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CHAPTER ONE

March 1944

‘My my – two busy bees!’ Bobbie Fraser stuck her head around the door of Angela Browne’s recently vacated room at Burton Grange.

She found Mary Holland and Jean Thornton kneeling on the threadbare carpet, scissors in hand. Mary had laid out pieces of a dress pattern – bodice, sleeves, collar and skirt panels – on to a pretty, pale green rayon material, and now she and Jean prepared to snip. In the background the Andrews Sisters trilled the words to ‘A Zoot Suit’ on the record player that Angela had left behind.

‘Would you like to lend a hand?’ Mary glanced up at Bobbie.

‘Me? I can’t tell a sleeve piece from a collar interfacing.’ Bobbie stepped carefully across the room then plonked herself and her pile of freshly ironed laundry down on the bed. She leaned back on her elbows and dangled her feet. ‘Let me work out who intends to wear this wonderful creation when it’s finished.’

On the gramophone the Sisters harmonized sweetly; according to them the whole world was playing samba.

‘Mary, this is a new dress for you,’ Bobbie surmised.

‘How did you know?’ Mary proceeded to cut.

‘Pale green is your colour. Jean would have chosen a shade of blue. Now, the big question is: who are you intending to impress?’ Above the crackle of static electricity, the drum-driven Latin-American rhythm filled the once elegant room of the Georgian manor house. In addition to a double bed with a faded green eiderdown there was a dressing table with a chipped glass top, two wickerwork chairs and an old mahogany wardrobe. Crimson damask curtains hung from a heavy wooden pole.

‘Why should I be trying to impress anyone?’ Mary’s loose, mid-brown hair fell across her face and exposed the pale nape of her neck as she worked. She was dressed casually for her day off from ferry-pool duties in black slacks and a cream blouse.

‘Pull the other one!’ Bobbie laughed. ‘We all know that Flight Lieutenant Cameron Ainslie is the lucky fellow, don’t we, Jean?’ The pair had declared their love shortly before Cameron had been posted to Aireby training camp, an hour’s cycle ride away.

‘What’s a zoot suit when it’s at home?’ Knowing that Mary disliked being teased, Jean steered the subject towards the title of the song.

Bobbie took the bait eagerly. ‘It’s the latest fashion for men: a killer-diller coat with enormous shoulder pads and wide lapels. They’re all the rage in Harlem, apparently.’

‘But not here in Rixley,’ Mary pointed out drily. Snip – she cut delicately into the material, careful to keep to the outline of the bodice piece. Snip-snip. Yes, she wanted to finish the dress in time for her longed-for meeting with Cameron, and what was wrong with that? Snip-snip. It wasn’t anyone’s business but hers. ‘Yorkshire isn’t New York – it’s not even Chicago or Detroit.’

Bobbie yelped with laughter. ‘No – imagine Cameron in a zoot suit!’ She turned her head towards Jean. ‘Or Douglas, for that matter. Good Lord above, the pair of them would be locked up for crimes against good taste.’

Trombones and trumpets, flutes and clarinets swung along to the honeyed American voices on the record.

‘It’s a pity Angela had to leave us.’ Jean concentrated on cutting out a skirt panel. More snipping ensued. ‘We’ll all miss her now that she’s been transferred to White Waltham, of course; but you more than most, Bobbie.’

Letting her head loll back against the wall, Bobbie stared up at the cracks in the ceiling and let out a long sigh. ‘I did shed a tear when I waved dear Angie off at Rixley station,’ she admitted in her strong Scots brogue. ‘But the ATA needs her to train the new intake of recently signed-up ab initio recruits down there – two thousand applications last month alone, by all accounts.’

‘All getting ready for the big push for victory.’ Jean’s steady hand finished cutting out the first skirt panel, which she placed over the arm of the nearby wicker chair. ‘Whenever that may be.’

‘Soon,’ Mary insisted. ‘That’s what everyone’s saying and I can’t help thinking they’re right.’

The whole country was in the grip of a fever, counting off the thrilling, nerve-tingling days on the calendar, listening to the news on the wireless for the latest sign that Allied troops were ready to cross the Channel and gain a foothold in northern France. At a personal level, Bobbie, Jean and Mary, along with all the other ATA pilots at Rixley, shared the tension of the build-up, working at full tilt to fly fighter planes and bombers between ferry pools, maintenance units and RAF stations, in readiness for the all-out attack.

‘The sooner the better.’ Bobbie got up from the bed to gaze out through the long window at the sweeping lawns of the Grange – still out of bounds since an enemy bombing raid the previous autumn. Two large areas of the grounds were fenced off with barbed wire and the smooth green surface was pitted with bomb craters. That hadn’t been the worst of it, though; an entire wing of the grand house that had served as a convalescent home for wounded servicemen had been destroyed, killing five of the patients as well as a young nurse and an elderly ward orderly from the village. Luckily the west wing of the building, which was used as billets for ATA pilots, had remained intact. ‘Herr Hitler and his Jerry bombers won’t know what’s hit them when it does happen,’ Bobbie predicted with unusual venom.

‘And that’ll be the end of us Atta girls.’ Mary adjusted two or three pins on the pattern then began on a collar section. ‘No more flying for me after Jerry admits defeat.’ The Air Transport Auxiliary would be disbanded and there was every possibility that she would go back to working in a woollen mill, or perhaps as a shop assistant or an office worker if she was lucky. ‘And I’m only just getting started.’

‘Don’t worry; you’ll make first officer before we’re through.’ Jean couldn’t see an early end to the war; not with the Japanese joining Hitler and going at it hammer and tongs against the Yanks in the Pacific.

‘If you say so, Flight Captain Thornton.’ Mary gave Jean a quick, ironic salute then fell back into seriousness. ‘Is it wrong for me not to long for it all to end as soon as possible?’

‘Wait – let me work that one out.’ Bobbie continued to stare out of the window at the heather-covered hills rising out of the valley bottom and forming a jagged horizon marked by outcrops of dark rock. Patchy cloud drifted from west to east, driven by winds that brought squally showers interspersed with welcome patches of blue sky. ‘Yes, what you said is as good as treason. But I do know what you mean – what will become of us women pilots once the war is over?’

‘Right,’ Mary said as she continued to snip.

‘Try not to think about it.’ Jean went to the record player, lifted the needle then chose another record. ‘Let tomorrow look after itself; meanwhile, we Atta girls must take to the air in anything we’re given.’ Magister or Swordfish to White Waltham, Maidenhead or Chester. Hurricane or the glorious Spitfire to Lossiemouth or Lancaster. Anything to anywhere – that’s what their outfit was famous for. ‘“Paper Doll” by the Mills Brothers, anyone?’ Jean suggested. ‘Or how about Glenn Miller and a touch of “That Old Black Magic”?’

‘I’ve finished sewing the bodice and the sleeves,’ Mary reported to Bobbie that evening over a glass of Dubonnet and lemonade in the Fox and Hounds in nearby Rixley village. ‘Now all I have to do is attach the top to the skirt and sew the hem. I’ll do that tomorrow evening.’

‘That was quick work.’ Bobbie had spent her free afternoon writing letters and reading magazines.

‘I’ve arranged to see Cameron next weekend,’ Mary admitted. ‘You were right – I do want to look my best for him.’ And why not? Mary put great store by these meetings, which were rare and therefore precious.

‘You see!’ Bobbie winked then raised her glass to Jean, who sat across the room with her husband, Douglas Thornton. The newly married pair looked blissfully happy despite the naysayers – those like fellow pilots Agnes Wright and Horace Jackson, who had been quick to judge when the engagement was announced: surely the hard-of-hearing ex-RAF man with the gammy leg was far too old and crabby for cool-as-a-cucumber, ultra-elegant, ace-pilot Jean? ‘Anyway, it’s nothing to be ashamed of: wanting to look your best for the man you love. As a matter of fact, I envy you.’

Startled, Mary took a quick drink and felt the sweet heat of the Dubonnet hit the back of her throat. ‘You mean …?’

‘No, silly!’ Bobbie leaned across the table to pat Mary’s free hand. ‘I don’t mean that I’m jealous of you and Cameron. He’s a good friend but I never thought of him in that way. I’m only wishing there was someone special in my life, too.’

‘There will be,’ Mary promised. She was glad that Bobbie was looking to the future. It meant she was slowly emerging from the horrors of last autumn’s dreadful episode with Teddy Simpson, about which the less said the better. ‘I mean it, Bobbie. One look at you in that get-up …’

Bobbie’s dress for their evening in the local pub was a delicate shade of lavender, with a scalloped neckline and long, tight-fitting sleeves. She wore her sandy-coloured hair pinned back from her face and rolled under at the back, with small pearl earrings and a matching necklace as the finishing touches. Real pearls, Mary observed, lucky thing.

‘If you say so.’ Bobbie didn’t quite believe Mary. She thought of herself as too short and somewhat lacking in the curves department. In fact, in all her twenty-two years, despite a life of privilege as a laird’s daughter in the Scottish Highlands, she’d only really felt at home either on horseback, riding the heather moorlands or, more recently, behind the controls of a Spit or a Hurricane. Men remained a mystery and, since Teddy Simpson, a definite threat. Bobbie wished it weren’t so, but it was. ‘Now, as for Angela—’ she began as a fresh influx of customers entered the small snug and went to order drinks at the bar.

‘None of us is on a par with Angela,’ Mary interrupted. ‘She’s a one-off.’ If you’d mentioned men to the much missed society girl, Angela would have reeled off the names of those who had escorted her to the 400 Club in London’s West End – Group Captain this and Squadron Leader that. The words Bentley and Bugatti tripped from her lips, along with Schiaparelli and Chanel.

‘That’s not what I meant.’ Bobbie spoke above the raucous voices of the squaddies at the bar. ‘I was about to say that Angela gave me a valuable piece of advice on that front. Be yourself – that was her motto. If men are attracted to the natural you, then all well and good; if not, they’re not worth bothering with.’

‘Quite right, too. Look at Jean over there.’ Mary nodded towards their fellow pilot, settled in her seat, her long blonde hair swept up to show off a swanlike neck, hands resting in her lap. ‘She’s got bags of confidence in herself – quieter but just as strong as Angela. That’s what I’d like to aim for.’

Bobbie glanced at Jean, who talked and smiled with Douglas and ignored the disruptions around her – the blast of cold air as the door opened and yet more young soldiers from the training camp just outside Northgate barged in, then the shifting of tables and setting up of a game of darts in a corner of the room. ‘I can see you and Cameron tying the knot in the not too distant future,’ she confided. ‘A small ceremony, without fuss – just like Jean and Douglas.’

‘I wouldn’t bank on it.’ Mary shook her head. ‘It’s harder now that Cameron’s moved away from Rixley. I scarcely see him.’ She felt a painful pressure around her heart as she spoke the words.

‘But you have letters and telephone calls to tide you over. And it’s obvious that he’d fallen head over heels in love with you before he was posted to Aireby.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I just do.’ Bobbie recalled the looks that had passed between the two of them as Mary had rushed on to the runway each morning with parachute pack, flying helmet and chit for the day, the worried preoccupation in Cameron’s eyes until she had returned safely to base at night.

‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ Mary said. ‘I’m not very good at waiting for letters to drop on the mat or for the phone to ring. In between I persuade myself that Cameron has changed his mind about me and I have nightmares about it too.’

‘Good Lord above!’ Bobbie’s favourite expression of surprise rolled off her tongue. ‘We’re a pair of silly geese – me with my tongue-tied awkwardness around men, you with your doubts and dark thoughts.’

‘Yes, it’s not easy.’ A sudden smile lit up Mary’s features. ‘It makes flying a plane a doddle, though.’

Bobbie spluttered then grinned as she drank from her glass. ‘You can say that again.’

‘Now then, girls.’ A soldier with corporal’s stripes and the worst haircut in the world – scalped at the back and sides, with tufts sticking up from the crown – approached their table. He was accompanied by an equally unprepossessing private, whose chin sported a small sticking plaster and whose khaki jacket hung open to reveal a shirt missing two of its buttons. ‘We can’t have you sitting all on your ownios – not two stunners like you.’

The soldiers drew up stools and made themselves at home. ‘I’m Colin. This is Leftie,’ the unbuttoned one said. ‘What do you two girls do for a living? Let me guess: you’re hoofers on tour with ENSA, entertaining the troops with your high kicks and your twirls – am I right?’

‘Two more pints of Tetley’s!’ a voice at the bar yelled. Elbows jostled, drink was spilled, recriminations followed. ‘Watch out!’ ‘Watch out yourself, you bloody idiot!’ Landlady Florrie Loxley threatened to ban any troublemakers on the spot.

‘We don’t hoof, as you call it,’ Mary replied frostily. Her younger brother, Tom, was an army private so she knew what she was dealing with.

‘We fly Spitfires,’ Bobbie informed them.

‘Bloody hell!’ Leftie’s jaw dropped. ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’

‘You’re Atta girls?’ Colin croaked in disbelief. ‘You can’t be!’

‘We are,’ Bobbie and Mary said in unison.

‘Lads, lads; come over here.’ Leftie beckoned to his rowdy mates. ‘You’re never going to believe this …’

Mary glanced at Bobbie and raised one finely shaped eyebrow. Without saying a word they stood up simultaneously then swept through the door out into the clear, cold night with never a backwards glance.

‘Chips?’ Mary spotted a van parked outside the railway station – a ramshackle, converted ambulance with a serving hatch, emblazoned down the side with the words ‘Maltby Cod – The Best in Yorkshire’.

‘You bet.’ Taking out her purse, Bobbie ran ahead. She stood on tiptoe to lean on the counter and place her order with a winning smile. ‘Two portions of chips, please, and don’t be stingy with the salt and vinegar.’

‘It’s awfully small.’ Douglas cast a wary eye around the farm labourer’s cottage on the boundary of the Burton Grange grounds. The land, and indeed the whole of Rixley village, was owned by the Parseval family, who continued to run the estate along feudal lines. Douglas had acquired the key from Florrie Loxley the previous evening and come here with Jean first thing on Sunday morning.

‘Florrie did warn us not to expect too much.’ Jean took in the tiny kitchen dominated by an old-fashioned, black cooking range and a plain deal table. There was an uneven flagged floor, a stone sink and a small mullioned window looking out on to Burton Wood.

‘It won’t get much sunlight, not with those trees in the way.’ Douglas wanted better for his new wife – a modern place with a gas cooker and fitted cupboards. But in wartime beggars couldn’t be choosers. The expression on his square, clean-cut face was dejected as he limped towards the door leading into the chilly, cramped living room.

Jean followed him. ‘Look on the bright side – we’re within a stone’s throw of the ferry pool, ten minutes’ walk at the most. Think how easy it’ll be to get to work.’

He nodded then gave a fleeting smile as Jean slipped her arm through his. The living room had a sooty inglenook fireplace, a tattered dark blue rug and faded curtains. He noticed that the lumpy horsehair sofa was missing a leg and the only lighting seemed to be from two oil lamps hanging from a ceiling beam. ‘When was it last lived in, I wonder?’

‘Florrie didn’t say.’ Jean recalled that the only information the pub landlady had provided along with the key was that the last tenant – a doddery old chap called William Varley – had been a worker on the Parseval family’s estate. Taking in the pipe rack on the stone windowsill with two pipes in it and a pair of worn slippers under the sofa, she failed to suppress a shudder.

‘Shall we look upstairs?’ Once more Douglas led the way, his mood worsening as he surveyed patches of damp on the bedroom ceiling and cobwebs festooning every niche and crevice. ‘We can’t possibly …’

‘Yes, we can.’ What choice did they have? The Grange didn’t provide married quarters – male and female pilots were billeted on separate floors. If she and Douglas wanted to set up a life together, they would have to move out. ‘I can ask Bobbie and Mary to help me sort this place out. We girls will work wonders with our buckets and mops; you’ll see.’

‘It’ll take more than that.’ Pots of paint, brushes, hammers, nails – not to mention a roofer to replace some slates, a plumber to mend the leaking U-bend under the kitchen sink, and a plasterer to cover the worst of the cracks throughout the house. ‘Where’s the toilet?’ Douglas wondered.

Jean led him to the window and pointed to a stone lean-to in the backyard. ‘In there, I expect. There’s no bathroom, of course.’

He shook his head. ‘We can’t accept this,’ he decided. ‘We’ll have to return the key to Florrie and carry on looking.’

With her back to him, Jean stared down into the yard. ‘It’s not as bad as you make out. We can carry on taking our baths back at the Grange and I’m sure we can make something of this place if we try.’

Douglas came up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. Her skin smelt of Palmolive soap as he kissed her cheek. ‘I’d hoped for one or two little luxuries, a place we could call home.’

Jean turned to him and put her arms around his neck. ‘We can do that here,’ she assured him, stroking the back of his head then smoothing away his frown with her fingertips. ‘We can do that anywhere we like, just so long as we’re together.’

Her voice was sure, her eyes more blue than grey in this bright morning light. God, she was beautiful. Douglas wanted to sweep her off her feet, take her to the bed behind them and lie with her, let nothing else matter except their closeness and their love.

But the iron bedstead had no mattress and there was grime and decay everywhere – dust on the floor, a fall of soot in the ancient grate, mouse droppings under the bed.

‘If you say so,’ he murmured.

‘I do say so.’ Jean pictured a vase full of sunny daffodils on the scrubbed kitchen table, a fire in the living-room hearth, freshly washed net curtains at the bedroom window. Every morning blackbirds would waken them with a dawn chorus from the branches of the elm trees outside their door.

‘Then we’ll take it and make it our own.’ Douglas kissed her and held her close. He laid his cheek against her silky fair hair and breathed in the blessing of having found Jean Dobson and made her his wife.

‘Heigh-ho, heigh-ho!’ Bobbie and Mary sang with gusto as they slung spades and forks over their shoulders and marched towards the kitchen garden at Burton Grange. Off to work they went, Disney-fashion, down the steps at the side of the grand building into a courtyard flanked by rows of stables, then under the clock tower and out into an expanse of walled garden where they intended to dig for victory until it was time for dinner.

Bobbie was dressed in a pair of brown dungarees borrowed from one of the ground crew at the aerodrome. The bottoms were rolled up to reveal black wellington boots. Her thick hair was hidden beneath a green woollen headscarf tied firmly under her chin. A bare-headed Mary had made do with old slacks and a Fair Isle jumper stretched out of shape by years of wear. A morning frost nipped at their fingers as they set down their tools.

Ernest Poulter, the Grange handyman, eyed the girls from the door of the greenhouse that ran the length of the south-facing wall.

‘Good morning, Ernest.’ Mary was the first to spot the grizzled veteran of the Great War. Though barely fifty, his shoulders were stooped and his walk stiff and lopsided as he limped across. Rumour had it that the handyman had suffered from bad shell shock after his time in the trenches and had been unable to work for many years, until the Parsevals had stepped in and offered him his present job and a tied cottage to go with it.

‘Someone’s keen,’ Ernest commented as he took out his pocket watch. ‘I make it just short of half past eight.’

‘You know what they say about the early bird.’ Bobbie thrust her spade into a weed-strewn bed.

‘Aye, but it’s Sunday. Didn’t either of you fancy a nice lie-in?’ Taking his pipe and tobacco pouch from the top pocket of his overalls, the handyman had to control the tremble in his fingers before stuffing sweet-smelling shreds into the bowl. He tamped them down with his thumb then struck a match.

‘No rest for the wicked,’ Mary replied. The smell of tobacco smoke reminded her instantly of home and the scowl etched deep into her father’s face as he sat smoking in his fireside chair. There was no love lost there – in fact, Mary had been glad to escape both her pa’s tyrannical presence and the confines of the terraced house overlooking the canal, within sight of the tall mill chimney where she’d worked as a carder. ‘Bobbie and I are keen to dig this rough patch ready to plant early potatoes.’

‘Any road, it’s a good job someone’s showing willing,’ Ernest commented in his broad Yorkshire accent. ‘Sir Thomas is due a visit this coming week. Nowt escapes his beady eye.’

‘The man himself.’ Mary dug enthusiastically while Bobbie heaved out clumps of couch grass and tossed them into a nearby wheelbarrow. ‘I haven’t met the lord and master. What’s he like, Ernest; is he a decent sort?’

‘He’s right enough.’

‘But …?’ Mary prompted.

‘But Sir Thomas is a stickler for discipline. You’ve met him, Bobbie?’

‘Just once; he came to a service at St Wilfred’s with his wife.’

‘I’m right, aren’t I? Oh, don’t get me wrong – he’s better than most. After all, he’s given over Burton Grange to the military; just don’t argue with him, that’s all.’ Ernest sucked on his pipe and stretched out the conversation as long as possible. It pleased him to watch these Air Transport Auxiliary girls getting stuck in, thrusting their spades into the soil, really putting their backs into it.

‘We probably won’t be here when he visits anyway,’ Mary pointed out. ‘We’ll be busy checking hydraulics and petrol gauges, tail-wheel locks and what have you, preparing for take-off.’

‘Rather you than me.’ Ernest popped out small bursts of smoke through his thin lips. ‘You wouldn’t get me anywhere near one of those contraptions.’

‘No?’ Bobbie raised her head in surprise.

‘No. If God had meant us to fly he’d have given us wings.’

Bobbie laughed as she stopped to take off her headscarf. ‘Blimey, this is warm work. Seriously, Ernest, haven’t you ever been up in a plane?’

‘Not on your nelly.’

‘You should try it. Come up with me in a nice Wellington or a Manchester some time – they’re safe as houses.’

‘Aye, until Jerry decides to take a potshot at you,’ the handyman pointed out. Then the sound of a car tearing up the drive drew his attention. There was a flash of red and silver beyond the garden gate. ‘What the …?’

The car’s tyres spat up gravel, then its brakes squealed to a halt in the stable yard and the engine cut out.

Bobbie and Mary stopped digging. Who that they knew drove a red sports car in that reckless fashion?

‘Are we expecting anyone?’ Bobbie asked.

‘Not as far as I know.’ Mary was mystified.

Curiosity drew all three towards the yard where they found the car abandoned with the driver’s door open but no sign of the driver.

‘It’s an SS Jaguar 100!’ Recognizing the make and model, Bobbie ran forward eagerly. ‘These were all the rage when I was growing up.’ She leaned inside to examine the walnut dashboard.

Mary could see the attraction of the low, gleaming machine. The chrome headlights sat either side of the silver grille like bright frogs’ eyes and the tan leather interior gave it extra sophistication. ‘So who’s the lucky devil?’ She glanced up at the house in an attempt to solve the mystery.

Hilary Stevens appeared in his squadron leader’s uniform at the top of the steps leading up to the terrace. ‘Bobbie, Mary; a word, if you please.’

‘What now?’ Bobbie muttered as she prepared herself for a dressing-down. That was the thing about Hilary: he always made one feel as if one had done something wrong. There he stood, ramrod-straight, calling out in his clipped, authoritative voice.

‘Let’s see what he wants.’ Mary resented being called away from their gardening task but gave Ernest a resigned shrug. Perhaps a P.1.W. – a Priority One Wait – had come in unexpectedly, despite it being a Sunday. She led the way up the steps. ‘Yes, sir?’ she asked smartly as they joined their commanding officer on the terrace.

But it wasn’t an emergency sortie, where the pilot must do whatever was necessary to deliver the aircraft, that Hilary wanted to talk to Mary and Bobbie about. ‘Ernest, park that Jaguar properly, there’s a good chap,’ he called over the stone balustrade. ‘You two, follow me.’

He strode ahead of them into the house, skirting the old servants’ quarters and coming out into the main hallway with its high ceiling and black-and-white tiled floor. He seemed surprised then irritated to find no one there. ‘I gave specific instructions for her to wait here,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Who’s “her”?’ Bobbie supposed that he meant the driver of the Jaguar. She glanced up the once-impressive staircase, damaged during the bombing raid, past the torn portrait of a long-gone Parseval in crinoline and white wig, and along the landing that led to the women pilots’ quarters.

Hilary didn’t answer. ‘Specific instructions,’ he repeated with a tap of his toe. ‘I’m sorry. I’d hoped to introduce you to our new third officer. She’ll be moving into Angela’s old room once we’ve tracked her down.’

‘Angela’s room?’ Bobbie echoed. It was the one next to hers, overlooking the front lawns.

‘A new third officer?’ Mary said. A replacement for Angela was to be expected, but even so things seemed to be happening with indecent haste.

‘Yes; Third Officer Vivienne Robertson, to be precise.’

‘That’s me, but you can call me Viv.’ A slight, dark-haired figure breezed out of the library and across the hallway towards them. ‘Hey, what a place! These guys, the Parsevals, they must be filthy rich. Have you seen the size of the chandeliers?’

Bobbie and Mary stared. The new third officer was around five feet four inches tall. She bounced along in flat, two-tone brogues and dark red high-waisted trousers, with matching jacket and a nifty pork-pie hat complete with contrasting cream flowers attached to the brim. From what they could see of her pinned-back hair, it was almost jet black against a skin that sported a healthy tan.

She looks Italian, Bobbie thought. But she sounds American.

What the heck is someone like her doing here in Rixley? was Mary’s first reaction. The phrase ‘fish out of water’ came to mind.

‘Is that your car?’ Bobbie asked before Hilary could make the introductions. ‘I mean the Jaguar 100?’

‘Borrowed, worse luck. From a sweet guy I met during the crossing. Piers lives in Kensington, within spitting distance of the palace. His family is also rolling in it. I only mix with the best people, don’t you know. Say, what does a girl have to do to get a cup of coffee around here?’

‘Third Officer Robertson, this is First Officer Roberta Fraser and Third Officer Mary Holland.’ Hilary overdid the formality in an attempt to stem the newcomer’s exuberant flow.

‘Hi; pleased to meet you,’ Viv bounced back. ‘That sea crossing was something! And I’m not talking about the storms and me not finding my sea legs until we were three days out, though that was bad enough. No, I’m talking Fockes and Messerschmitts turning the whole Atlantic Ocean into a crazy shooting gallery. Only five of our convoy made it – we lost two vessels to U-boats, had to watch them get blown out of the water and there was not a thing we could do to stop it.’

‘Mary and Bobbie, please show Vivienne to her room.’ With a no-nonsense nod Hilary backed away. ‘Third Officer Robertson, please be ready to report for flying duty tomorrow morning, eight o’clock sharp.’

‘Yes, sir!’ Viv shot back. ‘Oh boy!’ she whispered to Mary and Bobbie, scarcely pausing for breath as Hilary left by the main door. ‘Someone got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning. Or is Squadron Leader Stevens always that way?’

‘Always,’ they said in unison.

Viv took off her hat with a grin. ‘“Please be ready to report for flying duty tomorrow morning, eight o’clock sharp,”’ she mimicked in a stuffed-shirt voice before turning to take the stairs two at a time. ‘Come on, girls; what are we waiting for? Show me my billet, then we can get to know each other over a cup of coffee.’

‘It’ll have to be tea,’ Mary warned with an uncertain sideways glance at Bobbie.

‘Hot and strong without sugar,’ Bobbie added. ‘That much we can do.’




CHAPTER TWO

‘So you’re sure you don’t mind?’ Jean had been reluctant to ask for Bobbie’s help to clean up Fern Cottage but she realized that it was impossible to undertake the job single-handed.

‘Of course not.’ Late on Sunday evening Bobbie had knocked on Jean’s door to tell her all about the unexpected new arrival and her Jaguar 100. But before she could share the news, Jean had delivered her own bombshell: she and Douglas were busy making plans to move out of the Grange into married quarters close by. ‘But the place won’t be the same without you,’ Bobbie sighed. ‘I’m still trying to get used to Angela not being here, and now this.’

‘Oh, you won’t get rid of me that easily.’ Jean cleared a space for Bobbie to sit beside her on the bed. ‘We’ll still run into each other at the ferry pool every day. Anyway, it won’t happen straight away – there’s a lot to do in the cottage before Douglas and I will be able to move in. That’s why I thought that perhaps you and Mary could lend a hand?’

‘Count me in. Stay here while I go and ask Mary.’ Bobbie jumped up from the bed and dashed off. In less than a minute she was back, dragging their friend by the wrist and leaving the door ajar. ‘She was in her room, busy hemming her new dress. And her answer is yes.’

‘You don’t even have to ask,’ Mary assured Jean. ‘Just point me to the nearest bucket and mop.’ She was in her pyjamas, barefoot and with her hair brushed back from her freshly scrubbed face, looking younger than her nineteen years.

‘Thank you – I really mean it.’ Jean’s face glowed with gratitude. ‘I should warn you, though: the place is in quite a state. Douglas was convinced it wasn’t up to scratch when we first saw it but in the end I managed to persuade him to take it.’

‘Of course you did; you’ve got that man wrapped around your little finger.’ Bobbie remembered a time not so long ago, before Jean’s arrival at the ferry pool, when Douglas had kept his head down in his office from dawn till dusk, examining weather reports and assigning chits to the Rixley pilots. You rarely got a smile out of him back then; just work, work, work and a strong sense of nostalgia for his RAF glory days. Enter Jean stage left to light up his life and lo – he was a man transformed!

‘You’ll need to leave a door key where Bobbie and I can find it.’ Mary worked out the practicalities. ‘That way any one of us can get cracking whenever we have a spare couple of hours.’

‘Where is this cottage exactly?’ Bobbie still sat on the news about Viv Robertson, the original reason behind this late-night visit. ‘Is it the one we pass on our walk to work?’

‘Yes, at the edge of the woods. You almost don’t notice it, it’s so overgrown. It belongs to the Parseval estate.’

‘Doesn’t everything in this village?’ Mary chipped in.

‘Knock knock,’ a voice called, followed by a light tap on the door. ‘It’s me!’ Viv stuck her head into the room then her whole bubbly self, complete with clinging cream negligee and a mass of black curls surrounding her heart-shaped face.

A startled Jean forgot her manners and turned in bemusement to Bobbie and Mary.

‘I was about to tell you—’ Bobbie began, her face flustered.

‘I’m your new recruit,’ Viv interrupted. ‘All the way from Vancouver.’

‘Isn’t that in Canada?’ Mary was confused. ‘We thought you were American.’

‘Puh-lease!’ Viv swanned into the centre of the room. ‘Sure, I’ve recently spent time in California, but I’m Canadian born and bred, part of the far-flung British Empire on which the sun never sets. I’m Viv Robertson.’ She approached Jean with a flashing white smile. ‘I just got here, ready and willing to support the mother country.’

‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Jean Thornton.’ The two women sized each other up as they shook hands – one tall and elegant, the other small in stature but irrepressibly bright and breezy.

‘But wow, is it chilly in these old Yorkshire houses!’ Viv showed everyone her goose bumps. ‘Why don’t they light a few fires, heat the place up?’

‘Coal is rationed, I’m afraid.’ Jean, like Bobbie and Mary, thought it would be advisable for Viv to don a few extra layers. ‘So are a lot of other things – coffee, butter, sugar, bacon …’

‘Sure; I keep forgetting.’ Viv had the common sense to hold back from sharing her first impressions of England when she’d disembarked in Liverpool then travelled by train to the ATA training centre at White Waltham – the soot and the greyness; the dirt and poverty; the men dressed in shabby raincoats with puny moustaches; the clattering, cluttered mess of the training-school canteen. Not to mention the snobbery of the British officer class that she’d encountered there.

The disdain of those toffee-nosed women had fired Viv up, made her more determined to show the stuck-up so-and-sos what she could do, and she’d passed her course with ease. Naturally – for she was a fearless flyer with over 200 hours under her belt, starting with an Arrow Sport biplane at home on Vancouver Island and graduating from there to whatever the stunt directors in Hollywood had wanted her to fly. That part of Viv’s story was for later, she decided as she took in the somewhat frosty stares of her fellow ATA fliers.

‘You must come for a spin in the Jag some time,’ she said to Bobbie. ‘Piers says I can keep it for a month then it has to go back, boo-hoo.’

‘I’d like that,’ Bobbie replied cautiously. What to make of this lively newcomer; that was the question.

‘Meanwhile, I can’t wait to get my hands on a brand-spanking-new Spit. They say she’s the best; a real thoroughbred.’

‘She’s a joy.’ Bobbie offered Viv a blanket from Jean’s bed to wrap around her shoulders. ‘I saw two Mark Nines on the runway earlier today. Douglas might give you one tomorrow if you’re lucky.’

‘She means First Officer Thornton,’ Mary explained. ‘He signs off all the chits.’

‘He’s my husband,’ Jean rushed to add as she saw Viv trying to work out the link. ‘We got married in January.’

‘Congratulations.’ Seeing an opportunity, Viv wasn’t slow to grab it. ‘Say, about that Spit – maybe you could have a word …’

But Jean gave a quick shake of her head. ‘Sorry, no can do.’

‘Fair enough; I guess I’ll just have to wait my turn.’

The conversation tailed off and Mary couldn’t suppress a yawn. ‘Time for bye-byes,’ she said as she drifted from the room.

‘Yeah, and it’s my big day tomorrow.’ Handing back the blanket, Viv too headed for the door.

‘If you do get one of the new Spits, make sure you read up about it in your Pilots’ Notes before take-off.’ Bobbie supplied the friendly advice to Viv’s back view. ‘And remember, you’ll find the airspeed indicator to the extreme left – not where you might expect it. The boost gauge is to the extreme right; rpm indicator higher up on the right.’

Viv paused to look over her shoulder. ‘Yeah, thanks for that.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Did Viv mean it? It was difficult to know. ‘Tell me to mind my own business – I won’t take offence.’

‘No, seriously – thanks.’ Viv smiled briefly. Her vivacious manner concealed the inevitable homesickness that came with her decision to cross the Atlantic and fight for the Allied cause. ‘And now, girls, it’s goodnight from me and sleep well.’

‘You too,’ Bobbie and Jean chorused.

A deafening silence followed Viv’s departure, broken by a low whistle from Bobbie and a ‘Well I never!’ from Jean.

‘So that’s where she got that tan,’ Bobbie concluded. ‘California, no less.’

‘I wonder what Piers’s second name happens to be?’ Jean murmured.

‘Cholmondley-Smythe?’ Bobbie suggested with a mischievous grin.

‘How is Viv going to cope without the Californian sunshine?’ Jean wondered.

Bobbie shrugged. ‘I have no idea, but have you seen the forecast for tomorrow? The last I heard, it said heavy rain and winds up to fifty miles per hour.’

‘Where’s Third Officer Robertson?’ It was ten past eight the next morning and Squadron Leader Stevens was on the warpath. Hilary surveyed the crowded canteen. He took in more than a dozen pilots drinking tea and waiting for the control tower’s announcement over the Tannoy. There was a jumble of chairs and tables, a jug of pussy willows and catkins on a shelf by the noticeboard, and two girls doing PE exercises in a space that they’d cleared. They kept up the provocative chant of ‘“I must, I must improve my bust!”’, much to the amusement of several ground-crew engineers playing cards by the window.

‘Third Officer who?’ Gordon Mason asked above the hubbub. The rangy West Indian master mechanic looked up from his cards.

‘Vivienne Robertson,’ Mary informed him. She sat at the next table with her parachute pack, helmet and goggles, ready for the call. This was a day for the full Sidcot suit and fur-lined boots – the thermometer by the side door at the Grange had told her that the temperature was just above freezing and the poor daffodils had shivered in the wind during her walk through the woods. ‘She’s Angela’s replacement. There was no sign of her when we knocked on her door earlier.’

‘And?’ Stan Green, Gordon’s fellow mechanic, demanded additional information. He invited confidences with his straightforward, easy-going manner and twinkly smile. ‘Come on, Mary; I know you. You’ve got that look.’

‘And – nothing.’ Bearing in mind that Mary herself had only recently been through a conversion course to become a pilot, she didn’t think it fair to pass comment. So she sipped her tea and watched apprehensively as the ferry-pool commander sought out Viv.

‘Have either of you seen her?’ Hilary asked Bobbie and Jean, who sat close to the canteen door.

They shook their heads. ‘She definitely wasn’t in her room when we knocked on her door,’ Bobbie told him. ‘And the Jag wasn’t in the yard.’

‘Douglas has just finished the rota. He put Third Officer Robertson first on the list. He’s keen to get her off the ground before the bad weather sets in.’ Lack of punctuality was the limit as far as Hilary was concerned. It was bad at any time, but on a first day in a new ferry pool it was inexcusable.

As if on cue, the public announcement system crackled and a female voice made the familiar call. ‘Will all pilots report to the operations room for their chits! Repeat: all pilots—’

In a flash everyone was on their feet and scrambling for the door. They jogged in a close huddle across the small square of neatly clipped lawn towards the two-storey brick building attached to the control tower, then jostled for position at the bottom of the concrete stairs leading up to the ops room where Douglas’s secretary, Gillian Wharton, would hand over their chits.

Bobbie and Jean were ahead of the main rush – up the stairs to the small hatch where they found Viv already waiting, cool as a cucumber.

‘There you all are!’ Viv stood with her chit in hand. ‘I’m bound for Aireby in a light twin – an Anson, apparently.’

‘How did you get here so fast?’ Bobbie demanded. She noticed that Viv was wearing only her gold-trimmed, navy blue ATA jacket and skirt, with immaculate seams in her nylon stockings and neat black court shoes. ‘Hilary’s tearing his hair out looking for you.’

Viv shrugged. ‘I got here early so I parked the Jag inside one of the hangars then took a look around. There’s an old, beat-up Mitchell inside there. I pity anyone who has to fly that old crate.’

‘Where’s your Sidcot suit?’ Bobbie asked. How anyone managed to look so glamorous in uniform was a mystery – perhaps it was due to Viv’s thick dark curls, the long, curled lashes and the tan.

‘In my locker. Will I need it for a thirty-minute hop?’

From inside the office Gillian tapped on her hatch window. ‘Step aside,’ she called to Viv. ‘Next!’

Jean received her chit – a long haul to Bristol in a Class 5 Albemarle – not the easiest thing to fly because of its heavy tricycle undercarriage. It would entail a late-night train back to Rixley and so there would be no chance of starting work on the cottage today. ‘Thanks,’ she said to Gillian with a nod and a tight smile.

‘You’ll need your sheepskin jacket at the very least,’ Bobbie told Viv meanwhile. ‘Those Ansons are draughty blighters.’ Then she called to Mary further down the queue. ‘Did you hear that? Viv is flying to Aireby. Should she say hello to Cameron for you?’

Mary didn’t enjoy the jest. As other pilots nudged and commented under their breaths, she shook her head and shrank into herself.

‘Oh, that’s right – you’re seeing him on Saturday in any case.’

‘Cameron?’ Viv pricked up her ears.

‘RAF. Flight lieutenant.’ Bobbie gave a shorthand explanation as she stepped forward for her chit. ‘A real catch.’

‘Then I’ll say hi anyway,’ Viv decided with a wink. ‘OK, I’m out of here. Only kidding. I won’t go near your flight lieutenant – not if he’s already taken,’ she flung back over her shoulder at Mary as she ran down the stairs.

Out on the runways, Stan, Gordon and the rest of the ground crew carried out final checks on the aircraft. Planes glinted in weak sunshine as the team of mechanics crawled over them, checking cowlings, propellers and oil levels before take-off.

‘What are you dicing with today?’ Mary asked Bobbie as they sheltered from the wind under the wing of a Hurricane and cautiously assessed serious black clouds massing in the east.

‘Lucky me; I got one of the new Spits. The bad news is: it’s Cardiff.’ Bobbie was all too aware of the Welsh aerodrome’s reputation as a tricky landing spot due to its notoriously short runway and the snowstorm of seagulls that typically greeted your arrival. On one occasion two of the damned birds had flown straight into her windscreen and shattered it to smithereens, resulting in a ferocious blast of cold air that had almost ripped Bobbie out of her harness, and there’d been feathers everywhere. ‘It could be worse, though; it could be the dreaded Dumfries Valley en route to Prestwick. How about you?’

Mary tucked her chit into her top pocket. ‘To Bristol in the old Mitchell, worse luck. It comes with a One Landing Only warning and a snag sheet as long as your arm.’ She pointed to where the geriatric aircraft was being slowly towed out of Hangar 2. Her destination was the maintenance unit on the Bristol Channel; there engineers would cannibalize the Mitchell for useable parts then send the rest to the scrap heap.

‘I’d take it easy if I were you,’ Bobbie advised with a final apprehensive glance at the gathering storm. ‘If they even recommend take-off, that is.’ She calculated that visibility would be well under 200 yards once the clouds blew in.

‘I expect I’ll risk it anyway,’ Mary said firmly. ‘Watch out; here comes Vivienne.’

The new pilot sprinted from the locker room wearing her helmet and her fleece jacket with her parachute pack slung over her shoulder.

‘She’s in a skirt!’ an astonished Mary muttered. ‘What is she thinking?’

‘I did warn her.’ Viv’s choice of clothing was no longer Bobbie’s concern. ‘You’ve got your map?’ she called out as Viv ran on towards the Anson.

‘You bet!’ Viv stopped to introduce herself to Stan before she climbed on board. ‘What happens if I hit that lump of cloud?’ she asked.

‘Officially, you watch for the red flare from the control tower and if you see it you turn back.’ He wiped oil from his hands on to a rag, which he then stuffed into the pocket of his overalls.

‘And unofficially?’

Stan spoke out of the side of his mouth. ‘You open up the throttle and climb over it; but don’t tell anyone I said so.’

‘OK, I’ll bear that in mind.’ Viv knew that climbing through cloud meant losing sight of the ground, and without a radio and only basic training in reading the instruments on the control panel a pilot was flying blind, relying on a simple compass plus gut instinct to work out directions and distances.

‘If in doubt, bail out,’ Stan chanted the motto drilled into all ATA recruits.

‘Got it.’ Lowering her goggles, Viv hitched up her skirt then stepped up on to the wing of the Anson. She slid neatly into the cockpit and strapped on her parachute before buckling herself in. Give me flying over the Mojave Desert any day, she thought as the first spots of rain darkened the runway. Sun, blue skies, no wind.

She waited nervously as the ground crew removed the chocks, methodically checking hydraulics and trimmers, petrol mixture and pitch. Almost time to unlock the controls and by God did those clouds look nasty. But if Mary and the others were determined to fly in these conditions then darn it Viv would too, her competitive instinct kicking in. Don’t open up too fast, she reminded herself as she began to taxi down the runway. Turn into the wind, wheels off the ground, ease back on the stick, increase revs and up we go!

‘Good for Viv,’ Jean commented as she joined Bobbie and Mary on the runway. The three Rixley old hands had stood and watched the Anson’s smooth, textbook-perfect take-off.

Now Viv’s plane rose steadily, carrying out a circuit of the airfield at 600 feet before heading west, with the wind and rain behind her.

‘I wonder if she’s flown without a radio before.’ Mary was next off Runway 3 so she fastened her helmet then donned her sheepskin gauntlets. ‘Except during training, of course.’

The absence of a radio in the planes they ferried was a hot topic among ATA pilots. Some reckoned it was a decision made purely on the grounds of cost – two-way radio equipment was an expensive loss in the event of one of the planes going down.

But Jean didn’t buy that argument. The value of the radio was a drop in the ocean compared with the £9,000 outlay on each new Spit that rolled off the assembly line.

Another theory was that the RAF hogged all the available radio channels and that the need of fighter pilots was considered greater than the ATAs’.

‘That’s more likely,’ Bobbie would say whenever the subject came up. ‘In any case, they don’t want Jerry picking up our transmissions when we fly the newest batch of Spits from A to B.’

Mary still regarded the arguments as weak. ‘The head honchos made a hash of that decision,’ she would insist. ‘They won’t admit that lives are lost because we don’t carry radios.’

‘Luckily Douglas is easing Viv in with a short hop to Aireby,’ Jean observed from the runway as a sudden gust of wind brought heavier rain. ‘Right; I’d better crack on.’

She strode on towards the Class 5 Albemarle. It was a cumbersome aircraft with twin fins and rudders, used mainly for reconnaissance and the transport of paratroopers into enemy territory. It had a top speed of 320 mph – not a patch on the lighter Class 1s and 2s. Still, the workhorse Albemarle was as important to the RAF as any other plane, so Jean set her mind to the job in hand. She rechecked her chit then quickly referred to her Notes for any quirks that the particular type might have.

‘Ignore the portside fuel gauge,’ Gordon told her as she approached her crate. ‘It’ll show empty, but if you switch to the second tank then back again it’ll give you the right reading.’

‘Right you are. It’s a good job I can trust you, Gordon.’ Jean climbed into the cockpit and began procedures, casting a glance towards the control tower to check for a potential red flare but determined to press ahead anyway.

Gordon climbed up after her to tinker yet again with the dicky fuel gauge. ‘What do you make of our new third officer?’ he asked casually.

‘You mean Viv? What makes you ask, as if I didn’t know?’

Gordon gave a conspiratorial wink. ‘I take it she’s unattached?’

‘As far as I know. I haven’t had chance to find out.’ Check the gills, superchargers and gauges – run through the whole list.

‘No ring on her finger.’ Gordon tapped the fuel gauge. ‘That’s a good sign. I hear she lived in California before she came here. I wonder what she did out there.’

Jean smiled and wagged her finger. ‘Why not ask her yourself?’

‘I will, don’t you worry.’ With a final tap of the control panel, Gordon clambered out of the cockpit. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if Vivienne Robertson was a film star in Hollywood,’ was his parting shot.

‘You think so?’ Gordon’s unabashed enthusiasm amused Jean.

‘I certainly do.’ Back down on the runway, Gordon called for chocks away. ‘With looks like hers, a girl can be anything she wants.’




CHAPTER THREE

Jean’s Albemarle was safely off the ground and Mary was next in line for take-off. She approached the old Mitchell on Runway 2 with her usual gritty determination.

‘Treat her gently,’ Stan advised as he completed his checks.

‘Thanks – I’ve studied the snag sheet.’ Taking the weather into consideration, the sooner she was off the ground, the better.

‘She’s heavy to fly at the best of times.’ Stan’s soft spot for Mary was evident in the care he took over the preparations for take-off. ‘You’ll need two hands on the stick most of the time. And don’t try more than one landing – she probably won’t stand a second attempt.’

‘Don’t worry; it’s all written down in big red letters.’ Mary patted the pocket where she kept her chit.

‘Rightio.’ Reluctantly Stan instructed Bob Cross, his young Air Training Corps cadet, to begin removing the Mitchell’s chocks.

The wind whipped under Bob’s oilskin cape and made it balloon upwards as he sprang into action. Soon Stan had joined him and given the thumbs-up to Mary to begin her taxi run down the runway.

With dark clouds behind and wispy white ones ahead, Mary mastered the nerves that tightened her chest by taking a deep breath before she opened the throttle. There were a thousand things that could go wrong on any flight even if your aircraft was sound, but the odds of hitting a problem in an old crate like this and in these weather conditions were considerably higher. If ever her defiant spirit was needed, it was now.

There was a clunk from her undercarriage as she taxied forward and the wheels hit a puddle, threatening to put her into a ground spin, which she avoided by stamping on her rudder pedal. Then she increased her speed and the nose tilted upwards. With split-second timing she was clear of the ground, skimming over Burton Wood, gaining height and breathing a sigh of relief.

‘Bloody hell,’ Stan muttered to Bob as the Mitchell flew off and he stood miserably in the wind and rain. ‘What a washout of a bloody day!’

‘Here we go.’ Bobbie sat in the cockpit of one of the newest Spits, surrounded by aluminium, steel and Perspex. The plane was a little beauty, every inch the modern fighting machine, with her slim belly and leaf-shaped wings. Her speed and manoeuvrability gave you confidence – you could jink your way out of trouble or roll quicker than any potential pursuer by flicking into a half-roll, diving then speedily pulling away. The one thing you had to watch was the G-force created by those wing-tip turns; pilots had been known to black out on occasion so Bobbie must bear that in mind. The other thing was the tendency of the new Spit to kettle-boil if you stayed too long on the ground, so before she closed the canopy she leaned out of the cockpit and yelled at Gordon to get a move on.

‘Hold your horses – I can’t go any faster.’ Rush, rush, rush – that was Bobbie Fraser to a T; a small bundle of unstoppable energy. Gordon ran his final checks then, with a glance up at the blue-black clouds to the east, gave the thumbs-up.

At last! Bobbie taxied off, slipping effortlessly over the runway as if she were on skates. Without overdoing the revs, she felt the kick of the Merlin engine and the upward tilt of the nose. And she was off, rising like a bird of prey, soaring through the air, banking to port and skimming the edge of the cloud bank, feeling the shudder of her wings as squalls of wind caught hold. With luck I’ll manage to stay ahead of this lot, she thought as she headed north.

Fifty miles from her destination in the south-west of England, Mary ran into serious trouble that had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the parlous state of her machine.

To call the Mitchell a dog’s dinner was an understatement. Mary could see from her cockpit that her starboard wing was patched up with thick black insulating tape. What’s more, her wheels, which had retracted after take-off at the press of a button, had jolted down again without warning. Worse still, as she followed the landmark railway line towards Bristol, nursing her aircraft along as best she could, her port engine coughed, vibrated then failed. The propeller stuttered to a halt and fumes filled the cockpit. Thankfully Mary was wearing her oxygen mask and managed to keep a clear head as she limped on.

She had one engine and only one stab at bringing the Mitchell in to land. With her heart in her mouth Mary began a slow descent – Bristol Channel directly ahead, the city protected by lines of barrage balloons that it was vital to avoid. Airstrip in view. Circle three times at 600 feet to alert ground crew. Dry mouth, heart pumping hard. Two hands on the stick for the final descent. A terrific bump as she hit the ground and slammed on the brakes.

For a few seconds Mary closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the Mitchell had slewed sideways off the runway and ground to a halt. Black smoke billowed from the port engine and a crash wagon was on its way with fire hoses.

‘Get out of there pronto!’ a firefighter yelled up at her as he and his crew jumped from the wagon.

So Mary detached her oxygen mask and harness, and with trembling fingers she opened the smoke-filled cockpit and climbed out. White foam hissed from the hoses that snaked across the ground to smother the fire.

‘Need a hand?’ The head of the fire crew offered to help Mary climb down from the wing.

‘No, ta.’ Despite a desperate weakness in her legs she was determined to do it herself.

‘What went wrong?’ The stocky firefighter walked
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