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            Prologue

          

          Wyoming 1930

        

      

    

    
      Alexander Dunlap sat easy in the saddle, his eyes squinted against the glaring hot sun and dry Chinook winds blowing across his land. His land. He proudly surveyed the cattle grazing across the rolling acres of sparse bunch grass. He had worked hard, even as a young lad, to build this ranch; the same scrap of land his parents first claimed and settled back in 1884.  His father, James, had been killed by a low-life, no-good gunslinger and his mother Maggie, worn down in her prime, died trying to hold onto this same piece of land in Deer Springs, WY. But nothing or no one would take this ranch away from him now.  “Times had been tough before, and he’ll get through them again; at least he was better off than some of them sod-busters trying to plow dried up dirt.  No sir, he’d sacrificed too much over the years to see it all wasted by some hard times and drought,” thought Alexander.

      Alexander's face turned toward the western sky, searching for signs of rain among the thick white clouds floating overhead.  A face etched with wrinkles caused by too many years exposed to the harsh climate of the Wyoming range; too many years frowning over things he couldn't change and fights he couldn't win.  Hair once jet black was now liberally sprinkled with strands of gray; its shaggy unkempt length poked out from beneath his worn Stetson. He dragged a faded kerchief from around his neck and mopped the sweat from forehead and neck as he kneed his gray mare into a slow gait across the pasture.  He rode toward the sound of his sons' loud voices as they chased each other around his parent’s old homestead cabin.

      "I can too beat you," shouted ten-year-old Samuel.

      “Aww, you’re just a dumb kid,” taunted his older brother.  At the ripe old age of fourteen, Alex Dunlap Junior liked to lord over his younger sibling.

      “Am not!” shouted Sam as he launched his wiry body at his brother’s taller, lean frame.  The two boys began wrestling and rolling in the dirt.

      “Knock it off!” shouted their father, “or I’ll knock it out of you with my belt.  What the hell are you fighting over this time?”

      The boys instantly broke apart; not wanting to feel the thick leather strap across their backsides again.

      “Nothing,” both boys replied simultaneously, looking at each other and giggled nervously.

      “We were just fun’in’,” explained Alex.

      “You’ve got work to do.  Stop wasting time,” ordered Alexander.  “Go round up those stray calves from the north pasture before they go missing. We’ve been losing more cows than what we should lately.  I don’t like it none. Take your useless brother along; show him what to do; maybe he can learn something.”

      Sam waited silently; head hung low, cheeks stained red. His father’s barbs stung once more as he stole a peek between his brother and the domineering figure on horseback.

      “Sure Pa.  We’ll bring ‘em back.  C’mon Sam,” replied Alex.

      The two boys ran over to the thin stand of birch trees where they had tied their horses. Sam climbed onto a large rock to help him get a leg up and reach the stirrups of his saddle, quickly mounting. The brothers galloped toward the northern boundaries of their ranch in search of the strays.

      

      As soon as they had cleared the rise that separated pasture from the homestead and were out of sight, the boys slowed their horses to a trot.

      Alex glanced over his shoulder then shook his head.  “Whew, I thought we were gonna git it for sure.  Didn’t you?”

      “Why’s Pa so mean?  You ever see him laugh, just once?” Sam’s voice barely louder than a whisper.

      “No, come to think of it. I dunno, maybe when you get his age, all your good times are gone.  I’ll have to chew on it some.”  Alex tried to assume a solemn and wise countenance but couldn’t avoid a giggle escaping from his pursed lips.

      “What’s wrong with me?” cried Sam. “I can’t do nothing right.  Pa don’t never look at me like he does you.” A tear slid from his eye and he swiped it away angrily.

      “Now you quit that. Don’t like hearing that kind of talk.  You do plenty of stuff good.  Ain’t nothing wrong with you.  Why, nobody could fix that old steam tractor like you did!  You’re real good with your hands.”

      "Thanks, Alex, that's right kind of you to say. But I’m just a dumb kid.  Pa’s right.”

      “No, he ain’t.”

      “Maybe someday, I can be just like you,” Sam mumbled beneath his breath, but his big brother heard him anyway.

      Alex reached across his saddle and clapped an arm about his younger brother’s shoulder in a brief show of affection. They broke apart as he kicked his horse into a gallop. Both boys shouted and hooted in glee as they charged across the prairie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          PART I – ENGLAND 1943

        

      

    

    
      The troop ship plowed ahead, cutting through choppy gray waves of the frigid North Atlantic.  Samuel Dunlap stood at the railing of the US Army Transport (USAT) George Washington, cupping a lit match to his cigarette, shielding the meager flame from sprays of water and gusts of wind.  He sucked in the cold morning air, tasted the salt spray and felt the chill on his cheeks. It was a welcome change from the stuffy confines of the close quarters below.

      They’d been at sea for twelve days now; boarding in the dark of night and then herded like cattle through narrow companionways and a maze of hatches. Close to four thousand men, each carried heavy duffel bags, bedrolls, and weapons; they now shared narrow aisles and cramped spaces, bedded down on swinging hammocks that hung three-tiered high.  Bodies sprawled everywhere; guys caught up on reading or engaged in cards and dice games.  Long lines waited for tasteless chow that was dumped onto a tin plate and men ate standing up in whatever empty space a person could claim.  Their monotonous daily routine would end all too soon when their ship arrived in England.

      Sam stared across the bleak ocean that stretched endlessly toward the horizon.  Through the gray mist, he could just make out the shapes of the other transport ships and light cruisers in their convoy.

      The vast space reminded him of the endless plains back home…the ranch and his father; the futility of trying to fill his brother’s shoes and win his father’s approval.  He finally gave up and left; joined the military to make a man of himself, recalling his father’s taunt as he hopped aboard the Army transport bus.  Well, he made it through boot camp without killing himself, so maybe he’ll have some chance of proving himself yet.  Who knows?

      Sam flicked his cigarette into the dark waters below, pounded the rail with his fist; irritated with the hold his old man’s words still had on him, memories he couldn’t shake.  Why did he still let his slurs bother him?

      His thoughts strayed to his brother Alex.  He hadn’t seen him in close to two years now. Alex had gotten out. Alex enlisted right after Pearl Harbor, putting his pilot crop dusting skills to good use now in the big flying fortresses with the Army Air Corps; leaving his younger brother behind. Without Alex acting as a cushion, Sam’s life on the ranch had been pure hell.  His father’s wrath and constant criticism chipped away what thin layer of confidence he had, but he learned to hide his own anger and vowed one day it would be different.

      Maybe, just maybe, he’d get lucky for once and be assigned to a base near his brother Alex; at least they’d be in the same country.  He silently said a prayer for his brother’s safety, wondering what he was doing and hoped he could find him despite the craziness of war.

      Sam was nudged from his thoughts when a hand clamped down on his left shoulder; he turned to see his friend and bunkmate, Peter Shultz, come to stand alongside the starboard rail.  Pete leaned over to watch the ship’s wake and peered into the foggy sky.

      “How many more days do ya think we’ll be on this tub?” asked Pete.

      “Not too many.  I heard one of the swabbies say we should be in port by Tuesday.”

      “Good.  I don’t know how many more days I can take chowing down on them beans and salt pork.  Man, what I wouldn’t give for a good ole beef steak like we had back home.  At least we had vittles a man could cut his teeth on,” said Pete.

      “Yeah, even when times were tough, we’d butcher one steer to see us through the winter.  Nothing like a thick slab of beef sizzling over an open fire,” agreed Sam.  “Makes my mouth water just thinking about it.”

      Sam had met Peter Shultz at Maxwell Field in Montgomery, Alabama.  Both men gravitated toward one another upon hearing a common language – Western cowhand.  Pete’s family ran a small spread in the panhandle of Oklahoma; some head of cattle and a few acres under the till.  Until the drought of the thirties hit them hard; worse in April of 1936 when the land became covered in what was known as the “black blizzard”.  Years of plowing on dry, rain barren earth in America’s heartland had created a dust bowl so bad, it caused topsoil to blow away with the prairie winds.  A black cloud of dust filled the air and covered everything and everyone in its path.  There were no crops, both animals and humans starved alike.  Mortgages were unpaid and banks foreclosed; Pete’s family lost their farm and their dreams.  Pete joined the military when his ma and pa took the younger kids back east to live with kinfolk.  Now he stood on the deck of a ship staring at more water than he’d ever seen in his lifetime.

      “Think we’ll see any action?” questioned Pete.

      “Dunno.  Guess it depends on where they send us.”

      “Sometimes I lay in my rack and think about the war.  I’m scared, Sam.  Scared I’ll let my buddies down.  Scared I might be a coward.”

      “Now you listen, you’re no namby-pamby!  You wouldn’t be here if you were.  Hell, I’ve been scared my whole life; we’d be a damn fool not to be.  Ain’t nobody I’d rather have by my side than you, Pete.”

      “We’ll look out for each other, partner,” Pete agreed as he shook Sam’s hand.

      “Count on it.”

      Suddenly horns blew and whistles sounded, seamen ran toward gunnery stations as a voice over the loudspeaker commanded, "Man your stations!"

      Pete and Sam looked at each other and the commotion they found themselves in the middle of, then high tailed it to the below decks where they had been previously instructed to go.

      “What’s going on?” asked Sam, grabbing the arm of a seaman hurrying past them.

      “German U-boat sighted.  Captain’s gotta defend the ship!” shouted the sailor above the blaring horns.

      “Whoa, didn’t plan on seeing action this soon,” declared Sam as he and Pete joined their unit below.

      “Hey, I don’t swim too good,” confided Pete.

      “Don’t you worry none, I’m not planning on getting wet today.  You just keep those fingers crossed that these swabbies know what they’re doin’.”

      They hunkered down, listening to the shouts and orders overhead and hardly dared to breathe, their fate in the hands of strangers. They heard distant rumbles of explosions and their transport ship rocked and rolled precariously as their convoy destroyers and cruisers laid a pattern of depth charges into the path of the submarine.  Minutes dragged into hours before the all clear sounded.

      Sam pulled a shaky hand through his short-cropped black hair and expelled his held breath.  “See, what’d I tell you? We got a more important mission ahead of us; God didn’t plan on drowning us before we get it done.”

      “Guess you’re right. Still, I’ll be damn glad when we leave this tub behind,” said Pete. “I gotta go to the head.”

      Sam laughed out loud as his bunkmate went to change his britches.
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      Controlled chaos ruled the docks at Liverpool, as arriving ships unloaded men and equipment by the thousands. American Longshore soldiers worked alongside the Brits in the ports of Liverpool and Southampton to organize both men and supplies.

      Voices shouted and engines revved; the noise volume was ear-splitting. Trucks, buses and lorries lined up as men climbed on board. If it had four wheels, it was put into service to carry men away from the docks toward train stations where they would be further transported across the English Midlands.  The men traveled across the English countryside to their assigned Army Air corps bases that dotted the once bucolic landscape.

      Sam and Pete hoisted their duffel bags and climbed into the back of a lorry; crowding in along the flat bench seat, making room for more men.  The driver ground his gears and put his foot down on the gas as the lorry lurched forward, bouncing along what appeared to be little more than a narrow lane to the nearby train station.  Just when he had found a comfortable spot, it was time to bail out and find their designated rail car.  Sam lined up with his unit then followed along into the crowded train car.  Pete had claimed a seat and motioned Sam to squeeze in next to him.

      “Sorry,” Sam said to the private behind him that had eyed that same seat.  He wasn’t really sorry, but it seemed polite to say so.

      “Thanks pal,” he told Pete as they stood their duffels between their knees and tried to stretch out their legs in what little space there was between seats.

      A blast of steam, a loud whistle, and a belch of black smoke announced the train's movement as it began its laborious journey. Steel tracks rumbled and groaned under the weight of forty odd cars coupled together clickity-clacking across the land.  Sam and Pete joined a division of men in crowded cars, traveling to unknown bases and futures.

      “Guess we can open these envelopes now,” Sam remarked to Pete.  Each man had been handed sealed orders as they boarded their railcar.

      Pete ripped his envelope open and removed a typed letter and an attached bi-folded pamphlet.  Pete scanned the written orders quickly then raised a questioning glance to Sam.  “Duxford – 78th Fighter Group.”

      Sam finished reading his own orders and smiled broadly as he slapped Pete on the knee, “Duxford it is, same fighter group.  What squadron?”

      “Dunno, says I’ll get a squadron assigned upon arrival.  How about you?”

      “My orders say I’m to report to the 82nd Fighter Squadron of the 78th Group.  Sure hope we can get the same squadron,” Sam replied.

      “Would you look at this?” Pete said as he flipped open the folded brochure.  He read the first page then turned it over to continue.  “Looks like some kind of etiquette thing.”

      Sam read aloud from the Army literature, “‘It is always impolite to criticize your host; it is militarily stupid to criticize your Allies.’” Sam unfolded the pamphlet and looked at the pictures included, and other cautions listed.  “Guess we aren’t supposed to act like big rich Americans with our Hershey chocolates and pockets of money when the Brits have been doing without for years now.  They don’t want us to embarrass our British hosts.  Humph!”

      “I dunno about you, but those pockets of money weren’t requisitioned to a lowly private.  My pockets are empty except for a few bucks,” lamented Pete.

      Sam laughed, "Yeah, well maybe you shouldn't have gambled on the ship so much.  How many times did you lose to Jimmy Parks on dice?"

      “Is it my fault those dice kept rolling snake eyes?  Think he had them fixed somehow.”

      “So how far is it to this place Duxford?  Am I gonna get some sleep or wind up being bounced off this train in the next hour?”

      As Sam speculated his plight, a conductor made his way through the crowded compartment and heard the question.  “Duxford and Essex are approximately three hundred and ninety-eight kilometers from Liverpool; you’ll be onboard for a good four hours, gentlemen.”

      “Wow, that far, huh?  Guess I’ll make myself comfortable then,” said Sam as he propped his booted feet on top of his duffel and lowered his cap to shade his closed eyes.

      “Looks like a good idea, Pard.  Shut eye it is.”

      

      Over three hours later, their train rumbled into the station near the town of Peterborough.  The railcar rocked and jolted to a stop, knocking Pete off balance and causing Sam’s propped feet to fall from his makeshift footstool.

      “Where are we?” Sam asked the conductor as he peered out the window.

      “Deenethorpe RAF base, outside Peterborough, sir.”

      “Yeah?” Sam studied his surroundings with interest.  “I think that’s where my brother’s stationed.  He’s with the 401st Bomber Group at Deenethorpe,” he informed Pete.  “At least he was, according to his last letter home; been awhile though.”

      “How long has he been over here?” asked Pete.

      “About two years now.  Hope I get to see him.”

      Pete and Sam watched a group of men get off the train, then get into waiting trucks for their remaining journey.

      The train lugged to a start again, slowly rolling to the next stop along the route.  Sam studied the countryside sliding by, noting the green fields and hedgerows defining small plots of land. Certainly looked different from the vast acres of open land that Sam was used to back home.  Loosely stacked stones created squares of walled-in farmland; a few cows and grazing sheep wandered the confined squares.   Sam wondered what the significance was of the spots of pink or blue colors he saw on the sheep’s wool.

      They arrived at Northampton and more men left the train; in a few minutes the engine lurched forward and continued down the tracks.  Cambridge station came into view as Pete and Sam gathered their belongings in readiness to depart.  Their next destination the fighter group assigned to Duxford base.

      “Well, here we go,” Sam said as he and Pete hefted duffels to shoulders and stepped off their railcar then boarded the waiting lorry.
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      The American Eighth Air Force shared bases with the British Royal Air Force; they were crowded into an area of England that was only a forty by eighty-mile strip north of London. Their taxi and runways cut into once rich pastures and buildings were erected on farmland still needed to produce food for a hungry nation.  Hospitals and mess halls or barracks were hidden under thick canopies of trees or tucked between grazing pastures in an attempt to not rape the land and disturb the bucolic farmland more than was necessary. Smells of grease and oil mixed with rural farm animal odors.

      Metal Quonset huts served as barracks, heated by a single wood or coal burning stove.  The barracks remained cold and damp from rain in winter with their daily ration of only one bucket of coal for heat; in summer the men sweltered and baked under the hot metal roofs. A dozen or more men shared these elite sleeping quarters.

      Sam and Pete considered accommodations on base were little better than the Atlantic transport ship as they literally ran from one side of the compound to the other to visit latrines and communal showers or the mess hall that was located on the opposite side of base.  The only upside was at least they had fresh air.

      Their fighter squadrons provided escort to the big flying fortresses – the B-17 bombers – and it was the ground crew’s job to keep those planes fit to fly.  Sam and Pete were both mechanics on the P-47 Thunderbolts and P-38 Lightning fighter planes and the newer P-51 Mustangs that had just arrived. Both men soon fell into a routine that saw the beginning of their day start at three or four in the morning as they readied aircraft for that day’s mission.

      It was after sunrise on a Wednesday morning when Sam and Pete joined two other mechanics in the mess hall for breakfast.  Their labors were done for now until the squadron returned from the day’s sortie, then they would get to perform their magic of patching up aircraft filled with bullet holes and shrapnel.  The aroma of chipped beef on toast, SOS as the men called it, greeted their nostrils as they joined the chow line and made their way to an empty table.

      “Rumor has it, today’s mission is gonna be a bad one.  Heard some guys talking about this daylight bombing; makes our guys sitting ducks up there,” Pete whispered to Sam.

      "You shouldn't be talking about operations; somebody could overhear you.  ‘Sides, that's what the fighters are for, protect the fortresses from the Luftwaffe.”

      “I know, I know, but still… daylight bombing might be more accurate, but our losses are staggering.  Half those guys don’t come back,” Pete argued.

      “My brother’s one of those guys, so stop talking about it.  You hear?”

      "Sorry, Sam, I forgot.  You hear from Alex since we got here?”

      “No.  I’m waiting for our first weekend pass so I can get over to Deenethorpe.”

      They finished their meal in silence; Sam’s thoughts filled with worry for his brother and the need to find him.  For now, he had a job to do, and he’d have to bide his time.
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      Alex stumbled into his quarters and collapsed onto his narrow cot, exhausted from the day’s mission and the de-briefing afterward.  All he wanted now was sleep and warmth.  Alex Dunlap was an old man of twenty-seven compared to the boys on his crew; the lines in his face and the thousand-yard stare that never left his eyes made him appear even older, much older.  Facing death every day and knowing you must do it again, and again, took its toll.

      Alex flew on the Pretty Lady, a B-17 bomber known as a flying fortress, in the greatest show of absolute devastating power against the common enemy – Nazi Germany.  The air war was a slow brutal battle of attrition; men took to the skies at dawn to face annihilation from enemy fire or flak before dropping payloads of deadly bombs on their targets below.

      Alex closed his eyes tightly, tried to blot out the image of his buddies’ fortress exploding in flames right before him as anti-aircraft artillery on the ground made a direct hit.  Shrapnel ripped through the shell of the heavy bomber; the ball turret gunner was torn away like a balloon suddenly let loose; the airman screaming as he plunged to his death.  It was a sight Alex couldn’t forget.

      The Germans had chains of radar stations along the coastlines between Norway and northern France.  It was the job of Alex’s squadron to fly across that coastline knowing they would be strafed by fighters or buffeted by those deadly black clouds of flak blooming around them.  The night flights they first made were safer for crews but less accurate in their bombing results. Targets were missed and cities filled with civilians were hit instead.  The Brits didn't mind, it was payback for all the civilian life they had lost in the German blitz of English cities such as London and Coventry.

      Now, a year later, with the use of the secret Norden bombsight, planes could fly at higher altitudes in the daylight and drop their payloads with a surgical accuracy on industrial targets, but daylight meant the enemy could also see them coming and going.  They got two chances to shoot them down.  The further and deeper the mission took them into Germany, the heavier the losses suffered by the bomber groups.

      Alex lay on his bunk, his eyes stared at the ceiling but saw again the flames erupting and black smoke billowing from the ground far below as he dropped his ordinance.  He would never know how many innocent people his bombs might have killed; he didn’t want to know. He just followed orders and aimed his bombsight on whatever factory or steel mill he was told.

      He shivered and clutched the thin wool blanket tighter; he still felt the cold from the arctic temperatures whistling through the plane. They bit into a man’s skin, despite the alpaca-lined leather flying jackets and boots.  Oxygen masks iced up and fingers ached from the cold, on the verge of frostbite in the higher altitudes.   At least as bombardier, he had some level of heat in the Plexiglas nose of the cockpit; it was worse for the waist gunners mid-ship and radio operator who had no heat and suffered severely from the frigid temperatures.

      Alex reached for the crumpled paper he had thrown to the floor last night, a letter from his brother Sam.  He smoothed out the single sheet of paper and read it again.  “Stupid kid.  What the hell is he thinking? Joining the Eighth - is he a fool? Why’d he want to be involved in this mess?” Alex thought.
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      Sam studied the broken propeller again, walked under it and fingered the shaft and blade. The plane had taken a round right through the center of the blade creating a starburst hole.  If the shot had hit more to the left or right or even higher, it likely would have split the propeller and sheared it clear off and the fighter would have crashed.  That pilot was one lucky son of a bitch.

      Newly promoted Sergeant Dunlap moved among the planes, inspected damage and tagged which aircraft was a category A with only light damage or a category B with heavy damage that required hauling them into a hangar for serious repair.  Sam and Pete had learned to work as a team; they played off of each other's strengths and as crew chiefs, they now had the reputation for the best aircraft maintenance in their squadron.  Sam nodded to Pete as they tagged the last plane; each man added final remarks to their clipboard checklists.

      “We’ve got a good routine. Feels like Pete and I’ve been working together forever, instead of a few months,” Sam thought to himself as he turned toward his friend.

      “Let’s move that Mustang into the hangar and see what we can do about that propeller and shaft,” Sam directed.

      Pete spoke to a pair of mechanics nearby, “Hey Robbie, you and Jimmie finish up on those hydraulic lines on that Thunderbolt then give us a hand moving this Mustang.”

      “You got it, Sarge.”

      Sam and Pete each took hold of a wing tip while the two mechanics lifted the tail and pushed the dead plane, rolling it into the open hangar for repair.

      “Thanks guys,” Sam said.

      “So, what do you think?” asked Pete.

      “I think the propeller needs replacing and we don’t have any spare parts, that’s what I think.”

      “So, what d’ya want to do?”

      “Not sure yet.  Let me see what I can come up with.  If we could just replace that one blade, the rest of the propeller would be okay.  Hmmm,” Sam said as he tapped on the metal and studied the damage again.  He walked around the plane, scratching his head like he always did when he was deep in thought.

      Suddenly, Sam snapped his fingers and smiled broadly.  “Ever do any smithy work back home on the ranch, Pete?” he asked.

      “Yeah, some.  What d’ya have in mind?”

      “I’m wondering if that farm outside base has a forge and anvil.  They’ve got horses; they’ve got to shoe ‘em, don’t they?  If we can use some of their smithy tools, we could try bending that metal and remake that one blade.”

      “You’re a genius, Sam,” exclaimed Pete.

      “No, I’m not.  Let’s just see if it works first.  Gotta run it by the Captain.”
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      Alex sat with his crew members in the briefing room and waited with the other men of the bomber group.  The table before them with the relief map and today’s targets was covered with a large cloth; they would study its details, memorize terrain and locations soon enough.  A haze of stale cigarette smoke swirled above their heads; men spoke softly to friends sitting nearby or murmured silent prayers in the pre-dawn darkness.

      Alex had awakened at four, ate a quick breakfast then made his way in the pitch darkness to the briefing hut.  His thoughts and concentration were on the mission ahead; he had an idea of where they would be sent next and prayed that he was wrong.

      Chief of Staff Rogers entered the building, walking briskly up the center aisle.

      “Ten-Hut!” he called.

      Men jumped to their feet and stood at attention, saluting General Eaker as he strode to the front of the room.  The general returned the salute, “At ease.”

      Chairs scraped lightly as men took their seats again, eyes focused on the chart displayed and prepared to learn the day’s mission.

      “Men, Operation Hydra provides support to the RAF as we take out the factories in Peenemunde that build Germany’s new V-2 rockets.  These pilotless rockets are terrorizing London and other British cities; they must be stopped.  Colonel Rogers is passing out your maps and timetables now.  Major Winter will provide your weather forecast; I’ll turn the briefing over to him,” the general concluded.

      Alex read the flimsy, his information sheet that listed target names, route and timetable for the mission.  He would need to study the map table along with the other bombardiers and locate his designated target position.

      Major Winter pulled down an overhead screen as a projector flickered to life; a hazy map of northern Germany and the Baltic Sea appeared.

      The major held a wooden pointer and tapped the map, “Your route will be to fly across the North Sea, toward Denmark and the northern coast of Germany then east toward the canals at Peenemunde on the Baltic Sea.  You can expect overcast skies and cloud cover for most of the route, some mild crosswinds, six MPH on takeoff.”

      Fifteen minutes later the briefing finished, men stood and prepared to leave.  They would pick up their parachutes and emergency first aid kits then prepare to board their planes.  Alex glanced around, noting the solemn faces before him on men who came from all walks of life – volunteers all; farmers, lawyers, teachers, shopkeepers, and miners.  Brothers all, committed to this mad and glorious task before them.  Sadly, Alex knew some of these faces he would never see again.  Would today be his day?

      The crew gathered around the Pretty Lady.  Alex did a final check on the racks of the four-thousand-pound bomb payload, nodding to his crew chief that all looked okay. Cases of ammunition for the fifty caliber Browning machine guns were already on board. The crew chief had all engines running for instrument check then quickly shut down to conserve fuel until time to taxi out.

      The Pretty Lady was piloted by a young history teacher named John Stone; a quiet man with an even, unflappable temperament.  The Captain commanded respect from his men and in return, they received a sense of security; he'd get them home safely.  She had nineteen missions stamped on her hull; just six more and their tour of duty would be complete.  They could go home if they survived; every flight was a gamble with the odds against them.

      Slowly, the flying fortresses lined up for take-off in two rows.  The pilots pushed throttles forward and each heavy plane rushed to the end of the runway; lifting, clawing its way into the sky, first the left row then the right in turn – avoiding each other’s prop wash.  Within minutes the entire group was airborne and formed into their squadron flights as they turned and headed toward their destination.

      In the early morning dawn light, the citizens of Essex and Northampton listened to the roar of engines overhead and felt the rumble of the mighty fortresses; their thatched roof homes shook, and windows rattled with the vibrations.  A few people said a silent prayer for the young men flying into harm’s way.
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      Sam approached the Upton farmhouse, parking his jeep on the gravel drive near the barn. He had explained his idea to Captain Barnett and received the green light to speak with the local farmer. Now he had to see how agreeable their neighbor would be to lend his blacksmith tools.

      Sam knocked tentatively on the kitchen door of the two-story clapboard house. He listened to sounds of movement in the house and stood patiently waiting until the screen door was cautiously pushed open by a middle-aged woman; she dried her hands on the apron tied about her waist and gave him a tentative smile.

      “What can I do for you, young man?  Are you from Duxford?” Mrs. Upton asked as she took in his uniform and insignia.  “You one of them Yanks?”

      “Yes, ma’am.  Is your husband about?  I wanted to know if he might have some smithy tools.”

      “You’ll find him in the barn tending the animals,” she said as she pointed to the rickety structure across the yard.

      “Thank you, ma’am.  Sorry to bother you.”

      “No bother, uh, Sergeant…?”

      “Sergeant Dunlap, ma’am, of the 78th Fighter Group,” Sam introduced himself.

      “Well you go on down to the barn then, Sergeant Dunlap, just holler for Ben; he’s in there.”

      Sam entered the barn; dust motes floated in the filtered sunlight seeping through cracks in the rough wooden walls.  He stood for a minute, letting his eyes adjust to the shadowy interior.

      “Mr. Upton?  Can I speak with you, sir? Your wife said I’d find you here,” called Sam.

      “Who’s there?”

      “Sam Dunlap, sir, from Duxford base.”

      “C’mon in.  I’ll be with you in a second.”

      Sam looked around the dimly lit barn, his eyes lighting up at the sight of an anvil and forge in the back corner.  Tools hung on nails between wall joists and rafters – scythes, shovels, pitchforks, sickles, hoes, all manners of farming implements - even an old plow and leather yoke with harness.

      A sow made her presence known with a loud snort; her straw-filled pen occupied a corner of the barn. Barnyard smells filled Sam’s nostrils. He noted half a dozen milk cows grazing on the sweet grasses of the fenced meadow.  A rooster chased a trio of loudly squawking hens across the adjoining barnyard and into the coop.

      Sam shuffled his feet in the dirt and loose straw as he waited on Mister Upton; a wave of homesickness washed over him as he surveyed the peaceful farm scene.

      “What can I do for you?” asked Ben Upton as he approached the American.  “You one of them fly boys?”

      “Hello, Sgt. Dunlap, sir, from over at Duxford,” Sam greeted as he extended his hand.  “I’m a mechanic, crew chief assigned to the fighter squadrons.”

      The farmer wiped his hand on the seat of his overalls before shaking Sam’s hand.  “You can call me Ben, I don’t rank a Sir, sergeant.”
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