Stukas on their target. Nice and slow. Their escort got up late and was miles off. I counted twelve of them – I’ll bet there’s twenty claimed by now.” 
 
    The Idiot was resigned to the pilots’ claims, knew they were not deliberately dishonest, merely hopelessly wrong. 
 
    “Eighteen, Thomas.” 
 
    “I saw two flying off low, Idiot. The most we could have got is ten. There might have been others sneaking off at ground level.” 
 
    “We need those camera guns, Thomas.” 
 
    “Agreed. Make sure your reports say so. We won’t get them until this business is over and we have a line stabilised – or are back in England, more likely. Don’t unpack your bags, by the way – there ain’t a chance in hell we’ll stay here more than a day.” 
 
    “I thought not. There is a dozen of Vickers K guns in the armoury, with their pintle mountings. The Battle squadron’s transport is still here, four of three tonners and six thirty hundredweights. We could grab their drivers and use them ourselves and put the guns up.” 
 
    “Good idea, Idiot. Do it. Get them organised. Load up the contents of the armoury. What’s the chance of towing the Bofors away with us when we go? Find out and put it in hand. Well done – glad you’re here, you’re more than pulling your weight.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    They fled Compiegne a day later, this time to a field to the south east by some sixty miles. 
 
    “Protected by the Maginot Line, Stark. The advance through the Ardennes has turned west, is certainly headed for the Channel coast and south of the bulk of the BEF, the British Expeditionary Force in Belgium. Consequently, you will in effect be behind the advance.”  
 
    Group Captain Peters’ voice was tired but not dispirited. Thomas gained the impression that he believed there was a strong chance of turning back the spearhead of panzers, of bringing a halt to the mobile war and trapping the German army in a salient, vulnerable on both of its long sides. 
 
    “If we can stop them, we can destroy them in three months of solid grind, Stark. The Luftwaffe is taking losses far in excess of German daily production of aircraft. They have lost five hundred aircraft at least – certain kills. Provided we can keep up the attack in the air, we can drive them out of France. We are manufacturing planes faster than the Hun.” 
 
    It occurred to Thomas that the Germans must take greater losses in the air, flying so many more bombers and transports than fighters. He had heard, however, that the RAF had lost many planes on the ground. 
 
    “Have we the pilots, sir? My lads are getting tired, flying never less than six hours a day. I could say goodbye to half of the squadron in a single patrol, easily – it would need the least of bad luck – running into a couple of squadrons of Messerschmitts would be a disaster. I need another six pilots to give my boys a rest one day in three.” 
 
    Peters suddenly sounded far less buoyant. 
 
    “Haven’t got them, Stark. Three new men came out yesterday and I expect four today. Not sufficient to make up the losses let alone give a cushion. I’ll send a pair of new pilots up to you now. They should be with you in time to fly tonight. The remaining Battle pilots have been sent back to England and are retraining there, but they won’t be back for a month – and that will be too soon for them. There are more Poles in England, some going to existing squadrons, others forming their own pair. They won’t be ready before August. One or two groups are coming to England from the Empire, but too few. The Indian Air Force has offered a large contingent but that fool Churchill has refused them – he says that it’s a political move to push for Indian independence, which he insists is never going to happen.” 
 
    “Bloody old fool! Someone needs to tell him Queen Victoria is dead. How did they let him off the leash long enough to make that decision?” 
 
    “From what I am told, he has managed to get some independence – he’s not listening to his advisers and they can’t risk dumping him – there’s no alternative if they want to keep fighting. The House of Commons is behind him and the Lords are quiet, at the moment. The newspapers are doing as they are told and are building him up as a genius and our sole hope as a war leader. They have created the old man, and now they are stuck with him, and that means giving him the freedom he’s pushing for.” 
 
    “Better than Chamberlain, sir.” 
 
    “He’d have called for peace talks by now. He’s in the War Cabinet but is obedient to command according to rumour. The French are said to be discussing the possibility of an Armistice already. Their armies are in disarray at the top. The middle ranks are trying to fight, mostly, but the generals are refusing to respond to the new state of affairs. They had planned for a war of containment – a year at least on the defensive, sat in fortifications in the field, followed by a massive, inexorable pressure to push across the Rhine. They have no plans for a war of mobility and cannot respond to the tank attacks. Impossible to get General Gamelin to offer any plan, he is interested in playing politics and proving it’s not his fault while General Georges has been in tears for the past two days. They’re talking of pulling old Weygand, the French military commander in World War I back to France from Syria and digging Petain out of the Madrid embassy.” 
 
    “So… What are we to do, sir?” 
 
    “Patrol and attack, Stark. Find their bombers and knock them out of the air. Try to avoid their fighters.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Can you send more anti-aircraft to the new field?” 
 
    “Haven’t got any, Stark. What we have in France is going to the BEF.” 
 
    “We have been raided three times so far, sir. The guns have knocked down eight low-level bombers but we have nothing to deal with high-level. Sooner or later, they will hit the planes on the ground.” 
 
    “Do what you can, Stark.” 
 
    “Will do, sir. Stocks of petrol, ammunition and spares, sir? Available at the new field?” 
 
    “They are on their way now, Stark. Rations as well.” 
 
    “Very good, sir. It is eighteen hundred hours now. We will fly one more patrol this evening and then fuel up and reload and go to the new field before dark. The ground staff will move overnight. We have managed to get organised, sir, and can move with some efficiency, due mainly to the efforts of the Intelligence Officer.” 
 
    “The Idiot, is that? I have put in his citation for the MC – for gallantry manning the ack-ack on the field. I expect that to come through. He has a pair of Mentions for his services elsewhere.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. He deserves them all. To my pleasure, he has turned into a useful member of the human race. Never expected it. Signing off now, sir. Wag has released the planes for the patrol.” 
 
    “Good luck, Stark.” 
 
      
 
    They flew and had the fortune to meet up with a small raid returning to its home field. 
 
    “Thomas. Red One to Me 110s in high cover. Blue, Green, Yellow to the Dorniers. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    The Flights fell into sections and attacked in line abreast. The Dorniers clustered together in mutual protection while the Messerschmitts turned tail and dived hard for home. 
 
    “Red One. Mes has got no rounds. Maybe they been ground attacking. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Do not pursue Mes. Hit bombers. Over.” 
 
    There were no more than nine of the Dorniers and they were rapidly butchered, driven down flaming or fluttering out of the sky, wings and empennage shredded, glass gone, crews shot to pieces. Alfred grew over-enthusiastic and strayed too close to a dorsal gunner and followed his victim down, exploding as he hit the ground, still in his cockpit. 
 
    “Thomas. Go home. Over.” 
 
    They landed, made claims for eighteen Dorniers and waited for their guns and fuel tanks to be made ready. 
 
    The Idiot came across with his reports pad. 
 
    “How many were there in the raid, Thomas?” 
 
    “Nine.” 
 
    “All nine down?” 
 
    “The lot. No parachutes – too much tracer floating in the air around them. Jumping was just from frying pan to fire. Couldn’t happen to nicer people. Halve the claims, Idiot, unless they are fully backed.” 
 
    “Including yours, Thomas?” 
 
    “Three damaged is all I’m putting in for.” 
 
    “Wise! Set an example of moderation for the squadron not to follow.” 
 
    “They’re fatigued, Idiot. They see what they want to most of the time. Get across to the new field, man! Will you be trailblazing again?” 
 
    “Doubt it, Thomas. Fewer refugees in the east and those that ran have gone already, thank Christ!” 
 
    “You have a pair of Mentions for your work so far. Keep it up.” 
 
    “Thank you. I didn’t ever expect anything, you know, Thomas.” 
 
    “Until this last couple of weeks, you deserved nothing. Amazing what a real war can do, ain’t it?” 
 
    “High price to pay for growing up, having to start a war. Do we know anything about the new field?” 
 
    “Its location.” 
 
    “Helpful!” 
 
      
 
    They flew out, fourteen strong, the two new youths having appeared as promised. Four Hurricanes remained on the field at Compiegne, stripped for spares and to be burned, damaged beyond the capacity of the ground staff to repair. 
 
    There was half an hour of daylight in hand, time to circle and double check that the new field was feasible. An orange windsock confirmed that it was a landing ground, but it seemed no more than the ornamental lawns of a large chateau with stable blocks and barns to the far side. The grass was emerald green, lush, and probably uncut for some weeks; it looked as if it might be wet. 
 
    “Thomas. Make a circuit while I land. If I don’t get in, return to Compiegne pending orders. Over.” 
 
    He dropped in low and as near to the hedges at the leeward end as he could manage. The grass was the better part of a foot long and snatched at his wheels, but not enough for him to dig his nose in. It was dry, the soil hard. He taxied round the edge of the lawns, coming to a hard gravel standing area. An old farmhand appeared and walked slowly towards him before stopping fifty yards away and gesturing him forward, both hands to his chest. Thomas trickled another twenty yards before the man pointed sharply right towards a pair of big Dutch barns, freestanding roofs with four open sides. With a little contrivance, it would be possible to shelter the whole squadron inside them. 
 
    The farmhand gave the ‘cut’ signal, both arms sweeping down and out. Thomas obeyed, wondering just how he knew it. 
 
    “Evening, sir. Been a good few years since I saw the old roundels. RFC, I was, sir, and stayed on at the end of the war, for liking it out here and having taken on a missus locally.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they had demobbed ground staff in France.” 
 
    “Well, you might say as how I demobbed meself, sir. The war was over and I’d done four years and that was more than enough for me... They told us last week there would be a squadron coming so we cleared the barns and scrubbed out the stables for the ground staff. The horses all went to the army last year so that was no trouble. We got no beds, but there’s straw and hay in plenty to put down for barracks rooms. Officers to sleep in the big house. Kitchens are big and can feed a squadron, if you have cooks and rations. Mechanics can use the tack rooms, I suppose – there’s space for them to set up a few benches there.” 
 
    Thomas walked out onto the grass and waved the squadron in. 
 
    A little later a messenger came from the house, a maidservant begging their attendance. They trudged across, most of them conscious that they were sweaty from a day’s flying and fighting. 
 
    A formally dressed gentleman in black and white greeted them at the French windows looking out over a terrace. 
 
    Thomas assumed he was the owner – a lord by the look of him - and gave a short bow. 
 
    “I am the butler, m’sieu. The Comte has found it wiser to leave for pastures greener. He sailed to the United States last year together with the whole family. I am custodian, you might say. My master was – no doubt still is – of the extreme right, politically. I, however, am proud to be of the Popular Front. As such, sir, please be welcome to the house and to the fullest use of its facilities. You will find that the reception rooms to your left are suitable for an officer’s mess; a proportion of the contents of the Comte’s cellars are to hand at an impromptu bar. No doubt more can be brought up at need. The dining and breakfast rooms are to the right. The cooks will feed you from the cold rooms and pantries. I trust you will eat well. How many of you are there, sir?” 
 
    “Fourteen pilots surviving plus four officers on the ground staff, if they all make it here.” 
 
    “I will instruct the maids to make up eighteen rooms. It should require only a few minutes - we made initial preparations when we were informed you were to arrive, last week. I must presume you will wish to fly at dawn?” 
 
    “Regrettably, yes. May I congratulate you on your mastery of the English language? It shames me that I have no French.” 
 
    “I am English, sir. All the best butlers are. My master recruited me some twenty years ago and I married here and have been content to remain.” 
 
    “We are lucky that you did. It will be necessary to set up anti-aircraft guns, such as we have, around the field. You must expect to be raided. Have you shelters for your people? May I have your permission to dig slit trenches around the barns?” 
 
    The butler assured him they had deep shelters – an ice house to the rear having thick walls as well as being mostly underground. 
 
    “As for slit trenches – feel free, sir, but the soil is thin over rock, you will not go deep. Better to build little bunkers where you can.” 
 
    Thomas shrugged – the ground staff would see to that. 
 
    They ate a light supper and drank a little of the Comte’s wine and fell into comfortable beds. They rose at half past three, sour and ill-tempered. 
 
    The convoy arrived as they sat to breakfast, Rod coming wearily to table. 
 
    “Delayed two hours crossing one of the highways south. The remnants of a full French division pulling back from the border. Mostly on foot. No artillery. Some of the soldiers without rifles. The bulk of the officers in front, in cars and heading off fast. A rout.” 
 
    “Don’t unload, Rod. Work out of the lorries. Use the stocks of food here. The butler is English and helpful.” 
 
    They fretted away most of the morning waiting for the mechanics to release the planes, the pilots idling in comfortable armchairs, ordered to rest, to do nothing to help the scurrying ground staff. It was obviously wise, was still resented. 
 
    “Lords and masters of bloody creation, Thomas.” 
 
    “So they are, Rod. They’re knackered. So am I. Alfred went west for being careless - probably too tired to think straight.” 
 
    “I know, Thomas. The younger men are bloody near comatose. Why don’t you sit down?” 
 
    “More likely to fall down, Rod. If I sit, I’ll stop. I’ll go to bed earlier tonight. How soon before the Hun knows we’re here and pays us a visit? All the planes on the ground – two bombs and we’re finished.” 
 
    “We’re safe today, Thomas. Maybe two days before they work out that you’re coming in from the east and start hunting.” 
 
    “Bad luck for the Comte – I doubt there will be much of his chateau left to come home to.” 
 
    “I can live with that, Thomas. From what the butler says, he’s a pal of Adolf’s – he can ask him to rebuild.” 
 
    They flew just before midday, decided it was the Luftwaffe’s lunchbreak, seeing nothing before coming down after an hour. 
 
    “Thomas, is you seeing the roads at the west of patrol?” 
 
    “I saw, Jan. Full of traffic – all of it military and heading south. Did you spot the French airfields?” 
 
    “Two. Tricolour painted on hangars. Empty. Maybe bomber fields, all shot down?” 
 
    “Perhaps they are fighter fields, all run away?” 
 
    They shrugged and ate and wandered back to the barns to wait for their planes. 
 
    Wag was not a happy man. 
 
    “I’ve got four planes with the big hundred hour engine checks due, Thomas. No facilities here to get an engine out onto a bench.” 
 
    “Let it go, Rod. Do the fifty hour checks overnight and look for anything you can see with the engines in. I know it’s not good enough, but I can’t see another answer other than to fly the planes back to England and replace them with new. I don’t see that as possible.” 
 
    “It’s not, I know. I’m worried, Thomas, that the planes will let you down.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped, Wag. We do what we must. How do we stand for petrol and oil?” 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    “Bugger! Where’s Molyneux put the wireless sets?” 
 
    “In the stables offices, the building with the white clocktower and the flagstaff.” 
 
    “Aerials up high?” 
 
    “Just that.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you got contact with HQ, Molyneux?” 
 
    “Weak signal, sir. Might have lost their original equipment and had to replace with worse stuff.” 
 
    “It happens. They might have been bombed – shame for the brass to be in the firing line.” 
 
    They shared a grin. 
 
    “Message to Group Captain Peters confirming we are active on site. We require petrol and oil by sunset tomorrow. Ammunition by the day after. Pilots fatigued.” 
 
    “Ten days in, sir.” 
 
    “And no good end in sight, Molyneux. Have you got a slit trench close to hand?” 
 
    “No, sir. Bloody great concrete water tank, empty, just outside the door.” 
 
    “Use it when the raids start coming in. They’re not going to like having an active field in what is effectively their rear area.” 
 
    “We’ve mounted a Vickers up on the roof, sir.” 
 
    “You are not to man it, Molyneux. We need your skills with the radios.” 
 
    Agreement came, as it must, but it was distinctly sulky. 
 
    Thomas mentioned Molyneux’ attitude to Rod, surprised in the man. 
 
    “The sergeants are running a pool. Put a pound in each. Man with the best score on the machine guns scoops the pot. Molyneux got one in the third raid at Compiegne – nearest are two with halves. There’s ten pound riding on the outcome, Thomas, and a deal of glory.” 
 
    “Mad! Tell him I didn’t realise and that he can man his gun if he wants, but if he gets killed I won’t put his papers in for a commission.” 
 
    Rod laughed, said it was unkind. 
 
    “Making the poor chap choose which he wants most. He’s a bright youngster, I bet he withdraws from the competition, blaming you so that he don’t seem chicken.” 
 
    “He’s too useful to lose posturing, trying to be a big man.” 
 
    “Bound to happen, Thomas. Always the same in a squadron – the pilots are the glory-boys and the rest of us get no chance to shine – especially so in fighters.” 
 
    “Jealousy?” 
 
    “To an extent. Inevitable. Don’t worry about it – it never leads to anything.” 
 
    The first afternoon patrol picked up an outbound raid, Stukas laden with their single big bomb slung underneath and waddling slowly in level flight. They had an escort, sat higher and well to their front, a minute distant from the Hurricanes as they made a single pass through the dive bombers before running hard from the Me 109s as they came down. Thomas waited till they were at three thousand feet before ordering the squadron to turn on their overtaking pursuers. Three Hurricanes went down in the dogfight but they took four Messerschmitts with them and damaged several others. 
 
    “Lost Percy, Paddy and Walenky, Rod. Call for more pilots and planes, if you can get through. Percy definitely dead, very in fact; the other two jumped, might be within twenty miles of us – could be they’ll walk it by tomorrow.” 
 
    “What happened to Percy?” 
 
    “Went head-to-head with a 109. Neither chickened out. They fell still locked together.” 
 
    Idiot came to Thomas to discuss the claims. 
 
    “Four Stukas downed and seven damaged. Three Messerschmitts plus Percy’s last stand – I could have phrased that more elegantly, thinking on it – and six damaged.” 
 
    “Within reason accurate, Idiot. Did they mention that the Stukas all jettisoned their bombs? Cancel that raid and their target can be thankful to us.” 
 
    “I don’t think they regarded that as important, Thomas. Two of them said that you got a 109 - that makes you ten confirmed in the RAF.” 
 
    “Lucky. I’m on borrowed time, Idiot. I’ve had more than my share.” 
 
      
 
    “Down to eleven of us, Rod. Three Flights and too many flight lieutenants. Awkward formation.” 
 
    “Two Flights of four, Jan and Chas rotating as your wingman in a section.” 
 
    “It will work. Gives those two a bit of a break as well.” 
 
    “You need one, Thomas.” 
 
    “I know, but I can’t. Some poor sod has to be the leader and I’ve grown up with it. Remind me, what are the names of the new boys?” 
 
    “Adrian and Jeremy. You keep forgetting them, Thomas – do make an effort, you can’t just call them ‘thing’.” 
 
    “I know – but they are so forgettable!” 
 
    “They’ve got a production line at Cranwell – feed in schoolboys and churn out little pink flying officers. Been the same for years. The Navy does it at Dartmouth. The Army doesn’t have to bother at Sandhurst – most of its intake are already bland nonentities. Too dim for university; inadequate for the City - which I’ll admit is hard; left with no alternative to the armed forces.” 
 
    “It might explain much, Rod. I must eat before we go up again. What are they serving?” 
 
    “Whatever you want by the look of it. There’s a chef – not a mere cook – stood behind a bloody great buffet and ladling out or cooking up anything you want.” 
 
    Thomas chose soup and bread, had been sat with it for two minutes when a plate with an omelette and a small steak was slapped down in front of him. 
 
    “Don’t fly on empty belly, Thomas.” 
 
    “Christ, Jan…” 
 
    “Eat. Is good for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Nanny.” 
 
    He heard the quiet voice behind him a little later. 
 
    “Rod, is what, ‘Nanny’?” 
 
    Rod explained, tactfully. 
 
    “Ha! If Nanny is because little boy need looking after!” 
 
    Thomas raised a hand in apology and cleared his plate. Annoyingly, he felt better for the food. 
 
      
 
    “Red One. There is a Feiseler Storch aircraft. Low and slow, Thomas. It carries an officer, inspecting the front. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Kill it. Over.” 
 
    He watched as Jan throttled back almost to stalling speed and overtook the crawling Storch, putting a burst into it as he passed. It was difficult flying with the risk that firing the guns might tip the Hurricane into its stall. 
 
    “Red One. Got him. Burning bright in field. Over.” 
 
    “Thomas. Good work. Rejoin. Over.” 
 
    Red Flight was returning before he gave the order but Jan liked things to be tidy. 
 
    They saw nothing else on that patrol, made up for it on the next when they found a formation of at least sixty bombers, Dorniers and Heinkels, going out accompanied by swarms of Me 109s. 
 
    “Thomas. Tex break up the bombers. Red One, go through the 109s to your port and into the bombers. In sections with me, ahead. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    There were eight Messerschmitts coming to towards him in their pairs. 
 
    Thomas weaved as he made a feint towards the mass of bombers and then pulled back into the diving fighters, pushing the throttle forwards but not through the gate. A closing speed of six hundred miles an hour meant that only the luckiest – or best – of shots would hit. The two formations passed through each other, one Me suddenly tumbling, his tailplane gone. 
 
    “Shit, is lump of wing buggered off.” 
 
    “Shoot them next time, Jan. Go home. Low. Over.” 
 
    Thomas looked around him, made his decision. 
 
    “Adrian, Jeremy, go for the bombers.” 
 
    Thomas banked hard and dived, throttle through the gate, and came up behind a 109 lining up for an easy shot at Jan’s limping Hurricane. He put a short burst into the cockpit and pulled away – he could not justify remaining as escort. 
 
    “Thanks. Is treetop home.” 
 
    “Get the beers in. Over.” 
 
    It took more than a minute to rejoin the action, time to watch his new pair obey his orders two miles to his front, making beam attacks on a Heinkel apiece and then plunging into the middle of the pack of bombers huddled together for mutual protection. Every dorsal and upper gunner shot at the pair, their misses finding each other and doing more damage than the pair of fighters could ever have managed. As he tried to join in Thomas saw the bombers scatter, three going down in company with the two shattered Hurricanes. Wherever he looked there were bombers turning away, running for home. There was also a mass of Messerschmitts, presumably annoyed at their failure to protect their charges and chasing hard in his direction. He tucked a wing down and dived hard. 
 
    Looking around in the dive he estimated fifteen fighters closing on him and wanting blood. He pushed his nose down harder, the speed climbing beyond anything he had experienced before, the needle close to four hundred. The stick was stiff, unwilling to let him pull the nose up. There was a shuddering that seemed to be coming from the wings. He glanced to either side, expecting to see the canvas on the wings starting to shred away.  
 
    At four thousand feet he knew he had to pull out. If he ripped the wings off, he was dead. If he carried on, he would bury himself in a very deep hole in the French mud. 
 
    He heaved on the unwilling stick, brought the nose up slowly – it would not rise faster. The fields were coming closer and emptying – he could see a herd of cattle starting to run as they reacted to the growing engine noise. The force was pushing him down in his seat, hurting his eyes; he managed a look to either side and behind, could see nothing close. 
 
    ‘Bastards are probably circling at five thousand, waiting for the bang.’ 
 
    The Hurricane was coming level, engine screaming – he had over-revved it for far too long. He throttled back further and dropped to fifty feet, glancing towards the sun and setting a rough course for the field. There was an expanse of forest to his front – the chateau was four or five miles on its other side. 
 
    His head was turning by ingrained habit, left and right, up and as far behind as possible. He picked out a pair of 109s coming down in a curve to get on his tail. 
 
    He spotted a road going through the forest. It was straight, he thought, and led towards the field, going across a pair of broad and shallow valleys in the woodland. He hoped his memory for the land was accurate and pulled down below treetop height, his wings narrowly fitting into the space between the pines. He would be able to take no evasive action – survival depended on the Germans being unwilling to fly through woodland at twenty feet. He thought he had a fair chance of coming out alive. 
 
    Quick glances suggested the pursuers had climbed to two or three thousand feet, expecting to pick him up on the other side of the forest, if he made it that far. 
 
    He passed one bridge, a few seconds later dipped fifty feet into the other valley and then up over the shallow rise and down again. He dropped another ten feet, the trees whipping past him in a blur. He opened the throttle on the plane, ignoring the risk that it might have already been abused too far. The road passed out into sunlight in front of him and he picked out the pair coming down in their dive, side by side and pulling in to get on his tail. 
 
    There was a single small village, he recalled, with a tiny church and little else to distinguish it. He needed to hold it to his right to make the most direct line to the field. He eased the plane onto the line, hardly banking at all, fighting the skid and loss of control. He pointed his nose straight for a tall hedgerow, aiming to hop over it and then drop even lower. A burst of cannon fire narrowly missed his tail. He wondered whether he could risk an Immelmann, reversing his course into the chasing pair; they would probably be expecting it – the manoeuvre was standard now.  
 
    He suddenly snatched at the stick and banked hard, missing a barn by inches. Its thatched roof had been almost invisible behind the hedge. One of the chasing pair hit into the wall and exploded into flames. Thomas continued his bank and climbed, pushing his engine hard and praying it would take even more of a thrashing. He turned in hard, hopefully onto the remaining man’s tail, found he had been anticipated – the Me had climbed away on a reverse bank, was a mile or more distant. 
 
    The field was in sight and he headed for home. 
 
    “Thomas. Ground control. Pancake. Over.” 
 
    “Ground. Affirmative. Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Wag – I have treated the engine cruelly and power-dived at four hundred and more. The wings might be a bit dodgy. Did Jan get back?” 
 
    “He’s in, minus a yard of wingtip. You’ve got a tear in the canvas on the port wing. Holes in the rudder as well. I will need to strip the engine. Best thing is to write her off – I haven’t got the facilities to do all that she needs. I want a supply of spares anyway.” 
 
    Thomas stretched – he had had a tense few minutes. As he did so he glanced about the barns, saw empty spaces. He counted just six Hurricanes including his own.  
 
    He looked outside onto the hard standing. There was one plane there, the armourers working the reloads. 
 
    “Best talk it over with Rod, Thomas.” 
 
    He picked up the sympathy in Wag’s voice, knew that a lot of his pilots were not coming home. 
 
    “What’s the bill, Rod?” 
 
    “Jan and Chas have made it back in damaged planes. Terence, Adrian and Jeremy are definite goners. David and Dick are in the sickbay; neither will fly this month. Feliks and Jim are unharmed and their planes will fly this morning. Walenky walked in an hour back. He didn’t see Paddy. None of you saw Tex – he disappeared.” 
 
    Thomas tallied the results, realised he no longer had a working squadron. 
 
    “One Hurricane ready now; one more inside the hour. Six pilots, including me.” 
 
    “That’s it. The Idiot is waiting for your report.” 
 
    Thomas walked across. 
 
    “Jan says you shot a 109 off his tail, Thomas.” 
 
    “Yes. Claim that. Nothing else. I spent the rest of the time getting out from under a dozen of them. Came through the forest. Adrian and Jeremy got three bombers between them. That’s about it.” 
 
    The Idiot questioned him for a few minutes, getting detail for the broad picture in his report, went off to write up the end of the squadron as a working unit. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got Peters on the radio, Thomas.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rod.” 
 
    Thomas managed a run to the radio office. 
 
    “What’s the position, Stark?” 
 
    “Two planes and six pilots, sir.” 
 
    “Lost?” 
 
    “No, sir. Remaining. Fit to fly. I have two wounded to go out as well. Bloody disaster. We came across the better part of sixty bombers and as many escorts. Broke up the raid and shot a very few down. Damaged twenty at least. Three pilots certainly dead. One other shot down yesterday and missing still. One simply gone, unseen, and the last just walked back after bailing out yesterday.” 
 
    “Will you be able to fly six planes by the end of today?” 
 
    “Unlikely, sir. We took considerable damage, sir. Add to that, four of the planes are past their one hundred hours and all are at their fifty. Wag is increasingly unwilling to pass them as safe to fly.” 
 
    “I will have to confirm this order at higher level, but assume you are finished, Stark. I will get a Dominie up to you for the pilots, wounded and yourself included, at soonest. Pack the squadron up and instruct your adjutant to head south of Paris and across to the Channel coast, probably Normandy. They will be evacuated. On confirmation, destroy the damaged planes and fly the airworthy pair back to England, Croydon will be best. You are finished in France. So, incidentally, are most of the other Hurricane squadrons. Air cover will be flown from fields in Kent.” 
 
      
 
    The butler was not surprised – all of the news had been bad. 
 
    “It would be sensible for myself and my lady wife and family to join the lorries, sir. A German occupation force might not be friendly to an Englishman here, sir.” 
 
    “Do so. What about the gardener?” 
 
    “He won’t come, sir. He is French now and won’t stand out.” 
 
    “His choice. Bring anything you can to live on.” 
 
    The Comte had left little behind by way of valuables, Thomas thought; the rooms were bare, bright patches on the walls showing where paintings had hung. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have keys to the locked cellars – although my master might not have been aware of that fact. I also have the combination to the safe concealed in the wine cellar – which would also surprise him. I doubt he left too much, sir, but I shall ensure that it does not fall into the hands of Germany.” 
 
    “That, sir, is your patriotic duty.” 
 
    They laughed and shook hands, a breach of etiquette perhaps, a mere butler shaking with a gentleman. 
 
      
 
    The Dominie arrived – not piloted by his father, to Thomas’ relief – and they made space for David and Dick to sit in some comfort while the four who were to go out piled in with their cases and bags. Jim and Feliks taxied their Hurricanes out to run escort until the Dominie was in safer airspace and then to head for Croydon. 
 
    The Dominie refuelled at Le Bourget and took off for Croydon itself, there being no point in the pilots remaining in France. 
 
    “Home in luxury, Thomas?” 
 
    “Tells you how short they are of fighter pilots, Chas. They wouldn’t be treating us like this if we weren’t necessary to them. They’ll leave a staff car at the chateau for a couple of days in the hope that Paddy and Terence may walk in, so Peters said, though it seems certain that Terence fried.” 
 
    “What comes next for us?” 
 
    “Leave for a fortnight, I would hope, Chas. Then, with luck, the squadron will be reformed and will train up. It’s well possible that they will spread us out to give experienced men to new squadrons instead. They must need squadron leaders and flight lieutenants who know one end of a gun from the other. I don’t know what they will do. Neither, I expect, do they.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    “Well, Stark, how would you sum up the last few days?” 
 
    “From the squadron’s point of view, sir, not successful. Allowing for enthusiasm and exaggeration, the squadron killed at least sixty of the Luftwaffe. We lost, however, far too many trained men. We have figures of nine known dead and three wounded and two missing, seen to have parachuted, and one simply disappeared, unseen. We came back with six pilots, including me, and two Hurricanes. As far as a military campaign is concerned, sir, it is a wholehearted disaster; we came home defeated.” 
 
    Stuffy Dowding sat back in his chair, face giving nothing away. He had flown in the Great War, knew how pilots could die - or simply disappear, unseen in the chaos of a squadron fight. 
 
    “What should we have done, Stark?” 
 
    “Copied the Germans, sir. The RAF should be acting in support of the Army. Every heavy bomber should be in use over Belgium, targeting bridges and railways and armoured columns and supply depots. As it stands, the BEF will be cut off from France and will have to be evacuated, mainly because the tank columns have been given free rein from the air. We have fought a defence, sir. The RAF should have been aggressive.” 
 
    “Partly true, Stark. Under no circumstances can the needs of the RAF be subsumed to those of the Army. We have our own strategic role to play. That said, the bombers could be put to better use at the moment. They won’t be – the reasons do not matter to a squadron leader.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Dowding achieved a smile. 
 
    “I am glad you agree with me. You have been awarded a second DFC. Well earned. You and your five survivors will take one week of leave before being re-assigned. Your squadron will be remade, but not with you in command. Who do you recommend?” 
 
    “Jan Palach, sir. More than capable. Chas McPherson will be but needs a month of training on the administration side. Feliks and Walenky both need to improve their understanding of English ways of doing things – they tend to expect things to work to order rather than persuasion. Jim James is too green by six months, at least. The three could be promoted to flight lieutenant, sir.” 
 
    “The paperwork can be done by a good adjutant. Jan and Chas can both be made squadron leaders. The other three promotions are granted.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. They are deserved.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to take over another squadron – a makeshift affair. Some wounded pilots returning to duty; three back from France, their squadron chopped worse than yours; a couple of Gladiator pilots who have been quickly converted to Hurricanes; a pair of French air force Poles; two Battle pilots who were on the same course as the Gladiators; three men who have been eased out of their squadrons in England – competent pilots who didn’t fit in, possibly for good reason. Four of the pilots are sergeants.” 
 
    “If they are adequate pilots, I will want the sergeants to be commissioned, sir. Better far that the men should all mess together. Last thing I want is ‘us’ and ‘them’ in the air.” 
 
    “They won’t be gentlemen, Stark.” 
 
    “Neither am I, sir. I’m Australian.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “If they can fly and die with me, they can eat at the same table as me, sir.” 
 
    “It’s not a good precedent to set, Stark. I shall grant your wish – in recognition of your service so far.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Are the adjutant and intelligence officer appointed, sir?” 
 
    “Adjutant is, and your man Jan will need your existing, experienced fellow at his side. You can have the intelligence chap. I see that he has an MC and two Mentions from the campaign.” 
 
    “Well deserved, sir. He was almost useless when nothing was happening. As soon as the pressure came on, he turned into a valuable officer and one I have a lot of use for.” 
 
    “He’s yours. Pilot Officer, I see… promote him?” 
 
    “He deserves it, sir.” 
 
    “Two steps to flight lieutenant, in recognition of his medals?” 
 
    “Well thought, sir. His family would approve - and be surprised.” 
 
    “Consider it done. Go on leave, Stark. Report to the new field outside Holt in Norfolk one week today.” 
 
    “At Holt, did you say, sir?” 
 
    “I did. It was as convenient as any other field in the Midlands or North – and I was told you would like to be there.” 
 
    “I would, sir. Very much. My fiancée, Noah Arkwright’s daughter, is a Holt girl, when she is on leave.” 
 
    “So Noah informed me. I wish you both joy. If you want my opinion, Stark – marry her as soon as possible. We have a long war ahead of us and little gain to waiting.” 
 
    “Perhaps, sir. We shall see.” 
 
    The trains out of Liverpool Street were even worse than they had been earlier in the year. Thomas found space in a first-class compartment and endured hours sat while the countryside passed slowly by. Had he been in third, he would have been standing – there were seats there for women and children and the elderly but almost none for young men. 
 
    He reached Holt six hours after boarding his first train. The pony and trap was still at the station, acting as a taxi. 
 
    “To the Lodge, Squadron Leader?” 
 
    The girl driver was silent for a minute or two, then ventured to ask after the war. 
 
    “They say it’s not going well in France, sir.” 
 
    “It may improve… It probably won’t, though. The BEF will almost certainly have to evacuate. The French army is collapsing. There’s no telling how long it will take – everything is going at headlong pace.” 
 
    “My brother is in Belgium, sir.” 
 
    “With any luck, he will come back again. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She was bright enough to recognise what he was saying. She began to cry, as nearly silently as she could. 
 
      
 
    “Thomas! Back and in one piece! Lucky you!” 
 
    “Just that, Lucy. Where is Grace these days?” 
 
    “Ferrying still, based on the site at Brooklands. I expect her back for the weekend tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good. I shall be glad to see her. More than glad.” 
 
    “She will be pleased. We have all been worried these last days. She managed to find an hour here on Tuesday – she was taking a Defiant, of all things, up to its field near Newcastle and had to bring a Gladiator south again. They are shipping a squadron of Gladiators out to East Africa and are assembling them at Tilbury Docks, outside of London. She had heard how things are actually going in France and Belgium. Losses of more than fifty per cent in the squadrons, she said.” 
 
    “We have taken a hammering, Lucy. The squadron knocked down at least sixty of the Hun. Came back eight strong yesterday, and two of them hospitalised on return. Just two serviceable Hurricanes.” 
 
    “And a DFC and bar, I see.” 
 
    “Giving them away to good boys, instead of extra guns and trained pilots.” 
 
    She was not convinced. 
 
    “Where next, Thomas?” 
 
    “Seven days here, if I may? Then I have a squadron to form at the new field at Holt. Flying what, I don’t know, though it is certainly Fighter Command. Mark II Hurricanes, I presume.” 
 
    “Noah hoped you would be posted here – he didn’t know if Dowding would arrange it.” 
 
      
 
    Rationing was starting to bite, but not too severely for those living in the country. Sugar was strictly limited but there was jam for tea and honey was available from local hives. There was also Spam, a unique canned meat which had appeared in place of ham at the cold afternoon tea table. 
 
    “It has one great virtue, Thomas – it is available. I don’t think it is poisonous and it is slightly better than no meat at all, even if soft and textureless. What was the food like in France?” 
 
    He told her of the days of boiled potato and bully beef, followed by the gluttony at the chateau where they had eaten up the food stocks squirrelled away against disaster. 
 
    “I gave the butler there – who is an Englishman – your name and my father’s, so there may be a refined gentleman’s gentleman knocking on the door one day, seeking a temporary roof over his head. He had every intention of looting the Comte’s hidden wealth - I expect him to be able to establish himself.” 
 
    He explained at length, finally starting to relax. Then he staggered off to his room and slept for sixteen hours unbroken. He was considerably more human when he reappeared for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Are we losing this war, Thomas?” 
 
    “We have lost already. The question is whether we intend to fight the next instalment – Britain and the Empire against the rest.” 
 
    “Harsh.” 
 
    “Realistic. We may be faced with the loss of the whole BEF and all of its equipment. Starting again will not be easy.” 
 
    “Invasion?” 
 
    “Still impossible. More so than before the Norwegian campaign. Hitler lost too much of his surface fleet there. The logistics are still the same – barges to land across the beaches face a journey of eighteen to twenty-four hours at sea – the Channel and the southern North Sea, which, I am told, are not the easiest of waters. There are minefields and sandbanks galore. The Luftwaffe cannot provide cover at night. There are at least a dozen cruisers in East Coast and Channel ports that could sail in the dark hours and reach the barge convoys, which have inadequate naval escort. Add to that a score and more of destroyers and a hundred of torpedo and gunboats and armed trawlers at sea and twice that number of inshore drifters and crabbers and pleasure boats armed with machine guns and pompoms and other light artillery. Hitler might send a hundred thousand men to sea in his first wave, but he would lose ninety per cent of them, and their barges, in that one night.” 
 
    “We need not fear invasion then?” 
 
    “We should pray for it, Lucy. The best of Hitler’s infantry would be dead inside a day, together with their support artillery and stores. He can bomb us and hurt us – no doubt he will. He cannot conceivably invade us except he builds a fleet of escorts for his barges.” 
 
    She sat back and thought for a few silent minutes, while Thomas ate a belated breakfast. 
 
    “Stalemate for a year or two, Thomas. Unless he can break our will to fight. Have you heard of what happened to Rotterdam?” 
 
    He had not, listened in horror to her description of the bombing that had ripped the heart out of the city and, it was believed, killed untold thousands of its civilian population. 
 
    “The Dutch had no air force to stop the bomber fleet. We have a sufficiency to make it costly to them this year. If we last two years, we will be able to take command of the skies – as Boom Trenchard would say.” 
 
    “He still does say, Thomas. He is busy giving morale-boosting visits and lectures all over the country.” 
 
    “Lectures? Trenchard?” 
 
    “Well… He doesn’t say very much, but he puts that little forcefully!” 
 
    “I wonder if he will visit my new mob? I gather it may be in need of having its morale stiffened.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it, Thomas?” 
 
    He gave her Dowding’s words, almost verbatim. 
 
    “Ah! That could be interesting – in the Chinese sense.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “According to the story, when the Chinese ill-wish a man they say, ‘may you live in interesting times’.” 
 
    He still looked blank. 
 
    “History books never record the years when nothing happens and people enjoy quiet, peaceful, prosperous lives. They write about the interesting bits. We all know what happened to London in 1665 and 1666, after all. But what about 1663 and 1664, for example?” 
 
    She kindly explained the Great Plague and the Fire of London. 
 
    “Ah! I’ve heard of them. Rats, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “So we are told, Thomas. The rats brought the Plague and then the Fire wiped out the rats, and their fleas.” 
 
    He finally appreciated her comment – ‘interesting times’ were inevitably unpleasant for ordinary people. 
 
    “Did you go to school, Thomas?” 
 
    “Quite frequently, Lucy. The Old Man insisted that I should learn to read and write, and do my sums. He has little more education than that, though he always downplays what he has, tries to seem a complete illiterate. He says that if people think you are less educated than them, they tend to treat you as if you are insignificant and, as an example, talk openly in front of you because you won’t understand them. Useful in business and handy for dealing with the brass.” 
 
    She nodded, aware that her own husband used the same trick, often making a play of his years in an industrial school. They called them ‘approved schools’ now, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Grace came off the afternoon train, tired by the journey, immediately delighted to discover Thomas, both alive and waiting for her on the platform. 
 
    “We heard down the grapevine that your squadron had been almost destroyed, Thomas! They said fewer than a dozen of you took on sixty bombers and an equal escort!” 
 
    “More or less true, little lady. Trouble was, we met them head-on, couldn’t pretend to be looking the other way and not see them.” 
 
    “And who do you think you’re fooling? You dived in headlong and hoped they might miss!” 
 
    “What choice was there? I don’t think running was an option, and we managed to break the raid up. Wherever they were going was important to them – you don’t send out more than a hundred planes on a casual whim – and they didn’t get there.” 
 
    She had to admit that was unanswerable. 
 
    “Duty first? It must be so, Thomas. For all of us in this war. Where are you posted next?” 
 
    “Holt. The new field just down the road. From next Thursday.” 
 
    “Good. We can get married in three weeks from tomorrow. If you are going to kill yourself, we can have a married life first. We can see the vicar in the morning – if that’s what you want as well.” 
 
    The last few words were forlorn, as if she realised that she might be forcing him to a course he did not want, or not as much as she did. 
 
    He took the only practical course. The train pulled out with a company of soldiers in the last carriage whistling and cheering their embrace. 
 
    “I don’t know where the Old Man is at the moment. Last time I saw him he was playing silly buggers in France, running up to the fields at ground level in a Dominie, dropping off new pilots and picking up wounded. If he’s in England, he will turn up, I don’t doubt. Noah should know where to find him. What of Tom? Do you know where he is?” 
 
    She shook her head. She suspected he was not in England because he had not sent a letter in weeks. 
 
    They took the pony and trap and stepped down at the Lodge in rapt discussion of their next few weeks. They had quickly decided not to open the house at East Runton – they did not know where they might be in two months. 
 
    “What about the ferrying?” 
 
    “Several of the girls are married. That will be no problem.” 
 
    Lucy dug out a bottle of wine to celebrate the decision, said it saved her having to persuade them towards the course. 
 
      
 
    Tom at that moment - which he would have much disapproved of – was enduring a flight in a horribly small aeroplane with only one wing, a Lysander he thought he had heard it called. He was on his way from Dover to Belgium where he was to find General Gort’s HQ, assuming it still existed, and then join its staff and make accurate unbiased notes on what was actually happening, as opposed to what Gort thought was going on. He was wearing the uniform of a captain in the Pay Corps, which would suggest to those who noticed that he was Army Intelligence, they generally hiding in the unthreatening ranks of the least martial of the Army. He reminded himself that his name was Hanson and that he had been posted at Catterick, in Yorkshire; he knew nothing of Yorkshire but none of Gort’s staff would have been near so unfashionable a locality. 
 
    The Lysander landed at a small strip outside the minor port of Dunkirk, which was distinguished only by a refinery and oil storage tanks. The pilot turned and smiled. 
 
    “Right, Captain! Climb down and bugger off and remember not to tread on the guns in the wheel spats. I’m off.” 
 
    He revved the engine to make his point. 
 
    Tom grabbed a small kitbag and clambered clumsily out and walked across to a small hut which was the sole building on the strip. The Lysander was off the ground before he had opened the door. 
 
    The hut contained a corporal and a telephone. 
 
    “Can you get me transport, Corporal?” 
 
    “No, sir. Line’s dead, sir. Has been for three days. Ain’t seen nobody in that time, sir. Got grub for today and if nobody don’t come, I’m walking off to my unit at the docks, sir.” 
 
    “Have they got transport?” 
 
    “They had a big rowing boat, sir, for checking any ships what came into harbour, sir.” 
 
    “Do you know where HQ is?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not here, sir.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “The lieutenant said I got to be, sir. Guarding the airfield.” 
 
    “In case the Germans run away with it?” 
 
    “Dunno, sir. Lieutenant didn’t tell me what to guard it from.” 
 
    There was a teapot and mugs on a table at the side. 
 
    “Is the tea hot?” 
 
    “No, sir. Got tea and water but there ain’t no stove to hot it on.” 
 
    Tom gave up and swung his bag onto his shoulder. There was a minor road and he would walk it east in the hope of finding something. 
 
    An hour brought him to a military police checkpoint, controlling traffic, which was non-existent in daylight hours. There was a thirty-hundredweight lorry at the side of the road and a single MP stood in the carriageway. 
 
    “Would you show me your papers, sir?” 
 
    “Certainly. Do you know where General Gort’s HQ is?” 
 
    The MP frowned. 
 
    “Why, sir?” 
 
    “I have just been dropped off at the airstrip down the road. From England. I am to join the General’s staff.” 
 
    The MP produced a large revolver from the holster at his side. 
 
    “Just stand there. Don’t move. Sergeant!” 
 
    The lorry doors opened and an NCO trotted round from the passenger side. 
 
    “What have you got, Kelly?” 
 
    “Officer to join General Gort’s staff, Sarge. He doesn’t know where the HQ is and says he was dropped off by plane at the field down the road.” 
 
    “Was he indeed, Kelly? McManus! Bring the cuffs across.” 
 
    Another MP came from under the canvas tilt and shackled Tom’s hands behind him. 
 
    “Stick the clever sod in the back and keep an eye on him, McManus. Kelly, get in with them and keep your pistol on him. We’ll take him to HQ ourselves. Get in the back Fritz and shut up if you know what’s good for you!” 
 
    It was better than walking, Tom thought, as he tried to make himself comfortable in the back of the bouncing lorry. Considering the matter dispassionately, his story did sound unlikely. He sat back and tried to occupy his mind profitably. 
 
    His entertainment in recent weeks had been to read the works of the mathematician and philosopher, Bertrand Russell. Only in the evenings, Russell being a pacifist and his works frowned upon, though not banned. He was almost sure there was a logical flaw in his arguments against self-defence; he ran through the propositions again. 
 
    The lorry pulled up and he was dragged out and bundled into a gatehouse, the lodge of a smallish chateau. He presumed it was Gort’s HQ. 
 
    “I am to report to Colonel Patterson-Smythe. Can you contact him, Sergeant?” 
 
    The sergeant did not know the name, but there was no reason why he should. If the officer was expected, then he must treat him with some courtesy, while still making sure that he was valid. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I shall do so immediately. Just sit down, sir.” 
 
    “Could you take these cuffs off?” 
 
    “When the colonel has confirmed your identity, yes, sir.” 
 
    It took half an hour to locate the colonel and bring him away from the business occupying his morning. The smell of Scotch suggested that he had been taking a lunch break. 
 
    “Hanson, from Catterick? Why are you in chains, Hanson?” 
 
    “A transport problem, sir. I was dropped off at the field outside Dunkirk where it was thought I could be picked up. No telephone.” 
 
    “None in the whole of bloody France at the moment, Hanson. Bloody stupid way of doing things. Thought it might be quicker, did they?” 
 
    The sergeant unlocked the cuffs and saluted. Tom managed to smile and accompanied the colonel from the guardroom. 
 
    They walked round to the front of the chateau. There was a view across the countryside to the east, marred by smoke clouds in five separate locations, the nearest and blackest only a few miles distant. 
 
    “We shall be pulling back to the west this evening, Hanson. The front is collapsing. Can’t find the Belgians and the French are proving elusive. General Gort has driven out to speak to the French high command – they might be at Amiens, or Arras, but we ain’t certain. It might be Abbeville – had an ‘A’ in it, so they think.  Make a note of that, will you, my boy? Not sure that I shall get back to England – got to hang around waiting for my people to report in. You are to go back with the General when he’s ordered to pull out. I’ll pass my own appreciation to you, I’ve written everything out so it will get back to England. Useful lecturing material for the Staff College – how not to run a war, or a piss-up in a brewery!” 
 
    Tom had been told that the command of the BEF had not been exceptionally well-managed. He might have heard less than the whole truth, it seemed. 
 
    “Slit trenches are over to the right, at the edge of the shrubbery there. There’s another set out behind the rose garden at the back. Get into them fast when you hear the whistles go. The air’s full of bloody Germans. About one raid in ten is intercepted by the bloody RAF – the rest drop unhampered.” 
 
    “Have we got ack-ack here, sir?” 
 
    “Light only – a dozen machine guns. The Bofors are all out in the field. There were some three point seven inch guns, but they were left behind somewhere.” 
 
    “Who else should I report to, sir?” 
 
    “Don’t bother, boy! None of them know what they’re doing. Just stick at my shoulder. When it comes to pulling out, use my Humber – that one, over there. I’ll tell my driver to take you. I’ve got to go elsewhere tonight, and I’ll make my own way to the coast.” 
 
    Thomas made a note of the number of the vehicle. 
 
    They shifted south and a little west that night. The evening after they relocated due west in a set of farm buildings. By then it was clear that they were cut off to the south and must head for the coast if they were unable to hold their perimeter. 
 
    Thomas spent the day trying to discover what was happening, but nobody knew. He ate his dinner in General Gort’s company, happening to be in the farmhouse when the meal was served. 
 
    “You, young feller, Hanson, is it? ‘Pay Corps’, I see, ho, ho!” 
 
    There was a smile around the table. 
 
    “Take over the AA guns for me in the morning, Hanson. Their lieutenant broke his damned leg last night, falling over a slit trench in the dark.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    No other reply was possible. 
 
    He noticed that Gort used the formal ‘AA’ rather than the more common ‘ack-ack’. 
 
    Dinner was prolonged – an hour for the food and then another lingering over port. Conversation was correct for a mess – no shop but a long discussion of the forthcoming cricket season. It seemed that the war situation was as yet insufficiently urgent to be discussed out of hours. 
 
    Thomas made a circuit of the guns before he turned in, found twelve of them, all manned by gunner, loader and sentry, properly alert. He ordered each to stand down, to sleep till dawn. 
 
    “What’s the rules for engagement, gunner?” 
 
    “Wait for the lieutenant to blow his whistle, sir. Don’t open fire wildly, sir.” 
 
    “Balls to that! Open fire at any time you see an enemy in range. What are these guns?” 
 
    “Vickers K, sir. Got them off the RAF because their planes was all down and didn’t need them no more, sir. Useful, sir, having the big pans and not having belts to fiddle with.” 
 
    Tom turned to the NCO who had accompanied him on his inspection. 
 
    “Right, sergeant. Pass the word to all of the guns to use their discretion to open fire. How do you stand for reloads?” 
 
    “Plenty, sir. Got a three tonner of our own, full of three-o-three.” 
 
    “Good. Can you use these guns against ground targets as well?” 
 
    “If needs be, sir. Pintle mount gives flexibility, sir.” 
 
    “Good. If the need arises, use your own discretion.” 
 
    Tom hoped that order would solve any problems – he had no idea of how to fight any sort of battle. 
 
    HQ moved repeatedly over the next few days, ending up at Dunkirk. The number of officers present was whittled down with each shift in location – some were sent back to England, others were given commands of units that had lost their own people in the fighting. A few simply disappeared, separated in the confusion of trying to move on the ground. Tom remained, making his careful notes and trying to write a narrative account each night.  
 
    General Gort attempted to order counter-attacks in conjunction with the French. All failed and cost more men and tanks thrown away in half-hearted engagements. Finally, he accepted that the sole course available was evacuation; he decided to hold a perimeter on the canals around Dunkirk and get as many men away as he could. It was Gort’s intention to be last man off the shore, fighting to the end, as was to be expected of a man with his record of personal bravery; he commandeered a Bren for his personal use. The government ordered him out days before the end, determined that he should not be captured or have his body put on display as a trophy of war. One of his final orders before going obediently to his ship was made to Tom. 
 
    “You’ve done well with the AA, Hanson. Set yourself up in the dunes with your guns, do what you can with these damned bombers. Protect the men waiting to get off.” 
 
    Tom thought his sergeant gunner had handled the defence of HQ very well, but could hardly say so. He stomped off into the dunes outside the port, covering the evacuation beaches, and sited his eight remaining guns as well as he knew on open high ground where they would be able to see the bombers, whatever direction they came from. 
 
    “Empty the lorry, sergeant, cases of ammo to each gun then immobilise the vehicle.” 
 
    The sergeant obeyed. He had the men dig into the sand, watched it trickle back and gave up. There was no sacking, he could not make sandbags. The guns sat exposed on the dunes, their crews equally vulnerable. All eight opened up on the next raid to come, Messerschmitt 109s on strafing runs. The agile fighters lost one of their number and returned, concentrating on the guns themselves with their own cannon and machine guns. They blew Tom to shreds as he stood hopelessly watching his first and sole command die around him. Soldiers from the beaches came up to aid any wounded and took the ID from the bodies; they recorded the death of Lieutenant Hanson. 
 
      
 
    Thomas enjoyed his leave, more than he had expected for Grace deciding that as they were to be wed so soon there was no sense in keeping to separate bedrooms for the weekends when she was present. He agreed with her logic. 
 
    He shifted from the Lodge to his quarters at the new field, although permitting himself weekend nights out of camp. 
 
    The airfield itself was ample for the needs of a single squadron of fighters. It had a concrete runway aligned more or less with the prevailing winds and only a few trees out beyond the perimeter. The local hills were low. That was the best that could be said for the posting in the first weeks. 
 
    “Welcome to 280 Squadron, sir. I am the Adjutant, Flight Lieutenant Chalmers. Tony, that is.” 
 
    Tony sported an eye patch and fresh scarring across the side of his face. 
 
    “Flew out to France in a Bombay, in September. Pilot error on landing. I’m a penguin now.” 
 
    “Bad luck, Tony. Don’t expect to be grounded by the cock-ups of our own people, but that’s how the luck goes. I’m Thomas. What have we got here as yet?” 
 
    “Twenty Hurricanes came in yesterday, together with the ground crews. Mark IIs with the metal wing and the variable pitch props. Armourer and Engineer are present, again since yesterday. Full complement of cooks and kitchens are up and running. Guard detail is on the gate, as you will have noticed. The Intelligence Officer came in last thing yesterday – a flight lieutenant, says his name is Idiot and that he was with you in France. Only thing missing is pilots. They are due for off leave from this coming Monday– there was no sense in pulling them in at the end of the week, just to send them off for the weekend.” 
 
    “There won’t be many weekends until the squadron is operational, Tony. The Idiot showed up well when we got down to business in France. Should be useful. Who is the Group Captain?” 
 
    “Hallam-Pettigrew. One of the older men. Don’t know if you’ve met him? He was Wing Commander when I was in 7 Squadron a few years back. Nothing he likes more than a good display – nice tight vics.” 
 
    “Tough shit, that. We fly in finger fours, as does every squadron that has just had experience in France.” 
 
    “He won’t like that, Thomas.” 
 
    “Sod his luck. What about the Wing Commander?” 
 
    “None until we are operational and placed in a Wing.” 
 
    “Pity. It might have been useful to have a layer between him and me. What did he do in the Great War?” 
 
    Tony glanced skywards, made a play of not catching Thomas’ eye. 
 
    “Home Service. Apparently, he spent his war on the watch for Zeppelins and Gotha heavy bombers, but never managed to catch any. He ended the war as a major with the DSO as recognition for his services.” 
 
    “One of those! Lots of family in Mayfair. The Old Man had a bit to say about that sort.” 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    Thomas nodded – the Old Man’s identity would become known, best bring it out early. 
 
    “You know that Noah Arkwright is located hereabouts, Thomas?” 
 
    “I’m marrying his daughter on Saturday week. You will attend, I trust, with the rest of the squadron?” 
 
    Tony would be pleased indeed to be present. 
 
    “Have we got the paperwork for the pilots?” 
 
    “Files turned up yesterday, Thomas. A right mix, they are. You will know one of them, Michael James, newly made flight lieutenant and from your old squadron.” 
 
    Thomas laughed. 
 
    “The biter bit! He’s still too green for the rank, Tony, but he deserved promotion for what he did in the fortnight of fighting. He’s a killer born, a real fighter pilot. A natural. The sort every squadron needs. But, he don’t know anything about command – I doubt he’s ever had to do anything more complex than decide which pair of socks to wear. I’ve got him, and he’ll be tickled pink to think I asked for him, so don’t disillusion the poor little sod. We’ll need to make him into a flight commander. He’s not stupid. He’ll learn.” 
 
    “He will have to, Thomas, and quickly.” 
 
    “I spoke to Dowding last week. He said the rest are basically odds and sods who need to be put together to make a squadron. They’re not ideal, but they must fly – we need the planes in the air, or will when France finally falls, which will be soon. I estimate we have two months. The Hun will need some time to commission fields in Belgium and northern France and get ground staff and squadrons into them. Can’t be done overnight. Just to get supplies of petrol and ammunition to the new fields will take some weeks. Some time in July or August, they will have the numbers to hand and will start sending them over the South Coast and to East Anglia.” 
 
    “What will the aim be? To destroy London like they did Rotterdam?” 
 
    “London is far bigger – that won’t be done in a single raid. If they have any sense, then they will try to make the airfields untenable and that will allow them to attack the naval ports and drive the Navy out of the Channel and the south of the North Sea. But they have to do that quickly. They can’t attempt their invasion after the weather turns in September. A winter of the factories working full out and there will be so many AA guns around the ports, they won’t be able to close them down. So it’s attack in July and finish the job in August if they are to have a chance of invading. I am convinced they can’t do it but I expect them to try. The squadron must be ready to fly to war in six weeks.” 
 
    Tony was not at all certain that was possible. 
 
    “We can but try, Thomas. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Four Flights, each of four. Initially, I shall be watching and correcting, from the ground and in the air. We’ll have the Flights listed before they come in and up on the squadron notice board. Do it alphabetically, so they know they have been assigned randomly, not according to any perceived virtue. Have we got four flight lieutenants?” 
 
    “Five, Thomas.” 
 
    “No worry – always useful to have a spare waiting to step up. I’ll need to talk to the Armourer first, Tony.” 
 
      
 
    “Pilot Officer Cedric Paynton, sir. Armourer.” 
 
    A rigid and precise salute and then a fall into ‘at ease’. Paynton knew his drill. Thomas had had time to glance at his record of service – twenty-five years in the ranks and commissioned just two months previously. He was grey and lean, old with an ingrained professionalism. 
 
    “Right, Cedric. I am Thomas.” 
 
    “In the office, sir – not before the Other Ranks.” 
 
    “Everywhere, Cedric, unless there is brass about. Now then, the guns. I presume they are set up in the Dowding Spread?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. All correctly aligned.” 
 
    “As I expected. I want them synchronised to hit in a six foot by three box at eighty yards. The size of a cockpit. A matter of urgency – you and your people will need to work over the weekend and all night.” 
 
    “That is not the regulation setting for the guns, sir. The regulations are clear that the Dowding Spread is the sole correct way to align the guns, sir.” 
 
    “Experience in France has shown that the Dowding Spread is wrong. We shall use the eighty yard pinpoint. I know that some of the squadrons have argued for two hundred yards, but I prefer eighty.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I am sure that the new settings will be sent to us, sir, as soon as they are approved.” 
 
    “Cedric, they have not been approved. It will take a year at minimum for the brass to create a committee and then listen to its findings. We will be fighting this summer, and I want the guns to be set up correctly.” 
 
    “The guns are set up correctly, sir. Regulations are crystal clear on the right way of aligning the Brownings, sir.” 
 
    Thomas was carefully patient – he knew he must not start shouting, still less find his revolver and shoot the nit-picking dickwit dead – as he much wished to do. 
 
    “Cedric, have you ever served in Africa, on the bit they call the Fever Coast?” 
 
    “Why, no, sir. Have they got fields there?” 
 
    “Just one, I believe. Listen very carefully, Cedric, and think before you answer… Do you wish to go there?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good – we are in agreement. I would not wish to go there. You will be stepping aboard ship by the end of next week, Cedric, if you give me the wrong answer to the next question. Listen now! When will all of my Hurricanes be synchronised at eighty yards?” 
 
    “By eight o’clock on Monday morning, sir.” 
 
    “Thomas, not ‘sir’. I am glad to hear that you can accede to my wishes, Cedric. Now then, next business. Special tracer rounds – how many have we in store?” 
 
    “Explosive bullets, Thomas? De Wilde rounds, that is? Very few. I can give you an exact figure in ten minutes, Thomas, it will be in the ledgers.” 
 
    “No need. I shall requisition half a million. Make space for them and load belts with them. When we go to war we shall carry nothing else.” 
 
    “Quite correct, sir. We never loaded anything else after the Buckingham and Brock rounds first came out on the Western Front.” 
 
    “Excellent. I am sure you will do very well here, Cedric.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    Thomas got down from the bench seat of the pony and trap, made his thanks to the old groom from the Lodge and picked up his weekend bag. 
 
    “I’ll carry that, sir.” 
 
    “Rogers? Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Little Foxton, sir, literally, that is. When the non-essential personnel were evacuated from France, sir, they sent us back to our last field, where we were, you might say, surplus to requirement. As soon as you were known to be posted here, sir, I requested a transfer, which was granted instantly, there being too many spare bodies hanging about the field.” 
 
    “Well done! I can use a hand with my limited wardrobe. Half of my uniforms have been lost and the rest are overdue for a go over with a smoothing iron. I’m getting married next weekend, and I don’t think my wife is much more domesticated than me – and she’s a ferry pilot anyway.” 
 
    Rogers made his polite congratulations. He was looking forward to a return to the quiet life of the batman. They had made him do guard duty at Little Foxton, and put him on an ack-ack gun, which was not his cup of tea at all. He was glad to hear that the new wife would not usurp any of his functions. 
 
      
 
    “Far more civilised, Tony. There’s much to be said for a batman.” 
 
    Tony agreed, amused by Thomas’ self-indulgence and his rich boy’s inability to do his own laundry. He tugged his forelock. 
 
    “The staff are due in today, your lordship. I’ve sent a lorry to Norwich railway station for those coming up from Ipswich way – there are a few who had postings in Essex and Suffolk. For the bulk, I’ve sent both thirty hundredweights to the local station. I don’t expect many to drive themselves, not with the rationing of petrol.” 
 
    “That makes sense. The four sergeants are all to be commissioned – I begged Dowding to allow the peasants to rub shoulders with their betters. I doubt we’ll get away with it again, but it makes far more sense to keep the pilots together in the one mess. I don’t know if they’ve been told.” 
 
    “Some won’t like it, Thomas. Officers’ mess fees are higher than sergeants are used to paying. Married men won’t enjoy that.” 
 
    Thomas shook his head. 
 
    “Mess fees will be cut to the bone, Tony. No formal dinners; no expensive wine cellar; certainly no purchase of silver plate for the dining table. Wartime austerity is to be the rule for 280 Squadron.” 
 
    “It makes good sense, but the traditionalists won’t like it, Thomas.” 
 
    “How very unfortunate, Tony.” 
 
    They chuckled and glanced again at the lists of names. 
 
    “Flight commanders, Thomas – by seniority in the rank?” 
 
    “No. Experienced men who have flown in France and made a kill get first priority. After that, I’ll go for whoever’s face fits. What do their records say?” 
 
    “Your Jim has five kills and two probables and eight damaged – a hell of a record for a bare fortnight of flying!” 
 
    “No rain. We flew every day, all day. Never fewer than four sorties in a day. Once we managed seven. Damned near exhausted us. He’s a killer by nature – fell into the habits within two days. Get behind your target, if possible; if not, give him a burst into the cockpit at fifty yards and disappear at speed. He’s no knight in shining armour!” 
 
    “A Flight for Jim, then?” 
 
    “For sure. Who else have we got?” 
 
    “Flight Lieutenant Robert Monson was in France. One confirmed; three halves; one probable. No damaged recorded. Not very inspiring, Thomas.” 
 
    “I’ll bet his squadron flew in vics. They were hopelessly ineffective. Next?” 
 
    “Andrew Faulds, also flight lieutenant, no victories. Posted to Wick - in Scotland that is; not much chance of action. Requested transfer – which often means the squadron leader didn’t want him.” 
 
    “Dowding warned me that three of my pilots had been pushed out of their squadrons. He didn’t say why.” 
 
    Tony grimaced. 
 
    “Could be a dozen reasons. Might be as simple as having a sense of humour while the squadron leader is a dull sort. Some squadron leaders are bullies by nature, enjoy pushing their pilots and don’t like it when they shove back. In other cases, the squadrons have good reasons for getting rid of men who can’t, don’t or won’t fit in.” 
 
    “Then we shall see what sort Faulds is.” 
 
    “We shall. John Wright is next of the flight lieutenants, wounded in France in November. First action, he and two others spotted a Heinkel and attacked. He was shot up – two bullets, upper arm – and the Heinkel got away.” 
 
    “Three of them – in a bloody vic and failing to score. Not his fault if he was obeying orders. With luck he will know better now.” 
 
    Tony looked up from the next file, shaking his head. 
 
    “George Cooper who was eight years in the service, and as a flight lieutenant for one year. Court-martial papers filed and withdrawn in his last squadron. He was posted immediately after. He was with a Spitfire squadron in Kent. He has seen no action – so he did not fly with them over the Channel. It doesn’t say that he was grounded…” 
 
    “They simply chose not to fly him. I am not at all sure what we shall get in Gorgeous George, Tony.” 
 
    “I can guess. That’s it for the five flight lieutenants, Thomas.” 
 
    “Robert, Andrew and John to join Jim is my first thought. Not set in stone – it may make sense to drop one of them and put George in his place. We shall see. Nothing to be published on the squadron board yet, except for Jim. Could be an interesting day for decisions.” 
 
    “Starting soon, that’s a thirty hundredweight coming in.” 
 
      
 
    Five pilots jumped down from the back of the lorry and piled their bags and gear around their feet. A sixth stepped from the passenger seat in the cab and waved to the driver to collect his suitcases. 
 
    “Lord Muck, Thomas?” 
 
    “Looks like it, Tony. Not impossible that he’ll be back in that lorry before too many days have passed. Not my favourite sort.” 
 
    “Four of the five have got sergeant’s stripes up, Thomas.” 
 
    “So they have – that’s the first thing to be dealt with.” 
 
    “Lord Muck has flight lieutenant up. The other man is a pilot officer – commissioned sergeant or more likely recently trained… or could be a Pole or other foreigner.” 
 
    “No worry – we’ll find out soon enough. Go and greet them, Tony, and bring them in. Pilot officer and then the four sergeants together. Flight lieutenant last – just to see if waiting annoys him.” 
 
      
 
    Pilot Officer Erik Janssen spoke perfect English – which was not as good as his French, he said – and had flown a Curtis with the French after fleeing Poland. 
 
    “The name is not quite what I have come to expect from Poland, Erik.” 
 
    “Germanic influence, Thomas. Very strong in western Poland, but it does not make us any less Polish. I studied languages at university – French and English, but not German!” 
 
    “I stand corrected, Erik. You are welcome indeed, particularly with the record you bring. Two Junkers 87s in Poland. Eight bombers claimed with the French. No Mes?” 
 
    “My Flight was under orders to attack bombers. Two others provided us with cover against the fighters. We had a mixed unit, Curtises and Dewoitines. We should all have been Dewoitines - but they were never delivered.” 
 
    “I had heard that. We fly in loose fours, not the vic of three, by the way.” 
 
    “I am relieved. I have just spent two weeks converting to Hurricanes and was told that the vic was the official flying formation.” 
 
    “Not anymore! I shall put you into your Flights today – probably simply by alphabetical order at first. Tony will settle you in. For the while, I expect us to go down to the Channel coast in five or six weeks – there is much to learn if we are to be a working squadron in that time.” 
 
    “It can be done, Thomas. Thank you for welcoming me.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming to England. Will you ask Tony to send in the four sergeants – who are all to be commissioned, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeants Duff and Poole – you have both just converted from Gladiators to Hurricanes, in the space of a week, which is a good trick!” 
 
    The two, both in their early twenties, grinned and nodded. 
 
    “Still a bit to learn, sir.” 
 
    “And six weeks at most to learn it. Now, that leaves Sergeants Entwhistle and Parkinson who have come here from training at Hendon.” 
 
    The pair of younger men nodded. 
 
    “We were Volunteer Reserve, sir, and got the chance to go regular in late ’38. Was supposed to be two years of training but it was cut to eighteen months, but they added more time in Hurricanes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. In vics of three, tight to each other, I suppose?” 
 
    All four nodded. 
 
    “We don’t do that here. It didn’t work in France and all of the squadrons that have survived have dumped the vic. Finger four we use. You will spend the next few weeks in practice.” 
 
    They nodded cautiously – they had been told repeatedly that the vic was the latest and greatest thing in aerial fighting. 
 
    “Next – and listen before you moan – you have all been commissioned. As of this morning. You are pilot officers. The reason why is twofold – first, I want every pilot in the same room at the same time when I give a briefing; second, I want my pilots to talk to each other in the bar after the day’s flying – you will learn that way. Mess fees will be low, no greater than you paid as sergeants. Uniforms are no problem in wartime – all flying dress will be supplied, together with basic mess dress. Financially, you will not be hurt.” 
 
    One of the older men, Entwhistle, he thought, objected mildly. 
 
    “I ain’t no gentleman, sir?” 
 
    “I told Stuffy Dowding the same thing – I’m a Digger. I want a unified squadron – we fight together, eat together and if needs be, die together. I have no use for us and them. There’s only one distinction in the air – us and the buggers we are killing!” 
 
    “Orders are orders, sir. It can’t hurt too much.” 
 
    “It need not hurt at all – I don’t know your name yet but I’m Thomas, except when there’s brass about. Tony will deal with the paperwork. Get settled in – we fly tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Andrew Faulds, sir. Flight Lieutenant. I must say, sir, that it seems a little strange that I should have to wait on the convenience of a bunch of sergeants.” 
 
    “All are pilot officers, commissioned as of today, Andrew.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that makes it any better. Not to worry! We are here to fly. Put me in a Hurry and I shall be happy! I was at the Hendon Air show three years running, you know.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. I am Thomas, by the way. We fly in the finger four, as has been proved best in France. What was the railway journey up from London like? I gather the bar was open at least.” 
 
    There was a strong smell of whisky in the air. 
 
    “Well, a man has to have something to drive away the tedium, Thomas.” 
 
    “Agreed with that, for sure. Not when flying, obviously.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think a nip to keep one warm does any harm, Thomas.” 
 
    “I disagree, and it is my squadron, my rules. No drinking when flying, Andrew.” 
 
    “Which Flight will I have, Thomas?” 
 
    “We have more flight lieutenants than Flights, Andrew. I shall probably swap men about until I am satisfied.” 
 
    Thomas smiled and ran his eyes over Faulds, spotted a bulge in his jacket pocket that was about the size of a flask. 
 
    “Why did you put in to leave your previous squadron, Andrew?” 
 
    “Too far from the action, Thomas! The war is going to be on the Channel coast, not up in Scotland.” 
 
    If it was true, it was a good answer. 
 
    “There was some mention of a possible falling out with your squadron leader, Andrew?” 
 
    “Oh, that was just because he was a straight-laced old puritan. He wasn’t happy because I put a nurse in the pudding club and wouldn’t marry her – as if I was likely to marry some common tart just because she dropped her knickers for me!” 
 
    “None of my business, but I would ask you to be a little more circumspect in the immediate locality. You can always go to King’s Lynn - that’s full of tarts for your weekends.” 
 
    The Fisher Fleet district in King’s Lynn was renowned over the whole of East Anglia. 
 
      
 
    Tony poked his head into the office after Faulds left. 
 
    “What do you think of Mr Faulds, Thomas?” 
 
    “Horrible little shit, isn’t he? Might make a damned good fighter pilot – that one won’t worry about killing and will revel in shooting the Hun in the back!” 
 
    “God help us all, Thomas, but I suspect you’re right. Thing is though, he’s a lush. He came out of your office, stepped round the corner and took a swig from a pocket flask. Thought he was out of sight and didn’t know I’ve got a back window. If he’s reached the stage of hiding his drinking, he’s a long way gone.” 
 
    “I warned him about the booze – and his reaction was to ignore me. We are not flying today, so I won’t break him yet. If he goes to a plane smelling of alcohol, I shall have him arrested. Bloody nuisance! What’s the time? When’s the next train due in?” 
 
    “Who knows? The railway companies don’t! That could be the three tonner coming in from Norwich. I told the driver to come away as soon as he had any passengers, not to make them wait for hours until the next train came in. He was to ask the station master to ring us if any more of our people arrived there.” 
 
    Eight men climbed out of the lorry, four with wings and a pair of sergeants and two aircraftmen for the hangars. 
 
    “That reminds me, Tony, I must speak to the engineer.” 
 
    “Can’t today, Thomas. He’s off at the hospital having a wisdom tooth dug out. Not likely to be fit for much for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Annoying, but hardly his fault, poor bugger. Who’s his number two?” 
 
    “Four flight sergeants who share the Flights between them – four planes and a spare apiece. All good men, so Phil says.” 
 
    “Philipps?” 
 
    “No – he plays a flute, and he’s quite good with it, I’m told, so he’s Phil the Flautist. Or Phil the Fluter if you prefer. 
 
     “Right – I am sure that makes sense. Let’s have a look at these four.” 
 
      
 
    “George Cooper, sir. How do you jolly do? Good to meet you, sir!” 
 
    Cooper was big, booming, ginger and possessed of a huge handlebar moustache – evidently a pal to everybody. He smiled enormously, displaying yellow horse-teeth. 
 
    “Good to be here to help bring a new squadron onto top line, sir. Pity it’s only Hurricanes, but you can’t have everything! I’ve been flying Spits, you know.” 
 
    “Ah, so you have. I haven’t got all of your records, George. Did you pick up a score in the last couple of weeks flying across the Channel?” 
 
    “No – damned bad luck! Went down with an ear infection, you know. Couldn’t get into the air!” 
 
    Impossible to argue – pilots could not fly with earache. Those who tried to often found themselves hospitalised with deep-seated infections or with ruptured eardrums that grounded them forever. It was unwise to leave the ground with any sort of cold in the head. Malingerers had long recognised earache as a friend, so much so that pilots had to be watched to see that they were not trying to cover up ear problems for fear of being thought yellow. 
 
    Thomas was sympathetic. 
 
    “All cleared up now, I hope, old chap?” 
 
    “Raring to go, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. We shall be flying from tomorrow, George. I am Thomas, by the way.” 
 
    “So I heard, Thomas. Not Tommy, eh?” 
 
    This, it seemed, was a great joke, worthy of roars of laughter. George left the office, calling ‘his old pal’ John Wright in. 
 
    “Come in, John. Are you fit to fly?” 
 
    “Have been for a month, sir. Waiting for a squadron as they wouldn’t send me back to France to rejoin my own people.” 
 
    Thomas accepted that at face value – he liked the look of John, quiet spoken and reserved, as so many of the best fighter pilots were. 
 
    “I want you to take on a Flight for me, John. Four of you, we don’t deal in that bloody nonsense of vics here. It’s worked in France. The squadrons using vics were hammered. Those of us who went up in loose fours did far better. The other pilots are mostly green – no idea of how to fight. We have five weeks to teach them. In close and short bursts, none of this bloody nonsense of opening fire at four hundred yards. It works, John.” 
 
    “Then I shall do it, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Served with George before, have you?” 
 
    “Cranwell. Not a close friend.” 
 
    Thomas left it at that. John was evidently not one to discuss another pilot with his squadron leader. 
 
    “Ask one of the others to come in, will you?” 
 
    They filed through the office over the course of a long morning. Another Pole; two flying officers who had converted from Battles, lucky men who had remained in England and had lived; two more who had been wounded in France and were now recovered.  
 
    Peter; Roger and Fred; Aloysius and Iain – all seeming likely enough. 
 
    Jim appeared, a dog with two tails, delighted to have been recalled by his mentor and still amazed by his promotion. 
 
    “I went home, Thomas, for the week. My parents were most appreciative of all you had done for me and when the letter came through with the promotion and the posting – well, Thomas, you should have seen them! I’m the third son, you see. Both of my brothers went to Sandhurst and they are first lieutenants now – one in France, or was, and the other at Aldershot, training up the new intakes to his battalion. Jeremy was sent back from France with a bullet through his leg – he was at home as well. Bit surprised when I outranked him! Add to that, Thomas, they’ve given me a DFC! Came through yesterday afternoon – I didn’t have time to get the ribbon put up.” 
 
    “Five kills and two probables and any number of damaged – they had to recognise that considering it was achieved in less than a fortnight, Jim. I’m giving you a Flight, naturally. Three new lads who you must bring on to be as good as you. A light touch, of course, but they must be up to scratch by mid-July. You can do it, Jim – you know what I want, and that’s what you will want as well.” 
 
    Last of all that day, Flight Lieutenant Monson drove in, the only man to bring a car. It was an MG, as befitted a fighter pilot, open topped and sporting. 
 
    “Can’t do without the old car, sir!” 
 
    “Up to you, Robert. Petrol rationing is a problem, and the fuel tanks here are under close watch. The Military Police have heard that local farmers have been getting hold of illicit, black market supplies and they have an eagle eye on every gallon of petrol they know about.” 
 
    “Ah! No filling up in the dark hours, you say?” 
 
    “They’ll catch you and break you, Robert. No use telling them that I need all my pilots – you know what that lot are like.” 
 
    “I do, too. Bastards all!” 
 
    Thomas laughed and agreed and commented on their nature, eventually bringing the conversation back to the squadron. 
 
    “Now, you’ve flown in France and have a score, I see.” 
 
    “One Ju 88 downed. Shared two Me 109s and a 110. One probable Stuka. Not the best of records, Thomas, but I know how to get them now.” 
 
    “Good. We will make it easier for you – flying in the finger four rather than in vics. I want you to learn the techniques as quickly as possible. We have more flight lieutenants than Flights so you will rotate in the front position until we get everything sorted the way I want it.” 
 
    “I thought the vics worked rather well, Thomas.” 
 
    “The squadrons using vics scored one third as many kills as those of us flying in loose fours. Our job is to kill Germans. We use fours, Robert.” 
 
    “So be it, Thomas. Can I have a day off in the next while? Best to take the car to my parent’s place down at Hertford and leave it there – plenty of room in their garage.” 
 
    “That makes sense, Robert. I want us all to work together for a few days – so go down on Friday?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas spoke to the pilots after breakfast, explaining how they had been allocated to Flights and reminding them that nothing was yet permanent. Particularly, Flight Commanders would be rotated, to give the greatest possible experience to the five flight lieutenants. 
 
    “We should have sixteen pilots and me, but seem to be missing one body – probably lost in transit. The railways are so bad now there’s no guarantee of anybody getting to their destination. Flying at eleven o’clock. Check the board for your Flights and your Commander. I do insist on radio discipline, by the way. Mouths shut unless you have something to say and then use the proper language. Take off will be in Flights, myself on this occasion last man up.” 
 
    Tony appeared at the ready room door. 
 
    “Our lost sheep has appeared, Thomas. He got into Holt at ten o’clock and took a room at the Station Hotel rather than try to get transport out to us at that time of night.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I’ll see him quickly now. Make sure he can fly with us this morning, Tony.” 
 
      
 
    “David Aaronson, Pilot Officer, sir.” 
 
    “Just out of wartime training, David?” 
 
    “Joined up in September, sir. I was a commercial pilot prior to that, working with an air taxi firm.” 
 
    “Good. I’m Thomas. Go and get changed and be ready to fly for eleven o’clock. Your Flight is up on the board. We don’t use tight vics – forget about them.” 
 
      
 
    Jim led Red Flight up at one minute past eleven, surprised by the extra power in the climb given by the variable pitch propeller and the new engine. Thomas had reminded him that he must adjust the pitch when cruising and landing. 
 
    The seventeen planes kept within sight of each other and approximated to the formation Thomas wanted. He brought them down for lunch within reason satisfied that they would reach an acceptable standard in a few weeks. 
 
    The Group Captain was waiting with Tony when he landed. 
 
    “What the hell was that disgusting shambles, Stark? Never seen the like in all my time in the RAF! All over the place and landed in four mobs. Neat, tidy vics, that’s what I want to see, Stark! Five Flights and a section following – all properly within ten feet of each other. That’s how it’s done!” 
 
    Thomas was ready for a fight, fairly sure that he would be backed from on high. Dowding knew that he would not fly in vics and probably wanted the message to spread through the whole of Fighter Command. The squadron leaders were used to a degree of autonomy, would resist a directive that ordered them to fly in fours, but they could, many of them, be persuaded by the example of those who had fought in France. 
 
    “Vics failed in France, sir. The squadrons that scored all used the finger four – the planes loosely in contact with each other and varying their position, speed, height and course. My last squadron accounted for a certain sixty of the Hun, sir, using fours. The two squadrons that flew in vics for the same fortnight had fewer than forty confirmed kills between them. Vics don’t work in modern warfare. The only way to kill Germans is to get to fifty yards and fire short bursts, each man choosing his target and watching each other’s tails.” 
 
    “Balderdash! Stuff and bloody nonsense! If the squadrons failed, it’s because they formed their vics too loosely. The only way to fight is in a tight group of three, a leader with two wingmen inside ten feet of him.” 
 
    “Nonsense! The only way to fight is in the way we and the Germans both do. A loose four that can split into two sections and reform as necessary. And, while I think of it, that stupid Dowding Spread was useless as well. We are not running an air show for all the old grandmothers to applaud, sir. We are fighting a modern war at two hundred and fifty miles an hour and closing speeds that can top six hundred. Sitting blind in a vic is a stupid nonsense – and that has been agreed at the highest level, sir.” 
 
    Thomas’ last words penetrated Hallam-Pettigrew’s anger. He had been slow in rising to Group Captain and much wanted Air rank. 
 
    “I have not been told that, Stark.” 
 
    “Stuffy Dowding gave me permission to train my new squadron in the most effective fashion, as we had discovered in the fighting in France. Our defeat there must not be repeated, sir. We must defend England’s shores.” 
 
    “Defeat? A minor setback, nothing more. The lines will stabilise and we shall defend France as we did last time.” 
 
    “The BEF is cut off, sir. The Germans are north, south and east of them. If they cannot be withdrawn by sea, we will lose them all.” 
 
    “Nonsense. A scaremonger’s exaggeration, Stark! We will certainly need to regroup, but with the aid of the RAF, the lines will stabilise.” 
 
    “The RAF is fighting from its bases in Kent, sir. Most of the Hurricanes that remained have flown back across the Channel. Pilots from the two squadrons that remain are said to be pulling back to Brittany, fighting as they go. The pair of squadrons totalled fifteen planes, last I heard. The Battles are all gone – more than a hundred of them lost. Not much better in the Blenheim squadrons. The French have virtually given up in the air. The campaign in France is lost, sir.” 
 
    “I heard that the Battles had a hard time of it – but they went down in daring raids, destroying the enemy.” 
 
    Thomas was irritated beyond self-preservation. 
 
    “Bullshit! They hit nothing! Nothing at all! They were shot down before they came in sight of the target in most cases. Where they saw their point of aim, they missed it. The Battle was useless – slow, incapable of dive bombing, without defence. Their pilots were brave – I watched them, one after another diving into the anti-aircraft fire and dying in their turn, the bridges untouched. Whoever put them into service should have been shot!” 
 
    “But, what of the Blenheim? A fine medium bomber and a fighter.” 
 
    “Very much so, sir. A match for the Heinkel, the Dornier and the Ju 88. Too few of them and vulnerable to fighters – just like their German counterparts. The Germans lost at least a thousand aircraft in the fortnight we were there – and they had two thousand more to hand. We lost a few dozen Blenheims and had nothing left.” 
 
    The Group Captain was angered – junior officers had no business to be criticising policy decisions made by their seniors. 
 
    “We have strayed from the point, Stark. Official policy is that the RAF uses the vic. You will do so in this squadron.” 
 
    “I shall do no such thing, sir. I refuse your order as being harmful to the squadron and to the RAF in general.” 
 
    “Stand down from duty, Stark. You will not fly for me again. Court-martial papers will reach you tomorrow. Your senior flight lieutenant will act in your place until I have appointed an adequate squadron leader.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Thomas walked out of his office. 
 
    “Tony! I am sacked and will be court-martialled. Go in to the old fool and take his orders for the squadron.” 
 
    The adjutant found his hat and saluted Thomas before going into the office. 
 
    “Chalmers, sir. Adjutant.” 
 
    “Good. Get me the senior flight lieutenant. He will be tasked to return this squadron to basic efficiency.” 
 
    “Senior in the rank, sir, is John Wright. I will fetch him in, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Tony found John in the mess, eating fried egg, Spam fritters and chips and showing signs of enjoying the meal. 
 
    “It’s not bad, Tony. I like a fry-up. The tomato ketchup gives the meat a bit of flavour. What’s up?” 
 
    “Group Captain Hallam-Pettigrew has sacked Thomas and you are to replace him in an acting capacity. The Group Captain refuses to accept the finger four and demands that the squadron be taught to fly properly in vics. Thomas faces court-martial.” 
 
    “Does he now? I had better go in and show willing.” 
 
    “Tie straight and cap set square, John.” 
 
    “Naturally, old chap – how else would one present oneself? Come in with me, will you, Tony? I might prefer a witness.” 
 
    John marched into the squadron office and saluted the Group Captain, now sat behind the squadron leader’s desk. 
 
    “Wright, sir. Flight lieutenant.” 
 
    “You are acting squadron leader, Wright. You have sufficient seniority and if you make a go of the job, I shall see you appointed as a permanence.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir. Five weeks, we estimate before the Germans have consolidated their rule of France and have taken over fields on the Channel coast and are able to mount their great assault. Just time to teach the pilots how to fly effectively in the new conditions, sir. They will be greatly outnumbered, of course, but should be able to do some damage to the bomber fleets.” 
 
    “The French will remain in the fight, Wright. They are a long way from defeat.” 
 
    “Not what we were told last week, sir. All I hear is that the BEF must evacuate and we shall lose every tank and gun we have sent to France. The RAF in France has been defeated, as you must know. The French will surrender soon – the politicians and the senior generals haven’t got the guts for a fight.” 
 
    “Where do you get this nonsense from, Wright?” 
 
    “The BBC and the Air Ministry, sir. My father’s sister is married to one of the air vice marshals, sir. I was talking to her on Sunday.” 
 
    “Your father’s sister… Is he the MP, the one who has spoken out for the RAF over the last few years?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He was RFC, of course – flew with Tommy Stark in his day. And with Noah Arkwright. You know that Thomas Stark is to wed Noah’s daughter on Saturday?” 
 
    The Group Captain did not. He had not connected the two Starks either. 
 
    “Well – in that case, I will not send him on his honeymoon worrying about a court-martial. Now, I want you to produce a properly smart squadron, Wright. Flying in good, tight vics, as it should be.” 
 
    “No, sir. Ridiculously out of touch with reality, sir. The last weeks have shown that the only way to fight is in a loose formation of fours - or fives possibly. Damned nonsense to so much as consider vics, sir. Very fine for circus acts but not for professional airmen. Men like Thomas with their totals show us what can be done, sir, and the way to do it.” 
 
    “I have given you an order and expect you to obey it, Wright!” 
 
    “No. Your order is stupid. We are not about to play games at air shows. We will be flying to protect our country – and that is to be done in an effective way that will work. I shall not order men to die so that you can amuse yourself by imagining that they are smart.” 
 
    “Go out and speak with your adjutant, Wright. He may bring you to your senses. I will see you in thirty minutes and will expect to receive your apology and a proper acceptance of your orders. I am most disappointed by your indiscipline, Wright, but will overlook it once.” 
 
    The pair left and closed the door, leaving Hallam-Pettigrew to sit in isolation and consider what he must do next. 
 
    “Well done, John, but what now?” 
 
    “Telephone, Tony. The House is sitting and my father should be contactable there. He will be upset with the way Thomas has been treated. He was pleased I was to fly with Tommy Stark’s son.” 
 
    They ran to the offices and put the call through. The House of Commons number was given priority in the wartime telephone system and John Wright was speaking to his father inside fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Johnny, how are you? I’ve just been made a Secretary in the Air Ministry – a junior minister with responsibilities on the aircraft production side. How’s it going up in the wilds of Norfolk?” 
 
    The conversation lasted for five increasingly angry minutes. 
 
    “Tell Thomas I shall take the matter in hand immediately. Congratulate him on his forthcoming marriage, will you? I can’t get there myself. I was speaking to his father just yesterday – he will be working with me, by the way – and he will definitely be there on Saturday. Hallam-Pettigrew will not be, that I guarantee.” 
 
    They spoke to Thomas and made their way back to the squadron leader’s office, just a couple of minutes late. 
 
    “Well, Mr Wright?” 
 
    “I have spoken to my father, sir. He has been made a junior minister by the way. Air Ministry, of course. I would expect you to hear from your superiors later today, sir.” 
 
    “That is damnably disloyal, Wright, to go behind my back in such a fashion.” 
 
    “I am loyal to my country, sir. Where I see an officer behaving in a stupidly destructive fashion for no better reason than vanity, sir, I have no hesitation in seeking the greater good. I wish to fly in an efficient squadron. You wish to create a pretty confection, a showpiece to play games with. I wish to kill the enemy. We are at war, sir, although you are obviously unaware of the fact.” 
 
    Hallam-Pettigrew jerked to his feet, even redder in the face. 
 
    “The squadron is to stand down, Chalmers. You will not permit flying until further orders. Call my driver!” 
 
    “I am adjutant, sir. I have no authority over operations and cannot give your order.” 
 
    “Then I shall do so myself! Lead me to the mess.” 
 
    Tony debated sending his sergeant to tell the pilots to clear out, to make themselves scarce. He reluctantly decided that it might be childish. 
 
    “Go before me, John.” 
 
    He delayed a minute and then led Hallam-Pettigrew through to the mess building. 
 
    Conversation died as the pilots saw the brasshat. Most were still sat at the lunch tables, enjoying coffee or tea at the end of the meal. They stood, more or less rapidly. 
 
    “Be seated. I am Group Captain Hallam-Pettigrew. I came here to meet my new squadron. I am not at all pleased with what I have so far seen. The squadron is grounded pending further orders. I have dismissed Squadron Leader Stark and have been unable to appoint an acting successor to him.” 
 
    The Group Captain fell silent and inspected the assembled pilots. He saw that four of them were incorrectly dressed, wearing coarse other ranks’ woollen tunics rather than officers’ correct dress. He pointed to the nearest. 
 
    “Why are you in the officers mess?” 
 
    “Pilot Officer Duff, sir. I was commissioned yesterday and am waiting for my new uniforms. For the while, I have changed insignia on my sergeant’s dress.” 
 
    “Commissioned? From the ranks? I have not been informed of any commissions.” 
 
    “I expect Mr Dowding will tell you, in time, sir.” 
 
    “Will he? What is your background?” 
 
    “I converted from Gladiators, sir, on the course that ended last week.” 
 
    “Did you? Why? A fine plane, the Gladiator. I might have thought you would be proud to fly it.” 
 
    “No, sir. The Gladiator is valueless in modern conditions. No biplane can survive in the war with Germany. I did not wish to be sent out to the Middle or Far East to shoot up fuzzy-wuzzies, which is all the Gladiator is good for.” 
 
    “I will not bother to correct your misapprehensions, Duff. Just be content that you do not know what you are talking about!” 
 
    The Group Captain turned and stamped out of the mess, ignoring the roar of voices rising behind him. 
 
    “Where is my car?” 
 
    “I’ll call for it, sir.” 
 
    Tony poked his head into his office to send his sergeant to fetch the driver, saw he was on the telephone, heard him say that the adjutant had just returned. The sergeant put his hand over the set. 
 
    “Dowding, sir!” 
 
    He passed the handset across and rose from his chair to give his officer privacy. Tony signalled him to sit down. 
 
    “Holmes, sir. I am afraid that Squadron Leader Stark has been dismissed, sir, ordered to stand down pending court-martial. We have no acting squadron leader. The Group Captain is still here, sir.” 
 
    There was a short question from the other end. 
 
    “I understand that the Group Captain ordered the squadron to fly in vics, sir. He said that it is more important to be smart than to worry about fighting the Luftwaffe.” 
 
    There was a snarl of outrage. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I will call him to the telephone, sir.” 
 
    Tony pointed to the sergeant, jerked a thumb to the veranda where the Group Captain was waiting for his car. 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Dowding wishes to speak to you, sir.” 
 
    Hallam-Pettigrew took the receiver, tried to speak calmly though he was certain he had been stabbed in the back. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I did, sir. He refused my order, sir… No, sir, an entirely reasonable order… Oh! I was not aware, sir… I have been inspecting my fields, sir. I have not been at my desk today or I would have been aware of the new instructions. I took proper action, sir. The squadron landed in a disorganised and untidy shambles, sir. There is no reason why they could not show smart, sir. Do what? I submit that would be to destroy my authority, sir. I cannot be expected to rescind perfectly correct orders merely to suit a changing whim of my superiors, sir. It is obvious that this new fad will not last and that we will return to the vic within weeks. But, sir, you cannot take such an unreasonable course… What? Certainly, sir!” 
 
    The Group Captain shoved the handset towards Tony. 
 
    “Take it. He has orders for you.” 
 
    “Chalmers here, sir.” 
 
    “Listen and repeat your orders, Chalmers. You will place Group Captain Hallam-Pettigrew under arrest and instruct his driver to take him to his quarters where he is to remain. I will have him dealt with at his last place of service. You will inform Stark that he is reinstated and will continue his programme of training.” 
 
    Tony repeated the two orders and left to carry them out. 
 
    “Sergeant. Get me the old man’s driver, quick time!” 
 
    The car arrived at the offices in two minutes, its driver grave-faced. Tony was sure he was trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Group Captain? You are to consider yourself under arrest, sir. You must return to your quarters – not your office – and there consider yourself under custody in your house until you are given further instructions. Do you understand, sir?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Are you in possession of a side-arm, sir?” 
 
    “No. And I shall not be committing suicide.” 
 
    “Very good, sir. Please withdraw from this field now, sir. You should not talk to any other RAF personnel pending resolution of the current situation, sir.” 
 
    “I am aware of the regulations and will not breach them.” 
 
    “Drive off now.” 
 
    Tony saluted and was ignored. 
 
    “Sergeant! Locate Mr Stark and get him back to his office.” 
 
    There was a burst of yelling from the mess. Tony presumed that the message of the Group Captain’s discomfiture had reached them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    The wedding was plain and simple, wartime austerity prevailing. It was, however, far larger than either bride or groom had anticipated. 
 
    Twelve women ferry pilots managed to land at the new field at Holt, remaining for a couple of hours, driven down by weather according to their logs. A Bombay appeared, its pilot on exercises and its passengers from Little Foxton not existing officially. A red double-decker bus drove into the town and parked up by the church, depositing three dozen not entirely sober pilots on weekend leave from fields in the vicinity of London. 
 
    The Army was, in the nature of things, less mobile, but several members of the Earl’s family managed to attend. 
 
    Tommy and Cissie had been able to make the journey, courtesy of Nancy arranging for a vehicle to take Cissie to London to join Tommy on the Friday and make the unpredictable train journey with a day to spare. 
 
    The celebration was muted by the news coming in of evacuation from the Belgian coast, with the doubt that much of the BEF could be rescued. 
 
    Noah had wondered if his son would be able to attend, asked Nancy if he knew where he was. 
 
    “Can’t tell you, Noah. Not secrecy – I don’t know. I’ve heard nothing from him in ten days. He’s with Gort’s HQ on temporary attachment.” 
 
    Both men thought Tom should be safe there – the HQ would be pulled out towards the front of the evacuation. 
 
    Thomas wore uniform, as was almost obligatory in wartime – he could have sought a concession from Group but had preferred not to. He had roped Jim in as best man, remembering at the last minute that he needed one. 
 
    Grace wore a new dress, one that could serve at a dinner party quite equally. She had dispensed with bridesmaids, though any of her ferry pilot comrades would have stood with her. 
 
    She walked into the church on her father’s arm, stood next to her bridegroom smiling with unalloyed pleasure, lightening up the old church. 
 
    The vicar was ancient and short sighted, saw only a pair of blurs before him. He set about his business, bustling about the service in practical fashion. He had intended to go into retirement but the war had intervened, made it impossible to find a replacement; he soldiered on increasingly aware of the onset of old man’s bladder which had lately reduced the length of all sermons and blessings, probably to the pleasure of his congregation. 
 
    The wedding breakfast was much curtailed – rationing did not tolerate feasting. The supply of alcohol was less restricted and the noise level rose rapidly. 
 
    “Well, Thomas? What have you been doing to the brass? My father says that Dowding in person had to come to your rescue.” 
 
    “I slapped down a bloody fool who still thinks the RAF is a circus act.” 
 
    She had learned much about the RAF in the past months with the ferry service. It seemed entirely reasonable to her that much of the brass thought that way. 
 
    “Are you safe from this court-martial business, Thomas?” 
 
    “So Dowding says. I gather they have posted the halfwit – Hallam-Pettigrew - to airfield protection. His function now is to inspect ack-ack positions at the new fields as they are brought into operation. He can’t make too big a cock of that. With luck. Most of the fields have got no guns yet – we are short of Oerlikons and Bofors and three point seven inch.” 
 
    “Why don’t they just get rid of the incompetents, Thomas?” 
 
    “Once they started, where would they stop? Bad habit, getting rid of brass merely because they are useless.” 
 
    Tommy interrupted to ask Thomas how he was getting on with his new squadron. 
 
    “When do you think you will be ready to take them down south, my son?” 
 
    “Four more weeks, Old Man. They still have some bad habits ingrained – like this nonsense of wanting to open fire at four hundred yards. Two of them are due to be awarded the noble order of the boot – one drunk; one wants to live forever – not quite chicken but too willing to think twice, or so I judge him. He’s full of bull and talks a good fight and I might simply dislike him. I’m not certain of him yet and won’t damn him till I am. Might have to wait until we actually go operational. I’m giving the drunk enough rope to hang himself.” 
 
    “Bloody drink, Thomas – it’s the curse of this country. Too many piss-artists at all levels, starting at the very top, in Downing Street.” 
 
    “What exactly are you doing now, Old Man?” 
 
    “I’m working with the aircraft development side of the Air Ministry, believe it or not. The new man, Beaverbrook, wants to get some idea of what makes sense for next year’s aircraft. I’m looking at the ground-attack proposals. Some of them make good sense. The thinking is to replace the Hurricanes as fighters in a year or so and turn them into fighter-bombers.” 
 
    “Good idea. Hell of a plane – strong and a good gun-platform, but she’s getting outdated. Give her four cannon and a pair of bombs and she can go after tanks, or small ships, or beat up trenches. No need to tell you about that.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to you again, when the current set of problems are over. Where’s Cissie?” 
 
    “With Noah and Jim, over on the left, look.” 
 
    “Young, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Very – but he picked up five in less than a fortnight. If he lives, he’ll be one of the best.” 
 
    “We’ll need him, Thomas.” 
 
    “For sure. Is Cissie well?” 
 
    “Flourishing and happy with it. I’m lucky, yet again. Be good, my son. And you, my daughter!” 
 
    They laughed as Tommy made his way to his wife’s side. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Grace?” 
 
    “We pull out in half an hour and go across to our house at East Runton for the weekend. Back to work on Monday. My father has come up in a training Anson and he’ll take me down with him.” 
 
    “Well and good. Not what I might have wanted in terms of a honeymoon – we’ll just have to make the most of what we’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    Monday went off in fine style – Thomas caught Andrew Faulds taking a swig from his hip flask while sat waiting in his cockpit for the word to take off. He grounded him on the spot. 
 
    “Tony! Who’s our boss now?” 
 
    “Group Captain Tucker. Based up near Lincoln, got some of the fighter squadrons on the East Coast.” 
 
    “Can you get through to him?” 
 
    “If the telephones will permit, yes.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later Tony called Thomas to the phone. 
 
    “Stark, sir. Very well, sir, thank you. I have grounded one of my pilots and want him out as soon as possible, sir. Hip flask and raising his spirits before take off. Flight Lieutenant Faulds, sir.” 
 
    The thin, distant voice asked for the spelling. 
 
    “You’ll get a written order today, Stark. Posted to Scotland, to fly guard at Scapa Flow. A fate worse than death.” 
 
    “He was sent to me from Wick, sir. Not much use there.” 
 
    “Sod it! I’ll find something else for him. He’ll be out before dinner. I’ll order up a replacement for you as well. I’ve got a spare body on one of my Defiant squadrons – should be able to make the transition to a Hurricane.” 
 
    “Thankful to, I would hope, sir.” 
 
    “That is not to be said, Stark. When do you expect to be ready to go south?” 
 
    “If there was an emergency, tomorrow, sir. I would like two more weeks of intensive training. Can’t exhaust the pilots with long hours of training if they are on notice to scramble, sir. They have the basics now but I would like them to have more… A fortnight today, sir, if you wish.” 
 
    “Plan for that, Stark. There’s a few more days left in the evacuation from Belgium and then it will be a matter of Adolf getting his fighter squadrons to Channel fields. The big attack on England should start early in July and every possible squadron is wanted at the coast by the end of June.” 
 
    “We will be there, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Three hours later posting orders arrived for Faulds. He was to take ship for Singapore, to join a squadron flying Gladiators. 
 
    “They are to be replaced by something brought from America, sometime, Faulds. Continue drinking as you are at the moment and you will be permanently grounded. You sail next week, from Liverpool I gather. Get off the field immediately. You will have transport to the railway station.” 
 
    “What do I do while I am waiting for the ship?” 
 
    “Get drunk, I expect. But not on this field. Get out of my sight, Faulds – you have let your squadron down. I had recommended that you be cashiered and then called up as a private soldier because you are a disgrace as an officer. Go now or I shall have you taken to the station in handcuffs. Your papers and warrants are in this envelope.” 
 
    Tony was stood at Faulds’ side, ordered him to about face and march out. 
 
    The replacement arrived by staff car in mid-afternoon, luxuriating in the thick cushioning in the rear of the Humber. 
 
    “Flying Officer Marks, sir. Ted. Posted in, sir.” 
 
    “First time those seats have been used by a lowly pilot, I’ll bet, Ted. I’m Thomas.” 
 
    “Comfortable – nice to know how the brass live, Thomas. It seems that you were in a hurry to get a replacement, Thomas?” 
 
    “We go south in a fortnight. In that time you have to convert to a Hurricane and pick up the basic tricks of the fighter trade.” 
 
    “The Defiant is supposed to be a fighter, so they tell me. I flew a few hours on a Hurricane in training – sufficient to know what I was missing in a Defiant. How do you fly here, Thomas? We have heard that the tight formations and the squadron area attacks have been dumped by some squadrons.” 
 
    “Our experience in France says that the finger four of the Luftwaffe works. The Flight or squadron to be in loose contact and able to see all round. Most attacks end up being made in sections of two, watching each other’s tails. You’ll learn, Ted. We are still organising our Flights – swapping people about so they can get experience of working with each other. You’ll fly with Jim tomorrow. He’s younger than you, less time in the RAF, but joined us green in France and made a score in days.” 
 
    Ted had been out of training for a year, long enough to know his way around a squadron. He suspected he was being asked to give quiet advice on routines and basic paperwork. 
 
    “I can learn from him, Thomas. He must have the fighter pilot’s eye.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ted. I need every pilot pulling together at the moment. You are replacing a competent pilot who had developed the habit of carrying a hip flask. Not a good idea when flying.” 
 
    “Bloody stupid, if you ask me, Thomas. Have I got time to go up this afternoon, just to remind myself of a Hurry’s cockpit before flying with the squadron tomorrow?” 
 
    “No. Rain clouds in the west, might be coming this way. Jim will look after you in the morning – he can take you out early and show you the landmarks. Tony will settle you in now.” 
 
    Thomas sat back, pleased with his new man – a forgettable face and in no way out of the ordinary in speech or attitude but a pilot who would fit in and probably show effective. No place for another prima donna but every need for strength in the chorus – a comment made by Iain Farquhar which had stuck in his mind. Iain had mentioned being a keen amateur tenor who had once wondered if he might not have an operatic career; his family had not approved – opera singing was show business and low, and the Farquhars had been soldiers since forever. 
 
    He sat back with an hour to spare before dinner, wishing he was to go home to Grace to eat. It had been a short weekend, but busy and happy, a foretaste of their future life, he hoped. He mentally kicked himself – he had no time to dream. Tomorrow’s exercises were more important. 
 
    The squadron needed to practise breaking when bounced. If they were committed to attacking bombers at eight to ten thousand feet there was every chance that the fighter escort would dive on them from height, would have the advantage of speed, coming out of the sun as well. The squadron must scatter but not leave themselves vulnerable as individuals, and preferably not collide with each other in the scurry to get clear. Also, they must score on the bombers, if at all possible. 
 
    He sat with pencil and paper and came up with possibilities to talk over when it was raining and they were stuck on the ground. 
 
    Rogers was ready with mess dress for the evening; he changed rapidly and wandered across  
 
      
 
    to lead the almost formal procession to the table, their one concession to RAF tradition. He stood before the food came to table. 
 
    “You will have noticed that Faulds is no longer with us. Nor is his hip flask. Ted Marks has replaced him and is not displeased to have come to Hurricanes after surviving a term of penal servitude – Defiants, was it not, Ted?” 
 
    “Guilty, m’lud!” 
 
    There was a mutter of sympathy around the board. 
 
    “Cruel and unusual punishment, Thomas! No man should suffer that fate!” 
 
    “I bow to your knowledge of the law, Aloysius.” 
 
    O’Mara had taken his degree and commenced pupillage as a barrister before joining up. He had been a member of his university’s air squadron and had been through a short training course before going to active service. 
 
    Soup was served, normally one of the better courses, fresh vegetables readily available in the depths of Norfolk. 
 
    The main course followed, distinguished by the tiny size of the slices of beef, much outweighed by beans, carrots and potatoes. 
 
    It could have been worse, Thomas thought – the overall quantity was enough to fill their stomachs, even if plainer than they might have wished. At least the beef was fresh, not canned from the Argentine. 
 
    There were strawberries afterwards, the early season crop, naturally sweet and available off ration. 
 
    “Could be worse, gentlemen. The advantage of being deep in the agricultural sticks – the food ain’t elegant, but it has some flavour and there’s enough of it. Tony, what’s the information from Dunkirk?” 
 
    A peacetime mess avoided talking shop; that prohibition ceased when at war in all except the most traditional of regiments. 
 
    “All I have heard says that they have pulled out the bulk of the BEF, Thomas. A lot of French as well. Must be the better part of two hundred thousand men so far. No tanks or guns or lorries. The most of the men are carrying a rifle and nothing else.” 
 
    “That can be dealt with, Tony. Can’t replace a quarter of a million men in a hurry, but you can buy tanks and guns in quick time.” 
 
    A week before and the news had been of unmitigated disaster; now, it seemed that total defeat had been avoided. 
 
    General discussion around the table agreed that provided the factories could be kept in production the war was not lost. They retired to the bar. 
 
    “Thought you would take a few days off for a honeymoon, Thomas?” 
 
    “No, Robert. We’ve agreed that a holiday can wait for a year or two. When the war’s over, we’ll sail to Australia – six weeks of idleness. For the while, Grace is still needed as a ferry pilot and I suppose I can keep myself busy here.” 
 
    “Was that your father I saw, Thomas? Weighed down by the amount on his chest?” 
 
    “It was. The Old Man is in planning now, he tells me, considering the production of ground attack aircraft. Might be us in a years’ time. The Hurry’s getting outdated, so they tell me.” 
 
    “It’s a damned good fighter, Thomas. It will bash anything Adolf’s got.” 
 
    “This year, I agree, Robert. Next year might be different. We get hold of a new mark with cannon and more power and bombing capacity and we will be roaming over northern France, looking for targets.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, though we do have to win the next stage of the war first.” 
 
      
 
    The telephone rang, very early; the morning was wet and Thomas was trying to get ahead of his paperwork. 
 
    “Tucker. I’m sending you eight green objects just come out of the OTU – the Operational Training Unit. They know remarkably little and can do less. I want you to mix them in with your pilots, take them up in Flights and generally spend the next month training them. Take them south with you. As they come up to scratch, feed them into operational flying to give your men a rest. There will be more planes coming in, and ground crews for them. We lost pilots unnecessarily in the Great War, sending them up with no more than eight hours to their names. This time, we want a few hundred hours of experience before they so much as see a Hun.” 
 
    Thomas’ first dismay abated – thinking on the idea, it actually made sense. He would be able to rest his pilots at least one day in four, more as the boys learned their trade. 
 
    “When do they arrive, sir? The sooner the better if we are to migrate south in ten days. It sounds sensible, sir. We will need a number more of ground people – cooks and batmen and such. Are they still conscripting the unfit and the incompetent?” 
 
    “I could send you a hundred of those, Stark.” 
 
    “Do so, sir. The boys do like having servants – it makes them feel pampered and costs nothing because you have to find some occupation for the hopeless. They don’t have the aptitude to make mechanics, but they can do something useful for the squadron, and we can teach them to handle a machine gun on the field. That’s a thought, sir. You could send a dozen Vickers K Guns with them. They ain’t much use as ack-ack, but loaded tracer they might put the wind up a Stuka.” 
 
    “Can’t make any promises, Stark. Not impossible. I’ll see what can be done.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’ll give my adjutant the good news – nothing he’ll like more than to find accommodation and stores for another fifty bodies.” 
 
    “I should pay you a visit at some time, Stark. Make an official inspection before you disappear. My records say that the squadron is poorly disciplined, scruffy and unable to meet the most basic standards. I had better correct that if I am to hand you over to another Group.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Hallam-Pettigrew had had the opportunity to file a report, sir.” 
 
    “He posted it to his office.” 
 
    “Malicious old sod! Determined to get a final shot in.” 
 
    “He’s been posted again, after one week in airfield defences. He proposed mobile anti-aircraft batteries – horse drawn. Small carts with a pair of Lewis Guns in each.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Sent the suggestion up to the Air Ministry. He’s been transferred to Scapa Flow to act as air-liaison officer with the Navy there.” 
 
    “Couldn’t happen to a nicer chap. He’ll enjoy being ignored by the sailors.” 
 
    “Especially with winter coming. Billeted in a hut with the mess a quarter of a mile distant, having to walk through blizzards to get there… Wouldn’t wish a posting to Scapa on my worst enemy.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you, sir? I would!” 
 
    “How unkind, Stark. I should see you tomorrow or Thursday, depending on the weather.” 
 
      
 
    “Knock up something special for luncheon, Thomas?” 
 
    “No, Tony. Buggered if we should go short for the rest of the week just to fill the bellies of the brass. Spam, egg and chips – it’s edible and it’s what we’re used to. At least we get plenty of eggs here.” 
 
    “Local farmers selling direct to us. Small producers so they’re not affected by the regulations. Probably won’t be the case when we get south. Egg powder is more likely – dried and put into big cans in the States. The Navy gets it for shipboard rations already and we’ve been threatened with it.” 
 
    “A fate worse than death, by the sound of it. We’ll probably survive it. What will you do for these green pilot officers?” 
 
    “If they are all officers, they’ll have to share rooms, in pairs. Sergeants should be no great problem, except that we’re not allowed to provide batmen for them. You say we’re getting new bodies for the kitchens and general duties? That saves a lot of buggering about. The new men will give us a guarantee of always getting twelve planes in the air. We’re still short on the medical side, Thomas. No Quack.” 
 
    “Go through official channels, will you, Tony. If that doesn’t work, I’ll talk to Tucker tomorrow.” 
 
    “That leaves no time to get a response from Group if I make the reminder formally.” 
 
    “Good. Easier that way. Do the paperwork, Tony – keep it legal seeming. I’ll go down to the hangars for the rest of the morning, Tony. No chance of flying by the looks of this rain. Time I was seen there for more than a couple of minutes at a time.” 
 
    “Phil will be pleased to welcome you into his domain.” 
 
    “Better talk to the armourer while I’m there. Cedric has done his best to avoid me since I trod on him on the first day.” 
 
    “Never makes a good start to a working relationship, threatening to exile a bloke to Outer Mongolia, or whatever.” 
 
    “Only way to get him to do what was needed. He’s a by the book merchant – a good worker and dedicated to the service. That’s all very well except when the book’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Phil, we are getting another eight pilots in, all very green and needing to build up their hours and learn the trade. There will be some more planes, but I don’t know how many. Also some more mechanics – but no numbers specified, or ranks. They might be as green as the pilots.” 
 
    “I suppose there is a reason, Thomas?” 
 
    “Break them in slowly, hopefully lose fewer boys in their first days.” 
 
    Phil had been told of the figures for new pilot losses in the Great War. 
 
    “It makes sense. Some. The problem might be keeping the planes under cover, though that is less of a worry with the Mark II and the metal wing. I can probably organise canvas awnings, if needed. When do the planes arrive?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Right. As clear an answer as you know. I’ll get on with it, Thomas.” 
 
    Phil was prematurely bald, his pink scalp showing the small scars inevitable among mechanics who spent their lives bending in confined spaces to work on aero engines. Thomas could always imagine him as a South Seas warrior, tattooed and fearsome. 
 
    “Better brave Cedric’s den next.” 
 
    “Knock three times before you enter, Thomas. Safety first – he might have a gun up on his bench.” 
 
    “Does he say that every time, Phil?” 
 
    “Unfailing!” 
 
    Thomas made his way across to the Armoury. A corner of one hangar had been closed away behind thick wire mesh, open to view apart from the door, solid wood and placed centrally. He knocked dutifully, although he must have been seen walking over. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    Thomas was not amused. 
 
    “Squadron leader!” 
 
    The door opened slowly and a sergeant peered out to make sure that the caller had identified himself correctly. 
 
    “Come in, sir.” 
 
    The sergeant stepped back and saluted. Thomas scowled and returned the compliment. 
 
    “Morning, Mr Paynton.” 
 
    “Good morning, sir. Just one moment while I reassemble this breech mechanism, sir. Stripping all of the Brownings, sir, as the planes are pulled offline for their long services. Discovering very little wear, of course, but there is always the possibility of grit and dust building up. Every landing throws up dust, in the nature of things.” 
 
    “Unavoidable, Mr Paynton. All guns are correctly synchronised, I trust?” 
 
    “Not correctly, sir, but according to the instructions you gave me. The left four guns will hit the right side of a box six foot by three at eighty yards. The right guns will hit the left side, thus to give a point in the exact centre.” 
 
    “Excellent. I could ask for nothing better. How are your stocks of ammunition?” 
 
    “Special tracer, sir, one half of a million rounds. Ball, fifty thousand rounds. Common tracer, fifty thousand rounds. Belts are made up, sir. All with special tracer. For the field, sir, we have four Great War Vickers on cartwheel mountings. I have made up their belts with ball and common tracer, sir.” 
 
    “Good enough. We may be getting some Vickers K Guns in the near future. Load their pans with special, I think. There will be more pilots and aircraft arriving in the next few days. Possibly some mechanics and trained armourers – I have not been told. See Tony if you need more men. I am still aiming to shift south on Monday week.” 
 
    “By lorry, I presume, sir?” 
 
    “Probably. No great sense in loading your shop onto planes. How many extra vehicles will you require?” 
 
    “Probably one three tonner, sir. I will work that out closer to time.” 
 
    “Good. Gate guard – what have you for them?” 
 
    “Lee Enfields and Brens, sir. All as normal. It might be desirable to set up some of the new K Guns on dual purpose mountings at the gatehouse. There is a belief in some quarters that parachute troops will land in advance of any invasion, sir. They will attempt to knock out the airfields, it is suggested.” 
 
    “Can you do it, Mr Paynton?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then do so. I will sign off any extra expenditure for mountings.” 
 
    It was all stiff and formal – Thomas had not been granted forgiveness for his brutal threats. It mattered little while the Armourer worked at his vital job. 
 
    “While I think of it, Mr Paynton – pilot’s sidearms. Have they been brought to you for checking over?” 
 
    “No, sir. I am sorry, sir, it did not occur to me, busy as I have been with the Brownings.” 
 
    “Your priorities were right, Mr Paynton. Aircraft guns first. I would like you to talk with Tony and arrange for the pilots to bring their revolvers to you, Flight by Flight, perhaps. I know that I have not drawn my pistol from its holster since it was issued to me.” 
 
    “Good God!” 
 
    Mr Paynton shook his head at such wanton negligence. 
 
    “I will ask your batman to bring it to me, sir. As a matter of urgency.” 
 
    Thomas realised that he had lost ground, had granted the Armourer superiority in their conflicting relationship. 
 
    “There is talk of a Mark III Hurricane, Mr Paynton, to carry four twenty millimetre cannon. Will that require a restructure of your workshop when they come in?” 
 
    “To a limited extent, sir. The first priority would be training on the new weapons, for myself and my flight sergeant initially. We would then be able to bring our own people up to scratch. No doubt such provision will be made, sir.” 
 
    “Inform me as a matter of urgency if it is not, Mr Paynton. There are to be extra pilots sent here for final training, probably eight of them. There will be more planes – but how many, who knows? You will require more by way of men, spares and facilities. Inform the Adjutant. He will be expecting your requests.” 
 
    Paynton managed to smile in response. 
 
      
 
    The first of the new men reached the railway station and found no waiting RAF vehicle. There was no telephone either. He thought it was rather quaint but heaved his three suitcases and his kitbag into the trap that served as a taxi. 
 
    “To the airfield, please, miss.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I presumed that was where you would be going. Are you the only pilot aboard the train this morning?” 
 
    He thought he was – there had been no other RAF uniform in the First Class carriage. 
 
    “I can see no other ranks, either, sir. Gee up, Daisy!” 
 
    The old horse looked a little surprised at being asked to work but plodded off obediently. 
 
    “Half an hour to the field, sir. We don’t offer a speedy service.” 
 
    They were silent for ten minutes. 
 
    “Is that an airstrip over in the distance to the left?” 
 
    “Air Commodore Arkwright lives in the big house there, sir. He has his own little field. His daughter married your CO last weekend.” 
 
    “That is Squadron Leader Stark, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Tommy Stark’s son.” 
 
    “I wondered if he was. I read all about what he did in the Great War when I was a schoolboy. And Noah Arkwright, of course.” 
 
    She glanced at the young man, thought his school days had been very recent. 
 
    “You are lucky to be posted here, sir. A good squadron from all I have been told.” 
 
    “They said so at OTU – at the final training unit. That’s the field ahead look, there are Hurricanes taking off. A strange formation though, and the wrong number – that’s four in a Flight.” 
 
    The driver knew nothing of that. 
 
    A few minutes and she pulled up at the gatehouse. 
 
    “New pilot, Sergeant Mayhew.” 
 
    “Yes, miss. Go up to the admin block, please. Good morning, sir.” 
 
    The young officer returned the salute, still rather pleased with the opportunity to do so. 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Mayhew.” 
 
    He was sure it was proper to use a sergeant’s name if he knew. 
 
    “Sir. May I have your name for the Gate Log, sir?” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. Pakenham, Sergeant.” 
 
    The driver walked her horse up to the offices and pulled up, knotted her reins and dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, yes. How much is that, miss?” 
 
    “Eighteen pence, sir.” 
 
    He found a florin and refused the sixpence change. He was appalled when she began to lift his cases down, flapped and flustered as he tried to take them himself. 
 
    Tony stepped out to welcome the youth, grinned appreciatively at the pantomime, knowing that the driver had instigated it deliberately. 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Overstone. How is your grandfather today?” 
 
    “Not as young as he was, sir. Still capable of carrying out his duties. We have the funeral of Widow Harris today, sir. Dry, by the looks of it – not good for him standing at a wet graveside. Have you heard anything more of Dunkirk, sir?” 
 
    “The evacuation is over – the better part of a third of a million brought off. The soldiers are scattered all over the Kent coast, I gather. It will be some time before we hear from all of them.” 
 
    Her brother was one of the many unaccounted for, possibly still to turn up unharmed. 
 
    “We can only hope, sir.” 
 
    “We can.” 
 
    She turned away and slowly drove off, back to the job that occupied her for a few hours of each day and made her feel useful. She could not leave her grandfather – widowed and his son and daughter-in-law some years dead in a motor accident.  
 
    Tony watched her go, wondering again whether he might not speak to her one day - but she was a handsome girl and he was a one-eyed wreck with no career when the war ended. Better not, he thought, again. 
 
    “Now then, you are who, sir?” 
 
    “Pilot Officer Pakenham, posted in, sir.” 
 
    “The first of the new men. Good to see you early in the morning. What’s your name? We are informal here, when possible. I’m Tony.” 
 
    “Ivor, Tony.” 
 
    “Old name – don’t get many of them these days. Long in the family?” 
 
    “Very, sir. Always have an Ivor, every generation. I had to get here early, sir. I was given a week’s leave and went home to the Isle of Man. Boat yesterday, sir and train down from Liverpool to London and then the first one out, sir. Twenty-four hours unbroken.” 
 
    “Tiring.” 
 
    “I got some sleep on both trains, sir. Food was awful.” 
 
    “Lunch in half an hour. Working dress. Mess dress only at dinner. You will be sharing a room and a batman. I’ll take you across to your hut. I’ll give you a hand with your bags. There should be another seven of you. Thomas is flying at the moment. He’ll talk to you after lunch.” 
 
    It all seemed very informal and welcoming – as he had hoped a working squadron would be. 
 
    “Do you know which Flight I will be in, Tony?” 
 
    “None until you are operational, Ivor. This is the final stage of your training. You are attached to Two Eighty rather than a part of it as yet. When you show competent, you will be put onto operations.” 
 
    “I had thought I had passed out of Training, Tony.” 
 
    “You have – now you have to learn all the bits that Training leaves out. I expect they taught you to fly in vics and make Fighting Area Attacks, did they?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course.” 
 
    “Forget ‘em. They don’t work. You want to make a score, I expect?” 
 
    “Well… I am a fighter pilot.” 
 
    “So you are. To make a score you must see the Hun. Add to that, you must stay alive. You will do neither of those things in a vic. For the next few weeks, keep your mouth closed and your eyes open and you will learn enough to be good. Don’t learn and you’ll be dead. Here’s your batman. I’ll see you in the mess in twenty minutes. Don’t give your batman more than half a crown today.” 
 
    Mr Pakenham had not intended to give him anything but dipped his hand in his pocket obediently. He began to suspect he still had much to learn. 
 
    “Three suitcases, sir? Most young gentlemen get by with less these days. Don’t have much of that dining stuff, sir.” 
 
    The batman was short and flatfooted, many years in the RAF and knowing all of the tricks. A useful man, if his young officer was awake to his own responsibilities. Half a crown in hand was a good start. 
 
    “Best thing, sir, is to keep the unnecessary stuff packed. Don’t need them cricket flannels out, sir. Won’t be playing this summer. Squadron’s going south soon, sir. When it does, best thing will be to send two of they cases back ‘ome, like. Get them out from underfoot, like. Working uniforms – by twice, sir. Mess dress. Four or five shirts and all the underpants and socks what you got. I keep all they laundered, sir. I will brush down the boots and shoes, sir. Best fly in boots, sir.” 
 
    “I have found that shoes make it easier when flying. You can feel the bar better.” 
 
    “So they say, sir. But if you get flames coming into the cockpit from under, sir, then boots give you a few seconds before the feet fry. Not much point baling out if you can’t ever walk again, sir.” 
 
    “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Just you keep the shoes for the mess, sir. Better for you. Don’t take long to learn to fly in boots, so they say.” 
 
      
 
    The food was plain but adequate and Ivor was hungry. He joined Thomas in his office after shovelling the meal down. 
 
    “Good to see you, Ivor. In the Great War, the average life span of new pilot officers -lieutenants they were then - was eight flying hours in the worst months. They found that once the new man had made thirty hours he was likely to survive a year or more of operational flying. We intend to improve on those figures. To that end, you are attached to us to learn the basics of the game. It might take you a fortnight, it might be six months before I let you out on a sortie. It might be never – I shall bust you if I think you cannot go up and fly like a useful pilot. I need you, be sure of that – we have far too few pilots, but you must reach the minimum standard before I will let you fly with the squadron. For a beginning, get dressed and go down to the hangars. I shall be there and I shall take you up myself.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. The batman, sir, said I should wear boots, not shoes.” 
 
    “He’s right. Have you got a silk scarf?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They said every fighter pilot needed one.” 
 
    “They are right – your neck will get red raw from rubbing on the scarf if you don’t wear one. Your head must never be still, remember that – look every which way every second. Go and get dressed. Tony will have your silk scarf, which you must sign for. Bloody expensive, they are.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    Two more pilot officers arrived during the afternoon coming from the station and a three ton lorry drove in with five sergeants aboard, delivered directly from their OTU. 
 
    “Got a problem here, Thomas.” 
 
    “Do tell me, Tony.” 
 
    Thomas was not pleased that he had the sergeants dumped upon him. Particularly since a glance at their files had shown that they had not been on leave since September, when the war started. 
 
    “The sergeants, Thomas, have been through the standard course, accelerated for war service. The navigation section was reduced to two days and they have not been through the long wireless course. Other than that, they have flown their hours in biplanes and three hundred in Maggies and eighty on Hurricanes and ten on Spitfires. All passed out high on the list, obviously, which is why they became fighter pilots.” 
 
    “Why is that a problem, Tony?” 
 
    “Because the pilot officers have received far less training. Barely two hundred hours in total, forty of that in Hurricanes. You are very likely to put all of the sergeants onto ops before any of the officers are good enough. Won’t go down too well as a policy.” 
 
    “Tough shit, Tony. I will not put officers forward merely because they went to the ‘right’ schools and speak with a funny accent. Balls to that! They will go on ops when they are good enough, and if the sergeants are better, then so be it. They will all have the same opportunity to make the grade.” 
 
    Tony had expected no other answer. He had thought he ought to try to avert the inevitable complaints from on high. 
 
    “I’ve given the sergeant pilots their own mess, close to the ready room. What will happen when we get to our field in Kent or Sussex, I don’t know, obviously. I can get a bar set up for them or they may be invited to use the existing ground crew sergeants’ facilities. They can work that out for themselves. I can’t set up separate toilets to the ready room, though they should not share such facilities with officers.” 
 
    “Sergeants’ shit stinks different to officers’, does it?” 
 
    “No comment, Thomas. That’s the way things work in England.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to them in the morning, Tony. I may be in a better mood then. Wheel in the three pilot officers, if you please. Stay with them so you can carry out any who faint.” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, welcome to Two Eighty. That said, let me explain why you are here. It’s very simple – you have about two hundred hours in total, and that is at least four hundred too few if you expect to live. Your course of training has been far too short. If I sent the three of you on operations today, I would expect two to die within the week. That is wasteful of planes and of pilots who will eventually be valuable to me. At the moment, you are just tits on a bull – neither useful nor decorative!” 
 
    Thomas waited for the expressions of shock to fade. They were all well-disciplined lads – none shouted back at him. 
 
    “Opinion is that the attack on Britain will begin in July. The squadron will go south to be part of our defences then. You will be with us but not part of us at that point. I need you, be sure of that, but not as cannon fodder. Flying in France last month sometimes demanded seven sorties a day. Pilots can do that once, but not every day for weeks on end. I need relief pilots initially and then full members of the squadron who will share the workload. I do not need green incompetents who are a danger to themselves and a menace to their wingmen.” 
 
    Ivor and one of the other new men scowled; the third looked down at his feet, shamefaced. The angry men would probably make the grade as fighter pilots. 
 
    “From tomorrow morning, you will fly at least six hours a day. You will spend at least two hours sat in a classroom with me or another of the experienced pilots, learning the basics of fighting. The remainder of your time can be occupied with recognition silhouettes, so that you will know what the enemy looks like at a distance. I want a hundred more hours in Hurricanes before I will let you fly with the squadron. Then it’s a matter of learning how we fly. There are eight of you. I need you but I will throw you out if you are no use to me. Now go off and change for dinner. Working dress all day; mess dress for dinner if we are not flying too hard.” 
 
    Tony led the three out, grinning at Thomas as he closed the door. 
 
    “Tony – did he mean all of that?” 
 
    “Every word. Ivor, isn’t it? At the moment a hungry 109 would eat you alive. He doesn’t want to see you dead before you have had a chance to learn the trade. We have too few pilots and need more, badly. But there’s no point to sending you up to get killed without making a score first. They are thinking of sending me back up, they are so short of bodies.” 
 
    Ivor stared at his eye-patch and then apologised for being so rude. 
 
    “No worry, as Thomas would say. I don’t want to fly again – no judgement of distance, one eyed. I might have to. Listen and learn. The Me 109 is a better plane than the Hurricane except at low level. With luck you can outturn a Me and get on its tail, they tell me. With skill, you can do better. Forget what they told you at OTU. The instructors mostly have too little experience in battle. The squadron uses fours rather than vics, and never attempts that stupidity of the fighting area attacks. Listen, learn and fit in and you will be flying operations inside the month. Don’t do what you are told, you’ll be second pilot in a Hampden.” 
 
    It was a horrifying threat. They had already written home repeatedly detailing their progress as fighter pilots, the cream of the cream. To be relegated to a bomber would shame them, in their own eyes, forever. 
 
    They sat in a little huddle through dinner and drank a very quiet couple of beers afterwards, ignored by the rest of the squadron because they were not real pilots yet. 
 
      
 
    The sergeants came to Thomas after breakfast. 
 
    “Good morning, I am Thomas Stark. You are our first sergeant pilots. There were four others but I was able to arrange immediate commissions for them. It will take longer for you, I am afraid, but it is my intention that all of my pilots should share the same mess. But not this month. You have all been on a long course, almost the whole peacetime procedure. It’s a good course - but it ain’t good enough. You need a week or two more learning how the frontline squadrons work.” 
 
    He glanced at the five, saw them nodding thoughtfully. 
 
    “We don’t use fighting area attacks and don’t fly in tight vics. Pilots need to see everything. In a tight vic, all you can see is your leader.” 
 
    Again, he saw slow agreement. 
 
    “We use fours, loosely arrayed so that each man can guard at least one other tail. We fight in sections, pairs, when possible – with a wingman who can watch while you are killing. The rule is to open fire when close – fifty to eighty yards makes sense. Your guns will be synchronised at eighty yards. Aim for the cockpit if at all possible.” 
 
    Three nodded. Two seemed less enthralled at the prospect of deliberately killing another pilot. 
 
    “We have peashooters to work with. No choice. Rifle bullets ain’t much good at killing planes, but they do a good job on people. We don’t want an invasion.” 
 
    “And we don’t want bombs dropping on our people, not like they did at Guernica, sir.” 
 
    “Exactly so, Sergeant. Were you in Spain?” 
 
    “International Brigade, sir, for a year.” 
 
    “Well done. I flew there. What’s your name? I can never remember names first time.” 
 
    “Ardingley, sir.” 
 
    “Right – you know why we are fighting. They tell me Rotterdam was as bad. The bastards haven’t changed.” 
 
    “They can’t change, sir. They can only be killed.” 
 
    “Agreed. As soon as you know what I want of you, and have practised it, I will feed you into the squadron. When the big fight comes we will be flying all day, every day. I flew up to seven sorties in a day in France last month. A week of that and you are knackered, which is why I have asked for extra men. I want to be able to send three full Flights up whenever we are called. Sometimes it will be four. I need extra pilots – skilled and experienced hands – to do that. You and the three new pilot officers are those bodies. I need you and I want you to work like hell these next few weeks.” 
 
    It was a very different approach to the one he had used with the young officers. The attitude of the five suggested it had hit home. 
 
      
 
    “Jim, I want you to take the sergeants up this week. Every dry day for at least an hour. Show them how to place themselves – three with you to make a Flight, two in a section to observe what you are doing, swapping around as you can. When you have done each day, send them up together to repeat – four in a Flight and one watching to criticise and correct, taking it in turn. Next week I’m going to put you on with the pilot officers. How’s your own Flight coming on?” 
 
    “They don’t frighten me any more, Thomas. I think they might scare the Hun.” 
 
    “Good. I’ve had word from on high that there are occasional recce flights coming along the coast. If we get word, I’ll scramble your Flight to look for them.” 
 
    Jim was pleased to be selected, trotted off to inform his people of the honour awaiting them and then to find the sergeants. 
 
    “George!” 
 
    “Thomas, old chap?” 
 
    “Round up the three spotty-faced youths and put them into their cockpits and give them an hour of the finger four. They know nothing other than a tight vic. Show them the rudiments today and then give them an hour every morning for a week. Then I’m going to give you the sergeants and put Jim with the officers. I want an older more experienced man to start with the officers – they might believe you. Watch the little buggers – I doubt they can fly half as well as they imagine. Don’t let them kill you.” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll have to get up early in the morning to catch old George napping, Thomas! Let’s wake the little buggers up and get them busy. Flying the spares, are they, Thomas?” 
 
    “They’ve got their own, George. Eight of them that flew in yesterday evening.” 
 
    “More planes than we know how to deal with, Thomas.” 
 
    “The factories are running full out, George. The country is producing more planes than pilots, so I am told. Try to get these unlikely objects up to scratch, George.” 
 
    “Can do, old boy.” 
 
    Thomas saw him hustle about the mess, picking up the three and chivvying them out to get dressed. He still wondered about George, could not trust his breezy, blasé attitude, thought it must be covering some uncertainty – but he was a competent pilot and always showed willing and most of the pilots liked him. If he made a go of training up the greenhands, then he must be made a Flight commander.  
 
    He glanced at the squadron board, at the listings for the day. John and Robert to take Flights on exercise that morning. Two sections to go up separately, getting used to each other as wingmen. Two bodies, Roger and Aloysius, spare, on rest day and available on call. 
 
    For himself, paperwork this morning, trying to catch up on the mass of information coming down from Group and the routine generated by the squadron. Tony would have gone through the whole of the day’s input, would have separated it into ‘sign unseen’; ‘read and ignore’; ‘action necessary’ piles. 
 
    He signed a dozen sheets in two minutes, glanced through the read pile and then sat down to the seventeen distinct items that he actually needed to make a decision on. 
 
    One compassionate leave request – a mother taken into hospital and critically ill. 
 
    First reaction was to grant five days and a travel warrant – but his officer had recommended refusal. 
 
    Aircraftman Howes, working in the Armoury, for Paynton… A bad record, absent without leave twice and under threat of detention for repeated offences. Shifted from his previous squadron because it was too close to his home area and bad acquaintances there. Suspected of theft of money from his barrack room. Aged twenty-five, not a youngster. Civilian record for minor offences. 
 
    Even a habitual petty criminal could love his mother. 
 
    “Tony, what’s the information on Howes?” 
 
    “The mother in hospital request? No telegram informing him of an emergency. Never writes home or gets any mail as far as we know. Might be an illiterate family, of course. Lazy – bone idle, not worth the rations we feed him. Won’t learn his trade – useful for pushing a broom, and that only if he’s watched. Paynton strongly believes he doesn’t know who his mother is.” 
 
    “A real bastard, in fact. We don’t want him, Tony. Got no use for him. Send him off for five days and then inform the Police that he’s a deserter when he doesn’t come back. With his record, it’s prison if he gets picked up. If we never see him again, so much the better. Where’s he from?” 
 
    “The Gorbals.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Ignorant Aussie! Glasgow, one of the hardest slums in the whole of Britain. More thugs to the square foot than anywhere else in the country.” 
 
    “If we’re lucky, one of his old pals will do for him. Leave granted, get him to the station and gone, Tony.” 
 
    “Irresponsible, Thomas?” 
 
    “That’s my middle name, Tony. We don’t want him.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll get him to the station for the twelve o’clock train and then by way of Peterborough to Edinburgh and across to Glasgow from there. He should be home inside a day.” 
 
    One problem dealt with, Thomas took the next sheet off the pile. 
 
    A request to take a training course as an air gunner. A recently conscripted eighteen year old who wanted to become aircrew and had heard that air gunners were in short supply. Once accepted and with some flights behind his belt, he could train as a wireless operator. A year of flying and a course as a navigator became possible, and a commission perhaps. It was a known route for the ambitious boy with a little education. All it required was luck as a gunner – they having a high mortality rate – and the ability to learn. 
 
    ‘Approved.’ 
 
    The majority of the pieces of paper contained similar requests, most of them winnowed out by their officers or flight sergeants and reasonable in themselves. They would not all be met, but they could be sent off hopefully. The remainder were unacceptable – requests for a move to a field nearer home or for transfer to another trade and complete retraining. They all would like to be close to home and it could not be done; as for their skills – they must learn what was needed by the RAF. 
 
    Finally, one poor young man who had decided after much thought and experience of the RAF that he was really a conscientious objector. He had consulted his Bible as well and was now certain that he could not be part of a fighting service. 
 
    “Tony!” 
 
    “Thomas? Which one?” 
 
    Tony poked his head round the door, grinning. 
 
    “Barney?” 
 
    “Our newly fledged conchie? Realised too late that he should have objected to the call-up? He tried being sick for a month, but the doctors charged him with malingering. He doesn’t fancy the uniformed existence. Country boy, it seems, might be a gypsy – don’t know about that – but he ain’t a happy lad.” 
 
    “Can we put him across to the sickbay?” 
 
    “Try it, maybe. No malice in him that I’ve seen. He might be good at the job. I’ll transfer him and have a quiet word in his ear. He’s in and he won’t get out – he should make the best of it.” 
 
    Necessary work and it had to be done by somebody; Thomas could not see why it should be him. 
 
    “I’m supposed to lead a bunch of pilots, not ruin my eyes on bits of paper, Tony.” 
 
    “Tell the brass about it, Thomas. Military tradition is to waste your time and effort doing a job that could and should be dealt with by a clerk. That’s why they pay you all that extra money as a squadron leader.” 
 
    Thomas grunted, unwilling to comment and admit that he did not actually know what his pay was, that he lived off his father’s money. 
 
      
 
    The Group Captain flew in for his promised inspection, giving an hour’s official warning. One of his staff had telephoned on the previous evening to tell them the timing for the day, to ensure that their schedule did not take the whole squadron up so that he came in to find an empty field. 
 
    “Busy, Stark! That’s what I like to see. Which Flight is that coming out just now?” 
 
    “George and the sergeants, sir. You will see that he has four in Flight formation and a section of two following. Using the grass to take off together. There they go… Tidy. Well done.” 
 
    “My squadrons all use a loose vic instead of your fours. Similar effect. Not the amount of variation in height that your boys show.” 
 
    “Makes it more difficult for a bounce from on high, sir. Arguable which is better. I like them to fight in sections of two, always a wingman to hand. Get into a dogfight and you’re on your own anyway. If possible, I like to avoid dogfights in fast aircraft. You end up slowing down to keep close to your target. Better to bounce and run if you can.” 
 
    “Agreed. Who’s that coming in?” 
 
    “Jim. He has the three pilot officer trainees. Two of them will make the grade quickly from what he says. I might be inclined to dump the third… No kill to him. I’ll take him up as my wingman, get the feel for him. Jim’s fairly green himself, might not have assessed him fairly.” 
 
    “Why is he a flight lieutenant if he’s green?” 
 
    “He’s a blood for breakfast lad is our Jim. Mild, milk-faced little chap who thinks the world’s greatest sport is to get onto a bomber and shred it at fifty yards. DFC in his first fortnight.” 
 
    “One of those. Read of them from the last war. Like your father and Noah?” 
 
    “Probably, sir. I hope so. They survived.” 
 
    “Good point. Let’s take a look at your hangars, just to show willing.” 
 
    “Crowded with the extra planes, otherwise everything on top line, sir. We have the extra mechanics as requested. Might have a use for another highly skilled man – say an old flight sergeant or one of these science graduate pilot officers I’ve heard of.” 
 
    “They are going to the development fields now, Stark. There are new planes in the testing stages and the Spitfire is going through new Marks. They are working on a new wing for the Hurricane, to carry twelve guns or a combination of machine guns and cannon and with hard points for bombs.” 
 
    “Ground attack? Best thing for the Hurry. No longer ideal as a pure fighter but years of life in her yet.” 
 
    “They are considering twin engine fighters as well. The Whirlwind is still on the cards. It hasn’t worked yet, but it might. There’s a bit of thought about a family of heavy fighters and light bombers as well. Beaufort, the bomber initially. Might come off, if they can get the production of the engines. The Americans have got their P38 Lightnings which seem pretty good but are a couple of years off operational use.” 
 
    “Mustn’t forget the Me110, sir. That’s fairly much hopeless as a pure fighter but might be good for ground attack.” 
 
    “Agreed. I’ve read the first reports from France which say they ain’t up to much.” 
 
    “Too heavy to dogfight. Good in the dive but slow to pull out and cows to turn and bank. Lousy as bomber escorts because of the difficulties they have in keeping close to the slower planes.” 
 
    “Worth knowing. Why does the Luftwaffe have so many of them? They seem to think they’re the bee’s knees.” 
 
    “Fat Hermann saw them in an opium dream, I expect, sir. Let me introduce you to Phil, sir…” 
 
    Two hours and all had gone well, Tucker returning to his Anson to fly home and promising to do what he could to find another senior man for the hangars. 
 
    “I’ll inform Control that you are operational in terms of contacts off the coast, Stark. I think they are nosing about, trying to map out the inshore convoy channels inside the minefields. Thing is, the channels have to be buoyed for the merchantmen to know where they are and they can be spotted from the air. The Germans have got fast boats – E-Boats the Navy call them – which can play hell with coastal convoys escorted by a couple of trawlers and not much else.” 
 
    “Worth trying to hit them, sir.” 
 
    “Good practice for your lads. Take the first sorties yourself, Stark. Your pilots have heard of you, vaguely. They need to see that you can do what you talk about.” 
 
    Thomas was a little surprised – it had not occurred to him that he needed to prove himself in front of his own pilots. He had told Jim that he could take the first Flight out; he should not go back on that. He called the flight lieutenants together after lunch. 
 
    “Group Captain Tucker was pleased with all he saw this morning. Well done. From tomorrow morning we will be operational in this sector. There have been occasional RDF, that is Radio Direction Finder sightings from the Chain Home system, thought to be Luftwaffe recce planes nosing about the coastal convoys routes, trying to locate the swept channels the ships use. This is to be discouraged. We shall have Flights in the ready room for daylight hours. I’ll have a word with Control about timings. What I have in mind is for Jim to take early mornings; me to follow; then Robert followed by George and John. Doing it that way, Jim and George can continue to work with the new men and we can shuffle the lads about to finally decide the sections and the Flights.” 
 
    “The four of us to take Flights as a permanence, Thomas?” 
 
    George, naturally, had the question. 
 
    “Yes. You are flight commanders as of tomorrow morning. No need to get a replacement flight lieutenant for the drunk. I have requested one more experienced man to make up the squadron. The pilots can take it in turns to be available twice in the day.” 
 
    “Makes sense, old chap. The five sergeants will be ready to join them next week. Working well, they are. Better than me when I first joined my squadron – but that was peacetime, of course. Will we be keeping all five of them or will they be sent to make up numbers elsewhere, Thomas?” 
 
    “You tell me, George. I would want to keep them. A fortnight in France left me knackered, flying all day every day. It would make sense to have relief pilots, assuming we have enough to keep the planes in the air. A couple of days we flew for ten hours, which was more than tiring. Add to that, no RDF in France so half or more of the patrols were dead – we saw nothing. With the system we have here, we will be sent up to incoming raids every time. The chance of a dud patrol is almost nil.” 
 
    “That, old son, will be bloody ruinous! Going up with the near certainty of a fight every time will exhaust the lads in quick order. Won’t do me any favours, I can tell you!” 
 
    “Agreed, George. We need those sergeants and the other three as well. What’s the word on them, Jim?” 
 
    “Ivor will be good. But not for another hundred hours – he still has to think about flying, doesn’t react intuitively. I think that’s the word, anyway.” 
 
    John grinned and assured him it was. He was known to read books, kept a shelf of them in his room, somewhat to the awe of the other pilots. 
 
    “What of the other two, Jim?” 
 
    “Good question, Thomas. Theo flies best of the three – very light hands, as the jockeys say – but he hasn’t got the killer in him. There’s a chance he won’t press the tit when he gets into firing position. Can’t understand it meself. Nice chap – and that might be his problem. Think he must have had a hard time of it at school, the bullies would have been queuing up for him. I want to give him a week and then pass him to you for a decision, Thomas. Might be you could take him out to have a look at these recce planes – throw him in the deep end when he won’t be a risk to the rest of us.” 
 
    “Will do, if I can. That makes good sense, Jim. What about the third of them, Martin?” 
 
    “Not much of a pilot. Tries to grab the plane and force it do what he wants. He won’t ever be much better. He’ll kill anything that he can get behind. Wouldn’t want him near my sister, if you know what I mean. Nasty piece of work. Another week of trying to ruin his Hurricane and we can take him on as one of us – he’ll be a good fighter pilot while he lasts.” 
 
    “Short-lived?” 
 
    “For sure. He’ll get the bit between his teeth – kill two and be sure he can use his last rounds to down a third if he manages to set himself five yards off the cockpit. Brilliant but short, Martin’s career will be – but I’ll bet he gets a dozen in his few weeks.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it, Jim. Tell him he’s in if he makes that last extra effort at flying.” 
 
    George agreed – the boy sounded like the sort they needed. The others shrugged – they were fighter pilots, not renowned for their love of the human race. 
 
      
 
    Nothing came through for three days – the pilots sat in the ready room and read newspapers, slept or tried to converse, none of them successfully. 
 
    George’s Flight was scrambled in the late afternoon, swearing as they ran while doing up the buttons opened on a hot day. The four were in the air in three minutes, which Thomas was prepared to accept for a first attempt. He listened on the radio as Control sent the Flight out to sea at ten thousand feet, calling course changes and achieving an interception. 
 
    “Red leader. One Heinkel 111 at angels eight, turning due east at speed. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    Silence for a few seconds. 
 
    “Red Leader. Red Three, Four, hold back for a second go. Red Two, line astern. Diving now. Over.” 
 
    A short break and then they heard machine gun fire. 
 
    “Red Leader. Red Three, Four. Attack now. Over.” 
 
    A few seconds and George’s voice again. 
 
    “Red Leader to Control. Flamer. Heinkel is afire, going down hard… Splashing now. Wing torn off… going under. No sign of survivors. Over.” 
 
    Control ordered their return to base. 
 
    Fifteen minutes and the radio crackled and George requested permission to land. Thomas walked outside to watch, saw the four land in two pairs, all very correctly, heading off to the hangars. 
 
    The four pilots came inside, laughing together, obviously pleased with their success. The Idiot appeared from his little office, clipboard ready and a tense expression as he readied himself to ask his questions. 
 
    “One Heinkel 111, shared four ways, Idiot.” 
 
    “Very good, George. Did you see any markings on the planes? Any numbers or letters that could identify its squadron?” 
 
    They agreed they had, but were not entirely sure just what the letters were. They had been too busy for reading. 
 
    “Anything else distinctive, would you say?” 
 
    Peter had seen patches on the port wing. 
 
    “Had been repaired, Idiot. Not new plane.” 
 
    “Useful to know, Peter. That means it was one of the squadrons involved in the attack on Belgium and France, probably. A good chance there was an experienced crew aboard.” 
 
    “Gunners missed, Idiot. In France, often they hit. Maybe old plane, new crew?” 
 
    “Might be. Possibly replacements for gunners killed in the first raids. Many planes were damaged then, their crews taking casualties. Did you see anything else?” 
 
    They had spotted nothing out of the ordinary and retired to the mess to initiate the celebration of the squadron’s first kill. 
 
    “Has there been any progress on the request for camera guns, Idiot?” 
 
    “Due in a few days, Thomas. They probably would not have the definition to show numbers.” 
 
    “Pity. They’ll be useful. Easy to identify a Heinkel with that big wing. No problems there?” 
 
    “Nice and straightforward – but it took four to down one bomber, Thomas.” 
 
    “Popguns. What do you expect?” 
 
    “Aiming at the cockpit, the way you did in France.” 
 
    “I shall remind them of the need, Idiot. What’s the word on airfield defences?” 
 
    “Precious little. The bulk of Bofors guns remained behind in France. We were one of the few exceptions, you know.” 
 
    The ground staff had traipsed across France in a hopeful convoy, finally ending up on the Breton coast and finding a ship there. They had loaded their lorries aboard and had followed with their two Bofors and the dozen of Vickers K Guns they had collected and had turned up in Poole harbour unexpected in the early morning before being sent round to Southampton to offload at the docks there. According to Idiot’s account there had then been a three-way dispute between the services as to who laid their hands on the cache of weapons. 
 
    “We picked up a hundred rifles and four Brens on the way, Thomas. Worth their weight in gold, it would seem. If we had known, we could have loaded more on the lorries – but we weren’t told.” 
 
    “So, to get back to the topic, we can forget about guns round the field when we get south.” 
 
    “It seems so, Thomas. There might be some Great War vintage stuff, but not much. The word I’ve been given is that the bulk of guns available are going to Portsmouth and Chatham, to protect the ships there. Makes sense if there’s a fear of invasion.” 
 
    Regrettably, Thomas had to admit that it did. 
 
    “Keep an eye out when we do go south. Basically make sure we have slit trenches and shelters where possible.” 
 
    “We are short of lorries again, Thomas. The transport we brought back was all taken into pool, obviously, not having a squadron at the time.” 
 
    “Talk to Tucker’s people, Idiot. See what we can beg from them for a few days. I suppose we could try to send some of our stuff by rail…” 
 
    “Not if you want to see it again this year, Thomas. The railways are completely buggered.” 
 
    “Nothing changes, it would seem.” 
 
      
 
    Word came to scramble a Flight soon after eight next morning. Thomas led his three pilots out at the run and was off the ground in two and a half minutes. 
 
    “Green leader, airborne. Over.” 
 
    “Control, a single contact off Cromer by three miles. Make angels eight. Over.” 
 
    At that distance, the contact should be already visible. They stared ahead, due east but the sun was high enough that they did not have to squint. 
 
    “Green Three, angels two, port ten degrees. Floatplane. Over.” 
 
    “Green leader. Got it. Heinkel 115. Green Three cover. Green Two on me. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    Thomas dived hard to port, trying to remember details of the Heinkel floatplane. It was a torpedo bomber, he recalled, and commonly also used as a minelayer or reconnaissance plane. Armed with two machine guns, or perhaps it was three. Limited agility, due to the floats. He levelled off and then banked to starboard and dropped again, holding fire until he was close. The floatplane spotted him and tried to bank away, falling to sea level in the hope of scaring him out of his own dive. 
 
    He levelled out at fifty feet, much closer to the water than he fancied and pulled his aiming ring onto the nose, waiting until the cockpit occupied the whole of his sights, then a quick burst and pulling up and over the crashing plane. 
 
    “Green Two. Got him. Over.” 
 
    Thomas pulled round in a circle over the splashed aircraft, spotted a single crewman launching a tiny dinghy. He climbed to two thousand feet. 
 
    “Green leader. Control, Heinkel 115 down at three miles distant Cromer. One survivor in dinghy. Over.” 
 
    “Control. Cromer lifeboat launching. Circle to give marker. Over.” 
 
    The floatplane sank, leaving the dinghy and its lone occupant. Twenty minutes brought the lifeboat to pick up the prisoner. 
 
    “Green leader. Lifeboat on site. Over.” 
 
    “Control. Pancake. Over.” 
 
    Thomas led his Flight back home, content that he had provided a lesson in how to deal with slow bombers. 
 
      
 
    “What markings did you see, Thomas?” 
 
    “None to recall, Idiot. It certainly had letters and numbers but I just wasn’t looking at them.” 
 
    Iain volunteered that he had seen ‘17’ on the side. 
 
    “It had letters as well, but they were in that curly Gothic script and I couldn’t read them, Idiot.” 
 
    “Bloody nuisance, German script. Don’t see why they can’t fit in with the rest of Europe.” 
 
    They agreed with the Idiot – it did not make sense. 
 
    “Like the Chinese, isn’t it? We lived in Shanghai until I was fourteen. Couldn’t ever make sense of their writing.” 
 
    They thought that was interesting, asked Idiot what his father had done over there. 
 
    “He worked for one of the big companies, Jardine Mathieson. Still does, but in Singapore, their big offices are there. I came back to finish my schooling and go up to University. I was intending to go back east, but I ended up in the City instead. Don’t know what I’ll do when this lot is over.” 
 
    “Something useful, I expect.” 
 
    “God, I hope not, Iain. I could imagine nothing more boring.” 
 
    “Unchanged in some ways then, Idiot?” 
 
    “Good Lord, yes, Thomas! You don’t consider the RAF useful, do you?” 
 
    “Good question, Idiot. I suppose I have to answer that I don’t consider the RAF at all.” 
 
    “Very wise. Makes you up to eleven and a half kills in the RAF, by the way. Do they give you a gold medal for that?” 
 
    “No idea. Ask Tucker.” 
 
      
 
    “Thomas, message from Cromer, from the lifeboat station. What are they to do with their German prisoner?” 
 
    “Give him to the local police, Tony. They can put him in their cells until he is collected.” 
 
    “They want to know if we wish to take him for the evening, to give him a meal and a greeting, a salute from fighting men to an honourable foe?” 
 
    “Tell them to get stuffed. He’s a bloody Hun and it’s a pity he didn’t get shot with his crew. I’ve given him the only salute he’ll get from me.” 
 
    “I’ll put that a little more tactfully, Thomas. The answer is in the negative.” 
 
      
 
    George wondered that they should not have offered hospitality to their downed enemy. 
 
    “After all, Thomas, his war’s over. Can’t really call him a menace to us any longer.” 
 
    “He’s a Hun. An enemy to the human race, to the whole of civilisation. Murdering bastards who should all be dead, George. You’ve heard of Guernica and Rotterdam? Every town and city in England is likely to face the same from those animals. I really wish he had drowned with the others of his crew – why should we waste food on those scum? Have a word with Sergeant Ardingley if you want to hear what they did in Spain. I am told they bombed and machine gunned the refugee columns in France as well.” 
 
    “I expect that was under orders. So as to block the roads to the armies, I expect.” 
 
    “Balls, George! The roads were jam-packed solid anyway – they couldn’t get more blocked than they were. Ask Idiot about trying to shift the ground crews from one field to another as we ran.” 
 
    Idiot surfaced from his pint in the corner where he sat quietly. 
 
    “Could have taken hours to get over a crossroads, so many refugees shoulder to shoulder, poor sods. They killed them for the fun of it, not from military need.  Possibly they wanted to terrorise the population in advance of occupying France – whichever, it was murder in any man’s language.” 
 
    George said no more on that topic. 
 
    “When do we go south, Thomas?” 
 
    “No confirmation, George, but I’m planning for next Monday. So far, I have not been given a field to go to and we are short of lorries for the journey. Don’t hold your breath.” 
 
    “Shan’t, old boy, but I’d like to get back south. Left a lovely little girl in Sevenoaks, wouldn’t mind going back there before some horrible sod of a soldier or somesuch comes knocking on her door.” 
 
    They laughed and then listened to a rumble of thunder in the distance. 
 
    “Guns at sea?” 
 
    Tony poked his head out of the door. 
 
    “No, tall clouds close to – wet as hell within a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    It was still raining the following morning when Tony ushered a young officer into Thomas’ office. 
 
    “We have a Quack, Thomas. A real genuine-Bedouin Medical Officer, all of our own!” 
 
    “A rare privilege. You may be useful, Quack, come in and sit down. You’re soaking, man – been out in the rain?” 
 
    “No taxi, sir, and half an hour in a pony and trap from the station.” 
 
    “Oh dear! I hope Miss Overstone hasn’t caught a chill. Very pleasant young lady. Damned nuisance having no telephone at the station. You should go and ask after her health when next you are in town, Tony.” 
 
    “Subtle indeed, Thomas. Let me introduce Flight Lieutenant Horner, who is a qualified doctor. He tells me he has completed his months in a hospital, post-graduation but preferred to join the RAF rather than serve in a civilian hospital.” 
 
    “Family connections, sir. My mother’s brother was RFC and then RAF.” 
 
    “Thomas, not sir. You are more than welcome, Quack. We had an orderly in France who did his best but simply did not know sufficient for our needs. Pilots pulled out with burns need immediate treatment which I hope you will be able to provide. Tony will settle you in and you must give him a full listing of all you need for your sickbay. Can’t guarantee you will get it, but we will try. I expect the squadron to be sent south within days, to a more active field. You are here just in time.” 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    “Got a field for you, Stark, tucked away down on the Sussex coast, not so far from the place you were before you went to France. Up on the cliffs between Eastbourne and Brighton – chalk soil, dry, fairly much flat, drains quickly. Big field as well, all grass. No runway but don’t need one on that land. Satellite field, of course – which means it’s short of brass, which you won’t object to.” 
 
    Thomas listened in growing suspicion – Group Captain Tucker was far too cheerful. There had to be a sting in the tail. 
 
    “Place was in civilian use for years, got its own little control tower and has had hangars added over the past year. Huts for the troops and an old hotel nearby – less than a quarter of a mile – taken over for the officers. Idyllic location, you might say. By the seaside.” 
 
    “How lovely, sir. What?” 
 
    “What what?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the bloody place, sir?” 
 
    “Ah! Well, I wouldn’t call it wrong, not in the sense of not being right, Stark. I expect some people might, but I regard the country air as being part of Old England, you know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, well, if you insist on being technical, Stark. Thing is, from all I am told, and I haven’t been there myself, as you will appreciate, but it does seem that there might be a pig farm quite close, on the upwind side. Rather a large pig farm. With lots of pigs.” 
 
    Thomas was not amused, took the opportunity of a dig back. 
 
    “Looking on the bright side, sir, the cookhouse will be able to serve its swill straight over the fence – no need to offer it to the men first.” 
 
    “We are doing our best to improve the standards of cooking, Stark. It has not been easy, the way the service has expanded so quickly.” 
 
    “I fully agree, sir. It merely seems a pity that so much of already short rations should be wasted by being burned or rendered otherwise inedible by the cooks.” 
 
    “We are trying to train the cooks, Stark.” 
 
    “Excellent, sir. You might try giving them a few more brain cells as well. Selecting your cooks from the moronically inadequate does not seem the best of policies.” 
 
    “The stupid have to be used for something, Stark. They are conscripted and sent to us and we must set them to work.” 
 
    “Can’t you turn them into politicians, sir?” 
 
    “Been done too often already, Stark!” 
 
    “There we fully agree, sir. When do we go?” 
 
    “I can get four additional lorries to you tomorrow. You can start to run them down as soon as you like. Operational not later than the middle of next week. Congratulations on that float plane, by the way. Lost a few ships to mines lately and suspect they have been laid from the air. Bit of a problem with those Heinkels – they are also used for air-sea rescue, it seems. See them with a red cross on and the law is you must leave them alone, even if they are down in the Channel picking up crashed aircrews so they can fly again.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s the law, sir, it must be obeyed. Far be it from me ever to break the law, sir.” 
 
    “Exactly, Stark. The law is made for the benefit of us all and must never be broken, even if it is acting to benefit a bunch of Hitlerite Nazi bastards.” 
 
    “I’m sure we agree on that, sir. I will tell the lads that they must satisfy themselves that the enemy is not acting under false colours and, provided they are one hundred per cent certain that is the case, they must not shoot them down.” 
 
    “Well done, Stark! I fully agree with your course of action.” 
 
    “I am glad of that, sir. What’s the name of this new field, by the way?” 
 
    “There’s a local village, Chinedean, which gives its name, officially. It’s generally known as RAF Rosegarden.” 
 
    “My word, sir. How remarkably witty.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy flew in for a few minutes. He had been at Martlesham Heath for two days, watching as a new plane was given its first airing, and had wandered the few miles north on his way home. 
 
    “What is it, Old Man, the new plane?” 
 
    “Variant on the Beaufort, which is more or less a derivation of the Blenheim. Beaufighter, it’s to be called. Big, heavy, fast, carrying the hell of a payload. Won’t do as a pure fighter – same problem as the Me 110, too clumsy in the turn. It will make a fine fighter bomber. Good for attacking shipping, especially. A bit on the big side for tank-busting, but ideal for warehouses and such. Plenty of use for it. Now that the first models have shown good, I shall recommend orders in the four figures. Go well with the Hurribomber – your smaller, nimbler stuff to work the frontline battlefield while the Beaus cut up the rear. De Havilland has got ideas as well for a light and very fast bomber. Provided we survive the next three months, it should be an interesting war.” 
 
    “We’re down to Rosegarden next week, Old Man.” 
 
    Tommy did not know of the field. 
 
    “On the cliffs not so far from Brighton, next door to a pig farm.” 
 
    “They used to have a pig farm next door to Brooklands, before the Great War. It’s where I picked up this scar across the head. Soft landing, mind you. The hospital hosed me down before they’d let me into Casualty.” 
 
    “I hope to Christ you’re not setting a precedent. Is Cissie well?” 
 
    “Flourishing, like the green bay tree. Growing remarkably large and incredibly cheerful. Not the best time to produce a child, you might think, but I can’t really see us getting defeated, Thomas.” 
 
    “Nor me. All we have to do is fight a draw this summer. Adolf has got to achieve an all-out win if he is to destroy the Navy in every port between Plymouth and Newcastle and then launch an invasion.” 
 
    “Exactly! According to the Navy, they already regularly put a hundred small ships to sea overnight from the Channel and southern North Sea ports and have at least forty of destroyers and cruisers fast enough to intercept a fleet at sea. New patrol boats are being converted in every yard on the south coast, more or less. Adolf hasn’t got the ships to meet them.” 
 
    Thomas nodded. 
 
    “No invasion is possible without first destroying the whole of Fighter Command so that the ports can be bombed flat. We keep enough fighters to defend the ports, he has lost, especially if we can produce more AA guns.” 
 
    “We all agree that. Haven’t bothered to tell the journalists – it’s too complex for them. Politicians are more or less in the dark as well - they might interfere in sensible planning if they thought there was a chance of winning. The factories are gearing up and production is increasing every week, Thomas. There’s still the better part of a million unemployed though, wanting to get to work and with nothing to do. Christmas before they’re all mopped up, so I’m told. We need to open up new factories in the places where the men are, up North, mostly.” 
 
    “Crazy! Wasting men when we need every hand in use. Talking of business, how is my sister?” 
 
    “Making money. Producing guns and bombs and refusing to make aircraft. There’s an all Australian plane in the pipeline. She says its old-fashioned and no bloody good. She’s busy with the light cannon and with sub-contracting to the shipyards. Says we’re making a mint.” 
 
    “Can’t be bad!” 
 
    “Too right, mate. I must go – due to get down to Hurn tonight and then to Plymouth tomorrow. Discussing new aircraft for Coastal Command. See you, my son.” 
 
    “Don’t get shot down by mistake, Old Man.” 
 
    “Shan’t – I’m too old to be caught now, even driving a tired old Anson. I’ve tried to borrow a Spitfire, but they won’t let me near one.” 
 
    “Can’t imagine why. My regards to Cissie.” 
 
    Thomas watched the Anson take off, heading almost directly west to take the wide swing around London and then due south to the New Forest. He ambled across to the mess to address the pilots before lunch. 
 
      
 
    “RAF Rosegarden, Thomas? Never heard of it, old chap.” 
 
    “Newly taken over, I believe, George. The intention is to fly down on Monday. Half the ground crews to go south by lorry on Sunday, the remainder to follow as soon as we leave the field. I will try to get hold of transport planes to take Monday’s people down so that we can be operational within the day. Don’t like the idea of being right there on the coast and unable to get everybody off the ground because we’re short of mechanics.” 
 
    They agreed that it did not sound desirable. 
 
    “Still down one experienced pilot, Thomas?” 
 
    “I’ve reminded Tucker – more than that I cannot do.” 
 
    There was no need to comment that they had eight inexperienced pilots, all of whom wished to step up. 
 
    “George, can you drop into the office for a few minutes after we’ve eaten?” 
 
    “Delighted, old chap – just meet the demands of haute cuisine and I shall be with you.” 
 
    There was a sausage to go with the egg and chips. It was big and pale and curly, tasted of pork. 
 
    “What part of the pig did this come from, Thomas?” 
 
    “Mi no savvy, master.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Sorry – I was back in the Territory for a moment – they eat everything there.” 
 
    “Papua, is that? I wish this sausage was back there. Still, it’s edible. Tony, you see the menus. What is this?” 
 
    “Cumberland sausage, George.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains much. North Country – ‘ee ba gum’ and such.” 
 
    “That’s Lancashire.” 
 
    “Same place – it’s north of the Thames.” 
 
    Thomas was vaguely aware of the prejudice among the middle classes against the North of England. It mattered little to him – they were all Pommies. 
 
    George sat down in the office, happily at home. It had never occurred to him that his existence in the squadron might be at risk. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Thomas, old bean? Was that your father I saw climbing into an Anson when I brought the youths in? Weighed down by all that ribbon?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s been at Martlesham Heath, dropped in to say hello while he could. He’s waiting to take over a shipping attack wing, Coastal Command. Running errands for the Ministry in the interim.” 
 
    “Poor bugger! Wouldn’t wish that fate on any man, working for the big brass.” 
 
    “He’s seeing this chap Beaverbrook a lot. Says he’s a little shit as a person but a damned good administrator. He’s really shaking up aircraft production and repair. No shortage of planes, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Which brings us to the question of jolly pilots, old boy. Five sergeants, to wit.” 
 
    “Exactly. What’s your opinion?” 
 
    “Ardingley could join the squadron today. He wants nothing more than to kill the Hun. He ain’t going to last, if you ask me, Thomas-me-lad! He’ll take too many chances trying to make his kills. If he does live, then he’s quick promotion material. Good family, too good to be a sergeant. I suspect the problem is he’s got Spain against his name – they wouldn’t take him into officer training for being too Red.” 
 
    It was not unlikely, Thomas thought. 
 
    “The other four?” 
 
    “Rock solid, Thomas. They ain’t going to set the world on fire but they’ll make some kills and will be safe wingmen. I would put all five onto operations, if the choice was mine, old chap.” 
 
    “So be it. I don’t keep a dog and bark, George. I asked you to do the job and I’ll take your word that it has been done. They are your lads – tell them that they will be operational as soon as we get to Rosegarden. We will be running four Flights and rotating pilots on and off flying so they all get at least one day a week of rest, more if possible. Put them into sections – pairs who fly together. The fifth body will go with one of new pilot officers, if they all make the grade. Obviously, you are a flight commander, George.” 
 
    “Thank’ee, squire. I wasn’t sure you would make me up, you know.” 
 
    “Neither was I. You’ve done the job I asked for. Keep doing the job and you’ll have no problems with me.” 
 
    “Fair enough, old chap. I won’t let you down, you know.” 
 
    “Good – I’ll guarantee you won’t let me down twice. I don’t think you will once. Ask Jim to come in, if you spot him. I must get his opinion on his three.” 
 
    “He’s had a harder job than me, Thomas. I thought he was getting it easy with only three – but it ain’t that way at all. Bloody hours that lad’s spent trying to get the spotty youths up to scratch. Mind you, scratching’s about all they’re good for – the standards for officers and gentlemen are declining in my humble opinion.” 
 
    “Too many bloody Diggers hanging about the place, George. Bound to lower standards.” 
 
      
 
    “Jim, what have you to tell me of your three wise men?” 
 
    “Not bloody much, Thomas! Was I ever that green?” 
 
    “Yes. Less than a month ago. But you hardened up quickly. Funny, the rugby-playing lad who came out with you – forget his name – seemed far more likely a prospect. Died in days while you made the grade. Odd how it goes.” 
 
    “Strange, isn’t it? Bob, I think. We were quite friendly at Cranwell. Can’t remember his face now. Anyway, three green youths, Thomas. Ivor can fly almost well enough but will get better slowly if at all. Take him on as operational or dump him now. On balance, he might be more of a use than liability, so put him on operations. Martin is an animal – no sense trying to teach him the elegancies of flight – but he will kill. Very happily, I suspect. Put him on operations and give him a very patient sergeant mechanic who will mend his bent planes uncomplainingly. Theo flies well, far outstrips me. Do well in one of these weather flights, you know, in the special planes at thirty-five thousand feet taking instrument readings far out to sea. He won’t ever make a fighter pilot. No sense of needing to make the kill. Get rid of him, Thomas – he’s a liability.” 
 
    “Will do, Jim – if I can. I’ll speak to Tucker now. Have a word with the other three flight lieutenants – you will be my commanders so will need to work out your Flights as from our first day at Rosegarden. Ease the new boys in between you. Make up your sections as well as you can – lads who will work together naturally, if possible. Pick your own wingmen on the premise that they stand next in line for promotion.” 
 
    “For new squadrons or for us, Thomas?” 
 
    “Three months, Jim. Mid-June now and the weather makes a sea crossing a dodgy business in autumn and winter. If Fat Hermann is to beat us in the air, he’s got a little more than twelve weeks to do it. He’s wasting time at the moment, probably because he has to create new fields along the Pas de Calais. His fighters need a short sea crossing if they are to have time over England. He should be able to set up within the next fortnight and get his petrol and ammunition in. If he has any sense – which is debatable – he’ll be hammering us by the first week of July. That will give him eleven or twelve weeks at us. In that time, we will lose men.” 
 
    “Pray for shit weather, Thomas.” 
 
    “Too bloody right, Jim. The more of this English rain and fog we see, the happier I’ll be. Keep a grin on your face, mate – you go out looking like death warmed up and all of the youngsters will know we’re doomed.” 
 
    “Fair point. Are we operational still this weekend?” 
 
    “I’m about to talk to Tucker. I’ll enquire. Hope so – no fighter escort for these floatplanes and recce bombers. A couple more of soft kills will do the lads good. If you get a chance, go in hard and close, Jim, show them how to do it.” 
 
    “They know, Thomas. Your lot swore you opened fire at fifty feet on your floatplane.” 
 
      
 
    Group Captain Tucker was happy for them to take any contacts picked up over the weekend. His own squadrons were a little too far north to get down the Norfolk coast in a hurry. 
 
    “Got a man for you, by the way, Stark. Got his orders to him a couple of hours ago. He’s in London so he’ll report at Rosegarden on Monday. One of your old hands. American by the name of Hyman. Just come off wound leave. If his papers are accurate, he has a score as long as your arm.” 
 
    “One of the China hands, sir. Most of the Americans stayed there, went down south and joined the Flying Tigers. A few came across to Spain and those that survived went to us, mostly. They saw the bombing and didn’t like the bastards who did it. Shorty was in China early when the Japanese were flying lousy old biplanes and were inexperienced with it. Banzai and a head-on attack was all they knew – they seem to have thought it was bad-mannered when the opposition snuck up behind them and shot them in the back. They learned, eventually, I am told. The lads have told me the Chinese paid them a good salary and a bloody great bonus for every Jap they put down – made them enthusiastic.” 
 
    “Sounds like an idea our people could copy, Stark. I wouldn’t mind earning a decent wage.” 
 
    “Much to be said for it, sir. Any word from France?” 
 
    “Armistice any day now. We are pulling out every man we can get onto a ship, except that Churchill wants to send another army to the south, into Brittany to hold there and eventually break out. The man’s bloody daft!” 
 
    “Better him than Halifax.” 
 
    “That goes without saying, Stark. Especially on an open telephone. Happy with your doctor?” 
 
    “Little Jack? Well worth having, sir. Get a doctor onto an injured pilot as soon as you get him out of his plane and you may save a lot more than we do now.” 
 
    “Agreed. Right, Stark. I shall probably make this my farewell – shouldn’t need to bother you again. You’ll be in good hands down south. Most of Park’s men know what they’re doing and you won’t have too many idiots on your back.” 
 
    “Good. Do you know who the Wing Commander will be, sir?” 
 
    “No idea. Nor your Group Captain. I am told your field is only big enough for a single squadron, so you won’t have too much brass to contend with. Good luck.” 
 
    “Before you hang up, sir. One last little job for you. One of the new pilot officers, the one I mentioned last week, Theo… someone or the other, can’t see his papers offhand…” 
 
    “I have the list, Stark. Theo… got him. Very high marks throughout his training. Hasn’t got it, you said.” 
 
    “He’s brilliant in the air, sir. Wonderful flier. But he’s got no kill in him. He won’t ever make a fighter pilot. Put him into testing, perhaps, or send him out on unarmed recce work or weather patrols – but don’t leave him with me. He’s useless to the squadron and he’ll die messily or lose it and refuse to fly or something equally silly.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing for him in the flying line, Stark. I can’t post him elsewhere – I’m all fighter squadrons. Take him or break him.” 
 
    “He’s no use to me, sir. Broken it is. How do you want him?” 
 
    “Inform him he cannot make the grade and that he is to be posted out. Not as an officer – if newly-fledged pilot officers don’t qualify, they can be broken back to sergeant. They definitely lose their wings in that case. Then give him a travel warrant and send him up to me. With luck he’ll go absent and then I can get rid of him rather than have him hanging about the offices doing nothing useful and damaging morale.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” 
 
    “Nasty business, being responsible for destroying a man, ain’t it? Good luck down south, Stark.” 
 
    Thomas swore quietly then yelled for Tony. 
 
    “Theo to my office, please, Tony. I am going to break him. I want a warrant to take him to Group and he is to be off camp within the hour. Stay with me as witness, please.” 
 
    The procedure was swift and harsh. 
 
    “Theo, I am told that you will not make the grade as a fighter pilot. You are an excellent pilot but show little enthusiasm for fighting. What do you have to say?” 
 
    Theo looked down at his feet, would not catch Thomas’ eye. He muttered an answer. 
 
    “I like flying, sir. I don’t know if I could shoot at another pilot. Even pretending to makes me feel sick.” 
 
    “Then you are of no use to me. You have failed training and will revert to sergeant. Change your badges of rank before you leave the camp. I suggest you should find one of the sergeant pilots who is of the same build as you and make an exchange of uniforms with him. He will certainly eventually need officer’s clothing.” 
 
    Theo winced, came close to tears. 
 
    “Can I have another chance, sir? I’m sure I could do better if I forced myself.” 
 
    “No. You have failed. I want you off camp immediately. Do not go into the mess. Tony, organise one of your sergeants to escort him.” 
 
    “Sir. Attention! About turn! March!” 
 
      
 
    Tony came back half an hour later. 
 
    “Put him in a lorry to go to Peterborough, Thomas. Takes time but there’s no direct link from Holt and I don’t want him broken down on some station in between and maybe brought back to us by the police. He swapped for a working uniform with Sergeant Ardingley – they’re much the same height. I cut the wings off. I grabbed his side arm as well, just in case. He was in tears when I put him up in the lorry, said his parents would never forgive him for letting them down. He can’t ever go home. Bad enough to be sent to a Hurricane squadron, he said. Not to make the grade here is impossible. He asked me three times if I couldn’t speak to you to give him another chance.” 
 
    “To kill himself and let down his wingman? No. Better this way, Tony. For me, that is. There’s nothing that will ever be better for him. I just hope he waits to get off the field and out of our hands before he commits suicide.” 
 
    There was a sudden noise of engines and they stuck their heads out to see a Flight scrambling. 
 
    “John and his three… Still haven’t finalised the Flights. Do you know who he has with him today?” 
 
    Tony shook his head and they trotted down to the ready room to read the lists on the wall and listen to the wireless. 
 
    Control was vectoring the Flight onto a contact a few miles out to sea, told the Flight they should have it in sight. 
 
    “Blue Leader. Have a Heinkel 59 in sight. Seems to be flying a box search pattern. Over.” 
 
    “Control. No known downed aircraft in that position. Recce aircraft. Over.” 
 
    “Blue Leader. Roger. Over.” 
 
    Thomas listened to John’s brief orders and visualised the attack by one section as the other flew top cover. 
 
    “Blue Leader. Splashed Heinkel. Flamer. Over.” 
 
    “Control. Return to base. Over.” 
 
    The He 59 was an older floatplane and had petrol tanks in the floats, vulnerable to fire. 
 
    Fifteen minutes saw the Flight touching down, showing no signs of damage. 
 
    The Idiot greeted them and took their reports. 
 
    John walked across to Thomas. 
 
    “He had red crosses, Thomas.” 
 
    “Not no more, John. Well done. Nothing down in the sea within fifty miles of that location, John. He was mapping the minefields.” 
 
    “Fair enough, Thomas. Mine, in any case.” 
 
    “Talk me through it, John.” 
 
    He had opened fire at less than one hundred yards and had used two bursts to set the Heinkel on fire. 
 
    “I’m sure the first flames showed from the belly, Thomas, not from the floats.” 
 
    “Auxiliary fuel tanks, maybe? Idiot might know.” 
 
    Intelligence confirmed that the He 59 could carry additional fuel, the tanks installed in the carrying space which could otherwise be used for a stretcher. 
 
    “Definitely not in the way of picking up survivors, John.” 
 
    They marked the addition to John’s score and forgot about the Geneva Convention and the treatment of Red Cross planes and vehicles. 
 
      
 
    “The whole squadron to go south together, gentlemen. There will be twenty-three of us – an impressive display. Four Flights to lead – sixteen planes, the number made up by Sergeant Ardingley. You may regard yourself as operational, Sergeant Ardingley. Also, the remaining sergeants and two pilot officers. Well done, all of you!” 
 
    There were smiles of pleasure and mutual handshakes. 
 
    “The seven new men will be fed into the Flights as relief pilots, or as replacements when the unfortunate need arises. Those of you who experienced the hairy fortnight in France will know that pilots need rest periods. I want to be able to put twelve planes up every day. There may be times when we have to do that five or six times a day. Work it out – we need reliefs. We are lucky – we have got them and they have been given training to bring them up to our standard.” 
 
    This was very close to line-shooting, they feared. British pilots did not boast about their ability – over-modesty was demanded in speech. 
 
    “Enough of slapping ourselves on the back, gentlemen. I shall lead the remaining half dozen in three sections in line abreast, Ivor and Martin to port, the four sergeants to starboard. Flight plan will avoid London – too much ack-ack there, trigger-happy and too dim to tell a Hurricane from a Heinkel.” 
 
    “Are the stories about Rosegarden true, Thomas?” 
 
    “Doubt it Robert. Few stories are in my experience. Which ones?” 
 
    “On a cliff top with crosswinds all the time?” 
 
    “Probably. It’s a fairly big grass field – no hard runway – so it should be possible to land and take off into the wind. We’ll see when we get there. It might be difficult, but the Hurricane is a forgiving sort. It should be possible. Landing back with damage might be a sod, mind you. We’ll see when we get there. It’s a satellite field and there are others within a few miles.” 
 
    They nodded easily – they could fly; no problems getting down; bound to be a piece of cake. 
 
    “What’s this about a pig farm, Thomas?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I see it. Supposed to be large and smelly and very close.” 
 
    “Don’t want porkers straying onto the field when I’m taking off!” 
 
    “The guard will have instructions to shoot any trespassers.” 
 
    “Fresh bacon?” 
 
    “Pork chops?” 
 
    “Prefer leg, meself…” 
 
    The idea came to them all – the guards might be ordered to be broad in their interpretation of ‘trespass’. 
 
    “Suckling pig, small and agile and very likely to crawl under a fence, Thomas…” 
 
    “No! We shall not cut holes in the boundary fence, nor shall we organise raiding parties to climb over. On pain of my extreme displeasure, gentlemen! I shall ground any pork bandits.” 
 
    They muttered that he had no sense of humour. 
 
    “Pork makes me fart.” 
 
    That was a reasonable explanation, they agreed. 
 
    “Flying for nine o’clock Monday morning, if the weather agrees. If not, whenever possible.” 
 
    The weather had been consistently poor, rain showers on most days. The cricketers objected; the more thoughtful hoped it might rain unbroken to October. 
 
    The lorries started their runs on Saturday expecting to take the daylight hours to reach the Sussex coast and unload and then come back overnight with a relief driver. Ammunition and petrol was to remain, together with the bulk of the spares and the tools in the hangars. A new squadron was to fly in on Tuesday. 
 
    “If it works, Tony, then next time, all we will need will be to shift the personnel and their bedding and kitbags and a suitcase each. Stores can remain, including rations. It would make shifting a squadron a simple task.” 
 
    “Why is that important, Thomas?” 
 
    “Get knackered with too many scrambles or lose a lot of men in a short time, it becomes possible to pull one squadron and insert another with little disruption.” 
 
    “So it does. Good thought… But it ain’t your thought, is it? The brass have actually been planning and making sense.” 
 
    “Keith Park, I’m told. Able to think on his feet. Of course, he’s a Kiwi – not a Pommie with his head stuck up his arse.” 
 
    “Good record in the Great War.” 
 
    “So the Old Man has told me. The word is that Park is actually able to do his job - and do it well.” 
 
    “Not many of the brass can claim that, Thomas. There might be hope for us yet.” 
 
      
 
    Grace did not get leave for the weekend, to Thomas’ disappointment. He had to be content with writing his normal letter. 
 
    Monday was dry and bright and they flew – rather impressively, they thought, making a farewell circuit of Holt, all of them in formation, each Flight making its cross-over turns to maintain the finger four at constant speed. They were pleased with themselves for managing the complicated manoeuvre so casually. 
 
    Thomas was busy on the radio, contacting the sector stations as they flew west towards Oxford and then south and finally east along the coast from Chichester and over Brighton to the new field. The control system worked well and no squadrons were scrambled to intercept them, no ack-ack opened up. The level of efficiency seemed hopeful – they would need it for next few weeks. 
 
    They circled the new field, hopefully calling to control. A slight delay and a voice responded. 
 
    “Control, Rosegarden. Sorry, taking a pee. Didn’t expect you for an hour. Field is clear to land, wind gusty from the south west, along the coast. Over.” 
 
    “Garden Leader. One circuit. Land by Flights. Over.” 
 
    Thomas had been informed that his code was now ‘Garden’ and that he must use it. He inspected the field, saw that it was more or less oblong, about two hundred yards wide, and occupied the bulk of a headland, sea to its southern boundary and curving back for a hundred or so yards on east and west sides. They could come in from the sea to the south east and have a good five hundred yards to land in. The turf seemed flat and level and there were tyre marks and shallow ruts showing where the previous squadron had normally landed. 
 
    He watched as Jim took his Red Flight in four abreast, tidily close to the cliff edge and moving off to the hangars with no difficulties for space. George, John and Robert followed, all competently. 
 
    The four sergeants were watching him and he waved to Kerfoot, the nearest to him, and pointed them down, slotting in behind them by a hundred yards with Ivor and Martin at his side. It was annoying he thought as he lined up, that he must address sergeants by surname – an officer could not be on first-name terms with Other Ranks. 
 
    He glanced around him, spotted the buildings of the pig farm close to the northern boundary. There were lines of pens with churned up fields to their front. Hundreds of pigs and tons of mud. The fence was tall wire mesh with a blackthorn hedge to five feet. It should be pig-proof. 
 
    They landed, all without difficulty. A wind from due south would force them to come in from the inland quarter but should still present no overwhelming problem. 
 
    Two of the hangars were pre-war built, tall and roomy. Four more had been added, roughly constructed with corrugated iron cladding over concrete stanchions, high enough for the Hurricanes to be worked over but on the gloomy side. There was space for two dozen planes, with a little imagination on the part of the mechanics. 
 
    Tony’s flight sergeant was waiting by the hangars, under instructions to familiarise the boss with his new surroundings. 
 
    “Office is in the base of the control tower, sir. here by the side of the hangars. Ready room is the hut added at the side of that. It’s big, sir – three huts knocked into one and with tables so that a meal can be served when needed. Other ranks’ accommodation, sir, is behind the hangars and stretches across to the boundary fence. Cook halls and messes as well, sir. Stores separated by their own fence. Armoury and magazine, sir, to the opposite end of the hangars, away from the control tower. Fuel dump beyond them, but close. No bomb dump, in the nature of things.” 
 
    “Fuel dump is too close, would you say?” 
 
    “If it blows, sir, we lose the armoury and the hangars for sure.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to Group. We’ll likely have to live with it. Thanks for pointing it out. Have you spotted the officers mess yet? It’s supposed to be in a hotel, fairly close.” 
 
    “On the Brighton side, sir, to the west. It’s down in a chine – a valley leading to the sea. Well protected. Must have been a posh place before it was taken over. Haven’t been down there but I reckon from a distance it might have forty rooms.” 
 
    “Good. Should be comfortable.” 
 
    “There’s a footpath down, sir, maybe four hundred yards. The road goes from the hangars out past the stores to the gatehouse then it looks like a mile inland before it turns down towards Brighton. I expect there’s a driveway from the hotel connecting to the road.” 
 
    “Steep, the footpath?” 
 
    “Got steps on it in places, sir.” 
 
    “Keep us fit – look on the bright side.” 
 
    Thomas shrugged – there was a chance of drunken pilots rolling down to the bottom, but he could live with that. 
 
    “Good. That’s very clear, Flight. Thank you. Anything else of interest?” 
 
    “Pair of guns, sir, dug in at the cliff edge, sir, about a quarter of a mile from the field, to the east and on their own separate road in – track, more like. New. I got in yesterday and talked with the gunners. Naval six inch, sir – old guns, they said, but usable for coastal defence. They’ve got a pair of light ack-ack with them – I didn’t see what exactly, but they’ll cover us as well, as much as they can with two guns.” 
 
    “Might be useful. Have we got anything of our own?” 
 
    “A Vickers on a high angle mounting at the gate, sir. Gun pits standing empty, waiting for something to put in them.” 
 
    “Not so good. I suppose we’ll have to look after ourselves when the time comes. Are there any dispersal shelters for the planes?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve seen, sir.” 
 
    “Might be good exercise, building blast pens for the Hurricanes. We’ll deal with that when we can. Is your office close to mine?” 
 
    “In the control tower, sir. Our field controller is there now, sir.” 
 
    Thomas took the hint and made for the tower. It was not an inspiring edifice, white painted timber and thirty feet tall on a circular base of about sixty feet. It stood higher than the hangars with windows all round to give a clear view. There were two offices, large and small on the ground floor, the little one marked CO and empty except for desk and chair. The other was the Adjutant’s domain, probably too small for his needs but close and convenient. A stairway rose at the rear, zig-zagging up the wall. 
 
    There was a middle floor, split into four offices, all empty, and then a ladder to the control room, manned by a flight lieutenant and a single sergeant. 
 
    “’Morning, sir. Johnny Haskins. Sergeant Smith plays with the radios.” 
 
    There were four telephones on the desk and empty boards on the walls. 
 
    Haskins was bright scarlet across half of his face, petrol burns that had come close to his eyes and taken part of his hair. His mouth was twisted down on the one side and the ear was a pink stub. 
 
    “I didn’t land in a sudden rain squall, sir.” 
 
    “Thomas, Johnny. Bad luck! What’s your procedure?” 
 
    “You give me a list of the squadron each night for the next morning. Flights and their leaders. Reserves. Off duty. That goes up on the boards. I get word from the sector field, who are informed by Chain Home and the Observer Corps about what’s happening. I call you on the internal phone in the ready room and will order up section, Flight or whole squadron, giving height and vector. In the air, I give further directions until you are in contact – then you are on your own. You are a full squadron – normally I would expect twelve or thirteen of you up. I may need to call for an extra Flight. I can envisage pulling every pilot and plane up – if the invasion comes.” 
 
    “We fly in fours, Johnny. At the moment, I have twenty-two bods, one more due today. Seven of them are green and have been training with us. I want to feed them in slowly to the Flights to give the experienced hands a break. On big days, they may have to come in quicker than I might like. What’s trade like at the moment?” 
 
    “At sea exclusively just now. The Navy is insisting on putting convoys through the Channel – almost entirely colliers these days. Hermann takes a poke at them most days. Messy. If you get there before the Hun, you can give his bombers a going over. Get there late and you’ll be low and the fighter escort will be on top of you. I can’t do much for you. I think the intention is to put you directly under sector control within a few days. It will be better if that comes off – they see more than me. It works fairly well. Watch out for the Navy though – they fire at every plane on principle.” 
 
    “Met them before, Johnny. I hope to be operational for first light tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll work on that assumption, Thomas. First lists to me this evening?” 
 
    “Will do. Will you be messing with us?” 
 
    “Should be, as long as I don’t put your youngsters off their food.” 
 
    “Your face? They’ll see a lot worse than that before many days have gone by.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Breaking Storm 
 
      
 
    “New pilot, Thomas. Telephoned from Brighton station – taxi there won’t take him this far. It would use too much petrol.” 
 
    “Send a lorry, Tony. No alternative. Have we any stores to pick up while it’s there?” 
 
    “No. We don’t buy from the local shops – too expensive.” 
 
    “Annoying to waste the time and fuel, but I don’t see any choice.” 
 
    “Agreed. I wanted to send all of the lorries back to Holt in convoy, but this would delay them by the better part of three hours by the time the one has been into Brighton and back. I’ll send the rest off and the other can stay here until they get back tomorrow. I wanted to have a spare vehicle with them, against breakdown.” 
 
    “No matter, Tony. The best laid plans of mice and men…” 
 
    “Etcetera, etcetera, etcetera in a Jock accent, I know, Thomas! Take a walk across to the mess and tell them we’re here would you? I haven’t done that yet and don’t have the time. Take Peter the Pole with you – he wants to talk to you informally but privately.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Tony shrugged – it was private. 
 
    Thomas walked across to the ready room where the pilots had congregated for lack of other facilities.  They had got up a game of cricket, lacking a bat or ball but using their imagination to fill in the detail. They were arguing a no-ball when Thomas arrived. Peter was watching, puzzled. 
 
    “Ancient English sport, Peter, played by ancient English idiots who have never forgiven the Australians for doing it better. I’m going to walk across to find the mess. Fancy the exercise?” 
 
    Peter realised he was being invited to join Thomas, fell in beside him. 
 
    Eighty yards from the ready room to the gate in the perimeter fence. A gravelled footpath led to the side of a narrow valley, almost two hundred feet deep, widening out rapidly as they walked down rough-made steps. 
 
    “Bloody neck-breaker that will be when it’s raining, Peter!” 
 
    “Not good drunk. Is beautiful country – look!” 
 
    The path turned a corner and showed an expanse of sea through the tree-filled valley, a narrow beach and a large building set back a few yards at a height of perhaps thirty feet above sea level. 
 
    “The mess, I presume, Peter. An old country house, once upon a time – Victorian from the look of it. Red brick with turrets. Back in the days before the Great War when the gentry had money to throw away on such things. Probably a duke’s seaside cottage! Forty or fifty bedrooms on two floors. Dining rooms and a ballroom and various lounges on the ground floor. Easy to turn it into an expensive hotel. Tennis courts to the side. A pleasure garden to the front leading to a balustrade to lean on and look out to sea. Run down in the morning for an invigorating swim.” 
 
    “Not no bloody more, Thomas. Is barbed wire and sign says ‘Mines’.” 
 
    “Presumably they don’t want Adolf dipping his toes in the water there.” 
 
    “No bugger want that. Thomas, is can I ask to have Polish sign on my Hurricane? Is four squares, two red, two white like chequerboard.” 
 
    “As well as the roundels, Peter? Got to have them or some Spitfire will shoot you down one day for not knowing what you are.” 
 
    “Yes. On the side of cockpit. Personal.” 
 
    “Yes. Do it. I will tell all of the pilots that they can put their own insignia on their planes. You won’t always fly the same plane, Thomas, and sometimes relief pilots will fly yours. Good idea though. My father had a sword painted on the side of his Camel – he has a photograph of it at home.” 
 
    “Good. I tell my fitter to do it tomorrow. Maybe some bastard Nazi see it and know he been killed by a Pole.” 
 
    “A lot of Nazis, I hope, Peter. Where’s the main door? Round the front? Good exercise before dinner, walking down the chine – get a respectable thirst on.” 
 
    “Is supposed to eat dinner, not drink it.” 
 
    “Maybe. Here we are. Everything open, nobody in sight. Shop!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Call ‘shop’ if the place is empty and you want service.” 
 
    “Bloody English!” 
 
    Thomas looked about him, saw the signs of military occupation in boot-scuffed skirting boards and floors and patches of new paint to the walls replacing torn wallpaper. It was not too bad, yet. 
 
    The mess sergeant appeared. 
 
    “Squadron dining room to the right, sir, looking out over the sea. Bar to the left, also giving a nautical view. Bedrooms are upstairs, sir. Those on the first floor are larger than the rooms on the higher level. Your batman has chosen yours, sir. The rest remain to be allocated. The lorry with the pilots’ suitcases has not driven in yet, sir.” 
 
    “Peter, go up and grab a room. Rogers!” 
 
    The batman appeared at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Where’s my room, Rogers?” 
 
    “First floor, sir. On the left. I have unpacked your bags. There is a private bathroom next to it, sir. The bedrooms along the left-hand corridor are the largest, sir.” 
 
    “Put up the names of the Adjutant and the flight lieutenants on their doors, Rogers. For the rest – first come, first served. Oh, put Shorty Hyman’s name up as well – there’s a strong likelihood that he will be promoted quickly.” 
 
    Rogers trotted off to find pieces of card and a pen and drawing pins. He was much in favour of a proper order among the officers who did not, in his opinion, behave to each other with a correct degree of dignity. 
 
      
 
    Thomas declared the squadron operational in mid-afternoon. 
 
    He had an over-full complement of pilots – for the first time in the war and probably the last. The mechanics had all flown in and found the hangars ready to step into. The squadron’s other ground staff had taken over working kitchens and stores and the guards had discovered a comfortable gatehouse. 
 
    The barracks huts were draughty and would probably be intolerably cold in winter – but this was the English summer and they were no worse than cool at night. 
 
    The field was quite desirable, apart from the smell, and that was not intolerable – though the barracks rooms closer to the fence might find it a little offensive.  
 
    They were distant from the sector station and its resident wing commander. No doubt the wing commander would appear on occasion, but he would have to make an effort to get to the squadron so might not be seen too often. 
 
    “Tony, have you spoken to Wing today?” 
 
    “No – putting off the awful hour.” 
 
    “Understandable. I’ll do it now. What’s his name?” 
 
    “’Sir’?” 
 
    “I’ll ask the controller.” 
 
      
 
    “Bertram Plunkett, Thomas. Plonker Plunkett – played rugby for the RAF until a few years ago. In the pack. Big chap, wouldn’t fit into a fighter cockpit these days. Plays cricket, too – very keen. Shoots as well. And fishes. Very sporting. Country family, as you might gather. Rather a jolly sort of fellow. Everybody’s pal – you’ll hate him. Thinks he’s funny and is pleased when people laugh at him, not realising why. Makes a good wing commander because he’s idle with it – he won’t get on your back.” 
 
    Thomas was not wholly convinced of the man’s virtues. 
 
    “Useless if I want him to do something. Harmless otherwise. Is that what you’re saying, Johnny?” 
 
    “Basically. He’ll want you to field a cricket team.” 
 
    “He can get stuffed for that! Too busy for games this summer. What’s the group captain like?” 
 
    “McIntyre – lean and keen. Very clever, better at thinking than doing. Won’t go anywhere near Plonker if he can avoid it. You’ll see him once a fortnight on his rota of inspection, more often if there’s a cock-up but never less. He listens to everything you say. If you make a request that seems sensible, he’ll order someone to do something about it, but he won’t act himself.” 
 
    “Waste of time, it would seem. Not to worry. I’ll speak to Plonker now.” 
 
    “You won’t Thomas. Not at past four in the afternoon – he’ll be nowhere near his office. Send a message that you will be on the telephone at ten in the morning. I’ll talk to sector control and tell them that Rosegarden is open for trade, shall I?” 
 
    “Please. From dawn, if they need us. I want to spend a couple of hours this evening just getting a look at the landmarks.” 
 
    “Easy to find, Thomas. Brighton has its piers which stand out and from there you’re close to the RDF masts of the Chain Home station.” 
 
      
 
    The lorry pulled in with Shorty aboard, two hours later than expected. 
 
    “Road closed, Thomas. Had to go ten miles inland and find our way without any signposts to guide us. There was an army convoy blocking the coast road – wouldn’t say what or why but a lot of their trucks carried red flags. Mine laying along the beaches, I reckon.” 
 
    “Good enough, Shorty. How’s the hand?” 
 
    “Lost just the one finger and the third’s a bit stiff. No problem in use. Doctors have given me the all clear to fly and I’ve been up in a Hurricane to make sure for meself.” 
 
    “Welcome home, mate.” 
 
    “Thanks. What are we doing?” 
 
    “Convoy protection, I think, but we haven’t been told yet. Hopefully, we are operational and will be briefed soon.” 
 
    Shorty nodded, glancing round the crowded ready room. 
 
    “Where’s the mess, boss?” 
 
    “Down in the valley on the west. Couple of furlongs distant – a scenic walk when it ain’t raining. Your room has been allocated. Should be comfortable.” 
 
    “Good. What’s the smell?” 
 
    “Pig shit.” 
 
    “Thought it was familiar – reminds me of China.” 
 
      
 
    They flew late that afternoon and declared it was very scenic and then spent their first evening in the new mess. That was quite pleasant as well. 
 
    “Gentlemen – I must make a brief announcement, even though the bar is open. Do not venture onto the beach. Do not go swimming. There is a minefield on the other side of the wire. It is live. The mines will go bang. The noise will offend my fragile ears. The explosion will, at minimum, blow your legs off. You may decide for yourself which effect is the most important. Please understand that this is not a joke. There may well be soldiers standing sentry along the cliffs against invasion. They probably are a joke. That is all I have to say, except that in celebration of our new field, the first drink is on my account. Red Flight is on readiness for five in the morning.” 
 
    Jim scowled and shrugged and ordered a pint of shandy – beer mixed with lemonade to make it weak. Erik Janssen, Peter and Charlie Poole did the same, dutifully. 
 
    “Strong Flight you have there, Jim.” 
 
    “Charlie is a good wingman, Thomas. Peter and Erik naturally work together. From my point of view, a damned good thing, Thomas. Erik might be able to restrain Peter, keep him alive a bit longer. A lot of bitterness in Peter – he is a killing man now. What he was before the Germans invaded Poland, I don’t know, but he’s dangerous these days. Glad I’ve got him in the Flight – just what we want.” 
 
      
 
    The ready room telephone rang at ten minutes past five next morning. 
 
    “Red Flight scramble. Eastbound convoy under attack. Course one seven zero degrees. Angels eight. Over.” 
 
    They ran and were airborne in a little more than two minutes. 
 
    The convoy was well inshore, perhaps five miles out to sea and distant no more than ten miles from Rosegarden. The Hurricanes were unable to make their assigned height before spotting the ships. 
 
    A single armed trawler was firing a high-angle twelve pounder at an unseen target. She probably had machine guns as well but was not using them. 
 
    “Red Leader. Convoy in sight, Under high level attack. Over.” 
 
    “Control. Small plot. Two or three. Angels ten. Over.” 
 
    “Red Leader. Buster. Over.” 
 
    They thrashed their engines and climbed hard, reached ten thousand feet to see a pair of distant specks heading for the French coast, too far off to be caught. 
 
    Jim reported to Control, was told to remain on patrol, protecting the ships, until relieved. They throttled back and dropped their speed to a comfortable two hundred and performed wide circles around the convoy for forty boring minutes until they saw Green Flight coming to take over. 
 
    Back home, Jim reported. 
 
    “Too little, too late, Idiot. We achieved nothing, except to look silly.” 
 
    “I expect you were good at that, though.” 
 
    “If I wanted a comedian, I’d go to the music hall. Any further questions?” 
 
    The Idiot retired – he had only been trying to offer light relief, couldn’t understand why Jim had reacted so sourly. Thomas, who had happened to be standing within hearing range, wanting to get an unofficial take on what had gone wrong, decided not to approach Jim for a few minutes. 
 
    “Breakfast is waiting in the ready room, Jim.” 
 
      
 
    “What is your recommendation, Jim?” 
 
    “Go to twenty thousand feet – at least – before dawn and patrol at that height, waiting for the Hun to come. We have to be there first if we are to catch them. Do we have a timetable, a schedule for where to find the convoys at first light?” 
 
    “I don’t. Wing might have. Group should have. Failing that, we can get someone from on high to speak to the Admiralty. I doubt it will take more than six months to get a reply. I will try, Jim.” 
 
    Thomas telephoned Wing precisely at ten o’clock. A sergeant responded. 
 
    “Squadron Leader Stark? Sorry, sir, Wing Commander Plunkett has an important meeting at the moment. With the Army, sir. All morning set aside for it. I understand they are arranging a gymkhana. Then there will be lunch, and he has a cricket match this afternoon. He doesn’t normally get into his office on a Wednesday – sports day, sir. I will remind him of your presence and expect he will contact you on Thursday, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Sergeant. Just tell him we are operational as of now and he need not worry himself about us.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to forward the message to Group, Sergeant? I am unwilling to go over the Wing Commander’s head.” 
 
    “I can do that immediately, sir. The message will be on the Group Captain’s desk within a few minutes of my contacting his office.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. If you should ever be passing Rosegarden, knock on my door.” 
 
    “With pleasure, sir.” 
 
    Thomas shouted across to Tony, briefed him on the call. 
 
    “I’ll put a bottle of Scotch to one side, Thomas. I’ve got half a dozen left from last Christmas – kept ‘em for bribes. I suspect it will go to a good home.” 
 
    No more needed be said. 
 
    Group Captain McIntyre called within the hour. 
 
    “Squadron Leader Stark, I am glad to see you are operational so very quickly. Well done, sir! You will know that we expect the onslaught at any time now – indeed, it should have started already. Fat Hermann is letting us off the hook with his foolish sloth. Every day sees another dozen and more of Spitfires and Hurricanes made new or repaired and refurbished, and another few pilots trained.” 
 
    “Who the gods wish to destroy, they first make mad, sir. The gods must be on our side this once.” 
 
    “Possibly true, Stark. Now, what is the exact state of your squadron? You seem to be remarkably well-off for pilots.” 
 
    “I am, sir. I have sixteen of experienced men and five sergeant pilots and two green pilot officers who have trained hard and are ready to be taken on their first sorties. I have just twenty-four Hurricanes. I could use a greater supply of the special tracer rounds, sir.” 
 
    “De Wilde explosive bullets, I believe, Stark. There was some thought that they might be used exclusively for ground attack or to destroy runaway balloons.” 
 
    “Large numbers of balloons around here, sir.” 
 
    “In that case, you must have the rounds. They are in short supply, but some squadrons have refused them. I understand they are ‘unsporting’.” 
 
    “My word! How jolly, sir!” 
 
    “That is my feeling, Stark.” 
 
    The voice was uninflected, dry, almost monotone. Thomas gained the impression that it concealed a man far more intelligent than him. 
 
    “That apart, sir, I am satisfied that the squadron is ready to rejoin the fight.” 
 
    “Good. I see you have two Polish pilots, Stark? Would you prefer them to be transferred to the all-Polish squadrons which are forming in England now?” 
 
    “No, sir. Definitely not. My last squadron was full of Poles, Czechs and Americans – all experienced men who had already fought the Germans and their allies and had no illusions about why they wished to fight them again. I had not heard that there were Polish squadrons forming – and I do not doubt that they will be the greatest of assets to this country.” 
 
    “I bow to your experience, Stark. Your own record is such that you must be listened to.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. One point, sir – sergeant pilots. They do the same work as officers and are equally as valuable, yet they cannot talk with the other pilots in the mess at night and should be briefed separately. In my opinion, sir, they are a nonsense. I would request that my five be commissioned as pilot officers, sir, at the earliest possible moment.” 
 
    “Request noted, Stark, and your reasons accepted. I cannot do it. There is a strong body of belief that officers are gentlemen and cannot be drawn directly from the body of the people. The Air Ministry would not countenance a simple mass commissioning of the sergeants before they had flown to battle. The moment they start to score, Stark, send me their names – direct, not through Wing – and I will deal with them in routine fashion. Nothing unusual in giving a commission to a successful sergeant.” 
 
    “I will definitely do so, sir.” 
 
    “Good. I expect to visit you on Friday afternoon, Stark. If possible, I shall be in company with Wing Commander Plunkett. He may not be playing cricket then.” 
 
      
 
    Red Flight was circling a westward convoy next day when Sector Control scrambled the remainder of the squadron to their assistance. 
 
    Control had a large raid on its screen, coming cross-Channel on a direct line for the convoy. 
 
    Thomas led three Flights, leaving John on the ground to bring three of the new pilots along if necessary. He had put Martin in place as his wingman in Blue Flight, thinking he should bear the burden initially. 
 
    Martin took off bumpily, hauling the nose up too early, and then wandered two or three hundred feet at a time off course, heaving jerkily back into line. He obviously had a fierce grip on the controls, forcing them rather than tickling them into place. The concept of flying his plane eluded him – he drove it. 
 
    Control vectored the squadron onto the convoy. As was inevitable, they arrived after the raid they were responding to. There was a tangle of aircraft over the ships. A destroyer and two trawlers were pumping up anti-aircraft fire in a hopeful barrage, not aimed at any individual aircraft. 
 
    “Garden Leader. Green and Yellow Flights, into Me 110s covering at angels twelve. Blue Flight, target the bombers. Tally-ho. Over.” 
 
    There were Junkers 88s making low level attacks from the east while Stukas dived from directly above. Avoiding one might well render a ship vulnerable to the other. Red Flight was in close contact with the Ju 87s and there were Me 110s diving onto them. Thomas estimated fifty bandits in total. 
 
    He led his Flight low across the bows of the leading ship, an armed trawler, and head on into the 88s, levelling off at a bare one hundred feet and closing too fast. He throttled back and the three of the Flight caught up with him, as they had trained, and they attacked in line abreast. 
 
    “Garden Leader. Hold… Hold… Nearer yet… Not yet… Fire!” 
 
    Thomas noticed a hole in his wing, wondered how it had got there. The nose went down and he hauled on the stick, pushing the throttle wide open, jerking just above the German bomber as it went into the sea. He made an Immelmann, trying to shout into the intercom at the same time, blood seeming to drain out of his head as he forced the manoeuvre as hard as he could without fully blacking out. 
 
    “Garden Leader. Back into them. Over.” 
 
    It was a fairly pointless command, but they might as well hear his voice. 
 
    “Break, Peter!” 
 
    “Red Flight. Reform on me.” 
 
    “I’m hit. Shit it hurts.” 
 
    “On fire. Baling out.” 
 
    There were other shouts, impossible to pick out as they overrode each other. Thomas saw a flaming fighter hit the sea; he could not spot a parachute. He looked about, could not see his wingman either. There was a Stuka making its clumsy recovery from a bombing run, to starboard, three hundred feet below… 
 
    He banked hard, brought his nose onto the dive-bomber, a beam attack, which he did not like. He aimed off a little, too far, brought his bullet stream along the nose and through the cockpit. Successful but too long a burst. He flicked into a hard turn and climbed left and changed quickly to the right, trying to see what was happening. 
 
    They had been fighting for nearly three minutes, time to travel twelve miles, well away from the convoy. He pulled back towards the ships, opening the throttle. He might have had two seconds of ammunition left, enough to be useful, to annoy a bomber if not kill it. 
 
    The sky above the convoy was empty. The ships had ceased fire. There was smoke coming from one collier, no other sign of damage. 
 
    “Garden Leader. Undamaged Garden aircraft to me over the convoy. Out of ammunition or damaged, pancake. Over.” 
 
    There were no acknowledgements – but there was no point to announcing what they intended. 
 
    “Garden Leader, Control. Commencing patrol of convoy. Low on ammunition. Over.” 
 
    “Garden Leader. Relief arriving minutes five. Over.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas landed, still without a wingman and discovering that he had taken more damage than the hole in the wing he knew about. The controls were sloppy. He bounced and skewed to port and was lucky to bring the plane back on line, moving cautiously to the hangars. 
 
    His fitter and rigger came across to him, shaking their heads. 
 
    “Not flying this one again today, sir. Could put me head in that hole in the wing, sir.” 
 
    “Sorry. I think I got too close to the Navy. Got an 88 and a Stuka in exchange.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s alright then, sir. ‘Fair exchange is no robbery’, that’s what my mum always said.” 
 
    Thomas stood back, trying to take a count. He could see no more than fourteen Hurricanes in front of the hangars. He spotted Jim, waved him across. 
 
    “Can you see who we’ve lost?” 
 
    “Ivor turned the wrong way. Took a full load from a 110. Flamer. His parachute became alight as he baled out.” 
 
    “Exit Ivor. Pity. I had hoped we had trained him up enough. Did you see anyone else? We’re missing two.” 
 
    “Jack Entwhistle shouted he was hit. I never saw him.” 
 
    George came over. 
 
    “Saw Jack, Thomas. Low and heading back to the coast. Might have made it. Broke me duck, Thomas! Got a 110, all of me own! Filled his cockpit from fifty yards, just the way you said, dear boy! Was getting worried, you know – didn’t know if I could do it, as the bishop said to the actress!” 
 
    “Well done. I thought you’d get something pretty quickly, George. Knew you’d got the makings of a fighter pilot.” 
 
    Sometimes a squadron leader had to tell lies, Thomas reflected, but all in a good cause. He looked about, spotted the queue in front of the Idiot, joined them to make his own report. Martin was just in front of him. 
 
    “Didn’t see you in the fight, Martin?” 
 
    “I went wide when you flew through the ack-ack, Thomas. Couldn’t pull up on you. I damaged an 88 and then put some hits onto a Stuka. Nothing went down.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I suppose it was a foolish thing for me to do. Try to keep up next time.” 
 
    “Am I still your wingman, Thomas?” 
 
    “Of course. Why shouldn’t you be? Flying into a barrage ain’t the wisest of actions.” 
 
    The Idiot was busy. He could handle four pilots at a time; fourteen was excessive. He did not think he should depute his own sergeant to interrogate the pilots – considerations of rank supervened. 
 
    “Simon saw your 88, Thomas, so that’s confirmed. For the Stuka – there’s eight claimed and you know how likely that is. The Navy will report how many they saw go down. Two 110s are certain, by the way. Gorgeous George definitely got one and Peter took the other - and shot the gunner as he jumped.” 
 
    “How unfortunate. Don’t claim the gunner.” 
 
    “No, Thomas. Did he not ought to be stopped from killing parachutists, Thomas?” 
 
    “I shall tell him it’s a bad habit. Other than that – he is too good a pilot to ground.” 
 
    They were told two hours later that Jack Entwhistle had reached dry land, crashing on the cliffs with a bullet through his calf, and would be hospitalised for some days. 
 
    “Could be worse, Tony. One dead, one injured but returning to duty eventually. Two planes lost. Four damaged and out of use for some days. All four to be picked up and taken off by road for repair at the civilian central repair stations.” 
 
    “New planes in by the end of the day, so they tell me, Thomas. No replacement pilots, but we are well supplied with them already.” 
 
    They flew two more patrols during the day, single Flights who spent boring hours circling an innocent convoy as it plugged through the Channel at eight knots. 
 
    “Must get the coal through, Thomas. Every electrical power station on the south coast burns coal and the railways cannot carry the extra tonnage. The colliers must sail.” 
 
    It was the worst sort of duty – the fighters could be watched from the French coast, or by spotter planes at a safe distance, and strikes could be called as the escorts changed. A window of as little as five minutes would allow a raid to get through. 
 
      
 
    The replacement Hurricanes arrived that evening, six of them, ferried in from the station at Brooklands. Four of the pilots were women, including Grace. The whole of the ground staff cheered as she greeted Thomas. 
 
    “Careless of you, husband! Bending six kites in one day!” 
 
    “Happens, love. Especially trying to nursemaid bloody convoys. We have to fly through the Navy’s barrage to get at the bombers. What have we got here? All Mark IIs?” 
 
    “I think so. Variable pitch and metal wings and armour plate behind the seat. Warn the ground crew that the guns are loaded, Thomas.” 
 
    Thomas passed the message hurriedly. 
 
    “Unofficial policy now. The Hun has been seen over the coast so we are permitted to carry loaded guns – as long as we are not known to use them, of course. Can’t have women firing guns, Thomas.” 
 
    “Quite right, too, love. You’ll have the Dowding Spread so get very close before you open fire.” 
 
    “I shan’t forget, but the need won’t arise unless we’re unlucky. On that topic, still no news of Tom. It looks certain that he did not come back by way of Dunkirk. Posted ‘missing’. Nancy is trying to get news through his sources. The last thing we know for sure is that Gort personally put him in charge of an anti-aircraft section which may then have set up on the dunes.” 
 
    “Not good news, love. How’s the rest of the family?” 
 
    “Lucinda is in London, still. At Barts. She will be remaining there as a surgeon. She thinks it’s a wonderful opportunity, professionally. Daddy is due to go overseas. He thinks he may be sent to Malta now that Italy is in the war. Might be Egypt instead. Probably as Air Vice Marshal. Mother is busy organising the community, especially in the growing of vegetables, it would seem. I saw Tommy a couple of days ago. He’s promoted and has his anti-shipping command, though he’s now short of planes.” 
 
    “He’ll be happy. Always was much more in the way of bombing and ground attack and such.” 
 
    A Dominie came in low and landed. 
 
    “That’s our transport, Thomas. I must go, my love. I don’t doubt I shall see you again in the next few days.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to bend too many.” 
 
    “It may well be out of your hands, my love.” 
 
    She climbed in, turning to give a final wave. 
 
    Thomas watched the plane out of sight and called for his flight lieutenants. 
 
    “Busy times a-coming, gentlemen. We should organise the Flights and set up rosters for the pilots. I want to see all of us taking time off flying, one day in four should be the aim. Mind you, that all depends on Fat Hermann. When he finally pulls his finger out, we will all be busy.” 
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