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CHAPTER ONE

November 1944

‘Make hay while the sun shines – that’s my motto.’ Viv Robertson twirled in front of the long mirror in her bedroom at Burton Grange. She was dressed to impress in a red satin dress with a sweetheart neckline and a cinched-in waist. Her thick dark hair refused to conform to the current fashion for sleek, smooth tresses and instead tumbled down over her forehead to frame her delicate features with a mass of shiny curls.

Her fellow Atta girl, Bobbie Fraser, stood in her black lace petticoat, trying to decide between green silk and russet-brown crêpe de Chine.

‘Definitely the green silk,’ their friend Mary Holland advised from her position by the bay window. She was trying on a pair of black high-heeled shoes that belonged to Viv. ‘It suits your colouring.’

Bobbie held the green dress against her pale skin. ‘I wish my hair wasn’t so ginger,’ she said with a frown.

‘Your hair’s sandy, not ginger,’ Viv soothed. ‘And it does what it’s told – which is more than can be said for mine.’ A second twirl and a flare of red skirt and white petticoat confirmed that she was almost ready to dance the night away with the RAF boys at nearby Aireby training camp.

‘You’re sure you don’t mind me borrowing these?’ Mary was pleased with Viv’s peep-toed evening shoes. They made her legs look more shapely and gave a sophisticated impression to match her off-the-shoulder dress in purple jersey knit.

‘Feel free,’ Viv assured her as she snatched the brown dress from Bobbie and threw it on the bed. ‘Get a move on, Roberta McFlirta. At this rate all the decent dancers will be snapped up by the time we get there.’

Bobbie slid into the strapless green dress. ‘Zip it up for me, then,’ she told Viv in her soft Scottish brogue. The boned bodice gave her slight figure a more womanly outline and she responded shyly to the whistle of approval from Viv and the smile and wink from Mary.

‘Not bad,’ Viv said with a grin. ‘Now that only leaves make-up and hair.’ She swept to one side her bottles of perfume, hairbrushes and powder puffs to make room at the dressing table for Mary and Bobbie to sit down. ‘Slap it on nice and thick, girls. The aim is to knock those RAF boys clean off their feet when we finally make our entrance.’

Mary and Bobbie knew from experience that Viv’s exaggerations had to be taken with a pinch of salt. It was the Canadian girl’s way of letting off steam after another strenuous week of ferrying fighter planes and heavy bombers from factory to RAF base, or from a maintenance unit in the Midlands to secret airfields in the south. It would be the same with the jitterbugging when they got to Aireby: vivacious Viv would be first on the dance floor, loving the attention and making everyone smile. But her pilot friends knew Viv’s flip side: the gritty, determined, fearless flier who had grown up in Vancouver and made her way to this remote corner of Yorkshire to do her bit and help win the war.

‘More lipstick,’ Viv advised Mary. Then, ‘Perhaps a touch more eyeshadow,’ she recommended to Bobbie.

Bobbie hesitated. ‘Are you sure? I don’t want to look like a clown.’

‘Honey, that’s impossible.’ Viv picked up a bottle of red polish and gave her nails a quick extra coat while she waited. ‘You’re the perfect English rose.’

‘Except that I’m Scottish.’ Bobbie gave a peal of laughter. She’d been born into money on a Highland estate north of Loch Lomond, complete with grouse moor and salmon fishing.

Mary put down the lipstick then studied the overall effect in the mottled mirror, which reflected Viv’s room in all its faded glory. She took in the floral wallpaper that curled at the edges, the old-fashioned iron bedstead in one corner and the frayed rug placed in front of a small iron fireplace. It had to be admitted that Burton Grange was well past its prime – built in the eighteenth century as a grand manor house with extensive grounds but now requisitioned by the War Office to house the twenty or so civilian volunteers who made up the Air Transport Auxiliary in the North Riding village of Rixley.

Mary turned her attention back to her own reflection. ‘I wish my nose wasn’t so big,’ she grumbled quietly.

‘It is not big, silly!’ Bobbie studied her image in the mirror. ‘You’d have cause to complain if you had my sticky-out ears. And on top of that, my toes are all squished.’

‘Ears, noses, toeses, schmozes!’ Viv blew on her fingernails to dry the varnish. ‘Since we’re in confessional mode – do you two want to hear my least favourite feature?’

‘Yes, please!’ Mary and Bobbie sang out in unison.

Viv turned to present her back view. ‘It’s my derrière!’

More laughter filled the room and the other two girls sprang to their feet. ‘“Head, shoulders, knees and toes!”’ they chorused with the accompanying actions. ‘“Head, shoulders, knees and toes, knees and toes!”’

‘And derrières!’ Viv added as she led the charge out of the room, down the wide, bomb-damaged staircase and out into the cold, dark night.

A maroon Morris van was parked outside the RAF Aireby venue, its sides emblazoned with the words ‘ENSA Roadshow’. Big band music filtered out through an open door of the Nissen hut where the Saturday evening dance was being held.

‘See – we’re late.’ Viv got out from behind the wheel of the borrowed Ford. ‘The fun has started without us.’

Bobbie and Mary slid gracefully from the back seat, turning up their coat collars against the blustery wind and clutching their handbags to their chests. As they rushed towards the door, ignoring posters inviting recruits to ‘Make the RAF Supreme’ and insisting that ‘Every New Aircraft Needs a Crew’, a gang of raucous cadets from the Initial Training Wing jumped out of the back of a Tilly wagon and made a beeline for the girls.

‘Here’s a sight for sore eyes,’ one crowed in loose-jawed admiration.

‘Blimey O’Flippin’ Riley!’ said another. ‘Are you three girls real or am I dreaming?’

Viv, Mary and Bobbie found themselves surrounded by smiling, jostling suitors, all dressed in uniform and with brutal short-back-and-sides haircuts, and all smelling of shaving soap and Brilliantine.

Viv sailed on ahead of Bobbie and Mary. ‘Make way there, guys. Let the dog see the rabbit.’

‘Can I have the first dance?’ a tall, gangly youth implored Bobbie. ‘Make my night – say yes!’

‘We’ll see.’ She followed Viv inside. ‘Let me at least take my coat off.’

‘I’ll be waiting by the bar,’ he promised as he was shouldered aside by two others eager to secure a similar promise from Mary.

‘Hold your horses.’ Mary fended them off with her handbag. ‘Give a girl a chance.’

With the evening already well under way, Viv, Mary and Bobbie were greeted by a swirl of dancers in close ballroom hold – the men in uniform and the girls in bright, shiny dresses, bedecked with silk flowers, pearls and diamanté. From a temporary stage at the far end of the room a stout, young chanteuse with brightly rouged cheeks crooned ‘I’ll Be Seeing You’ into a microphone, accompanied by a four-piece band.

‘In all the old familiar places – just as the song says.’ Mary turned to find her fiancé, Cameron Ainslie, murmuring the words from Bing Crosby’s recent hit song.

‘Cameron,’ she breathed. There he was, in his flight lieutenant’s uniform, waiting for her just inside the door – by far the most handsome man there. And by far the tallest and most distinguished – the most everything! ‘You managed to get back from Liverpool in time.’ She hadn’t been sure that he would; as head of Training Command here at Aireby, answerable only to Group Captain Hubert Norris, Cameron’s duties often interfered with his weekends off.

‘Wild horses wouldn’t have stopped me.’ Mary took his breath away, even after all these months of courtship. He thought she looked beautiful in her dark dress, the colour of ripe plums, with a silk spray of lily of the valley pinned to her shoulder strap. Her grey eyes sparkled as she looked up into his face and smiled. ‘I’m so glad.’

He smiled back and took her by the arm, leading her to the trestle table where drinks were being served. ‘After I finished my meeting I was obliged to show some wireless operators around a Supermarine Walrus – they’d never seen the inside of one before.’

‘Say no more.’ Mary knew the difficult reputation of the amphibious biplane: a hulking great thing that flapped around all over the sky in crosswinds and was considered by many pilots to be almost uncontrollable. ‘I just hope they don’t put me in one of those lumbering crates now that we girls are finally allowed to cross the Channel.’

Permission to do so had been a long time coming and had only come into force since D-Day, thanks to the ATA’s doughty commander, Pauline Gower, and her deputy, who had pushed hard for women pilots to fly beyond the south coast and into foreign parts.

‘No, you stick to your Spitfires.’ Cameron turned to the makeshift bar and ordered Mary’s Dubonnet and lemonade without having to ask. ‘And a pint of bitter for me, please,’ he told the barman. ‘Anyway, if the met boys in Liverpool have got it right, we’re facing a bad winter so there’ll be plenty of washout days where we all sit twiddling our thumbs.’

‘Worse luck.’ Mary preferred to be busy, liking nothing better than to collect a Wellington (no finesse needed, like flying around in an old railway carriage) from a maintenance unit and fly it up to Lossiemouth, where she would pick up a Dakota (tail wheel-lock positioned under throttle, not, as described in her Pilots’ Notes, next to the oil controls), bound for Wolverhampton, then finally (joy of joys) back home to Rixley in a beloved Spitfire. All in one day, mind you, and so from the ferry pool straight back to the Grange, a hot-water bottle and bed.

Cameron and Mary carried their drinks to seats close to the stage. The blowsy ENSA singer had given way to a boy of eighteen or so with straw-blond hair, who began his stint with a lively tune on the piano. The dancers responded to the change of tempo by launching into a daring jitterbug, recently stolen from American GIs who had brought the craze across the Atlantic along with nylon stockings and a seemingly endless supply of chocolate.

‘This lot make me feel old,’ Cameron complained, though he was only twenty-four.

With a grin, Mary took his drink from him and pulled him to his feet. ‘Come on, Granddad – let’s dance.’

Soon they were rocking to and fro, tripping the light fantastic and twirling with the best of them. Across the dance floor, Bobbie’s gawky but persistent cadet had claimed her and was stumbling around, stamping on her feet and bumping into Agnes Wright and Horace Jackson, two ATA pilots from Rixley whom Bobbie knew well. Poor Agnes was sent flying and had to be picked up off the floor.

‘Sorry!’ Bobbie gasped at Agnes as her clumsy partner whirled her away again.

‘How about the next one?’ her cadet demanded when the piano player went into a slow waltz. His hands strayed down to Bobbie’s backside as he tried to steer her into a space at the back of the room.

‘No ta.’ Escaping his clutches, she headed for the bar. ‘Lime juice, please,’ she ordered, only to find that she hadn’t shaken off her dogged dance partner after all. ‘Look,’ she told him in a no-nonsense way, ‘there really is no point.’

‘How’s that?’ The persistent suitor slid a long arm around Bobbie’s waist.

She swallowed hard. ‘Well, my … my young man’s not here tonight but I’m afraid I’m already spoken for.’ What a ridiculous, schoolgirlish thing to say! Bobbie immediately wished that the floor would swallow her up.

‘She may be spoken for but I’m not!’ Viv rushed in to save her incorrigibly demure friend’s bacon. With a wink in Bobbie’s direction she yanked the lanky air gunner into the centre of the dance floor and flashed him her most vivacious smile. ‘Anyway, live for today – that’s what I always say. My name’s Vivienne, by the way. What’s yours?’

‘My poor tootsies!’ It was Monday morning and Viv had taken off her fur-lined boots and put her sore feet up on the canteen table at Rixley ferry pool. ‘I near as dammit got trampled to death on Saturday night.’

Sitting at the same table, Mary cleared a patch in the steamed-up window of the Nissen hut and gazed out at a dismal, foggy scene. She could scarcely make out the small patch of lawn, let alone the two-storey concrete block containing the control tower, ops room and office where the met boys and girls worked. ‘Washout,’ she mumbled. ‘We’ll be lucky if we get off the ground before midday.’

Bobbie moved aside a vase of wilting yellow chrysanthemums then laid out a pack of playing cards for a game of patience. The canteen was crowded with bored pilots and ground crew, all waiting for the go-ahead once the weather cleared. ‘Open that window,’ she suggested to Mary. ‘Let in some fresh air.’

‘Oh no, please – we’ll all f-f-freeze to death!’ This was Viv’s first experience of a British winter and it was proving very different from the ones she’d recently experienced in California, where she’d worked for a couple of years as a stunt pilot.

‘Softie,’ Bobbie chided. ‘Anyhow, you’re Canadian – I imagine winters there are ten times worse.’

‘Open or closed?’ Mary raised her voice to ask for a general vote.

‘Open! … Shut! … Suit yourself.’ Pilots and ground crew came and went, carrying trays with steaming mugs of tea, dishes of porridge and plates of sausage and egg.

‘Closed,’ Agnes told Mary through a bunged-up nose. ‘I’ll catch my death if you leave it open.’

‘Hey, Agnes!’ Viv caught her attention as she passed by. ‘I had no idea that you and Horace … well, you know.’

Agnes shot her a warning glance then rolled her eyes towards Horace, who was queuing up at the counter with his back turned. ‘We’re not,’ she retorted. ‘Not after Saturday night, at any rate.’

‘Ooh, tell us more!’ Viv lowered her feet and scraped back the vacant seat next to her. The dance at Aireby had ended satisfactorily for Viv, who had had no shortage of partners and who had ended up with a wonderfully handsome flight lieutenant, no less. His name was Brian Wheeler; a square-jawed, smooth-shaven type. He drove a Morgan sports car and spoke with the kind of clipped British accent that Viv had only previously heard on newsreels. He’d been keen to see her again and she’d agreed to let him visit her at Rixley the following weekend.

Agnes sat down and began to tuck into her porridge. She was dressed for action in her Sidcot suit and boots and, like the rest of the pilots, was disappointed by the delay that the bad weather had imposed. ‘Horace has two left feet,’ she reported sniffily. ‘Anyhow, he’s not my type.’

‘And why’s that?’ Viv asked.

‘He can’t keep his hands to himself, for a start.’

‘Horace Jackson?’ Mary and Bobbie had overheard. They leaned in, eager to hear more from an unusually chatty Agnes, who was normally aloof and generally regarded as a bit of an old maid. ‘Never! You don’t say!’

Everyone at Rixley viewed Second Officer Jackson as mouse-like and inoffensive. He was slightly built with an already receding hairline – not at all God’s gift. Mind you, Agnes herself didn’t exude the glamour of someone like Viv. She was a bit too prim and proper, with her scraped-back hair and her long, serious face; a teetotaller who went by the rule book and had a tendency to tell others what to do.

‘In any case, I reckon I’m better off not getting involved.’ Agnes scraped the bottom of her bowl. ‘Men are a distraction when all’s said and done.’

Viv smiled broadly. ‘A distraction is what men definitely are. And aren’t we glad!’

Through the window Mary saw the Rixley operations manager, First Officer Douglas Thornton, emerge from the ops room. He limped heavily across the lawn then entered the canteen to announce an update on prohibited areas. ‘Good morning, everyone.’

The room fell silent as Douglas drew a folded sheet of paper from his top pocket. There was automatic respect for this ex-RAF man, once a member of 74 ‘Tiger’ Squadron with four kills and seven hits to his name, now ruled out of further action due to serious injuries and so seconded to the ATA.

‘Watch out for extra barrage balloons in Bristol and Liverpool this morning – if we ever get off the ground, that is. Make sure you read everything on this list.’

‘What’s the latest on the weather?’ Bobbie enquired.

‘With a bit of luck the fog should clear before midday.’ Having pinned his notice to the board next to the door, Douglas queued for a cup of tea then joined Bobbie and the rest of the gang. ‘Rain is forecast pretty much everywhere, with the possibility of snow and sleet later on, but not enough to stop us flying.’

‘The sooner we’re out of here the better.’ It was Mary who voiced the impatience that everyone was feeling. Her longing for activity vied with fond memories of her recent time spent with Cameron – in his arms, floating across the dance floor, leaning in and holding him tight. Oh, how she loved that man, with his quiet, clever way of going about things. But now she had to worry about his hankering to be posted back to Bomber Command, which would take him out of his current training role at Aireby and back into the direct line of fire. The transfer would inevitably mean flying missions over France and Germany, seeking out Messerschmitts and Junkers and engaging in dogfights that few pilots ultimately survived. Agnes was right in a way – men did distract. They drew out feelings that were hard to manage and it was only climbing into a cockpit and running through checks before take-off that focused the mind and put Mary back in control.

‘How are Jean and the baby?’ she asked Douglas with a small, determined shake of her shoulders.

‘Both in the pink,’ he told her with pride. ‘Dorota will be nine months old at the end of November. She’s crawling and already getting into everything she oughtn’t.’

‘Tell Jean we miss seeing her here every day.’ Bobbie was aware that Douglas’s wife already knew this but it didn’t stop her from repeating it. ‘Rixley just isn’t the same without her.’

‘She did the right thing to give up flying, though,’ Mary insisted. ‘Once you’d decided to adopt Dorota, Jean couldn’t justify taking the risk.’

‘But it still doesn’t mean we Atta girls don’t miss her.’ Jean had been Bobbie’s inspiration – cool as a cucumber up there at 6,000 feet, hurtling along at 400 mph in the latest Spit. Bloody brilliant at what she did. No one will ever come close; not Viv for all her gung-ho bravado or Mary with her meticulous attention to detail.

‘Drop in at Fern Cottage whenever you like.’ Douglas drained his cup then stood up. ‘You’ll always be welcome.’

He limped off and left them to their own devices – Agnes to her knitting, which she had taken out of a side pocket in her parachute pack; Mary to writing a letter to her soldier brother (Dear Tom, Where in the world are you? It’s been ages since I’ve received a letter. Are you still somewhere in Europe or have they sent you back to Tunisia? In any case, I hope you’re fit and well and managing to cope with whatever Herr Hitler throws at you …) and Bobbie to her game of patience. Viv, meanwhile, with one eye on the slowly dissolving mist, unzipped her Sidcot suit, pushed aside a couple of tables and began her exercises, swinging her arms and twisting her slim, flexible torso, determined to ignore ribald comments from members of the ground crew and working up quite a sweat.

The hours ticked slowly by until, at eleven o’clock, a hiss of static from the loudspeaker above the door presaged the announcement they’d all been waiting for.

‘Will all pilots please report immediately to the operations room. I repeat: all pilots …’

Then, with stomach muscles tightening and heartbeats quickening, it was a mad scramble to the locker room to pick up helmets, goggles, parachute packs, maps, compasses and whatever else was needed. From there the young pilots took the stairs two at a time up to the hatch where Gillian Wharton, Douglas’s efficient secretary, sat at her desk, ready to hand out chits for the day – a de Havilland Mosquito for Agnes for the first time (‘Anyone flown a Mossie before? What’s she like?’), an Airspeed Oxford for Viv (‘Oh no, God help me – not the old Ox-box!’), a Hawker Typhoon for Bobbie.

Rapid words of advice were exchanged on the stairs as pilots came and went. Blue, spiral-bound Pilots’ Notes were pulled out of pockets and consulted. Wary eyes were cast skywards at clouds still hanging low over the church steeple in the nearby village.

‘Let’s see what you’ve got for me today.’ Mary received her slip of paper from Gillian and read the word that always gave her the biggest thrill of all. ‘Spitfire!’ The very latest type – the excellent Mark 12. ‘Bingo!’ she cried as she sprinted down from the ops room and out on to the soggy patch of lawn. ‘Spit Mark Twelve to Liverpool,’ she reported to Viv and Bobbie.

‘Lucky you.’ Viv was listed as first off Runway 2 in her Ox-box. ‘I’ve to fly the old crate all the way to Southampton then back here in a Wellington. It’ll be midnight before I get home.’

‘Yes. Oh, Mary, I envy you your little beauty,’ Bobbie murmured. ‘But go easy on that throttle – they say her back end swings badly if you don’t watch out.’

Mary’s heart thumped against her ribcage as she sprinted for Runway 1, where she was second in line. New Griffon engine to replace the old Merlin, she reminded herself. Straighten out immediately if swing occurs. Keep a clear head. Let the fun begin.




CHAPTER TWO

Nothing in the whole of aviation history compared with the inside of a Spit’s perfectly designed cockpit. Though Mary was slightly built, the bucket seat was a snug fit and brought her face to face with rows of black dials – forty in all – and within easy reach of the stick. There was a red crowbar fixed to the inside of the door in case of emergency – in theory, one blow from this would smash the Plexiglas canopy to smithereens, allowing the pilot to bail out and parachute to safety.

Mary glanced down at the tarmac, where mechanics Stan Green and Bob Cross made their final checks. Catching her eye, Stan gave her a broad grin and the thumbs-up signal to fire up the engine. Brakes on, fuel on, idle-cut-off switch off, pre-oiler on for two minutes. Her excitement calmed to steady concentration as she set the prop to fine pitch and eased the throttle open.

‘Clear prop!’ Stan yelled up at her.

On with the magnetos then wait for the smell of exhaust fumes, the roar of the mighty engine. There was a three-second jet of flame followed by a shudder. We’re off!

This was it – no turning back. Bob and Stan took away the chocks then watched Mary taxi towards the take-off point.

Sheer delight, pure heaven! The day might be dank and dismal and the fallen leaves from nearby Burton Wood were dark brown and soggy under the crate’s wheels, but Mary knew she was in charge of a beautiful thoroughbred as she went through the motions. Set automatic trim, open throttle fully, rev to 1,800, give it six pounds of stick. Now or never!

Whoosh! Mary and her Spit were in the air – just her and her wondrous machine soaring swiftly up towards the unknown. There really was nothing like it; nothing on this earth!

As she flew over Burton Wood she locked her landing gear into a raised position. A glance towards the ground and the thin strip of the runway she’d just left told her that Stan and Bob stood waving her off.

She waved back. Ah, Stan – her loyal, salt-of-the-earth friend.

‘Watch out for those barrage balloons over the Mersey,’ had been his last words of advice as Mary had scrambled up into the cockpit. ‘I don’t want to read your name on an accident report tomorrow morning.’

‘Thanks, Stan – you certainly know how to buck a girl up!’ She’d made a joke of the danger, because you had to and because she knew Stan genuinely cared.

Rising now to 2,000 feet, mist swirled around her cockpit and she could only faintly make out landmarks below. Her map would soon prove useless and she would have to rely on her compass. But thankfully the clouds lifted as she flew west. A railway line directly below glinted in weak sunshine then disappeared into a tunnel. Then came the bare, barren, upturned hulks of the Pennine moors before a change of course southwards. Now it was time to try out the new Spit’s ailerons in preparation for landing – surprisingly weighty but responsive, nevertheless – following the coastline and thrilling to the bird’s-eye view of the sparkling sea. Mary reminded herself to watch out for barrage balloons as Douglas and Stan had warned. Sure enough, she spotted at least a dozen of the darned things and was forced to fly further west during her descent so that she came at the Mersey along a narrow corridor of the whale-shaped blimps. She took special care not to snag her wings in the thick wires that tethered them to the ground as she glided down to 200 feet over the dockyard cranes with her engine at zero boost. She followed the steel-grey curve of the estuary then spied the runway and hit the ground with scarcely a bump. Foot on the brake flat to the floor, hold the crate straight, screech to a halt with ground crew to greet her.

Once more Mary conducted her methodical checks before she finally raised the cockpit and stepped out on to the wing. She felt ten feet tall! Exhilarated and grinning from ear to ear as she took off her helmet, she shook out her hair then jumped to the ground.

‘Blimey, it’s a girl!’ one of the eager Liverpool erks cried. ‘And not a bad-looking one neither.’

Viv’s day took her safely to Southampton in the Ox-box then back to Rixley in a Wellington. Truth to tell, she could have flown both blindfolded if necessary, so familiar was she with the old crates’ controls and the low churn of their engines. The Wellington, especially, provided less of a challenge than she would have wished, once she was propped up in the pilot’s seat with three cushions to enable her to see where she was going. Her wristwatch told her that it was two o’clock in the afternoon, meaning she had just enough daylight left to make it back before nightfall.

The uneventful return flight gave her time to ponder the state of play in this great war game that was being played out across the globe. Was Germany really ready to fall, as the British newspapers predicted? True, the Yanks had captured Aachen just a couple of weeks earlier and the Allies had recently landed in Athens. The summer had also seen a Russian victory in Belarus and a British one in Burma – not to mention the outstanding success of D-Day and Operation Overlord. Paris was now free, along with Brussels and Antwerp. So far so good, Viv reflected. But Hitler’s deadly weapon – the V1 rocket – was causing havoc in London and other major cities.

People said these doodlebugs were vicious little devils – first came the warning sound of them whining overhead and then the heart-stopping moment when the engine cut out, followed by a few seconds’ ominous silence before the deadly device dropped to the ground and exploded. What must that be like, Viv wondered – spotting a devilish self-propelled missile overhead, dashing for shelter then waiting and praying for your luck to hold?

And what other horrors awaited besides the V1s? What were the scientists up to behind the scenes in the race to come up with ever more destructive devices? God knows where and when it will end, she mused, flying smoothly over clusters of Midlands pottery towns, heading for home and turning her attention to how she would spend her evening.

Enough of the gloomy stuff, she told herself. The only way to get through this hell on earth is to think positively and have as much fun as you can while you’re at it.

So this was Viv’s mood as she made a perfect landing on Runway 2 then handed her crate over to Gordon Mason, a member of the ground crew who loved to banter with her. He didn’t take life too seriously either, sharing Viv’s carpe diem mentality. He was a good-looking guy from Birmingham with an English mother and a West Indian father – worldly wise and oozing confidence – and more than once he had made it obvious that he believed he was in with a chance with the most glamorous girl pilot at Rixley.

‘What do you say we go for a quick drink at the Fox?’ Gordon asked the moment Viv stepped out on to the wing of the Wellington, unzipping her sheepskin jacket and removing her goggles and helmet.

‘Give a girl a chance to get her feet back on solid ground,’ she said and pouted.

‘But what do you say?’ he pressed.

If anyone could pull off a pair of threadbare RAF overalls it was Gordon. He wore them unbuttoned to the waist with sleeves rolled up, and his 100-yard-dash frame filled out the baggy garment just fine as he stood, hands on hips, waiting for an answer. But Viv resisted temptation. ‘Not tonight, Gordon. No offence, but I have things to do.’

‘What things?’ He offered her a hand as she jumped to the ground. Behind them the Wellington’s twin propellers slowed to a halt while Bob, the young apprentice, manoeuvred a heavyweight Amazon lorry into position, ready to tow the bomber into the hangar for repairs.

‘Just things,’ Viv replied airily, withdrawing her hand as she spoke. Seizing the day didn’t include drinking a sweet martini at the local pub followed by a quick kiss and a cuddle with Gordon in the village bus shelter. No – Viv had bigger fish to fry. There was Saturday night’s conquest, Flight Lieutenant Brian Wheeler, for a start – dashing and smiling, dishing out the compliments as if they were going out of fashion. And always in the background was Giles Parseval. Now what on earth should she do as far as he was concerned?

‘Follow your heart,’ was Bobbie’s advice whenever Giles’s name came up, which was often because the Parseval family owned Burton Grange and Sir Thomas had recently put his son Giles in charge of running their three far-flung estates.

‘The trouble is I don’t know what my heart is telling me,’ Viv would declare, usually after a couple of drinks in the officers’ mess at the Grange. ‘It’s giving me mixed messages.’

Mary’s stock response was more practical: ‘Is Giles divorced yet? And can you trust him after what went on earlier this year?’

‘I have no clue.’ It was true – Viv couldn’t be sure about Giles Parseval. She found his urbane manner hard to read. That was the trouble with the English upper classes: you could never tell what they were truly thinking, let alone what they were feeling.

‘We’ll have that drink another time, then,’ Gordon said now with a casual shrug of his shoulders.

Viv could feel the handsome mechanic’s eyes following her as she strode away. As a matter of fact, penning a letter to Giles was one of the ‘things’ on her list.

Dear Giles, she would write. Thank you for inviting me to your thirtieth birthday dinner this Saturday, the 25th, but I’m afraid I can’t attend. I have flying duties that day – I’ll be on standby for Priority Ones all weekend, worse luck. This was stretching a point; in fact, she’d gone to Douglas and volunteered herself for extra duties, but only after she’d received Giles’s invite. ‘To get me off the birthday party hook,’ she’d confessed to Bobbie and Mary, who had shaken their heads sceptically.

‘Viv will weaken in the end,’ Mary had already predicted to Bobbie in private. ‘She won’t hold out against Giles for ever.’

‘I’m not so sure.’ Bobbie remembered that Viv had mentioned more than once the prospect of going home to Canada once the war was over. ‘Our Viv isn’t one to be tied down.’

Everything’s up in the air – literally! Viv couldn’t help smiling to herself as she locked away her parachute pack then left the ferry pool to walk home through Burton Wood. Up in the air in Hurricanes and Spits, in Stirlings and Tempests (always pull the emergency exit handle extra hard in this type, according to her Pilots’ Notes). Up in the air as regards matters of the heart, too – those fickle entanglements versus the ultimate thrill of piloting the latest plane.

‘Well, look who it isn’t!’ Standing on the terrace at Burton Grange, Brian Wheeler saw Viv emerge from the wood and approach the stable yard at the side of the main building.

With a slight frown, Viv took in the shiny green Morgan parked near by and recognized her handsome flight lieutenant as he bounded confidently down the steps to greet her. ‘Brian, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ she asked coolly.

‘You’re not expecting me, I know.’

‘Not until the weekend,’ she reminded him. ‘We said Sunday, I believe.’ In Viv’s book there was such a thing as being too keen. Showing up six days early clearly fell into that category, so she looked askance at her latest suitor.

‘I know, but I thought I’d call in on my old pal Hilary while I was passing. And who else should I bump into while I’m here but your lovely, fragrant self!’

‘You know Squadron Leader Stevens?’ Of course he did: Brian was part of the old boys’ network that had frequented the London clubs in the days leading up to the war. Everyone knew everyone else from shooting parties and similar upper-crust jamborees. ‘No, don’t tell me – you and our pool commander went to school together.’

‘Quite so.’ Undeterred, Brian slipped his arm through hers then walked her towards his sports car. ‘Fancy a spin in the jalopy?’

‘Hmm.’ The Morgan was certainly more tempting than a sweet martini in the Fox – sleek and gleaming, with its hood down to show off its tan leather interior. ‘Why not?’

Before she knew it, she and Brian were sitting side by side in the nippy sports car, speeding through Rixley village, past the church and a row of terraced houses, past the red phone box outside the Fox and Hounds, then out into the countryside along wet lanes and through tunnels of overhanging trees still dropping the last of their leaves. The sky was tinged red by the setting sun; clouds were edged with gold.

‘You’re not too cold?’ he asked.

‘In this jacket? You must be kidding!’ Viv turned up her sheepskin collar and settled in for the ride. ‘How fast does she go?’

‘As fast as you like.’ He drove easily at 50 mph, both hands resting loosely on the wheel. When they rounded a bend to be suddenly confronted by an approaching tractor he braked without fuss, pulled on to the verge and stopped.

‘She’s very smart.’ Viv admired the Morgan’s dashboard. ‘I’ve driven a Jaguar 100 before but not one of these.’

Brian immediately vaulted out of the car on to the narrow lane then ran round to the passenger side to exchange seats. ‘She’s all yours.’

Accepting eagerly, Viv was soon behind the wheel, driving at sixty along a straight stretch, feeling the wind blow her curly dark hair back from her face, hearing the splash of puddles to either side until all too quickly the sun sank below the horizon and the fading red-gold light turned dull grey. ‘Time to head for home?’ she enquired as they entered the outskirts of Northgate, a decent-sized spa town famous for its healing waters.

‘Sadly, yes.’ Brian told her he had an evening appointment to keep. He took over the driving and on the way back they spoke of engine capacities and fuel consumption. ‘I’ve never met a girl who was so keen on cars,’ he confessed as he dropped Viv off in the stable yard at the Grange. ‘Have you ever thought of rally driving as a future career?’

She laughed as she hopped out on to the cobbles. ‘No thanks; that’s not for me. I like cars very much, but I adore planes.’

‘You don’t say?’ Brian leaned back in his seat.

‘Yes, I was a stunt girl in Hollywood before I came here. I flew old Blériots, Gipsy Moths, and such like. I even did some wing walking when the need arose.’

‘And pretty blasé you are about it too.’ Viv went up and up in Brian’s estimation. ‘It turns out you’re a proper little Amelia Earhart.’

‘Less of the “little”,’ she scolded. ‘I suppose you secretly belong to the school that thinks mere women shouldn’t be put in charge of eight thousand pounds’ worth of military hardware in case they wreck the crate?’

‘You’re wrong.’ Brian’s confident smile wavered as he prepared to drive off. ‘I think you Atta girls do a grand job.’

Viv winced again at the hint of condescension then gave a mock curtsey. ‘Thank you, kind sir.’

‘Touché!’ An embarrassed laugh followed. ‘I’ll see you on Sunday?’

‘If you’re lucky.’ ‘Keep them keen’ was another of her mottos. Aim to be in the driving seat. ‘It turns out I’m on standby for Priority Ones. Telephone me on Friday night to check the lie of the land.’

‘Will do.’ Brian made a mental note. Viv would no doubt be hard to handle but she would be worth it. ‘And if you’re busy on Sunday, we can make it another time – whenever you’re free.’

‘My letter to Giles never got written,’ Viv confessed to Jean Thornton later that evening.

She’d changed out of her uniform into slacks and a cream polo-neck sweater, flung on her belted camel-hair coat and bright red beret then ambled through the wood to Fern Cottage to drop in on her old friend from the ATA. Now the two young women settled down at Jean’s kitchen table for what Jean called a chinwag: a quaint term that made Viv smile.

Jean tilted her head to one side and listened to the sounds of Douglas putting Dorota to bed. She heard the creak of floorboards overhead and his deep voice murmuring softly to their daughter as he laid her in her cot. Satisfied, she turned her attention to her visitor, ready to catch up with the latest gossip from the ferry pool. ‘What would have been in the letter if you’d written it?’

‘Giles is waiting for an RSVP from me,’ Viv explained. She noted that motherhood suited Jean – it had softened her Atta-girl edges and made her more relaxed. She was more gorgeous than ever – her long, fair hair informally yet elegantly pinned up on top of her head to reveal her slender neck. But it was Jean’s grey-blue eyes that did it – astonishingly large and softly fringed with dark lashes. ‘I received an invitation to his birthday dinner.’

‘Whereabouts?’

‘At Newpark. His parents will be in attendance so for me it would be like entering the lion’s den.’

‘You’ve decided not to go?’ It was a long way to the Parsevals’ second estate in Leicestershire – a train journey of at least two hours from Northgate – so the distance itself would provide Viv with an ample excuse.

‘I haven’t decided anything – that’s the problem.’ The complicated on-off situation with Giles had given Viv some sleepless nights, despite her efforts to put him to the back of her mind. ‘If it was just Giles and me it might be different.’

‘You’d say yes?’ Jean was intrigued. ‘You’ve forgiven him for the cover-up?’

Viv thought carefully before she replied. By ‘cover-up’ Jean meant Giles’s decision to conceal his part in the tragedy that had befallen the Grange housekeeper, Anna Janicki, which in turn had led Jean and Douglas to adopt baby Dorota. ‘You think I shouldn’t?’

‘It’s up to you.’ Jean was the least judgemental of people but even she found it hard to forgive Giles for his shameful deceit in the spring of that year. After all, a decent man would have acknowledged that he was responsible for getting Anna pregnant. He would have supported her and the baby instead of separating Dorota from her mother and leaving Anna to fend for herself. Jean’s tone was distinctly chilly as she went on. ‘You’ve kept in touch with Giles all these months, so you must think he has a decent side.’

Viv nodded then quickly shook her head. It had been made clear to her that Giles wasn’t, in fact, the guilty party but he’d sworn her to secrecy and for once she’d kept her promise. ‘You think it’s better to break off contact?’

‘Only you can decide.’ Hearing Douglas come down the stairs, Jean looked expectantly towards the stairs.

‘Dorota went out like a light,’ the doting father reported as he entered the kitchen in shirtsleeves and bare feet. ‘Hello, Viv,’ he acknowledged with a smile. ‘How are you?’

‘Swell, thanks.’ She quickly switched subjects to what she knew would interest him. ‘I hear your little pride and joy has two new teeth?’

‘Two beauties,’ Douglas answered proudly. Then, glancing at Jean, he came up with a suggestion. ‘Why don’t I stay here while you two girls escape to the Fox for an hour or two?’

‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Jean asked hesitantly.

‘No. Dorota’s fast asleep. It means I can get on with some paperwork while you’re out.’

So it was on with their hats and coats followed by a brisk walk into the village. Viv steered clear of the touchy Giles subject and instead discussed babies with Jean. ‘I’m a complete novice on that front,’ she admitted, ‘though I did help to drag up three kid brothers back in Vancouver. Ask me anything you like about how to remove gum from the seats of pants or the names of any top Canadian ice hockey player.’

‘Babies are easy,’ Jean insisted as she opened the door into the Fox and Hounds. It was as she’d expected for a Monday night: only a few bandy-legged and cloth-capped farmers propped up the bar; there was hardly anyone in from the ferry pool. ‘You just feed them and burp them then change their nappies.’

‘So speaks the girl who once out-flew half the German Luftwaffe!’ Viv reminded Jean of her glory days as a first officer in the ATA, capable of flying Anything to Anywhere, as the saying went. She smiled to herself when she spied Gordon Mason in a smoky corner of the bar, sitting hugger-mugger with Gillian, Douglas’s attractive, flame-haired secretary. ‘Those two seem to be getting along well,’ she observed.

‘You know Gordon: he gets along well with all the girls.’ After a wry smile Jean asked Viv what she would like to drink then placed her order with Florrie Loxley behind the bar. ‘Two Dubonnets, please – with lemonade, if you have any.’

Jean picked up the drinks then joined Viv at a table close to the stone fireplace where a log fire burned. ‘It’s quiet in here tonight,’ she remarked.

The dimly lit bar reminded Viv of a cave. Its ceiling was low and its walls and roughly flagged floor were made of dark grey local stone. A strong wind blew smoke down the chimney and sent it billowing across the room. ‘That suits me,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Sometimes a girl needs a bit of peace and quiet to round off a busy day.’

‘That doesn’t sound like you.’ Jean looked keenly at Viv. ‘Is everything all right? And don’t just say “swell”. I know you better than that.’

‘No, really,’ Viv protested, still unwilling to delve any deeper into the Giles versus Brian Wheeler situation and relieved when the door opened and two familiar faces appeared. ‘Look what the wind blew in!’

Bobbie entered, all smiles, with Ray Moore close behind. They both looked windswept, as if they’d just stepped out of Ray’s open-topped MG sports car. Ray’s cheeks were flushed beneath his flat cap and the collar of his tweed jacket was turned up. Bobbie’s hair was hidden beneath a tartan headscarf tied under her chin.

‘Fancy seeing you two here!’ Bobbie beamed as they came across. ‘Mind if we join you for a nightcap?’

Chairs were drawn back and space made. Bobbie went for the drinks while Ray sat down.

‘We won’t stop long,’ Ray promised. ‘I drove over from Thresham on the off-chance. My luck was in: I caught Bobbie just after she got back from Ventnor.’

‘Isle of Wight – isn’t that where Agnes was headed today?’ Viv asked Bobbie as she returned with the drinks.

‘Yes – in a Mossie, apparently, though I didn’t see her.’ Bobbie perched on Ray’s lap. ‘I had one of the new Typhoons. To be honest, I was in danger of nodding off over Northamptonshire until I realized it was due to exhaust fumes seeping up through the floor panels. I reached for my oxygen mask double-quick, I don’t mind telling you.’

Viv nodded. ‘I had that happen to me recently. They make the exhaust pipe far too short in those crates.’

Ray said nothing but he looked anxiously at Bobbie. He never liked to think of her up there in the air without a radio, sometimes in planes that had been badly designed or patched up and could only limp into a maintenance unit for repair. He worried about her day-in, day-out, and that was the truth.

‘We missed you at the dance on Saturday,’ Viv mentioned to him before draining her glass.

‘There was a meet at Ripon – Ronnie and I didn’t get back to the yard till late.’

‘Ronnie Evans is Ray’s head groom,’ Bobbie explained to Jean and Viv.

‘Did you win anything?’ Viv asked.

‘We came second in the two thirty with Rob Roy.’

‘Congratulations.’ She knew as little about horses as she did about babies, but she was pleased that Ray’s training yard was experiencing some success. ‘We missed you, though. I was obliged to rescue Bobbie from the clutches of an over-keen admirer. He had the reach of an octopus, I can tell you.’

‘I could have rescued myself,’ Bobbie claimed archly. She felt herself blush then patted Ray’s hand reassuringly. ‘Take no notice of Viv,’ she told him. ‘No one at the dance was a patch on you.’

Viv didn’t disagree. Bobbie’s beloved was certainly good company and easy on the eye, with wavy dark brown hair, twinkling eyes and straight, symmetrical features that put him firmly in the matinee-idol category as far as Viv was concerned. True, his brilliant smile had been less in evidence of late, what with the stresses and strains of running the business since his father’s death, but his devotion to Bobbie was plain for all to see.

‘Talking of patches, how’s that Border collie of yours?’ Bobbie swivelled round to include Jean in the conversation. The dog had come along with Fern Cottage when Douglas and Jean had first moved in.

‘Patch? He’s happy as can be. How could it be otherwise? He has the whole of Burton Wood to run around in.’

‘And Dorota?’

‘Teething.’ Though her world now centred almost entirely on home and baby, Jean generally made an effort not to bore her friends with too many details. ‘Crawling, almost standing up.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Talking of whom, I’d better make a move.’

‘I’ll come too.’ Viv gathered her coat and hat. ‘We’ll leave you two lovebirds—’

But before she’d finished her sentence, a second cold blast of air interrupted her. All heads turned expectantly towards the open door.

‘Shut that before all the heat rushes out!’ From behind the bar, Florrie barked at Mary and Horace.

Horace hung back but Mary advanced towards the table where Bobbie and Viv sat. She was still in uniform, her forage cap clasped in one trembling hand, her face deathly pale.

Alarm clutched at Bobbie’s heart and she nudged Viv and Jean to make them pay attention. ‘What is it?’ she asked Mary, who shook her head. Her eyes seemed unable to focus and the trembling continued.

‘Sit down.’ Bobbie jumped up so that Ray could offer Mary his chair.

‘Has something happened?’ Viv asked with mounting dread.

Jean held her breath, fearing the worst.

Bobbie’s mind flew hither and thither – had Mary’s soldier brother Tom been wounded or killed, or was it something closer to home? ‘Is it Cameron?’

‘No, it’s Agnes,’ Mary said faintly as she sat down. Everything was a blur and she struggled to speak. She drew a ragged breath while her audience waited for more.

In the dreadful, drawn-out silence Horace, whose face was as white as Mary’s, shuffled forward. He grasped the back of Mary’s chair. ‘An accident report went up on the bulletin board at six o’clock this evening. Pilot error, apparently.’

‘How bad?’ Viv gasped.

The worst. Jean could tell from Mary and Horace’s drained, shocked faces.

‘Agnes snagged the wires of some barrage balloons over Southampton,’ he managed to inform them. ‘Her Mossie went up in flames.’

‘No time to bail out,’ Mary added faintly. ‘She never stood a chance.’




CHAPTER THREE

Agnes’s fatal accident seemed to have been due to an elementary oversight: a failure to read the list that Douglas had pinned to the noticeboard, perhaps? Descending towards Ventnor on the south coast of the Isle of Wight, she had flown slap bang into a row of hydrogen-filled balloons that protected Southampton, the major mainland port. The remains of her burnt-out de Havilland Mosquito had been spotted floating in the Solent but of the pilot there was no sign.

The following morning, Bobbie, Mary and Viv gathered in a dazed state in the breakfast room at the Grange. No one had got much sleep, and the tragedy still weighed heavily on their minds.

‘By all accounts Agnes had never flown a Mossie before,’ Bobbie whispered.

‘She’s plain sailing provided you guard against under-shooting on landing. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it – it’s too sad.’ Viv stared mournfully at the uneaten porridge congealing in her bowl.

But Mary wouldn’t let it rest. She picked over the facts relating to the two-seater combat plane used as a nuisance bomber to target German U-boats. ‘It was a brand-spanking-new crate, straight out of the factory. All Agnes needed to do was read through her Notes.’

‘Perhaps she did.’ Bobbie was desperate for the accident to have been caused by something other than pilot error. ‘I once flew a new crate out of Wolverhampton. The erks had let me take off with blocked fuel pipes, would you believe? My engine cut out three minutes after take-off and I was forced to make an emergency landing.’

‘We might never get to the bottom of it.’ Mary’s spirits were low but she knew that she, like the others, must battle on. ‘I ran into Horace just now. He says Agnes’s mother intends to collect her stuff tomorrow. She’s taken it hard, as you’d expect.’

A heavy silence followed. No food was touched.

‘None of us knew Agnes that well, did we?’ It was Viv who led the stuttering conversation forward. ‘We didn’t include her enough. I feel bad about that now.’

‘Don’t we all?’ A distracted Bobbie spread blackberry jam on to a slice of toast. ‘On top of which, if they do put it down to a mistake by Agnes that’ll be a black mark against us.’

‘By “us” you mean all female pilots.’ Viv took the point. There were always people – mostly men – who belittled their role. Agnes’s error would no doubt add grist to their mill. ‘Which means we’ll just have to go out there and prove them wrong – yet again!’

They fell quiet once more until Douglas entered the room with Hilary Stevens. An expectant murmur rose among the dozen or so pilots sitting at the flimsy trestle tables – it was unusual for the operations officer and their squadron leader to come to their billet at this time of the morning in what looked to be an official capacity. Hilary, the taller and slimmer of the two, with an upright bearing and immaculately groomed appearance, raised his hand before speaking.

‘First Officer Thornton has something to say,’ he announced. ‘We both feel it’s important.’

Douglas cleared his throat. ‘More information has come through from HQ this morning regarding Third Officer Wright. White Waltham received a report from eyewitnesses at Southampton that will materially affect the investigation into her crash.’ He paused to let the information sink in and for the buzz of surprise to die down.

‘Witnesses report that Third Officer Wright’s Mosquito Mark Six ran into a flock of seagulls as she prepared for her Ventnor landing. Her landing gear was already down and she was approaching at roughly eight hundred feet, as per the guidelines. But when she came into contact with the birds it seems her engine suddenly cut out. The Mosquito quickly spiralled out of control and made direct contact with the nearest hydrogen balloon, with fatal consequences for the pilot.’

‘Bloody birds!’ Viv clenched her fist and thumped the table. ‘They wrecked Agnes’s crate!’ She was angry that something so random had ended the life of one of their own.

Mary drew a deep breath then let out a sigh, picturing those last desperate moments – a flurry of white wings in every direction, a smashed windscreen, gulls sucked into the engine, a few seconds’ terrified struggle to regain control followed by oblivion.

‘As a result, HQ is likely to
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