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Blue Man Falling

Band of Eagles

To Play the Fox

A Time for Heroes


About the Book

A magnificent, sweeping, three-generation historical epic encompassing two World Wars which explores heroism, the romance of aviation and the conflict between fathers and sons.

War makes heroes of men, but at what price? As the twentieth century dawns, Guv Sutro becomes a pioneer aviator, against his father’s will, piloting a primitive glider over the fields of Sussex.

Helped by the unquestioning loyalty of his friend Stan Kemp, he charts his ruthless course to fame and adulation. Soon Guv is a fighter ace on the Western Front then a record-breaker between the wars. But with the outbreak of World War Two ‘the best of Old England’ begins to crumble.

Guv’s son Tim, a reluctant pilot in the RAF, strives to shed the burden of his father’s reputation, while Will Kemp, his boyhood friend, the son Guv felt he deserved, seeks to emulate the man he still idolises in the Battle of Britain.

The fate of these men is bound together in the monumental ambition and terrible tragedy of a time for heroes.


To Helen and Kate,
daughters and mothers
of
sons and daughters


 

A time for heroes, a time for the brave,

A time for the craven, a time for the knave.

Anon, English (17th century)


Author’s Note

Although my intention has been to make the background of this novel as authentic as possible it is entirely a work of fiction. Those who search for the great house High And Over near Rye will find only empty fields; similarly there is no garage on the Military Road and never has been. Near Alfriston there never was an Aelle Manor Farm, nor an RFC airfield at Chézy-au-Bois (no such place exists), nor a Bowman department store in Oxford Street. None of Guv Sutro’s record attempts, successful or otherwise, ever took place and none of the air battles in either world war happened. Most importantly Guv Sutro himself, like all the other characters in this novel, is a product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
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Will Kemp

At the wheel of a borrowed Riley Nine the young man in the blue uniform crossed the Thames on the Woolwich Ferry and motored south through Tunbridge Wells. At Flimwell he turned east and the countryside began to open up. He had the Riley’s windows wound down and the sun-roof slid back. The woodlands and fields were tender green and the air, disturbed by his passing, was fragrant with early summer. There was little traffic on the road and apart from the burble of the Riley’s engine and the hum of its tyres on the hot tarmac a heavy silence hung over the small, hedged fields and clustered dwellings. The tranquillity made England seem exposed and vulnerable.

It was 1940 and April had just inched into May. Will Kemp had recently returned from France, posted to a fighter squadron maintaining routine patrols over the Thames Estuary and the Channel coast. Although the scant news filtering through was not good, the flights from Hornchurch made only rare contact with enemy aircraft so, with the squadron at full strength, he had been granted a few days’ leave.

At Hawkhurst he was waved down by a police constable wearing a tin helmet.

‘And where are you bound?’

‘Rye.’

‘Purpose of journey?’

‘On leave.’

‘Funny time to choose, with things as they are.’

‘I didn’t choose. It was chosen for me by my CO.’

‘You don’t say?’ The policeman studied Will’s identity card, his lips moving as he read the details. ‘Seems to be in order.’ He sounded reluctant, passing it back through the car window. ‘Can’t be too careful. There’s talk of Fifth Columnists in this area.’

Will enagaged first gear. ‘I’ll keep my eyes open.’

The policeman thought he saw faint humour in the eyes that were going to be kept open for Fifth Columnists. ‘On your way, Sergeant. It’s not funny, you know. We all have a job to do.’

At Newenden, after crossing the water meadows and approaching the level-crossing of the Kent & East Sussex Railway, Will was stopped again, this time by a Royal Engineers private armed with a Lee Enfield rifle. In the goods yard behind the small corrugated-iron station, men in khaki were being drilled. Again he passed his identity card through the driver’s window. The private checked to see if Will was alone, noting the wings on his tunic and his Sergeant’s stripes.

‘What’s up?’ said Will.

‘This line’s under Government control,’ said the private. ‘That’s what’s up. We’re checking everybody who comes through.’

‘What use is a tin-pot set-up like this to the war effort?’

‘You’d be surprised, Sergeant. We’ve got rail-mounted guns at Rolvenden and Wittersham.’

‘Not sure you should tell me that. A copper at Hawkhurst said you can’t be too careful. He suspects there are Fifth Columnists in this area. I might be one.’

‘I can see you’re kosher,’ said the private.

‘How do I know you are? You and your mates could be Nazi paratroopers, for all I know.’

‘Don’t talk daft.’

‘Can I go now?’

The private continued to peer through the window. ‘What do you fly then?’

‘Classified.’

‘I hear the RAF let ordinary blokes have a go. I’m in the wrong mob.’ The man hesitated. ‘What that copper said – you ain’t seen nothing, have you?’

‘No,’ Will said, ‘but I’ll keep my eyes open.’

The private returned the identity card. ‘In the air and all, eh? “Beware the Hun in the sun.” Isn’t that what you fighter boys say?’

‘Never heard that before,’ said Will.

He approached Rye from the north, dropping down Rye Hill in third gear, ready for the difficult left-hand corner into Military Road that bent back on itself. It led towards the family garage a few miles further on. Beyond it, on its vantage point overlooking the flat plain of Romney Marsh, lay the turreted bulk of High And Over. As Will shaped to make the turn he saw Rye rising up behind Land Gate, that remnant of the town fortification built to keep out invaders from the sea. At the town’s heart, the spire of St Mary’s Church was sharp against the sky, its tower bells silent, stilled by war, no longer echoing across the marshland, waiting for deliverance – not this time from the French.

When he reached the garage it seemed, at first, much as usual; the frontage of white cement with its big black sliding doors to the workshop, the central plate-glass window of the showroom and, to its left, the smaller door leading to the reception desk and the partitioned office. Under the large clock was the sign: S&K Motor Engineers. The ‘s’ of Engineers hung loose, the white cement was stained and the clock had stopped at half past six.

Will parked the Riley by the petrol pumps flanking the showroom window. Its tyres ran over the rubber line that sounded the bell inside the office, but nobody came out. The glass of the window was dirty, and inside there was no vehicle, only some empty shelves once stacked with cans of motor-oil, and a scatter of leaflets and handbooks on the floor.

Will found his father in the inspection pit in the workshop, working on a battered two-stroke Trojan saloon. He squatted down, his head sideways.

‘Hello, Dad.’

Stan Kemp showed no surprise. He paused in his work, pulled a rag from his overall pocket and wiped his hands slowly. ‘You see the rubbish that’s coming through these days.’

‘The simplest car in the world.’

‘Until you come to repair it.’ Stan came up the steps of the inspection pit in his awkward, shuffling way, still wiping his hands. ‘I hope you’re not after petrol.’

‘I’ve got plenty.’

‘This ruddy fuel rationing. How am I expected to make a living? Hardly anyone drives anywhere any more. This old crock’s typical of the stuff I have to keep going because it’s cheap on fuel.’ Stan threw the rag into an upturned, empty oil drum. ‘How long have you got?’

Will knew the question would be asked. He had a forty-eight-hour pass.

‘Need to be back tonight.’

‘Hardly worth the trip.’

‘Thought I’d see how you were, while I had the chance.’

‘You see how I am. How are you?’

‘Fine.’ Stan Kemp locked the garage and they walked through to the bungalow at the back. He made tea and found some biscuits. When he sat down at the chipboard table in the kitchen he winced. ‘My ruddy leg. It’s giving me gyp.’

Will had lived with his father’s ruddy leg all his life. He had not seen the leg but only knew it had been pierced by shrapnel when he and Guv Sutro had flown low over German trenches in 1916, spotting for artillery. It gave him varying degrees of gyp that were mentioned but never explained. Nothing was explained: his father’s boyhood in Alfriston where he roamed the Downs with Guv, their experiments with primitive flying machines before the war, his service with the RFC on the Western Front, his wife Rose who walked out on him and Will without saying why or where she was going, most of all Guv Sutro, the man he had flown with in battle, his partner in the garage, living alone now in the chill rooms and echoing hallways of High And Over. Over the years these broad facts had come to be known through a casual remark, a bitter comment, but never details about what had happened and why, all questions brushed aside.

The bungalow was rank with the smell of motor-oil, tobacco, fried food and the whiff of feral cats that raised litters in the scrubby garden and scavenged on discarded scraps. Will felt a moment of doubt seeing his father in such a situation; wondered if he should stay longer, after all.

‘Let me buy you a beer, Dad,’ he said, ‘at the old place.’

‘I don’t know. I thought you were in a rush.’

‘Not that much of one. I’m parched.’

‘Alcohol and flying don’t mix.’

‘That’s a bit rich considering what your lot got up to in France.’

‘That’s what I mean. A lot of blokes learned it to their cost. If you want to get through this business, you’ll take it on board.’

‘Blimey, it’s just a beer to whet the whistle. I don’t intend to get us blotto.’ Will picked up the empty tea cups and put them on top of the unwashed crockery in the sink. ‘Don’t worry, Dad. I’ve never been much of a drinker. You know that.’ He thought back to his bad head at the airfield at Glisy, after his night with the Lysander boys in France, and wondered if it was still true. He had drunk plenty since, like all of them, waiting for everything to start. Perhaps it would be different then. Perhaps he wouldn’t need it. Or perhaps he might need it more.

They did not talk on the drive to the Ferry Inn, going the back way through Stone-in-Oxney in the Riley. The pub was the same, ancient and run down, squatting beside the mosquito-clouded Reading Sewer, in summer barely a trickle that fed into the Military Canal just south of Appledore. But the ale was well cared for in its casks and the sawdust on the floor was fresh. When they entered the bar the regulars made the usual remarks about Will’s pilot’s wings, asked the usual questions, received the usual replies. Some of the old men told him about their time in distant wars. They were not interested in him, only themselves and what they had to say. His father leaned against the counter, not part of the conversation. He had always hung back like that.

When, years ago, Will’s mother Rose had paid them one of her visits, he had been brought here for a treat, sipping lemonade, until she demanded another gin-and-it and his father, nursing a half of bitter, began the usual arguments, so familiar that Will could predict the words they used.

Now, as they carried their beers into the small garden at the front of the pub, Will could sense her presence, cross-legged and tossing her foot, letting the little heeled shoe dangle, drawing hard on a cigarette and puffing out the smoke, looking around with her quick, sharp eyes, then holding out her empty glass and jerking her head towards the bar. ‘What’s a girl got to do to get a drink round here?’ He remembered how his father used to look at her, like a man regarding an exotic but unpredictable beast, with distrust yet admiration. He’d regarded her in a similar way, accepting her moods because that was all he knew; casually sentimental, ‘Darling Will, give your mum a nice, big kiss,’ or violent and abusive, ‘How you ever thought I’d be prepared to end my days in this dead-and-alive hole with you two bumpkins bloody well beats me.’ And yet in moments of calm she retained a fleeting, wistful beauty and Will could see the girl in her; the girl his father fell for, thought he knew and never had. Finally, she began to stay away, for days, for weeks and eventually she went for good. By then, they were glad to see her go.

‘I’ve just got back from France,’ Will said as they sat down on the old church pew that served for a bench to the side of the pub’s front door.

His father began to roll a cigarette with great deliberation. ‘Oh, yes?’

Will described his time at Le Touquet, some of it, his posting to Étain-Rouvres and how an engine problem had forced him down at Glisy en route. ‘The funny thing was, Tim Sutro was there with his Lysander bunch. What are the odds on that?’

Stan Kemp licked his lips and inserted the drooping smoke. ‘How was he then?’

‘Oh, much the same. He’s got a steady nerve, our Tim, like all those chaps. And by heck, they need it. They were already taking a hell of a hammering. Who knows what’s happened to them now?’

‘Why? What have you heard?’

‘It’s no secret things aren’t going well over there. And those poor old Lizzies are no match for what the Luftwaffe’s throwing at them.’

‘Well, Tim’s only got himself to blame.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘He didn’t have to join the mob. No doubt the Sutros could have pulled strings and got him a nice easy billet somewhere.’

‘You don’t give Tim much credit, do you, Dad?’

‘Credit for what? He only did it to please his father.’ Instantly, Will heard Tim’s quiet voice, under the black sky and scatter of stars at Glisy: ‘I’m not out to seek his approval any more. I’m a big boy now.’ His father was saying: ‘Sutro’s gone through his whole life like that. People are always trying to please him, though God knows why. He takes it all for granted, never pays heed, takes everything as his due. That damned Sutro.’

‘I didn’t realise you hated him so much,’ Will said.

‘Well, now you know.’

‘But why? Something in the war, or after?’

‘I’m not prepared to talk about it. It’s personal.’

‘You never want to talk about it.’

‘There’s no point.’

‘I think there is. You never know what’s coming up these days. I’d like to understand.’

‘Understand what?’

‘Why things are the way they are, with you and Guv, with you and Mum, with the garage – why everything’s such a mess.’

‘You say it’s a mess, I don’t.’

Will shrugged. ‘I give up, Dad. Do you want another beer?’

‘No, we’d best be going back, there’s a mist coming up from the Marsh.’

Will looked at his father sitting on the bench, his beer hardly touched, rubbing his injured leg. His fingers were shiny-hard and stained with oil and nicotine. He was gaunt from neglect and had lost more hair since Will had seen him last. He struck his son as a hopeless case. He’d had his chances: a chance to make a name in France where he might have become a pilot; a chance to share the glory that came with Guv Sutro’s record-breaking between the wars – except he refused for reasons known only to himself; a chance to build the garage into something more than just a small-town business catering for local trade. Chances all along the line, none taken, no progress made. No wonder his mother had left. How had they ever got together, all those years ago? Even then, with youth on his side, Stan Kemp had nothing about him in the way of looks. And looks were so important to Rose. Will recalled how she had openly admired men when they were out. ‘Oh, look, he certainly cuts a dash.’ How she had always praised him as her handsome boy. ‘Thank God you take after my side of the family.’ It made no sense for them to have married. Maybe she’d realised too late and that was why she was the way she was, and that was why she’d left.

With the mist curling towards them across the banks of the sewer that the more genteel liked to call a stream, Will was not inclined to hurry this last, good pint in a familiar place. He was not like his father. He would take his chances and make his way. This war was the biggest chance of all. He was in the right place at the right time with the right skills and the right attitude. It was perfect, couldn’t be better. He’d wring the neck off his Spitfire, and wring the neck of any Jerry who got in the way. That was all it took. The biggest chance of all.

He looked again at his father restless and wanting to go. He symbolised everything Will refused to be – beaten and submissive, scratching a living in his workshop, existing in that rotten little bungalow. Did he wonder where the time had gone? Where he’d taken those turns to nowhere? Will had almost relented, deciding to stay the night after all, to keep the old man company. Now he changed his mind again. Let him stew. He was sick of trying to get through to him. He had better things to do with a leave than stooge around in the sticks. He still had time to get to London, find a room and take in a show.

Back at the bungalow he came around the Riley and opened the passenger door. His father climbed out stiffly.

‘I’m heading off,’ Will said.

Stan nodded. ‘Yes, all right. Like I said, hardly worth the trip.’

Will felt an irritation grow inside. ‘If that’s how you feel.’

‘Are you going back to France?’

‘Only at thirty thousand feet.’

The mention of France made him remember Chézy-au-Bois. His instinct had been to say nothing about it, sensing that it might rouse unwelcome memories. He had resolved to spare his father that, knowing anyway that he would receive no adequate response. Suddenly it didn’t matter any more. He resented this tight-lipped little man who always maintained a distance as though he was afraid of betraying any feeling. He didn’t need him, never had, and only felt a vague compassion. From him he had learned nothing. Stan was always ill-at-ease in company, his diffidence taken for aloofness, seeming to nurse some secret disappointment he could not share, seemingly preoccupied with himself and, in Rye, a reputed bore – sound enough if you got him onto the complexities of an MG J3 supercharger but otherwise best left alone.

Will had an overpowering impulse to provoke him now, curious to see what reaction he got; perhaps he’d learn a little of what had happened at Chézy.

‘Talking of France,’ he said, ‘Tim and me went on a bit of a jaunt when we met up at Glisy.’

‘A jaunt?’

‘We borrowed a motor-cycle combination and went out to your old airfield at Chézy-au-Bois.’

His father had turned his head slowly and was staring at him. ‘Oh yes?’

‘Tim had a photo of the place as it used to be, when you and Guv flew from there in FB5s. Guv was even in the picture.’

‘I know the picture.’

‘Except for the machines and the tents where you lived, the place has hardly changed. Farm buildings just the same. Even the farmer,’ he paused, ‘just the same.’

‘You met the farmer?’

‘Monsieur Pettit. Maybe you remember him? He certainly remembers you, or your squadron anyway.’

‘No doubt he would.’

‘No love lost, I’d say.’

‘A funny lot, the French.’

‘I don’t know what your outfit got up to out there. He was pleasant enough at first, but when Tim showed him the photograph, thinking he’d be interested, he tore the damned thing to pieces. No warning, just ripped it to shreds. Now why should he do that?’

‘Why ask me?’

‘I thought you might know.’

‘He’s a farmer, isn’t he? Hardly helped his farming, did we, requisitioning his land? Not surprising he’s still a bit touchy.’

‘So that’s your explanation?’

‘It’ll have to do.’ Stan Kemp took a last drag on his cigarette and ground the stub into the gravel with his heel. ‘Now I’ve got a old crock to fix. Give me some warning next time you come.’

‘Will I find you at home?’

‘Of course. It’s always good to have a chat.’

Will scanned his father’s face to see if he was joking, but it seemed that he was not. Again he felt a stab of guilt but thought he would push him further. ‘I might pop up to High And Over while I’m here.’

‘You won’t get past the gates.’

‘I know a thousand ways to get in there.’

‘Yes, I suppose you do. Well, it’s up to you. You’ll find him much changed, if you find him at all.’

‘You don’t mind?’

‘Why should I mind?’

‘“That damned Sutro”.’

‘Oh, that. You must do what you want. Pay no mind to me.’

They shook hands briefly. Will climbed back in the Riley and as he started the engine he heard the bungalow door bang closed. Behind it Stan Kemp waited, his head bowed, listening to the exhaust note of the Riley fade. His eyes were damp and he stumbled to the kitchen to find a cloth to wipe his face.

Will drove out to High And Over. He had known he would. The great house lay obscured behind untended banks of rhododendrons. The verges along the drive were uncut and clumps of grass and weed were sprouting in the gravel. The gates were securely chained. He listened for a while but heard only the beat of the distant sea and a rising wind disturbing the branches of the cedars. He did not choose to enter by one of the thousand ways he knew. Instead he turned the Riley round and drove back down the familiar lane. When he reached the garage it was growing dusk and a light was showing in the bungalow at the back. For a moment Will thought he still had something to say, perhaps in the way of regret, because he knew it had not gone well. Here was a man alone, locked away somehow, and at High And Over another man also locked away, both contained in their private worlds, once so close but split apart by some deep sense of wrong, an enmity that went back more than twenty years, crippling and corrosive and, it seemed, always to be hidden.

Will hesitated, his hands tensing on the steering wheel, ready to pull in to the forecourt, park by the Cleveland pumps and knock on the bungalow door. But he found himself driving past, deciding it could probably wait. He was not quite ready to leave Rye, even now. It occurred to him that he might not see the place again.

He parked the Riley in Church Square and walked around the graveyard to the Gungarden below the ramparts of Ypres Tower where cannon once aimed their barrels across the harbour mouth towards the open sea. Not so far away lay France, visible on a clear day; France where everything was said to be going wrong; France where he had spent some good times until, at the end of April, a Hurricane pilot named Tony Dibbs managed to kill himself in a flying accident at Étain-Rouvres near Verdun.
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The death of Tony Dibbs seemed like an eternity ago. In fact, it had happened only a week or so before.

Pilot Officer Dibbs had taken off in coarse-pitch, like starting a car in second gear, realised too late that his machine was oddly sluggish, failed to gain height and came down in a meadow close to a farm, killing several cows and himself. The word went round the Hurricane squadrons in the vicinity and the CO at Le Touquet where Will was based chose him to replace Dibbs as Pilot Officer.

Le Touquet had not been without its attractions. There were few signs of concern about the threat from the east – more uniforms in evidence perhaps, and military vehicles and aeroplanes occasionally disturbing the coastal calm – but the resort seemed as popular with society as ever, with its casino, its golf course, its Hippodrome, its tennis courts and many smart hotels doing excellent trade. The weather was good, the food was good and the women, some of them, were not, particularly with the arrival at the nearby airfield of young fighter pilots in Royal Air Force blue. The atmosphere was redolent of Guv Sutro’s lurid accounts of the RFC on the Western Front; champagne instead of beer, acting the hero to sweet-smelling mamzelles who leaned in close, accordion music drifting from the doors and windows of bars and cafés, wide open against the heat, not understanding a damned word the locals said to you but loving the way they said it, and flying, always flying, rehearsing for a show that was a long time coming, the enemy not venturing this far west.

Some thought they might never come – that someone, somewhere, might show a little sense and call the whole thing off. Will hoped, strongly, that they were wrong. He knew how few men were given the chance to test themselves in battle. It had been his purpose for as long as he could remember, browsing through the flying books in High And Over’s library, reading of Mannock, McCudden, Guv Sutro and the rest. Then Dibbs forgot to push the black knob of the propeller lever on his throttle quadrant and it seemed that Will had got his wish.

Once in the air he looked back occasionally, watching Le Touquet gradually recede in a creeping sea mist, shimmering like a mirage. Then, twenty minutes into the flight, flicking his eyes over his instruments, he saw the needle of the oil-pressure gauge rising and falling, a fine haze of lubricant running back from the engine cowling, gathering at the starboard wing root to be whipped away by the slipstream. He checked his chart and confirmed that the smudge on the landscape 15,000 feet below was Doullens, on the Route Nationale running south to Amiens. On his R/T he raised Control at Glisy, the nearest RAF airfield and a few miles east of the city, and they gave him permission to land.

When he taxied in, he was met by a fire tender and an ambulance but the oil leak had diminished and he felt like a fraud. The fire crew drew up close alongside and the airman next to the driver shouted across to him. Will could make no sense of it but shook his head, held his hand out flat, palm down, and waggled it from side to side. A flap, but a minor flap. The airman nodded, understanding. He fell back into his seat and the fire engine drew away a little, shadowing the Hurricane as it bounced across the turf towards the hangars. Nearby, Will saw Lysanders, the high-winged monoplanes used for Army co-operation, with something of the insect about them, moths perhaps or dragonflies, but unlike moths or dragonflies cumbersome and slow. They took a crew of two and a steady nerve to fly.

When he reached the hangar, Will was quick to shut down the Hurricane’s engine. A flight sergeant was on the wing before the propellor had stopped turning. Will told him the problem. The flight sergeant slid off the wing and cupped his hands round his mouth. ‘Two-six,’ he shouted, the call for support. ‘Come on, you dozy buggers. Get your fingers out.’

Men were running foward. An inspection ladder was in place before Will was out of the cockpit, and the engine cowling removed. On top of the ladder a fitter checked the Merlin, shielding his face against the heat, then gave a thumbs-up. He knew what was wrong and how to fix it.

Down from the ladder, Will talked to the flight sergeant.

‘How long?’ he asked.

‘Doesn’t look too serious. You probably turned her off in time. But you might not be off today. Report to the adjutant, why don’t you? He’ll sort you out.’

The airfield at Glisy was close to a farm. A few outbuildings lay within the perimeter and had been requisitioned from the owner in return for some bottles of Scotch. In this superior accommodation the squadron had based its headquarters: an office for the squadron leader and an operations room staffed by his controller, intelligence officer and airmen to co-ordinate orders to the flights from Group HQ at Amiens. A partitioned cattle stall, still giving strong evidence of its previous occupants, provided just enough space for a desk, a chair and a filing cabinet for the use of the adjutant, who had news of war.

‘One of our crews got the chop this morning. Bounced by Me 110s on a spotting job near Le Cateau. The Jerries are coming across more often now. Looks like something’s brewing.’

The telephone rang and he answered it, jamming the handset between his shoulder and his ear while he scribbled a note in pencil.

‘All right, Flight. I’ll tell him.’ He replaced the phone and passed Will the note. ‘That’s your problem, Sergeant. More than they thought at first. You definitely won’t be off until the morning. We’ll find you somewhere to get your head down. Where are you reporting, by the way?’

‘Étain-Rouvres.’

‘Verdun eh? You’ll be in the thick of it there, so close to the German border. That’s where the Jerries will make their push.’

‘Think so?’

‘Stands to reason. In this sector they’ve got the old Maginot Line to contend with.’ The telephone rang again. The adjutant held his hand over the receiver. ‘Pop back in fifteen minutes, Sergeant, and I’ll tell you where you can kip.’

Will went back to the Hurricane. ‘The adj gave me the bad news, Flight.’

‘We’ll get you sorted, Sarg, don’t you fret. Just take a bit longer, that’s all.’ The flight sergeant rubbed his oily hands together vigorously. ‘Makes a change working on a Hurry. Not that the Lizzie isn’t a bloody fine aeroplane, given what it’s designed for, which is stooging about and dropping an egg or two. Trouble is, the Jerries don’t see it that way. To them, it’s more your sitting duck, egg or no egg.’

‘You’ve lost one, the adj told me.’

‘One more, he should have said. Three gone for a burton this month already. Mr Ash and Nesbit make it four. Eight blokes in all. Like I say, sitting ducks. Without a fighter escort the poor old Lizzies don’t have an earthly. Of course, the high-ups won’t take any bloody notice until we’ve lost the bloody lot.’ The flight sergeant sniffed. ‘I’ve said too much. Just seems a bloody waste, that’s all. I mean, how long’s it take to train a peeloe and here we are throwing them away.’ He glanced at the wings on Will’s tunic. ‘Of course, you don’t need me to tell you this. How long have you been in the mob?’

‘Since thirty-five. I joined as an aircrafthand.’

‘Started as an erk, eh? And now you’re in fighters. That took some doing.’

‘Yeah,’ said Will. ‘I’ll be Marshal of the Royal Air Force by the time this lot’s over.’ He turned, ready to walk back to the adjutant’s office, then paused. ‘Actually, I know a bloke in Lysanders, Flight. You haven’t come across him, by any chance? Sutro. Pilot Officer Sutro.’

‘Like the air ace?’

‘Sutro, yes.’

‘You’re in luck. He flew in from Lympne a couple of weeks ago, to replace Mr Hart. He’s up at the moment. His ETA’s in fifteen minutes.’ The flight sergeant chewed his lip, but said nothing more about the ETA. What was left unsaid was well understood.

While he waited for Tim Sutro to return, Will went back to the adjutant’s cattle stall to see if he had found him a bed for the night. An hour later he was sitting at a rickety table in the tent that passed for the NAAFI at Glisy, sharing a meal with Tim.
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After they finished their ham and eggs Tim took Will to meet his squadron leader, who spoke little. ‘Flight looking after your kite properly, Sergeant?’ was his only comment.

‘He’s taken the losses hard,’ Tim said as they walked away from his office. ‘He’s known most of our chaps from before the war.’

They inspected Tim’s Lysander, crouched by a Bessonneau canvas hangar and seeming as big as a bus. High up, in the rear cockpit behind the pilot’s position, an airman was working on the pintle-mounted machine-gun.

‘Meet Hirst,’ Tim said. ‘Fred’s my observer gunner.’

The LAC stared down, taking in Will’s wings and sergeant’s stripes. ‘Oh aye. New bloke, are you, Sarge?’

‘Just visiting,’ Tim said. ‘Sergeant Kemp flies fighters.’

‘That right?’ Hirst jutted out his lower lip and nodded ruminatively. ‘I wish I bloody did.’

Tim laughed and turned away. ‘Get that Vickers sorted, Fred. There’s a chance we’ll be up again at dawn.’

Will thought it a mild response, but that was Tim. He seemed much the same, a little balder though only twenty-five, and puffy beneath the eyes; something of his father about him, but the jawline soft and his expression tolerant and good humoured, more like his mother Lydia or his sister Alice.

‘How’s things at home?’ he asked automatically.

Tim grunted. ‘Hardly home. Mother and Alice are in Rhode Island now so Guv’s rattling round High And Over on his own. He’s going mad because the RAF won’t take him.’

‘I heard that.’

‘It’s his own fault. He went about it in quite the wrong way.’

‘I heard that too.’

‘I say,’ said Tim, ‘have you got any plans? According to the Met boys there’s a low ceiling coming in from the east. No good for our kind of work, so I’m stood down for the rest of the day.’

‘What’ve you got in mind?’

‘Remember Guv’s yarns about him and your dad dicing with death in FB5s in 1916? The old airfield’s about twenty miles from here, at Chézy-au-Bois. Fancy taking a dekko?’

It was like a peacetime jaunt. The rasp of the old side-valve BSA motor cycle startled the grazing cattle in the meadows alongside the winding lanes to Villers-Bocage. They jinked away, their tails in the air, disturbing clouds of flies that resettled when the motor-cycle combination had passed and the beasts drew back together again.

The outfit belonged to another pilot, who had brought it across from England. ‘Decent of him,’ Will had said, ‘risking lending it to us.’

Tim had kicked a tyre. ‘Peter Ash wouldn’t mind.’

Soon after leaving the airfield at Glisy he and Will crossed the Somme and went north through straggling villages of low-roofed dwellings, red bricked that gave them a Tudor air. Will was at the controls and Tim sat placidly in the sidecar, his eyes closed behind his goggles, apparently asleep. The crackle of the exhaust rang back from the walls and a few people came to their doors to watch them go by, their faces expressionless, not waving.

When they turned onto the Route Nationale at Villers-Bocage the traffic increased, much of it military, raising dense, powdery dust. The stuff got into their mouths and ears and they pulled over from time to time, to let the convoys pass and the dust die down. The landscape was flat on both sides of the road with occasional muddy tracks running away to right and left, outcrops of woodland and the dark shapes of houses clustered around small churches with English-looking spires. At a road-sign marking the hamlet of Beauval, Tim waved Will to stop and peered at the map.

‘Damn, we must have passed it. It’s back that way.’ He jerked his thumb behind them. ‘Can’t think how we missed it.’

Will knew why. Like Tim, he retained a vision in his mind of the Royal Flying Corps airfield as it had been on a late-spring day, as hot as this, a quarter-century before, caught by a man with a camera perched up high and looking along a line of spindly Vickers FB5 biplanes, pushers with propellers facing back towards their tail planes and, behind the nacelles that contained the two-man crew, the fuselages, just struts devoid of canvas. Will knew because the photograph was a favourite: Guv Sutro in the foreground, distinctive in a group of pilots, long leather flying coat and helmet, a spark of light glinting from the glass of his goggles, arms akimbo, hands on hips, big flying boots planted squarely on the grass, the others less assured, vulnerable-looking and uncertain. Will’s father wasn’t shown, though he had been there. Strictly officers only in that kind of shot, no other ranks allowed, although the crews could die together. That much at least was permitted. In the background of the picture, over by the farm, ranged in front of the long, low barn, was a row of bell tents that served as billets, uncannily like those at Glisy, and to the left, as now, lines of passing transport on the road, heading south to Amiens or north to St Omer and the coast. Nothing of that busy scene remained, except on a curling print that he and Tim had studied in Guv’s war albums. He wasn’t surprised that they had missed the place. One expanse of grass looked much like another.

Tim was stabbing at the map. ‘Yes, we’ve come too far. We’re looking for a crossroads two or three miles back, big barn on the left, slap bang on the road, farmhouse a little before that on the right.’ He folded the map and stuck it down beside his seat. ‘Also on the left you might see a sign to Le Rozel.’

‘Knowing the Frogs, I doubt it,’ said Will.

‘That’s no way to describe our gallant allies.’

‘It’s the way your father described them, and worse,’ Will shouted over the roar of the engine. He swung the BSA round and span the rear wheel with a burst of throttle. Tim grinned up at him. Always the same old Will.

They found the crossroads, the farmhouse and the big barn without difficulty. It was hard to understand how they had ridden past it without noticing.

‘Go down the road a bit and pull up on the left,’ Tim said.

They parked the BSA on the verge and looked back at the buildings across the level expanse of the old landing ground. It did not seem to have been laid to any particular crop, just grass lent a purplish hue by drifts of clover. The wind was from the west and dust from the traffic had covered the vegetation close to the road, giving it a dull, dead look, but further away the pasture was fresh and vigorous, an emerald carpet brilliant in the sun against the raw, red brick of the distant barn. Its main door, perhaps twenty feet high, was painted an acid green that, even from where they stood, they could see was flaking and neglected.

Tim unzipped his Irvin jacket and took out his wallet. He passed a creased photograph to Will. It was the picture from his father’s album, showing the Vickers FB5s in 1916, Guv dominant in the group of pilots, aggressive and erect and, in the background, the same sprawl of farm buildings, unchanged except for a missing chimney and a bricked-up window. Comparing the photograph with what lay before them, they could mark the exact spot where Guv’s flying boots had been so firmly planted. They almost expected the scene to be preserved; the airmen, anonymous apart from Guv, with their frail machines preparing for their own battles against the same enemy they were facing now. In that moment, twenty-four years seemed a breath away. Then the shades dispersed. The FB5s became antiquated jokes and their pilots shivered into ghosts, except for Guv, unkillable and enduring.

Will saw another photograph tucked into Tim’s wallet. It was Lydia Sutro and Alice on the terrace at High And Over, with the prospect of Romney Marsh far below them, stretching away from the heights of Saxon Shore where, a millennium before the Marsh existed, the sea had washed against chalk cliffs that now were downland grazed by sheep.

‘Is that your mother?’ he asked.

Tim nodded. ‘With Alice, yes. Going back a bit I’m afraid.’

Will could tell that from Alice’s expression. She looked calm and untroubled, a slight smile on her small mouth, her hand resting lightly on Lydia Sutro’s shoulder. Most times she appeared plain and heavy, like her mother, but occasionally, as here, caught by the camera lens, she was pleasing. At such moments, if she had been a man she would have been called handsome, favouring her father, but it was a less fortunate look for a woman. And yet her image moved Will in a way he was unable to explain. She had always affected him like that, stirring up a feeling of warmth and compassion, not sexual in any way but something strong that drew them together, as though they shared something unstated and unknown. It had been the same from the beginning, when they were children together at High And Over and Alice had watched him and Tim at rough play and warned them to be careful and brought them lemonade. Once, when he was about twelve, his mother Rose had asked him what he was going to do when he grew up. ‘Be a pilot, of course,’ he had answered promptly, even then.

She had looked at him with a roguish eye. ‘And cut a swathe through the girls, I bet.’

‘Oh no,’ he had said. ‘I expect I’ll marry Alice.’ Although it had never occurred to him before.

‘You can put that thought right out of your head,’ his father had burst out in sudden anger. Will had never seen such fury in his face before. He knew he had some kind of grudge against Guv Sutro but the time he spent at High And Over had always been tolerated because it gave him the chance to gain experience working on aeroplanes, something his father appeared to understand. He also understood, Will sensed, that if he had refused permission he would have gone anyway. But only at that moment did he see the depth of bitterness that existed between the two men. It was beyond his comprehension and, anyway, what was so wrong about the idea of him marrying Alice? Wasn’t he good enough for her? Was that it? Not in her class? Or was it part of the falling-out, just his father’s spite, a way of getting back?

Now, with Tim, it was odd to see such familiar faces in this place and at this time. They didn’t fit somehow, made Will feel uneasy, remembrances of a vanished way of life, ordinary, placid and predictable. He turned the photograph in his hand. ‘I don’t suppose you could spare this, could you?’

Tim looked surprised. ‘Why? Oh, Alice.’

‘I suppose so, yes.’

‘Of course, if you like. I can always get another on my next leave.’

It was said lightly, but Will doubted he would find it so easy. There was even doubt about whether they would both see England again. He knew he was asking Tim to give up something he valued enough to carry with him for a long time and to a far place. But it didn’t make him change his mind. ‘If you’re sure,’ he said.

‘Of course.’ Tim slipped the other photo, of the FB5s, back into his wallet, zipped his Irvin and settled himself in the sidecar. ‘Time to get weaving, I’d say. Let’s nip up to the farm and see if they remember Guv.’

It was difficult to find an entrance. The great door on the barn, crowned with a decorative lintel of white limestone that hinted at more prosperous times, was closed. Green paint was curling off the panels, and fragments mingled with the tussocks of tall grass that showed that very little had passed across recently. Will tried to move it without success. It hung on small rollers from a steel track that ran sideways for fifteen feet below the lintel and kept it flat against the wall, a neat solution that solved the need to swing it out across the narrow lane. Once, money had been spent, but the rollers and track were rusty now and there was an air of dereliction and decay.

They walked around the corner, where the buildings met the main road, passing several ground-floor windows with broken shutters on which the same green paint was peeling. Lace curtains hung askew behind the filthy glass. Half-hidden by a hawthorn bush they found a small iron gate, ornate and well wrought, that led into a cobbled yard. Across the yard, steps led up to the front door of a two-storey dwelling. The windows looked as though they had never been opened. On the cobbles chickens and ducks quarrelled for muddy scraps, and somewhere in a shed some large creature shifted its weight and made a spluttering, heavy-breathing sound.

At first it seemed the place was deserted. Then the front door opened and a small man, bent and suspicious, came towards them. He did not hurry, taking in their uniforms, looking them up and down. Tim spoke to him in French and, after a moment of hesitation, the man spoke back. Will did not understand. It all seemed babble to him.

He looked around, thinking how the farm had gone to hell, and his eye caught a movement at a first-floor window. A woman was standing there, the lace curtain held back a little, watching Tim and the Frenchman in conversation. She was not young, but not old either, perhaps the Frenchman’s daughter, too young to be his wife, although you never knew with the French. He hoped she was not his wife. She had a grace about her, even from a distance, something to do with the way she held her head and how her dark hair framed her face. Her eyes were fixed on Tim; it was as though she knew him, had been expecting him to come, but then the moment faded. She turned away and the curtain fell back into place, without her noticing Will at all.

‘This is Monsieur Pettit,’ Tim was saying. ‘His family has owned this land for yonks. I’ve told him why we’re here, to see the old airfield. He thinks we’re mad.’

‘Does he remember Guv?’

‘I haven’t asked that yet. He’s keener to talk about this war, not the last. He wants to know if we’ve killed some Boche. He’s after revenge. His grandson volunteered for the Armée de l’Air, a gunner with a Potez bomber squadron near Bar-le-Duc. He was killed two weeks ago. Pettit’s finding it hard to keep things going, just him and his daughter and a couple of old hands.’

‘I saw his daughter at the window,’ said Will. He jerked his head towards the house, where the lace curtain hung back in place. ‘Hard luck on her, being stuck in this dump.’

The Frenchman had caught the gesture. ‘Comment? Qu’est-ce que vous dites?’ His voice was harsh, his small frame stiff with sudden anger.

Tim said: ‘Wrap up about the woman. It’s obviously a touchy subject.’

He started to speak in French again. His language was quick and good, and the man softened a little, particularly when Tim created aeroplanes with his hands, made a rat-rat machine-gun noise and mimed a German going down in flames. He started to respond, also talking fast, and Tim translated what he could. ‘He says the RFC came here in 1915, trampled his crop of clover flat to make it safe for landing. Brave men, the pilots, but wild. Some of the first ones became friends but when they did not return from combat he didn’t make friends with pilots any more. As time went on, not all of them behaved well, on the ground. He was glad when they packed up and left. But the farm has never been the same since. In his father’s time the family flourished and was viewed with respect. Then his brothers died at Verdun, and sorrow killed his father. Now the Pettits are considered little more than peasants, all due to the wars. The cursed wars.’

The Frenchman said something. ‘We bring back bad memories,’ Tim translated. ‘He wishes us well but would like us to go.’

‘Fair enough,’ said Will, ‘but at least show him that photo of the airfield and see if he remembers Guv. It’s what brought us here, after all.’

The Frenchman took the photograph in his stubby hand, his fingers twisted by arthritis, the nails black and broken. They spoke of the life he led, he and his daughter at the window and the old retainers of little use. He looked at it intently, scanning the general scene at first, tapping the barn that was smarter then, nostalgic and a little proud. Tim also tapped the print, pointing out the pilots, also with a touch of pride. ‘Celui-ci, il est mon père,’ he said. ‘Vous lui reconnaissez, peut-etre?’

The Frenchman’s expression hardened. His eyes grew narrow as he focused on the image of Guv Sutro, drawing in breath through his open mouth so they could see his broken teeth. Then he looked at Tim, as if seeing him for the first time, tore the photograph in two with great deliberation and threw the pieces onto the mud. He trod on them, spat and walked across the yard to the farmhouse without looking back. Tim stooped, picked up the pieces and watched him go.
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It was dusk when they got back to Glisy. Will, still at the controls of the BSA outfit, dropped Tim at his quarters, one of an ordered rank of bell tents he shared with another officer. In the fading light it could have been Chézy-au-Bois in 1916.

A flying officer pushed himself up from his camp bed and came out through the tent flap. ‘Hello, Tim-Tim. Chauffeur-driven now, is it?’

Tim pulled off his leather helmet and goggles and brushed himself down. ‘This is Will Kemp, old chum of mine. He dropped in with that Hurry on the blink this morning.’

‘I’m Mick Porter,’ said the flying officer. ‘Bienvenu, Kemp.’ He kicked the front tyre of the motorbike. ‘Been on a joy-ride? Dodgy, that. Some rum types about with the situation as it is.’

‘We met one,’ said Will.

‘Really? Well, there you are.’ Porter yawned and stretched his arms. ‘God bless low ceilings, I say. Been catching up on the old shut-eye. You must join us for some grub later on. They do us proud here, don’t they, Tim-Tim? The finest of French cuisine. Surprise de bully beef tonight, avec aeufs sur le plat.’

Will rode down to the Bessoneau hangars where men were still busy. The Hurricane had been wheeled outside, dew forming on its closed canopy. The interior of the hangar echoed to the chatter of generators powering the lamps. In the flickering yellow light, the shadows of the ground crew showed huge on the canvas walls as they worked on a Lysander showing flak damage along its fuselage and tailplane. The flight sergeant was seated at a rickety table that might have come from a French kitchen, filling in forms.

‘I saw the kite,’ said Will. ‘What’s the verdict, Flight?’

‘Stress fracture in one of the oil lines. Lucky you put it down when you did. It’s pukka now. Just need your thumbprint on the DI.’ The flight sergeant shuffled his papers, found the duty inspection form, smoothed it out on the table and held out a pen.

Will scanned the report, nodded and signed it off. ‘Fair enough. Thank the lads for me.’

‘You can thank ’em yourself,’ said the flight sergeant, ‘if you’ve got time for tea and a wad.’

‘I’m eating with the toffs tonight’ Will said. ‘Maybe I’ll catch them tomorrow.’

‘You fighter boys,’ said the flight sergeant. He gave no further explanation, but when he grinned at Will there was no humour in it. He blew unnecessarily on the ink drying on the duty inspection form. ‘By the way, the adj was after you. I told him you were off station.’

‘What did he want?’

‘Search me. Nobody puts us in the bloody picture. All we get is orders. You never know, you might have been transferred to these crates. Christ knows, we could do with a pilot or two.’

The Officers Mess occupied two bell tents pitched together, one a bar, the other for eating round a long pine table. It smelled of alcohol, food and crushed grass, the poignant whiff of country weddings and agricultural shows. Will’s hosts made their guest welcome. Here at least, among pilots already in contact with the enemy, rank counted for little. Besides, it was understood that attrition would quickly lead to battlefield promotion. What had Will said to the flight sergeant only that morning? ‘I’ll be Marshal of the Royal Air Force by the time this lot’s over.’ Well, maybe not quite that, but no reason why, quite soon, he should not be wearing a nice, new tunic of barathea wool with rings on its sleeves. That was how it was done. That was how war could be good, opening the way, helping a man take a step or four up the ladder. That was how Guv Sutro had done it, making his name and his money when guts and a cool head brought their own rewards, while others were found wanting.

But this was speculation. In the company of the Lysander crews, Will was aware that he had not yet fired his guns in anger. Even at Hornchurch, before his posting to Le Touquet, life for a young pilot had been dull; convoy and lightship patrols in the Channel, practice battle climbs and mock attacks, occasional x-raid intercepts of unidentified aircraft that mostly turned out to be friendly. Only once had he glimpsed what he thought might have been a Messerschmitt 110. He worried about returning from a sortie with the gun-patches on his wings still intact. But the men who stood around him did not play at war. It was well known what odds they faced, what losses they had suffered. When they asked about the Hurricane, its performance and handling compared with, say, the Spitfire, just pilots talking shop, there was a wistfulness in their interest. Their machines were not nimble and could not be thrown about the sky. They saw Messerschmitts too, but often it was the last thing they saw.

The meal was corned beef and eggs, as Porter had predicted. At Le Touquet Will had grown accustomed to eating well and often in the town. Even the station’s cookhouse had raised its standards. Now he had to stop himself pushing the plate aside, but he was hungry from a day on the road and after a beer or two, and cheap red wine, he got the food down all right. But with the table cleared he knew he was quite drunk and felt, in a hazy way, that the reputation of the fighter boys rested with him. He had a poor head for alcohol and always talked too much, half-mocking stuff about his flying skills that people thought he meant. He often did, so now he resolved to take his lead from Tim. Well-liked Tim, popular with his fellows, steady, modest, self-effacing, laughing now, somewhat drunk as well, everyone rather drunk, the squadron leader, purple faced and sweating, starting up on one of the old songs, everything a cliché, a throw-back to another time, another place. France, flying, the same old bloody enemy, just like it was for Guv. The voices were rising around him.

It’s the only, only way,

It’s the only trick to play;

He’s the only Hun, you’re the only Lizzie,

And he’s getting in a frightful tizzy;

So go on and do not stop

Till his tail’s damn near your prop,

If he only crashes this side in flames,

Well, you’ll only know they’ll believe your claims.

So keep him right

In your Browning’s sights.

It’s the only, only way!

Will was sitting on a bench, leaning back against the canvas of
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In most of us there seems to be something that makes us look to leaders, to individuals who exemplify the qualities we suspect we might lack ourselves: brainpower, confidence, a willingness to take responsibility, charisma, a readiness to take risks. There is no shortage of candidates eager to assume this role, for good or ill. They share the public’s good opinion of themselves and in many cases prosper, though just as many are found out.

Perhaps this need stems from our early years when adults presented the world to us in a way that made sense, at least to them and for a time to us. There was security in it, reassurance, respect and often admiration; fulfilling the need to look up to someone exceptional; someone with capabilities you did not possess yourself who appeared to know things you did not know and could do things you were unable to contemplate.

Into this category falls the hero, the man of action whose deeds inspire and provoke awe and something close to adulation, as if touched by the gods, someone apart who symbolises the indomitable spirit of Man. But great achievements can obscure the reality that exists behind the public image.

I was also conscious, when writing, of that ambivalence many of us feel when confronted with past wars and past deeds; how would we have measured up faced with the same challenges if we had been part of that generation that moved from the golden summer of 1914 into unimaginable horror and destruction and came through it, some of them, into a bruised world that had changed for ever; where many of the old traditions, and distinctions of class, and certainties of what the future might hold, had been blown away as surely as those ranks of men who fought and died on the battlefields of Europe and beyond? Or only two decades later were required to climb into the cockpit of an aeroplane to engage the enemy (the same enemy) in defence of their own country, spread out and seemingly defenceless, below.

To these wars the people (of whatever nationality they happened to be) were led by those in positions of power and with very different, often questionable and ulterior motives. And this I could understand because, as the story progressed, I came to realise that in part I was drawing on my experience of numbers of characters I had encountered in my working life; personalities invariably described as ‘dynamic’, ‘forceful’, ‘driven’, ‘high achievers’, and yes, possessing leadership qualities that convinced those around them to follow, because somehow it was assumed they knew what they were doing, that they knew best, that they had a broader grasp of situations and opportunities than those less gifted. I must admit, on occasions I also fell tamely into line, and believed, only to have those beliefs questioned when a career or a company or even a country unravelled. Fortunately for me, by comparison to the choices that faced some of my characters in A Time for Heroes, such issues only had commercial implications, rarely political and never military ones. Even so, I was left with a wariness of those we are encouraged look up to. In the case of my novel it is self-appointed professional heroes like Guv Sutro, who seem to know what they are doing and only require us to show faith. I suppose, then, if this story has a purpose it is this: choose your heroes carefully because it is just possible they chose you . . .
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