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SMITHERS UNDERCOVER

 


The night sky was clear
five thousand feet above the trenches of Flanders. Only a few
clouds trailed across the full moon that shone brightly on the
wings of a single British plane. So far so good, thought Flight
Lieutenant Smithers. Flying at night wasn’t as bad as he thought it
might be—there was no ack ack and no enemy scouts to trouble him.
Just the hum of the plane’s engine and his own thoughts. He could
almost start to relax.

Relax that is as long as
he had no imagination about what might happen in the next few
hours. First he had to find the rendezvous location and then land
his Sopwith One-and-One-Half Strutter there—all in the dark. That
could be hairy. Taking off had been fine—the ground crew had lit
his way with temporary flares, which they doused immediately when
he was up, and then he’d been able to use the light of the moon,
his compass and map to navigate his way. The features below were
difficult to see—during daylight the pattern of trench lines and
blasted towns, villages and woods helped him and other pilots of
the RFC navigate without too many problems, but at night it was all
different.

Squadron Leader Wiles had
button-holed him that morning. “You’re a bright lad, aren’t you
Smithers. Technical and what-not, you’ll do. If anyone can find
their way you can. You always seems to get home in one piece
anyway, let’s see if you can do it tonight.”

And that had been that.
No time to ask questions or think of an excuse not to go. The
ground crew had hauled a two-seater One-and-One-Half Strutter out
of a hanger and let Smithers give it a once over and quick sortie
around the airstrip. He’d not flown the older two-seater Sopwith
before, but it seemed like a good plane from his brief test flight.
The nickname for the plane referred to the struts that held up the
upper wing—one long pair of struts and one short.

After looking over the
One-and-One-Half Strutter, he’d been briefed on his mission in the
Squadron Leader’s office—this time there was another man with
Wiles—a dapper looking man (another toff of course) in civilian
dress—a smart dark suit, waistcoat and tie, and a bowler hat. He
looked like he should be walking down the Strand on his way to work
in an office in the City, not sitting primly in a rickety old chair
in a squadron leader’s hut in the middle of a field in
Flanders.

The Squadron leader did
most of the talking. He didn’t introduce the other man. “A mission,
Smithers, top-secret, hush-hush.” He nodded at the civilian, who
smiled back and took out a cigarette box. He offered one to
Smithers, they were a top-notch, Dunhill brand, but Smithers shook
his head. He smoked of course. Everyone did, even if you weren’t a
smoker before the war, but he didn’t trust this man and he didn’t
trust his cigarettes. He gave him the heebie-geebies. “Can’t tell
you much—would be shot and all that. The less you know the better,”
blustered Wiles. “Wish I didn’t know so much either,” he continued.
“Anyway, study this packet.” Wiles shoved a manila folder across
the table to Smithers. There weren’t any markings on it apart from
the code: RFC030154. Smithers didn’t pick it up.

“All you need
to know is in there: rendezvous point, details of the password
they’ll give you and then instructions on where to take ’em—not
here thank God—another airfield I expect.”

“Which
airfield?” Smithers had asked. “Will I be stretched on
fuel?”

Wiles shrugged, “As I
said, it’s all in there. That will be all, uh, unless …” and he
glanced at the civilian.

The man looked at
Smithers. Making eye contact. The man smiled a relaxed,
laissez-faire smile, but the eyes weren’t smiling. The cold grey
eyes looked like they were dead. “Everything’s in the folder,” he
said in a quiet, measured voice. “It stays there and in your memory
for the next twelve hours and then gone, understand?”

Smithers nodded.
“Understood.”

“I could send
the folder back to you,” said Wiles to the man, “after Flight
Lieutenant Smith has read it if you like.”

The man didn’t respond to
Wiles, but instead to Smithers he said, “Burn it as soon as you’ve
read it. You may go.” He turned his head to regard the folder where
it sat on Wiles’s desk. Smithers grabbed it and hurried out of the
room. He hoped he never met that man again in his life.

In the moonlight he could
make out one of the few landmarks on his route, the Yser River. It
snaked across Flanders like a dark python. Four miles from the
river was where he was supposed to land. His skin tingled. It was
the kind of anticipation and fear that came just before a combat
with enemy scouts, but this was different. The fear had come
several minutes rather than seconds before whatever would happen
happened. He knew he’d be living on his nerves alone for the next
few hours.

He banked the Strutter to
line up with what, according to the briefing, would be a straight
landing strip. If the briefing was wrong, then there would not be
much he could do about it. Thanks to the moonlight he might have a
chance to avoid any obvious obstructions—buildings for instance or
a lake, but if there were trenches there or bad ground he might not
see it. The rendezvous was set for a large agricultural field
several miles behind the German lines. Supposedly far enough away
from the German front line to avoid detection, and also not near
any supply dumps, German army hospitals or troop rest areas. It
seemed that the intelligence service represented by the mysterious
civilian he had met earlier had confidence that it was safe. So he
would just have to trust them.

But in case
there were troops nearby he opted to start his descent as late as
possible. He risked putting his kite into a steep dive. He cut
ignition to the cylinders using the blip switch to make his descent
quieter and prayed that no one below would hear him or see him in
the bright moonlight. If there were any stargazers amongst
the Deutsches Heer, then maybe it would be his unlucky night. They’d have a story
to tell their grandchildren and he would be dead.

It felt like suicide
plunging to the earth like that. Cutting off power to the engines
even for a moment felt like giving up the ability to control
events—as if he had said, “There’s no more I can do, I’m in God’s
hands now.” But Smith knew that no prayers could save him now. He’d
been trained at technical college to believe in the sanctity of
numbers and measurements, and he felt sure that all the different
stresses and strains of this plane and its engines would be the
determinate of his fate—was the engine serviced well enough? Was
there a spring about to give way? Was he going too fast for the
engine fuel to ignite again?

He pressed the blip
switch and waited to find out. And, despite everything the rational
side of his brain told him, he did utter a silent prayer—but not
too loud and the bosch might hear him!

With a frighteningly loud
roar all the cylinders roared into life again and he pulled the
stick up to level out to give him back more control of the plane.
He was perhaps two hundred foot up now. He could have taken the
plane out of the dive without the engine, but he wouldn’t have made
the field, instead he swooped low over an expanse of water—he’d
have ended up in there and he couldn’t swim—Flanders was full of
water—and he kept going. Not much further to the rendezvous. He
glanced down and turned his torch on and looked at the map—the lake
was on it and he knew the field was just past a long avenue of
trees. He nudged the Strutter down a bit and throttled back the
engine to landing speed.

The field looked like a
lake—so flat, but it didn’t reflect back the moonlight, so he
nudged down further and let the Strutter’s wheels touch the ground.
There was a bounce. There was another bounce and then down again.
Quite smooth—he was surprised. This field would make a good
airfield—someone should tell the bosch. He let the plane run for a
few yards and turned the throttle down low. If anyone apart from
the agent were waiting, then he’d rather they thought the sound of
an aero engine in the middle of a Flanders field was an illusion.
The momentum kept the plane going and he steered it slightly
towards the edge of the field where a thin wood formed a
boundary.

As the plane came to a
rest he started looking about him. How long should he wait? The
briefing had said nothing of that. It just said pick up the person
from this field. If they weren’t there, he was to leave. But he
felt he owed whoever was risking their life on a such a dangerous
mission at least a few minutes to get to him.

He checked his watch. It
had been five minutes since he’d been on the ground. He took the
Webley revolver from its holster and made sure it was loaded. He
didn’t know why at the time. It was subconscious, but he realised
that he suspected a trap.

He stood up in the
cockpit, resting his arm on the upper wing of the Strutter and took
a better look around the field. He couldn’t see anyone. The
moonlight cast a ghostly sheen on the field and the woods that
surrounded it. The trees waved gently in the light wind like
seaweed being washed by the sea, and the sound of the wind through
the leaves was like water rushing up a beach. A beach of cold dark
grey pebbles.

The adrenalin
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