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Dedication
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To the thousands who went over the top at Arras in 1917

The General

“Good morning, good morning,” the general said,
When we met him last week on our way to the line.
Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em dead,
And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine.
“He's a cheery old card,” muttered Harry to Jack
As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.
But he did for them both by his plan of attack.
Siegfried Sassoon
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Chapter 1
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Lumpy and I were sat in the waiting room outside General Henderson’s office. We had been summoned from the hospital and brought to London by a military escort from the hospital where we had been recovering from injuries suffered during our flight from France. Flight Sergeant Hutton was convinced that I was going to be given a medal of some description. I was not so certain. I was just grateful that Nurse Beatrice Porter, the woman I knew that I would marry, had been allowed to accompany me; ostensibly it was to look after my broken arm. 

I had been annoyed at the summons, for I had hoped for some time with Beatrice in the military hospital. It seemed it was not to be. Our goodbye had been perfunctory. Whitehall is not the most romantic place to say goodbye to a loved one, and the steely stares of the guards meant a chaste kiss and a quick goodbye. As she hurried through the London streets to the hospital in Hyde Park, I cursed General Henderson for his orders.

I cursed him more as we watched the clock in the hall tick slowly around while we cooled our heels, seemingly ignored. I knew that Lumpy was wrong when Captain Ebbs and Lieutenant White arrived. Captain Ebbs kept his head down and avoided looking in my direction, while the lieutenant gave me a wan smile and an apologetic shrug. I knew then that I was in trouble. When we had been rescued from the sea by the Navy we had been harshly interrogated by Captain Ebbs as German spies. I had had to use force with his sergeant to avoid being shot out of hand. Had it not been for Lieutenant White’s intervention, then things might have gone ill. Luckily, the young lieutenant had been able to prove that we were not spies and our injuries had been tended to in the hospital. I had wondered if my actions might come back to haunt me.

“What do you think he wants, sir?”

“Probably our heads as a pair of trophies to hang upon his wall.”

“You can’t be serious, sir! You mean you aren’t going to get a medal?”

I laughed. “I will be lucky to keep these pips and avoid gaol!”

The middle-aged captain was only inside for a short time. He came out a little red-faced and bothered. He flashed a look of irritation at me. He was beneath contempt. I can think of many young pilots who could have been in my position. They might not have emerged as undamaged as I was. 

The lieutenant was in a little longer and when he came out he saluted. “Good to see you and the sergeant are up and about.”

“And you too, Lieutenant White. Did you put in for that transfer?”

He grinned. “Yes, sir! I hope to hear something in the next fortnight.”

Just then a sergeant came out into the corridor. “Flight Sergeant Hutton.”

The lieutenant said, “I had better go, sir.” He saluted and said, “Good luck, sir.”

And then I was alone. I thought back to the moment when I had struck the sergeant and broken the captain’s swagger stick. I could not think how I could have avoided doing anything else. It was bizarre; we had escaped through enemy territory, and crossed the English Channel and yet we had nearly died when we landed in England.

Lumpy was in what seemed like an age and he came out red-faced too. I wondered what was happening in the office. The sergeant said, “Captain Harsker, if you would like to follow me, sir?”

When I entered I recognised General Henderson. There was a lieutenant next to him. The sergeant sat down and took up his pen. He would be keeping a record of the meeting. I saluted.

General Henderson returned it and asked, “How is the arm?”

“Itchy.”

He laughed. “Good, then it is healing. Sit down.” He held his hand out for the notes the sergeant had been making. He scanned them and handed them back. He leaned back and began to fill his pipe. When it was drawing to his satisfaction he pointed at me. “You are a damned fool! For what you and the Flight Sergeant did you should have been awarded the V.C.” He shook his head. “As it is...” I felt like a real fool at that moment. If I said anything then it would either come out as whining or apologetic. I had done what I had to and I was ready for my punishment. Perhaps I would end up a sergeant again. I could live with that.

“Nothing to say for yourself, eh?”

I shrugged. “It is hard to know what to say, sir. If you want me to apologise then I am afraid I won’t. I would do it again! In fact, the only thing I regret is not smacking that arrogant captain as well.”

I saw the sergeant hide a smile while the lieutenant looked shocked. Surprisingly enough, the general did not react as I would have expected. “Yes, well, I can understand that – but better he is in Blighty than in the trenches, eh? So what do we do with you?” He shook his head. “You can’t stay in England despite the fact that you need sick leave. I need you away for at least a month so that the hubbub can die down. Captain Ebbs was desperate to bring charges, but thanks to Lieutenant White’s testimony and your sergeant’s, I think that I can send a report to the captain’s C.O. and he will be reprimanded.” He must have seen the relief on my face. I did not want another court-martial. “Quite, Captain Harsker. You made quite an impression on the young lieutenant. He has asked for a transfer to the RFC. Well, you and the flight sergeant can travel back to France by train. There was a new bus for you but the broken arm means you can’t fly. We’ll have a ferry pilot take it over at the end of the week. I’ll have my driver take you to Victoria.” He leaned over his desk. “Try to avoid upsetting senior officers, eh, Captain? Stay in the air. You are in your natural element there.”

I stood and saluted. “Sir.”

“Oh, and your Flight Sergeant has been put in for the new Military Medal.” He grinned. “He didn’t hit anyone.”

Once outside, Lumpy stood, “Well, sir?”

“We are being sent back to France.”

“But your arm, sir. It isn’t healed.”

“They want us out of the way. We have a travel warrant for the train.”

He shook his head. “It’s not fair, sir.”

“I know, but someone once said there is nothing fair in love and war.”

When we reached the street the driver had placed our kit bags in the boot of the general’s car. I leaned in to the corporal driver. I noticed that it was a woman. I smiled. “Corporal, I have to make a detour on the way to the station. I need to call at the hospital which is close to Hyde Park.“ She frowned. “It is on the way and I promise I shan’t be long.”

She gave me a searching look. “Is this RFC business?”

I decided that honesty might work. I gave her my most charming smile. “It is heart business. I need to tell my fiancée that I am returning to the front and we won’t have any time together now.”

I thought for one moment that she would refuse but then she gave me a beaming smile. “You should have said so in the first place.”

It was, indeed, a rapid journey. “Entertain the corporal, will you, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir.”

They knew me at the hospital and the porter rang up to the ward for Beatrice. She looked surprised to see me but the look on my face must have given her a premonition. “You are going back to France and the war, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “The general wants me out of the way until the furore has died down.” I didn’t care what people thought. I threw my good arm around her and kissed her. “I will be back for Gordy’s wedding. We will have a week’s leave then.”

As she pulled away I saw that, although she was smiling, tears were coursing down her cheeks. “I know, but take care, will you? You have nearly died twice and I couldn’t bear it if I lost you forever.”

“Don’t worry, I will return. The flying will soon be limited because of the weather. Besides, with this arm, I will be grounded for a while anyway.”

I heard the porter hiss, “Watch out, sir: Matron!”

I released Beatrice. “I will write!”

She fled inside before Matron could see us. What we had just done was definitely against the Matron’s regulations. I slumped into the back seat. The corporal said, as we drove off, “She seems like a nice girl.” 

As I stared at the wet London streets, all I could say was, “She is.”

We were dropped at Victoria Station and handed our travel warrants. They allowed us second-class travel on any train. There was a military pass for each of us. It would not do to be stopped by military police. Lumpy looked up at the departures board. “There’s a train in an hour, sir. We have just got time for a cup of tea.”

I looked at the board. I did not want to take the train and the boat. If I had to return then I wanted it to be quickly. “We’ll get the one to Greenwich instead. It goes in fifteen minutes. You will have to wait for your cup of tea.”

He could not believe his ears. “Why Greenwich, sir? We’ll be in trouble.”

“Come on, and I’ll explain. I don’t want to miss that train.” We hurried to the platform. “We will fly the new Gunbus back ourselves. We will get there quicker. I don’t know about you but I don’t fancy sleeping on a train.”

He considered that and nodded. “But you have a broken arm! You can’t fly.”

“When I fire the Lewis I only fly with one arm. Where is the difference? Come on, Sergeant, pretend we are escaping across France again!”

He suddenly grinned. “You normally make the right decisions, sir. Righto, in for a penny, in for a pound.”

We made the train with time to spare. It was relatively empty as it was noon and most people were at work. We had the whole compartment to ourselves. Once on the train, I took off my sling and had Lumpy feed my plaster-cast arm through the sleeve of my greatcoat. “We’ll just tell the flight officer that the general wanted the Gunbus over there sooner rather than later.”

“It might not be ready to fly, sir.”

“All it needs is fuel and we can do that, can’t we?”

I was largely convincing myself as well as Lumpy but it sounded a reasonable plan. I had one twinge of pain getting into my coat but it was nothing really. We left the train and Lumpy carried both of our kitbags. I used the station master’s telephone to ring the airfield for a vehicle and a lorry arrived an hour later.

When we walked into the squadron office I was delighted to see that I knew the officer from our previous flights and I outranked him! Earlier in the war, I would never have dreamed of using rank but the war had changed me. 

“Good to see you again. We are here to take the new F.E. 2 over to Number 41 Squadron.”

He looked surprised. “We thought we had to wait for a ferry pilot.”

I leaned in, tapped the side of my nose and said, “Something big brewing, we were pulled back from leave especially.”

He brightened somewhat. Young officers in Blighty lived vicariously through the exploits of those of us in France. He would dine out in this story and it would grow in the telling. “You will be doing us a favour. The Zeppelin raids mean it is asking to be blown up there on the field. I’ll just get it fuelled for you. Flight Sarn’t, get the new Gunbus fuelled up for Captain Harsker, would you?”

“Sir.”

“Anything else I can do for you?”

“A couple of flying helmets, goggles, and gloves would not go amiss, and if you could manage a brew of tea we would be eternally grateful.”

Half an hour later we were aboard the familiar Gunbus. We had had tea and we were kitted out well. We had even been given a couple of scarves. The downside was that we were unarmed and we had no way of communicating with each other, save by shouting. But we would be going home. Without the sling, my broken arm ached as I taxied to the end of the airfield. The sling had taken much of the pressure off it. Once we took off I would have to rest it on the side of the cockpit. It was a luxury for Lumpy not to have to spin the propeller and hurl himself on board; the mechanics at the field did it for us. In fact, he would have an easy journey east to France.

I had lied a little to my flight sergeant. It was not as easy to fly one-handed as I had made out, and I needed to use my broken arm to help us into the air. Again, I felt a twinge or two, but once we were airborne I used my one good hand to lift us slowly to our cruising altitude.

Everything had taken slightly longer than I would have expected and I was not certain that we could make the field before dark. One advantage we had was that we knew the route well. The wind was from the west and that enabled us to make the field before the sun set. As we turned to land into the wind I counted the aeroplanes on the field. They were all there. The only one missing was the one which we had burned in the woods near to Ypres.

Our arrival sparked nerves and interest. The sound of an aeroplane flying from the east meant that the gun crews around the field aimed their weapons at the skies. As the rest of the squadron was down it meant that the pilots and gunners were curious about this new and late arrival. The huge Gunbus looks nothing like any German aeroplane, and we were recognised for what we were.

When the engine stopped the mechanics raced over to secure the aeroplane. I had taxied as close to the aeroplane park as I could manage. As soon as Lumpy descended he was recognised and the other gunners swarmed over this popular character.

My arm was now aching quite severely and I struggled to climb down from the cockpit. Gordy and Ted greeted me. “We thought you would be on sick leave! We heard you had been wounded.”

I held up my left arm. “Just a damaged wing. Nothing to worry about.”

We headed for the office, where I saw Archie and Randolph waiting for us. Ted shook his head. “Then why are you back? Operations are winding down at the moment and we will be going back for Gordy’s wedding in four weeks. You should have stayed in Blighty.”

Gordy looked at me and laughed. “This isn’t as simple as it sounds. I am looking forward to hearing this.”

Major Archie Leach held out his hand. “Glad you made it, Bill! You are the good luck charm of this squadron. Come in and we’ll have a wee nip of something, just to keep out the cold.”

The wee nip turned into two bottles as I went through the whole story of the crash and the escape across the sea. I finished with General Henderson’s words. Archie shook his head as he put the last, half-empty bottle away. “Well, you’ll no’ be flying until Doc Brennan gives you the all-clear. You are daft, man. You should have travelled back on the train.”

I smiled, I was slightly drunk. “And miss all your smiling faces? I didn’t fancy the train and the ferry. Anyway, what have I been missing?”

“Not a great deal. The weather has been awful and we have not managed too many operations, but some of the other squadrons have taken a real hammering from the new Fokkers and the Albatros the Boche has recently introduced. I am afraid the Gunbus just can’t handle them.”

“The major is right, Bill, Ted and I are just glad to get down in one piece after a patrol these days.” Just then we heard the gong for dinner. “Anyway, your young lads and Bates will be desperately glad to see you. Poor Bates thought you had gone west and he just moped around. The lads in your flight felt guilty that you had sacrificed yourself for them.”

“I had better get changed for dinner, then.”

I left the office and headed for my quarters. Airman Bates was waiting for me with his normal disapproving look. “I am pleased to see you back, Captain Harsker, but your sergeant has told me of your wound. Get your sling on now.” He flourished the sling like a magician.

“I think we can wait until I have dressed for dinner, eh?”

“Yes, sir, but, really, you must look after yourself!”

I was washed and dressed by Bates who took more care of me than a mother would. He was not satisfied until the sling was in place and he had adjusted it for maximum comfort. “There.” He brushed some fluff from my tunic. He nodded towards the other officers’ quarters. “They all missed you, Captain Harsker. It was like a funeral parlour here until we received the message that you had reached England. We all thought you were dead.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t go through that again, sir.”

Poor Bates had had a breakdown when his last officer had died going over the top. He had transferred to the RFC because he thought it was safer. He was learning that life was equally precarious in the air. “I have learned my lesson, Airman Bates, and I will be careful. I intend to marry Miss Porter.”

That brought the smile back to his face. “Well, jolly good, sir! That makes up for many things. Now, off you go or there will be no dinner left.”
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Chapter 2
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To my embarrassment, I was cheered by the whole mess when I entered. Johnny and Freddy had saved a place between them for me. I could see that Ted and Gordy were put out. I smiled and sat between my two wingmen. Charlie Sharp gave me the thumbs-up. His face showed his delight at my return. After we had said grace I was bombarded with questions from my two young pilots about my escape, my crash, and my flight across northern France and Belgium. I noticed that all the other younger officers were listening keenly.

I was glad when we had the toast and were able to retire to the comfortable seats. This time I managed to get my own chair and Gordy and Ted sat close by while Charlie sat on the arm of the settee.

“The Luger came in handy then, sir.” Charlie had been my sergeant and could not get into the habit of calling me, while in the mess, Bill.

“It did but, ironically, it almost got me shot when we landed in England.”

“That Ebbs sounds like an idiot. He must be one of those armchair generals we hear so much about.” Gordy had never been keen on officers when he was a sergeant and now that he was one himself, it was only those in our squadron whom he rated.

“Looking at the way the war on the ground is going there must be some of those armchair generals making the decisions right now. We made great advances on the ground in the first days of the Somme offensive and then they made a mess of it.”

I remembered Albert. “Some of those who live here seem to have suffered greater losses than we have. We can’t change our generals. We just have to do the best that we can. There was an old man called Albert who gave his life so that Lumpy and I could escape. I owe it to him to keep on.”

Charlie said quietly, “I don’t think any of us thought about giving up but when you fly over the front and see the wasted deaths, it makes you wonder. The fighting has eased off lately and that gives you more time to look when you fly over the front. It scares me.”

Gordy waved the mess orderly over. “Enough depressing talk. Did you see Mary when you were in London?” The orderly came. “Same again, Jackson, on my bill.”

“Yes, sir.”

I shook my head. “I was only there for a couple of hours. Just enough time to get a dressing down from the general. Beatrice said she had caught up with her a couple of weeks ago. They had lunch with my sister, Alice. Beatrice said she was really excited about the wedding.” I smiled at the relief on Gordy’s face. “Don’t worry; it is the women organising the wedding, not us. It will all go swimmingly!”

The sombre mood was lightened by the talk of the wedding, for that meant leave. The major had said that the flight commanders could all have leave in late November or early December, and he, Captain Marshall, and the younger pilots would all have the end of December. It was not altruistic; most of the young pilots did not have wives and children. New Year was a better celebration for the single young men. None of the wedding guests would be home for Christmas but I would be able to travel and see my family before I had to return to the front. If Beatrice could manage leave too then I would be able to have my family meet her.

It felt strange, the next morning, not to be flying. It was just Ted and Gordy’s flights that were on patrol. As I had been told already, the front was quiet. The Somme offensive had ground to a muddy, bloody halt. The patrols were over the front to discourage the Germans from reclaiming any of the precious land our lads had gained.

Lumpy and the armourer, Flight Sergeant Richardson, were busy fitting the Lewis guns to the new bus and I was like a spare part. I walked with Charlie who was also having a rest day. We wandered down the airfield. Charlie had seen a few apples which had not fallen and he wanted to gather them. I was not much use with one working arm. However, I had learned how to fill and light my pipe with one hand. I did so while he collected the latest windfall apples and reached up for the ones still on the tree.

I leaned on the fence as Charlie began to open up. “I have never really thanked you, sir, for giving me my chance to be a pilot and an officer.”

“There is nothing to thank me for. I was glad to do it. You deserve it.”

“My mum and dad were so proud when I was made an officer. The other lads in the street are all privates or corporals. You know how it is.”

I nodded. I did know. His people were like mine, working-class and always keen to brag about their children who had bettered themselves. Charlie was still the same bright lad I had known as a young gunner but he had taken his chance.

“What will you do after the war then, Charlie?”

He put down the bucket which was now full and lit a cigarette. “I haven’t given it much thought. This war seems never-ending.”

“But it will end. What then?” I knew that Charlie had worked in a factory before the war; most of his uncles and cousins also worked in the grim northern factories.

“I don’t think I could go back to the factory. I know cotton is supposed to be in my blood but I have been in the fresh air for the last two years and I like it.” He picked up an apple. “I would never have been able to do this if I had worked in a factory, would I? I’d like to fly. Perhaps I will stay on. I like the Royal Flying Corps and I like the blokes I serve with.”

“What about a wife? A family?”

“We don’t get much chance for that here, do we, sir? Besides, any woman who wants to marry me would have to let me fly.”

He flicked his cigarette stub away and picked up his bucket. We began to walk back. I was thinking about my future. What would I do? I didn’t want to stay in the Corps. I wanted a home for me and Beatrice and not a barracks. I heard the drone of engines behind us. The flight was back early. Something was not right. Suddenly Charlie shouted, “Sir, they aren’t our lads. It is the Boche!”

He dropped his bucket and began to run. I turned and saw a line of five aeroplanes. They were coming in either to strafe or to bomb us. I heard the bell being rung and the gun crews ran to the guns and their sandbags. 

I heard the unmistakable chatter of a machine gun and saw an airman pitched in the air by the nine-millimetre steel-jacketed bullets. The gunner just made the sandbags.

“In there, Charlie, you can feed the machine gun!”

We just made it behind the wall of sandbags before the first bullets thudded into them. I ducked down. I was annoyed that I could do nothing. I did not even have my service revolver. The five aeroplanes, which I did not recognise, machine-gunned the gun pits and then climbed. The gunner had managed to cock his Vickers. “Is that it, sir? Will they be off?”

As they had flown over I had seen that they were two-seaters and they had bomb racks fitted next to the cockpit. “No, Airman, they’ll be back. Let’s see if you and Lieutenant Sharp can bag one.” I watched as they looped to return. Their first run had been to silence the guns. This time they would go for the six parked aeroplanes. I looked around for a weapon. The only one I saw was the Very pistol. I picked it up. It was loaded.

They came in again. This time they flew a little higher and down the centre of the airfield. The heavy Vickers began to pump out bullets. There were tracer rounds which enabled the gunner to be more accurate but the Vickers was a heavier weapon than the Lewis, and the gunner and Charlie had to tap the barrel around to follow the flight of the fast-moving Germans. I had a sudden idea. I stepped out and aimed the pistol. Instead of firing it high, I fired at a low trajectory. I had one chance in a thousand of hitting an aeroplane but that was not my main intention.

The gunner was also the bomb-aimer and no bullets came in my direction. I fired the pistol and then ducked behind the sandbags. I saw the flare arc over the first two aeroplanes and then, as it dipped just in front of the third aeroplane, it exploded. The flash must have terrified and disorientated the pilot who suddenly jerked his bus up into the air. The fourth German kept on coming and when the third aeroplane overcorrected his wingtip caught the fourth German’s tail. The crippled German plunged vertically and exploded in a fireball just a hundred yards from us. The explosion and the Vickers hit the other aeroplane which also crashed and exploded on the runway. 

I heard the bombs from the first two aeroplanes as they hit our airfield but the fifth, having seen his fellow fliers crash and burn, banked and headed east. Archie came down the airfield. He was shaking his head when he met me. “And don’t think for one minute you can claim that one, laddie!” The medical team were examining the dead airman. “We were lucky, then. Very lucky. They didn’t hit any of the buses.”

Charlie pointed to the dead and wounded airmen who were being attended to. “They weren’t lucky though, were they, sir?”

An hour later we heard the familiar drone of Rolls Royce engines. However, I could detect that not all of the engines were running smoothly. I saw the six aeroplanes in the distance. That was a relief; they had all made it, but I saw smoke drifting from the engines of two of them. When Ted fired his Very pistol we knew that they had wounded men in the buses. I watched as Senior Flight Sergeant Lowery and every man not attending to the wounded tried to put out the fires on the two German aeroplanes and clear the airfield. There was just enough room for a Gunbus to land but if they were damaged then it could be tricky.

It was with some relief that we saw all six landed safely. We ran over to the most damaged of them. Doc Brennan was still busy with the wounded from the raid.

Ted jumped down. “That was a nightmare. Some of the new Albatros D.III jumped us. They are so fast and manoeuvrable that we didn’t have time to make a circle. And they have two machine guns! I have no idea how Paddy McCormack managed to land his.”

We went to Paddy’s aeroplane. The medical orderly climbed into the cockpit only to return five minutes later shaking his head. Paddy’s gunner lay on the ground being attended to. “He must have landed it while in his last dying moment, sir. He’s gone.” The gunner lay on the ground being attended to; Paddy had given him a chance.

Another young pilot had gone west. The new German aeroplanes were gaining the upper hand and that was no mistake. We lost three gunners and four of the aeroplanes were too badly damaged to fly. The next day it was down to Charlie and the major to take up just five aeroplanes. They stayed well inside our lines. Their intention was to stop the Germans from bombing our field. We were no longer on the offensive but were just hanging on for dear life.

Randolph discovered, after the remains of the two aeroplanes were examined, that they were a type called Albatros C.III. Obviously, the single-seaters we had encountered were a newer version. We buried the four dead Germans but their belongings were collected and dropped at dusk two days later over the closest German airfield. The Germans had begun the tradition. This was one of the few opportunities we had had to reciprocate.

And that was the way the Somme offensive ended. It just petered out. Both sides were like punch-drunk boxers. Neither wanted to quit but they had no strength to carry on. Nature and the French winter determined that there would be little flying until the Spring.

The wedding party, as we were termed, left France on the 25th of November. We would all have to return to the airfield by the 8th of December. It was not long but it would have to be enough. Johnny and Freddy also took leave at that time but they did not come to the wedding.

The day before we were due to leave, Airman Bates came in with that look of his which I now knew meant there was something he was unhappy about. “Come on then, Bates, spit it out!”

He wrinkled his nose at my choice of words. “Well, sir, I am pleased that you are going on leave – heaven knows you deserve it – but you need someone to look after you.”

I smiled. “Don’t worry, John, I have Nurse Porter. She can see to me.”

“Sir!” He was shocked. “You cannot have the young lady helping you to dress – that would not be acceptable. She is not your nurse now, she is your young lady!”

I shrugged. “Well, you are going home on leave so I will just have to manage.”

“No, sir, I could look after you.”

“You mean you would spend the leave looking after me rather than having time with your family?”

He looked at me sadly. “I have no family, sir. If I went home... well sir, this is as near to a home as I have.” He turned to leave. “Of course, if you don’t need me, sir...”

“Of course I need you, but I didn’t want to take advantage of you.”

He looked puzzled. “How sir? I am a gentleman’s gentleman; it is what I do.”

“Very well then; although I am not certain about the available accommodation at the hotel.”

He beamed, he was happy now. “Leave that to me, sir. I have dealt with hotel staff before. I shall go and pack our things.” He went off to his little room whistling. He was a strange little man but I began to wonder how I had managed before he had been posted to us. He seemed to work in a different way to the rest of us. I wondered what he would do when the war was over. The world would be a different one then. Too many fine young men had gone west for it to be anything else.
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Chapter 3
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The journey back to England was far jollier than I had expected. Bates looked after us like a faithful sheepdog. The two young pilots were happy to be part of the group, and Gordy was as excited as a puppy with two tails. Even Charlie seemed more relaxed and managed to call me Bill!

We had a compartment to ourselves. Bates rarely sat down, for he was usually fetching or carrying for one of us. Gordy took out the letter from Mary when we pulled out of the station at Amiens. “Now, it would be inappropriate for us to stay at Mary’s and so she has booked four rooms for us at the Lanchester Hotel. It isn’t far from the church. Of course, after the wedding, there will be a spare room.”

Johnny asked, “Why is that, sir?”

Freddy laughed and nudged him in the ribs. He whispered in his ear and the young lieutenant blushed.

“I will need to get a room for Bates here when we arrive.”

Charlie smiled. “He can bunk in with me if you like, Bill.”

Bates was outraged. “A very kind offer, sir, but I could not take a gentleman’s room. Do not worry, Lieutenant Sharp, I know the Lanchester. They have rooms for servants and I am sure I can arrange something. I shall find the conductor and see what time we reach the ship. There is no buffet car aboard this train! The French!”

Charlie laughed after he had left. “A gentleman! We live in a little two-up two-down house!”

Freddy asked, “Really? Where do the servants live?”

It was Johnny’s turn to clip his friend around the ears. 

I laughed. “The point Lieutenant Sharp was making was that four of us here were not born gentlemen. We are gentlemen because of our rank. My family are servants. My sister is a housekeeper and my brother-in-law is a butler. If the war hadn’t come along then I would have followed in their footsteps. I would be a servant, rather than having someone like Bates to take care of me. It takes some getting used to.”

“But you are all gentlemen. Some of those who visited our family might have dressed well and spoken well but they were no gentlemen. I think, sir, that being a gentleman is something you are born with and, if you don’t mind me saying so, all four of you are gentlemen.”

“Thank you, Freddy.”

Charlie was probably as excited as the young pilots but for different reasons. He had been lonely as a gunner, being a very shy young man, but now he was part of a team and he had real friends. For him, the Royal Flying Corps had opened doors, not closed them. In addition, this would be the first wedding he had attended. That was also a cause for excitement, especially as it would be in London, a city that Charlie had never visited before. 

Poor Johnny and Freddy looked disappointed when they left us at Victoria. We had really had a good time on the boat and the trains and we had laughed a ridiculous amount at jokes and stories which did not warrant such laughter. That was war.

When we arrived at the Lanchester it was the inestimable Bates who, confidently, took charge. He decided that the rooms we had been allocated were not good enough for someone who had won the Military Cross. He had a word with the manager. We found ourselves in the best four rooms in the hotel while Bates was more than happy with his accommodation. He had a servant’s room on the top floor. He even gave us the address of a good restaurant nearby. It was too late to meet with Mary, Beatrice, and Alice anyway and the five of us had a boys’ night out in London. Bates ensured that we all behaved but he had to help me put a very drunken Lieutenant Sharp to bed. He was simply too big for me to handle on my own.

As he took me back to my room to lay out my clothes for the following day I asked, “What did you get up to, Bates?”

“Oh, I just wandered the streets of London. It is such a lively place. You seem to have had a pleasant night.”

“Well, Mr Sharp certainly did.”

“He is a nice chap, that Lieutenant Sharp. The men in his flight think the world of him. I dare say one night where he is the worse for drink is no bad thing; just so long as he doesn’t make it a habit!” I think Bates would have made an excellent teacher!

I forced Bates to take the next day off and enjoy the sights of London while we went to meet Mary and Alice. Trafalgar Square was the place we had chosen as the rendezvous. The four of us were there early, admiring the magnificent lions and the monument to a great hero. My dad had never been in the navy but he admired Nelson. I think one of my ancestors must have been a Jack in the Navy. 

We felt as though the cares of the world had been lifted from our shoulders but that contrasted with the faces that we saw on the streets. There were many women dressed in black; the deaths at the front had impacted greatly. We had been at war for just over two years now and almost every home had been touched. We saw few men, and the ones we did see were, like us, in uniform. We also saw a huge number of staff officers in smart red uniforms with the red band around the caps. We saluted all but the senior ones, and there were many of them who seemed not even to notice us. The junior ones seemed almost embarrassed when they saw us, especially when they saw the M.C. on my chest.

The two ladies arrived together. Mary looked the same but Alice was not the little sister I had last seen when she had visited me in the hospital in the summer. She had not only blossomed; she had changed. It was as though she had become a butterfly. She was stunning. I knew it was not just me looking at her with proud brother’s eyes; I saw officers turning to look as she rushed up to me. She dressed flamboyantly with a hat at a racy angle. I was not sure that mother would have approved of her make-up.

She flung her arms around me and planted a bright red kiss on my cheek. She suddenly seemed to notice my broken arm and she stepped back. “Oh, Bill, wounded again! You must take care of yourself!”

I was aware that Mary and Gordy were locked in each other’s arms. “Alice, this is Ted and Charlie, they are pilots in my squadron. Ted, Charlie, this is my little sister, Alice.”

She squealed with delight. “How delicious! I had worried that when Beatrice came I should be the lemon but here I am with two handsome officers to escort me.” She linked arms with Ted and Charlie. “Come on, Mary, we have so much to do this morning!”

My sister had become a force of nature and both Ted and Charlie were not only taken aback, they were under her spell from the moment she spoke and linked with them. She led them off towards Piccadilly. I waited until Mary and Gordy had had some private time and then Mary linked with Gordy and me and we followed them.

Mary leaned in and spoke confidentially to me. “Your little sister is a pip, Bill. She has designed and made my wedding dress, and dresses for her and Beattie. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

“Is she managing down here, then?”

“She is already a huge success. Lady Burscough’s friend is more than pleased with her. She has had a pay rise already.” She paused to kiss me on the other cheek. “There – you have two red marks now!” She laughed. I looked over and saw how happy Gordy was. It helped me to make my mind up, finally. I would speak with Beattie before the leave was over. I had delayed long enough. “Beattie’s shift finishes at seven so we are meeting her at the Ritz.”

“The Ritz? That sounds expensive.” Gordy looked worried.

“It is! But we are not having a honeymoon, so this will have to do and the wedding breakfast is at my house so we have saved money on that.” She became serious. “Oh, don’t spoil it. It is Alice and Beattie’s idea. They wanted to make it a special night. And we couldn’t have done it without Bill here.”

“Me?”

“Yes, when we tried to book it we were told they were full until Beattie said that you would be one of the guests. She even had the photograph of the king giving you your medal and so they said they could accommodate us and would be proud to do so for a British ace.”

I shook my head. I was just a pilot who had been luckier than most. “I don’t like all this fuss.”

Gordy laughed. “If it gets us treated like royalty then I am happy enough!”

We had a wonderful day and managed to see just about everything from the Houses of Parliament to Buckingham Palace. Alice insisted on taking us along the expensive shops in Bond Street and Burlington Arcade and then took us to a very fashionable dress shop where she showed us two of her dress designs in the window.

“Of course, until the war is over then we have to think about cost and be less ambitious but when the war is over... just watch me, big brother.”

Both Ted and Charlie hung on her every word but it was Charlie who was definitely smitten. I hoped that Alice would not hurt him. I would have to have a word with her later on. I felt responsible for Charlie; he was vulnerable.

Late in the afternoon, we parted. “Should we dress in civilian clothes or evening dress tonight?”

“Don’t you dare, our Bill! Wear your uniform and try to wear your hat at a jaunty angle. You are a hero! Look the part!”

Alice kissed us all goodbye as she hurried off to her lodgings. Mary laughed as she kissed Gordy. “She is a peach, Bill!”

Charlie seemed in a dream world as we walked back to the hotel. Ted chuckled. “Your Mary is right, Gordy. She’s like a breath of fresh air. I’d forgotten what it was like to laugh.”

They went ahead while I lit my pipe. Charlie asked, “Do you know if your sister has a young man, Bill?”

I stopped. “I don’t think so why?”

“She’s lovely.”

“You have only just met her.”

He replied, earnestly, “Oh I know. I am just saying she ought to have a young man. Any boy would be honoured to walk out with her. I know I felt ten feet tall when she linked me.”

I didn’t know what to say. Our Alice just liked fun. Perhaps she had only been pleasant with my two friends because they were my friends. I know Ted hadn’t taken any of it seriously, but then he was much older than Charlie. I could not do much about it. I would seek the advice of Beatrice; she would know what to say. As we entered the hotel I wondered about Mary’s use of Beattie. Did she want me to call her by a shortened form of her name? I had only ever used Beatrice and she had never corrected me. I tapped my pipe out in an ashtray. I was just like Charlie – I was out of my depth.

Bates was sitting in the lounge drinking a cup of tea and reading a paper when I returned. He folded his paper and stood. “A good day, sir?”

“Excellent. And tonight we dine at the Ritz.”

He nodded as we went up the stairs to our room. “And they will want you in your uniform, I daresay.”

“How did you know that?”

He smiled. “Ladies like to be on the arm of a smart and handsome officer. That is you, sir. I will clean your uniform. You really need a decent spare, sir.”

“I’ll go tomorrow and order one, then.”

“That’s the ticket!” We entered my room. “Now, I shall draw you a bath and I will have the worst of the marks removed by the time you are finished.”

I didn’t know how I had managed before Bates. He shaved you so closely that your face felt like a lady’s hand. He had also persuaded me, some time ago, to style my moustache. He had trimmed it when I returned to the squadron and he did so again now.

He stood back to admire me like a painting he had just finished. “There you are, sir. I hope your young lady approves.”

“You can ask her yourself at the wedding.”

He seemed shocked. “I am invited?”

“Of course; you are a member of the squadron, are you not?”

He seemed genuinely touched. “Thank you, sir. I am honoured.”

We reached the Ritz before the ladies and stood outside smoking and admiring all the well-dressed bright people who went in. We noticed that, while the women were all young, many of the men were almost old men. 

Ted said, “Well, I am an ugly old bugger but some of these chaps look positively ancient.”

Gordy laughed at him. “You are too stuck in your ways and you are a miserable old man. You’ll end your days as a bachelor.”

He brightened. “Then I will keep most of my money!”

When the three ladies arrived, they came by car. Beatrice and Mary got out first and Alice leaned back in to kiss the driver on the cheek. I saw Charlie and his face fell. I think his heart broke in that instant. And then I forgot about Charlie completely, for Beatrice was in my arms. “Oh, you look so handsome!” She kissed me full on the lips. She reached up and whispered in my ear, “I have a week’s leave starting tomorrow afternoon.”

“That is wonderful news.” We walked through the entrance past the liveried doorman. Alice had linked Ted and Charlie again. “What about going up to Lancashire for a visit to see my home?”

She gave me a mischievous look. “Why, what is up there that I might want to see?”

I was crestfallen. “Well, my family live there and I thought...”

“You thought what?”

“Well, you and I, you know, we have been walking out and ...”

I knew that I was being teased but I just didn’t know how to handle it. “And what? What are your intentions, Captain Harsker?”

I was suddenly aware that we were in the sumptuous lobby of the Ritz, all chandeliers and bright lights, and the others had stopped to remove their coats. They were all looking intently at me. “Well... er, well, I want to marry you.”

Alice burst out laughing and came to kiss me on the cheek. “Our Bill, that is the worst proposal I have ever heard. If Beattie accepts it then you are the luckiest man in the world!”

When I looked at Beatrice, I saw that there was a look of joy on her face. She said huskily, “Of course I will, and I think it was a lovely proposal. It was just like you.” I used my good arm to help her take her coat off and handed it to the attendant. “And now let us go and have some fun!”

It was the most spectacular place I had ever seen. When the manager heard that we were celebrating a proposal of marriage and a wedding he insisted on providing us with champagne. It delighted Alice. The evening started off really well. Then I noticed that Charlie was looking down in the mouth. I waited until Beatrice and Alice had gone to the cloakroom and I asked, “What’s up, Charlie?”

“It’s your sister. She obviously has a chap. She came in his car!”

Mary had overheard, for she was sitting on the other inside of me. She leaned over and touched Charlie’s hand. “That chap is the husband of the woman who Alice works with. He is old enough to be her father.” She smiled. “And Alice likes you.” 

The change was remarkable. The grin never left his face all night. We were all a little drunk by the time the evening ended. I would not see Beattie again until the day of the wedding, and I hugged her and kissed her as though I would never see her again. We had money for a taxi for the ladies, as some rich gentleman had recognised both my medal and my name and insisted on paying the bill at the Ritz. The head waiter told us that the old man’s only son had died at Ypres. Everywhere we went were reminders of the war and its effects. The war was striking everyone. We had even heard of bombing raids over London! This was a new kind of war. The Germans seemed to be inventing many new ways of killing and it was indiscriminate.

We strolled unsteadily back to our hotel. It was a chilly night but we didn’t care. Charlie walked with me. He talked incessantly of the evening and the fun but mainly he spoke of Alice. He was drunk on Alice rather than the champagne we had consumed, and he bombarded me with questions about her. He had fallen for her. This was not a Gunbus; this was an infatuation with my little sister, who was as unpredictable as the weather. I just hoped that he knew how to land! Otherwise, he could crash and burn.
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