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The weather in Germany was what the ‘Met Boys’ described as changeable. ‘Too bloody right’ he thought. Virtually no bandit activity meant that the search and destroy missions were increasing as the merciless harassment of the retreating enemy intensified. Although not a hazard of the same order as the Luftwaffe, the weather could play havoc with even the most straightforward of flying operations. Today it had worked effectively in combination with the other constant bane of a pilot’s life - the gremlin! He had taken off with his Number Two and together they had flown in an easterly direction. Cloud cover increased and the vague shadow of his Number Two faded from view. It was then that he realised his R/t was on the blink and pointlessly filled the cockpit with expletives. Loathe to turn back, he dropped lower and lower until finally, mercifully, he dropped into the clear sky below the cloud bank. He checked his fuel supply and decided that he would press on for a little longer and scanned the countryside flashing past beneath him. Except for various vehicles of obviously Allied identity the ground below was depressingly quiet. He continued to follow the landmarks, noticing as he did the gradually rising terrain.
The hill acted as a barrier to the sound created by the Rolls Royce Merlin engine and so the Spitfire had cleared the crest, swooped down into the valley beyond and was already racing towards the grey vehicles clustered in the field around the old barn, before it’s intended targets were aware of the threat. The pilot glimpsed what looked like a small staff car scuttling along the lane that wound through the fields and briefly caught sight of the pale upturned faces of the occupants staring up at him as he flashed only a matter of a few feet over their heads, then he was past – his attention focused on the more tempting targets that quickly filled his gunsight.  With a whoop of joy, he thumbed the firing button and felt the shudder as his cannon and machine guns responded. The impact on the canvas backed trucks and other vehicles was devastating as he swept overhead, banked around and set himself for a second run over the target. Several vehicles caught fire and he watched the grey clad figures spreading like ants in all directions – running frantically to escape the storm of lead. Hauling his machine into a steep turn he headed back across the fields and his second pass inflicted even more pain and carnage below. Hurtling low through the smoke he again caught sight of the small staff car several hundred yards further along the country lane. What he did not see until it was too late was the half-track. It was parked under a sheltering canopy of trees on the perimeter of the field that was now dotted with burning troop carriers and dying men. The 7.92mm missiles rattled into his engine cowling and the Merlin immediately began to make ominous grinding noises and trail oily smoke.  
“Shit, shit, shit,” he saw the staff car just ahead as his nose began to drop and pressed the firing button again as he fought to control his dying plane. With a clunk, he felt the undercarriage respond to his efforts and without ever quite being aware of his actions he strained to drag the nose up, felt his airspeed drop dramatically and achieved a perfect and extremely bumpy three-point landing. Miraculously the Spitfire avoided rabbit holes and deep ruts as it bounced across the rough turf of the field. Without further mishap, it gently rolled to a halt against the boundary hedgerow at the north end of the field. Thank God the canopy was operating normally; with indecent haste, he attempted to vacate the cockpit but his trailing leg snagged in the harness of his ‘chute causing him to pitch sideways, sprawl onto the wing and then hit the ground with a bone jarring thump. One thought was in his mind and that was to put as many yards as possible between him and his plane before the fuel tank went up and the area was sprayed with hitherto unspent ammunition. He sprinted as fast as his heavy boots and flying kit would allow and only stopped when he reached the western hedge that separated the field from the small lane beyond. Standing head bowed, hands on knees, desperately gulping fresh air he was nonetheless mindful of the fact that additional danger was probably imminent in the form of enemy troops who might even now be racing across the adjacent field with revenge uppermost in their minds. It was this thought that prompted him to feel for the reassuring bulk of the service revolver that he had managed to tuck inside his jacket before his hasty exit from the Spitfire. Seconds later he was fortunate not to break his neck as with a tremendous roar two Hawker Typhoons streaked across the field at treetop height, panicking him into hurling himself through the bramble hedge and plunging head first into the ditch on the far side that ran between the lane and the hedgerow. 
He lay in several inches of pungent ooze striving to regain his breath before finally levering himself up onto his knees, pointlessly brushing at the mud and dirt adhering to his uniform and then rising gingerly to his feet. The air was rent by the deafening rattle of machine-gun fire and the ground vibrated from the concussion of explosions as the rocket firing Typhoons finished off the work he had started. Mission completed, the snarling killers sped away from the scene and as the noise from their engines faded he became aware of an altogether different sound from behind him. Looking around he noticed for the first time the staff car that had not escaped but was resting on its left-hand side in the ditch about one hundred yards from where he stood. Its engine was still spluttering and a rhythmic clanking sound escaping from beneath the buckled bonnet. Sickeningly he could see a uniformed arm streaked with red protruding from the front driver’s side window and resting on the still closed upturned door. As he watched the arm jerked into life, slowly raised itself as if about to wave, then as though exhausted by the effort, fall back onto the surface of the door, the fingers making feeble twitching movements. Cautiously he drew his revolver and advanced along the ditch, conscious now of the unpleasant suction noise made by his flying boots as he progressed slowly through the muck and ooze. His caution gave way to a lurching squelching attempt to run as an altogether different and entirely unexpected sound came from inside the ruined car. Despite the sweat and blood running into his eyes from a hitherto unnoticed gash on his forehead, his filthy stumbling apology for a sprint finally brought him to the wrecked vehicle just as an ominous tongue of flame licked into view from beneath the engine. The unmistakable odour of petrol wafted into his nostrils as he scrambled up onto the side of the vehicle and wrenched open the passenger door.
It was two hours later when an advanced patrol from the Highland Light Infantry spotted an RAF pilot sitting on the wing of his damaged Spitfire with his back resting against the fuselage. He had a protective arm around what appeared to be a small child and as they warily drew closer they could hear that he was singing nursery rhymes in a rather hoarse voice.
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​CHAPTER 1 - August 1940
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12th August 

There was nothing remarkable about RAF Westervale. It had been established during the 1920’s and now formed part of the ring of satellite fighter bases headed by the Brailsford Sector Station. Situated in the Sussex countryside it formed part of the country’s first line of defence against a rampaging German Luftwaffe that had been instrumental in bringing almost the whole of Europe under the influence of the Third Reich. Westervale consisted of several brick-built structures housing the main administration offices including those of the station commander and his adjutant, the officers mess and the all essential control tower. Outlying metal hangars and a large selection of Nissen huts served the rest of the airfield’ requirements. Concrete strips led from the dispersal bays to the main grass runway and the entire establishment was surrounded by a 12 feet high perimeter fence and several anti-aircraft gun emplacements. In short, Westervale was almost identical to the many other small RAF bases that dotted the South of England. In common with the other small airfields ranged in Sussex and Kent it was now engaged in defying the odds and bringing the German air arm to battle before it could inflict the sort of damage on London that Warsaw had suffered.

697th Squadron RAF Fighter Command had been based at Westervale since returning from France and was fully embroiled in what would eventually become known as the Battle of Britain. Flt Lt Colin Medhurst commanded ‘A' Flight and at the age of 22 was already regarded as a veteran by the men under his command. A man of forthright opinions and not known for his sense of humour, Medhurst's stock was high amongst his men. His reputation for sensible leadership combined with significant flying skills and a tactical awareness often proved an outstanding combat tool. Those under his command enjoyed a feeling of confidence that his decisions were unlikely to increase their chances of being killed. Whilst he did not suffer fools gladly, it was common knowledge that he cared deeply for his men and requests for transfers to other units were rare.

The pressure was slowly and relentlessly building on those bearing the brunt of the German air offensive and although the Spitfire and Hurricane squadrons were being kept up to strength in terms of aircraft it was the loss of experienced pilots that was beginning to be most keenly felt. The continual call for aircrew to be fully alert whilst racking up significant combat hours was terminal in many cases. It was a further factor which added to the likelihood that even a battle-hardened pilot’s judgement could fail him at a critical moment.

‘A' flight under Medhurst’s command had scrambled at 1315 to intercepted a dozen Heinkel 111s and a similar sized fighter umbrella. Gaining altitude Medhurst looked carefully at the skies above and led his flight into position between the sun and the enemy. His men were aware that he demanded strict radio silence and the close formation in which they swung into position was the result of painstaking training. He spoke using his usual minimal choice of words and precise diction. "This dozy bunch haven’t seen us, follow me down, try and hit the bombers. Let’s go to work and good luck.” The six fighters banked into a steep dive and plummeted downward through the surprised fighter escort. Immediately an Me109 filled Medhurst’s gunsight and he had the satisfaction of seeing thick black smoke erupt from the engine as it rolled onto its back and lurched earthwards. The sky was filled with whirling machines as the German escort frantically reacted to the attack. Medhurst slid on past a109 that was trying to shake off one of the Spitfires and hurtled towards the group of bombers. The Heinkels were desperately trying to maintain the integrity of their box formation with its combined firepower the only defence against any predator that broke through the fighter screen. ‘The bombers will always get through’ had been the long-standing​ claim of the pre-war experts, but not this day, not this time and place. A bomber began to trail smoke and slowly drift out of the box, a Spitfire went head on at the leading bomber; the Heinkels broke formation​ and scattered. For a few more minutes, it was chaos as the German escorts fought to come to grips with the Spitfire menace that was creating havoc amidst their charges.

Twenty minutes later all six Spitfires had touched down back at Westervale and the pilots were heading to the Adjutant's hut for de-briefing. Altogether a very satisfactory piece of work reflected Medhurst, no losses, four enemy aircraft downed, and the remainder hightailing it for the coast. The flight saw no further action that day, and in the evening as the pilots were sampling the first round of beers the Adjutant strolled into the Mess. He was a slightly built man who twenty-two years before had seen limited combat during the final months of the first world war. Now in his early forties he was considerably senior in age to all the pilots and most of the Westervale contingent. He carried with him a dry sense of humour and noticeable odour that arose from the pipe he would smoke at every opportunity.

“Good timing Georgie, how did you know that it was my round?” Smiled Medhurst, ordering a further pint. Despite being junior to Flt Lt Hodgson there was no formality in the Mess, nor between the various ranks other than on formal occasions. "Cheers Colin," responded Hodgson when the beer arrived, raising his glass and smiling around at the others. Then in a louder voice so that all inhabitants of the Mess could hear he said "I must congratulate the boys of ‘A' flight not only on their performance today, but also venture to suggest that their shooting skills are clearly matched only by their quite amazing modesty unless, that is, they have failed to master primary school arithmetic. Mind you, nothing would surprise me, but I bet all of you can tell me how many pints you've already consumed – or is that task also beyond your limited abilities as flyers and heroes?"

Hodgson’s deployment of acerbic wit was well known and used to instil some semblance of seriousness into adrenalin-filled young men when they returned from combat. De-briefings needed to extract the most accurate figures possible for enemy casualties. His barb was greeted by hoots and catcalls and even some cheering by the other denizens of the mess who were mainly ‘B’ Flight personnel. Used as they were to the Adjutant’s sense of humour the ‘A’ Flight contingent found this comment obscure even by Hodgson’s standards. They exchanged baffled glances before staring suspiciously at Medhurst to see if he and Hodgson had cooked up some devious plan that would have an unfavourable impact on their mess bills by the two senior men receiving additional supplies of alcohol at their expense. On seeing that Medhurst was also looking in a puzzled fashion at the Adjutant they also then turned their attention in that direction. Silence was something that Hodgson had not expected, as they were a rowdy lot and he had on past occasions been the target of various pranks by the young pilots. He hastened to elaborate “Well, I appreciate you find the de-briefing sessions tedious

and so, I will infer from your lack of comment that this is not one of your schoolboy attempts to sabotage such an important procedure.”

“What’s this about Georgie?” asked Medhurst, who now realised the Adjutant was not engaged in some oblique leg pulling.

"I will demonstrate" came the reply, "All ‘A' Flight pilots claiming kills in this afternoon's action move to the left side of the bar if you please. Right-ho Colin, you first, what have you claimed?"

“Me 109, I only got a quick squirt into him, but at that range he had no chance, I’m certain he went down. Mickey was my wingman; he should have confirmed it.”

In turn, the other pilots reiterated the claims made earlier at the de-briefing. Mickey Hudson, Rob Martinside, and Brian Purbright each claimed a He 111.

Not wishing the discussion to assume the status of a formal inquisition Hodgson ordered another round and as the barman began filling glasses asked, "All agreed that the action took place roughly 30 miles south-east of here in the vicinity of Chillingham?"

Murmurs of assent greeted this question and as the drinks arrived on the bar Hodgson gazed at the small group and said. "Then how is it that the Home Guard and the Police have identified the wreckage of 3 He111s and two 109’s?”

The replies came thick and fast:

“Wounded bird strayed into our party from another action”,

“Mid-air collision, two for the price of one”,

“Ground fire”

“Who gives a fuck, one less of the bastards to worry about.”

Hodgson shook his head. “I won’t even bother to comment on the penetrating wit of that last comment, but as for the other offerings.”  He ticked off the points on his fingers.

"None of you mentioned a collision and both 109's have been shot down, not simply crash-damaged. Both machines carry the same squadron designations and both were seen to come down within minutes of each other. There was no other action in the vicinity at that time. No AA in the area and you were all far too high for small arms fire to reach, assuming the Home Guard could manage to point their guns in the right direction. Any other perceptive insights?”

“It’s obviously Mickey’s, he’s always got at least two birds on the go,” ventured Rob Martinside to the general amusement of those within earshot, but Hodgson could see that the pilots clearly had no sensible answer to the paradox.

“What about a friendly gate crasher?” Asked Medhurst. “One of Billy Hagen’s boys from Cairncastle, ‘The Yanks’ can never resist a good punch up.”

“’fraid not,” answered Hodgson “I’ve checked and they can account for all their chaps at that time.”

And there the matter rested, one wrecked German fighter and no obvious candidate eager to claim the credit.

––––––––
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13th August 

'A’ flight was again scrambled after lunch and on this occasion Medhurst decided to include one of the rookie pilots, as intelligence referred to only a lone intruder. Walking briskly beside the new man he emphasised his words with short chopping motions of his right hand. "Now remember Harry, keep tight to Rob's starboard wing, watch him like a hawk, if you see our visitor, sing out, but try and avoid false alarms. O.K son let’s go to work. Good luck.”

It says much for the times that it seemed not the slightest bit odd for Medhurst at the age of 22 to address a 20-year-old as ‘son'. His stature amongst his men was immense and he always adopted a strictly un-flamboyant approach. He referred to duties as "his work", couldn't abide the phrase "tally ho" and never on any occasion failed to wish his men good luck. As this sure and straightforward leadership bred a feeling of security and trust among his men, his own personal tally of enemy aircraft had slowly increased and the casualties sustained by his command were noticeably below average.

The cloud cover was low, visibility poor, in fact, ideal conditions for a single intruder mission. The machines of ‘A' Flight cruised at 20,000 feet, covering their sector several times without catching a glimpse of another aircraft until finally Medhurst gave the order to head back for Westervale. None of them enjoyed continually peering through the cloud and there were no complaints as they turned for home. De-briefing would be a mere formality and having landed without incident Medhurst walked alongside the new pilot and asked "All OK Harry? Not much fun in the bloody clouds, is it?"

“No Sir, although I did find keeping station between two other craft a bit difficult, but I suppose I’ll get used to it.”

Medhurst stopped, forcing the younger man to turn and face him. "I put you on Rob's starboard wing what do you mean by changing position? You were there for the reason it's the safest place for both you and the rest of us while you get used to combat patrols." His voice carried an unusually harsh tone and his eyes glittered menacingly.

The junior pilot flushed bright red and his voice faltered slightly as he answered. “I – I didn’t change position sir, as we levelled out I just got an impression of a plane keeping station to my starboard, about two hundred feet below. I was busy watching Rob Martinside’s Spit’ and it was only as we were in the thinner cloud that I glanced down a couple of times to make certain I wasn’t headed for a collision.” He looked Medhurst straight in the eyes as he spoke and it was patently obvious that he was telling the truth.

"OK, Harry, sorry for jumping down your throat, let's get over to Georgie’s little empire pronto. I’m going to make fucking mincemeat of the comedian who pulled that stunt.”

For Medhurst, war was a very serious business. Recruitment posters painted a picture of happy go-lucky young men smilingly ridding the skies of a ruthless enemy. Public perception was unsurprisingly influenced in its regard for what would become known as 'The Few’. Medhurst had no time for the popular perception that he and his men, when they weren't shooting down scores of enemy aircraft, filled their time playing jolly japes and generally behaving like sixth form schoolboys. A degree of tomfoolery in the Mess was tolerated, but woe betide any pilot of his who followed that philosophy in the air.

An uncomfortable few moments ensued as Medhurst flung open the door of the hut and let rip at the other pilots gathered around the Adjutant's desk, but it soon became clear that as usual his orders had been scrupulously followed. None of the other flight members had noticed a mysterious additional member of the patrol and the new boy began to feel rather uncomfortable. Afterwards, the matter was chewed over in the Mess at Medhurst's expense as he made amends for his earlier tirade. "Was it definitely a Spit' Harry?  Did you see his squadron markings? When did you notice that he'd gone?" The probing questions were asked in several different ways but the young pilot’s answers were inconclusive. He thought it was a Spit. He hadn't been able to see the identification lettering. He became aware that it was no longer in view just after they dropped below the cloud base as they made for home. To make matters more frustrating, he also had a vague impression that it didn’t look quite right, but was unable to say precisely in what way. A call to Billy Hagen’s Americana squadron produced an equally negative result. None of their pilots had strayed into the 697 sector. With all avenues of enquiry exhausted the mystery was written off as a rookie pilot’s imagination, although nobody was unkind enough to give voice to that theory. The matter was never formally pursued by Georgie Hodgson and so never featured in the squadron records. 

––––––––
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15th August 1940

Two things occurred that day. Rob Martinside was killed and Colin Medhurst almost joined him. Yet another early afternoon scramble thrust ‘A' flight into battle against odds of more than eight to one. Rob Martinside became a victim of the dreaded mid-air collision when he slammed head-on into a Dornier as ‘A' flight fought like cornered rats within a maelstrom of enemy machines. The German escort fighters swarming around them battled ferociously in the cool blue sky to hold the Spitfires at bay and give their bombers time to slip further inland. 

Medhurst had picked off a 109 that drifted downwards in a steep dive, although he thought that it might manage to limp back to France if the pilot managed to level out. The fighting was too intense to follow a possible kill down for verification and so he quickly swung in behind a second 109 that flashed across his nose. As he hastily glanced in his mirror to confirm that his wingman, Mickey, was in place he only became aware of the German fighter that had slid onto his tail when his machine vibrated to the thumping impact of the enemy gunfire. Wrenching the Spit upwards in a stomach-churning loop he attempted to reverse position and get behind his adversary while calling desperately "Mickey, Mickey get this bastard off me for Christ's sake." The German pilot was good and although Medhurst frantically tried to turn inside him he could not gain the advantage. His machine shuddered again as the German caught him with another short burst and then as he braced himself for the next possibly fatal hammering there came a shocking explosion as the 109 fragmented in a blinding flash. The concussion knocked him sideways but once he had regained control the reassuring sight of Mickey sliding back into his usual position gave him time to ease his machine into a suddenly clear patch of sky as he collected his thoughts. All controls seemed to be operating and so he elected to stay in the fight despite the damage undoubtedly sustained. The melee continued and as another Spitfire limped from the airborne carnage trailing a thin stream of smoke, Medhurst sent a 109 spinning down in a last fluttering spiral. It was then with an almost tangible shock the Americans arrived. The Germans were running short of air time and the distinctively adorned Spitfires of ‘The Yanks' hurled themselves at the enemy bombers as the escort fighters began to disengage and turn for home. In a matter of minutes, the sky was clear and in relative peace the battered survivors of 697 Squadron also headed homewards. 

Tired and subdued, the pilots finally exited Georgie’s hut some hours later and in the Mess, that evening, the conversation was desultory. Rob Martinside had been extremely popular and he, along with Medhurst and some of those early members of the squadron had formed firm friendships since they were first sent to France in the days before Dunkirk. Those days now seemed a very long way off as the relentless waves of German aircraft forced the squadron’s old hands to endure day after day the sight of their friends gradually failing to return from their missions. 

When he finally remembered to thank Mickey for his timely intervention Medhurst was surprised to hear that he was not his saviour. Hudson explained that as they had engaged the enemy he had been forced to take evasive action to avoid an enemy machine. It was then that a 109 had managed to slip between them. While he had been doing his job in engaging this enemy, a second 109 had then glided onto Medhurst's tail. Hudson heard Medhurst's call for help and could see him about one thousand feet below taking sustained punishment, but when he finally managed to break off his own duel and hurtle downwards he saw another Spitfire swing in behind Medhurst's assailant and send a prolonged burst of fire into it. The enemy aircraft promptly exploded, but by the time Hudson had returned to his station as Medhurst's number two the other Spitfire had vanished. "So, Colin old son, it looks as if you owe a vote of thanks to your mate Billy Hagen."

“Was it Billy who did the job then? asked Medhurst in surprise.

Hudson shook his head “Couldn’t tell whose kite it was, but it was certainly one of the Yanks, all their planes are painted to look like a flying cartoon show. I saw the same kite save young Harry’s bacon too, just a minute later. Gave the Hun a good long squirt and the bugger broke off trailing smoke and heading for the coast. Good shooting. We’re joining up with the Cairncastle lads in the village on Saturday, so you might find out who it was then and stand him a pint.”

18th August 

Continual action was taking its toll of the young men being called upon a to risk their lives on a daily basis. The dwindling band of battle hardened survivors formed a nucleus around which Britain's meagre forces revolved, but even those exceptional individuals were suffering mentally from the unrelenting pressure. Steps were taken to provide relief where and when possible by the careful shuffling and husbanding of Fighter Command’s meagre resources. Squadrons were briefly pulled out of the line for a few brief days before again being hurled back into the fray.

By mid-August, 697 Squadron learnt that it was to be relocated the following Monday for a brief rest period. The welcome news was seized upon as an excuse for a get-together with the Americans based over at Cairncastle. The two squadrons were close neighbours and although non-British, the Cairncastle squadron personnel suffered the same deprivations as all other members of the RAF. The United States had not entered the war by 1940 and the rivalry that existed in later years due to American superiority in money and petty luxuries was absent. The venue was the Fox and Rabbit, an undistinguished half tiled brick built pub frequented as often as possible by the inhabitants of the RAF base and the few workers who drifted in with their dogs from the nearby farms. Westervale village lay some five miles from the airbase and since the 1920's had grown from a small hamlet with a pub at the crossing of two country roads to a nondescript village whose residents currently supplemented their income from the presence of the RAF base. The service personnel had become a familiar part of the local environment and the village benefited from the trade provided by those same individuals who patronised the general store, post office and public house.

That evening, although the atmosphere was excellent, Medhurst sat alone at a corner table and steadily drank his way through the rowdy atmosphere that surrounded him. Never the most outgoing of men, his naturally introspective personality had taken on a pricklier aspect leading more than one senior officer to privately comment that Bader and Medhurst were on occasions almost as difficult to handle as the entire Luftwaffe. 

Cigarette smoke drifted in semi-opaque clouds within the yellowed walls of the public bar and he remained heedless of the lilting sound of female voices born on the nicotine laden fug from the group of WAAFs in the more genteel saloon bar. At the far end of the public bar, a continuous stream of both male and female figures wandered to and fro via a door leading to the small hall which the enterprising publican had built behind the public house itself. He hired small dance bands for Saturday night revelries once a month and the combined attractions of beer, music, local girls and WAAFs was too much for most of the RAF male contingent to resist. Amidst this bustle and hum of humanity intent on enjoyable relaxation, Colin Medhurst remained an island of sombre, if not exactly sober, morose solitude. 

Just after eight o’clock he became aware of a large individual standing alongside his table and looking up observed the smiling face of Sqdn Ldr Billy Hagen, who at a height of six feet 3 inches proved a tight fit in his Spitfire. Whilst most other customers had taken the hint and avoided disturbing the lonely introverted flyer hunched alone at the small beer stained table Hagen didn’t bother to ask if Medhurst wanted company, he simply put his drink on the table, plonked himself down and said “Colin you look like shit, it’s a good thing you didn’t go into the hall with the others, you’d have frightened the women away.”

They had known one another for about six months and in that time a rudimentary comradeship built on mutual respect had developed, despite Hagen’s more senior rank. Unbeknownst to them their meeting that evening would lay the foundations for establishing a friendship that would last far longer than either of them could imagine. Hagen was a non-drinker and spent the next two hours calmly talking Medhurst through his state of drunken depression. Slowly with almost grudging candour the worries were drawn to the lips of the Englishman and expressed in painfully slow clipped sentences – his hands trembled for almost half an hour following each combat patrol, although calm on most occasions he could quickly fly into a rage as he had done earlier in the week with the rookie pilot, his sleep was fragmented despite his weariness, the loss of Rob Martinside, one of the original 'Dunkirk Lads’, had triggered a further bout of sadness that made him feel lonely and isolated from his comrades. “I’m getting the jitters, aren’t I? Losing my nerve!” he finally blurted out.

Billy Hagen stretched his long legs out alongside the table and slowly shook his head "No Colin, you're simply fatigued, you're being rotated on Monday for a well-earned rest along with the rest of the 697th. It’s exactly what you need and is long overdue, but there is something that you don’t need now and that is too much of this stuff.” He indicated Medhurst’s beer “Particularly if you have to go into combat tomorrow. Why don’t you let me drive you back to your field and we'll grab a cup of real English tea together?" Hagen rose to his feet and Medhurst automatically got to his, swayed slightly and didn't argue when Hagen put a steadying hand the size of a dinner plate on his shoulder and gently guided him to the door. As they left, the dance music that had bled in a sustained fuzz through to the public bar faded and the cool outside air hit him hard. It was fortunate that Hagen's small sports car was parked within a few yards and he wondered why it should be that the giant American seemed inexorably drawn to cramped English spaces powered by large and unhealthily powerful engines.  

The little car leapt forwards and drunk as he was, Medhurst was certain that the big American was deliberately seeking out the potholes as they ricocheted through the small lanes towards the base. He would probably have got back to his bed without disgracing himself if his companion had not embarked on the story of how he had become involved in an eating contest soon after joining the RAF and regaled him at length and in minute detail with descriptions of the most unlikely and stomach churning combination of foods that Medhurst's befuddled mind could imagine. It was as Hagen was saying "............you know that typical British fish and chips with the fish covered in thick greasy batter" that Medhurst managed to
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