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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, 1 June, 1944 (D-4) 
 
    Markham Hall  
 
    Dunstable, England 
 
      
 
    Anne Banner was reading in the sitting room, enjoying the rare mid-morning sun streaming through the tall windows when the pain came. It was so sudden, so intense she couldn’t call out or even take a breath. Her hands went to her swollen belly, the book tumbling to the floor. It can’t be the baby. It’s too soon. 
 
    Something was very wrong. She waited for the pain to subside, but it only got worse. She fumbled for the bell on the table beside her to call for help, but only managed to knock it to the floor. Struggling to push herself to her feet, the pain was too great, and she fell back, sliding heavily onto the floor. Charlie, her small white Cairn terrier who’d been curled up beside her, jumped down in alarm and nuzzled her, then began to whine and yip.  
 
    The pain was more than she could bear, and just before she lost consciousness, she cried out, “FRANK!”  
 
      
 
    Headquarters  
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force  
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    At that same moment, twenty-five miles away in his office at Bassingbourn, Cambridgeshire, Major General Frank Banner was listening to his chief of staff, Colonel Martin Durant, when he suddenly snapped his head up in alarm. 
 
    Banner, thirty-eight and young for a two-star, was just over six feet, well built with broad shoulders, light brown hair, and piercing blue eyes. The son of an Ohio farmer, Banner had enlisted in the Army Air Corps as a mechanic right out of high school in 1923. A year later, with the help and encouragement of his squadron commander, Major Woodrow ‘Woody’ Stone, he obtained an appointment to West Point, receiving his officer’s commission and wings in 1927. In the years that followed, he’d flown almost every airplane in the Army Air Corps’ inventory and had steadily risen in rank and position. War accelerated his progress, and by the end of 1943, he’d commanded two B-17 heavy bomb groups, survived over forty combat missions, and had a chest full of medals, including three purple hearts. Now he commanded the First Combat Bomb Wing, First Air Division, Eighth Air Force.  
 
    “Is something the matter, General?” Durant asked. A career officer and command pilot with twenty-seven combat missions to his credit, Durant had been Banner’s chief of staff since the beginning of the year, when his predecessor, Colonel Bill Packard, had left to command his own B-17 group, the 515th. Durant had a stocky build with a round face, deep-set brown eyes, and though not yet into his forties, his sandy-colored hair was receding and becoming noticeably thin. 
 
    “What?” Banner responded, distracted. “No. I thought… Never mind. I’m sorry, Marty, what were you saying?”  
 
    “Just reiterating what I’ve said before… that the targets we’ve been getting lately aren’t the best use of our resources. I agree with General Spaatz. Now that we have the men and planes, we should be targeting the oil fields, synthetic fuel plants and fuel storage areas. Destroying the Germans’ fuel sources and supplies would be much more effective for the purpose intended than targeting these marshalling yards and coastal gun batteries…” Durant stopped. Banner wasn’t listening, just staring at the opposite wall and looking puzzled. “Are you all right, sir?” Durant asked again, concerned… “Frank, what is it!” 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Banner answered, at a loss to pin down what was bothering him. “But I don’t know what… I’m just tired, I guess. I haven’t been getting much sleep lately.” Forcing his mind back on what Durant had been saying, he said, “Look, Marty, I agree the refineries and fuel plants would be a better use of our groups to support the invasion, but the target decisions have been made, and Doolittle’s orders are that Bomber Command will concentrate on tactical targets along the French coast.  
 
    In January, Lieutenant General Jimmy Doolittle, leader of the famed Tokyo Raiders, had replaced Major General Ira Eaker as commander of Eighth Air Force, arriving right in the middle of the controversy over the best employment of Allied air power to prepare the way for the impending invasion of France.  
 
    General Carl ‘Tooey’ Spaatz, commander of all US Strategic Air Forces in Europe, advocated the continued strategic bombing of the German fuel industry, arguing that without fuel the Germans couldn’t put planes in the air or move troops and tanks on the ground. Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, commander of the Allied Expeditionary Air Forces for the invasion, however, argued for tactical targets, those with a more immediate effect on the landings, targets that would soften German defenses along the French coast and impede the rapid movement of German reserves.  
 
    General Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of Allied Expeditionary Forces, had ultimately sided with Leigh-Mallory, and General Doolittle took his orders from Eisenhower. Accordingly, the Army Air Force, or AAF, had for several weeks been bombing coastal gun emplacements, transportation centers, bridges, railroads, and airfields; anything that would slow the movement of German reinforcements to the invasion area. In order to deceive the Germans, they’d spent as much effort bombing targets in the Pas de Calais area — where the Germans were convinced the invasion would come — as they had the actual invasion point, the coast of Normandy. 
 
    With a tap at the door, Banner’s secretary, Vera Phillips, entered and walked quickly to his desk. An attractive fifty-something brunette with a few streaks of grey, Mrs Phillips was the wife of a senior British Army officer captured by the Japanese at the fall of Singapore and the mother of an RAF pilot recently back from North Africa and stationed at RAF Biggin Hill. Early in the war, she’d decided to do something useful rather than sit at home in an empty house knitting and waiting for the daily post and had managed to secure a senior administrative position with the RAF aerodrome at Bassingbourn. When the American Army Air Force took over, she stayed. Banner had inherited her when he took command of the Wing.  
 
    “Yes. What is it, Mrs Phillips?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, General, but Davis just called from Markham Hall. It’s Mrs Banner, sir. She’s taken a fall, and he is driving her to hospital.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Banner said, outwardly calm though every fiber of his being wanted to run out the door. “Would you please inform Air Vice Marshal Markham. He’ll either be in his office or at the Air Ministry.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir. I’ll find him.” 
 
    “Thank you and ask Ernie to bring my car around.” 
 
    “Already done,” Mrs Phillips replied. “I do hope Mrs Banner will be all right.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Banner responded absently as she departed.  
 
    Gathering the classified documents, they’d been discussing into a folder, he handed it to Durant. “I’ve got to go,” he said as he stood and grabbed his coat and hat. At the door, he turned back and said, “Look, Marty. I don’t disagree with anything you’ve said. But it’s not our call. We have our orders, so let’s follow them. Alert the groups, then finalize the details for these Field Orders, and send ‘em down.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it,” Durant replied, then added, “I hope everything’s—” But he was speaking to the door; Banner was already gone.  
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Ernie Ross, a bright twenty-one-year-old with an easy-going manner, was waiting with the engine running and holding open the car door when Banner exited the building and rushed down the steps.  
 
    “Base hospital, Ernie. Fast as you can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Ross didn’t have to ask what base. He’d been present when Mrs Phillips received the call and knew the general meant the hospital at the 503rd Bomb Group. The 503rd, located in Walsham about fifteen miles east of Bassingbourn, was one of the three bomb groups under Banner’s command, and for several months in mid-1943, before he’d moved up to Wing, he’d been its commander.  
 
    It was just after Banner had pinned on his first star, between assignments and headed for a staff job. The 503rd had a poor reputation back then, and a particularly disastrous mission had resulted in the loss of six aircraft and their crews, including the Group’s commander, Colonel Swanson. Banner had been asked to take temporary command of the ineffective unit, find the problem and fix it. It was a step backward for a newly made brigadier general as Groups were generally commanded by a full colonel, but he’d wanted the job if only to stay in the cockpit a little longer. He loved to fly and, even though it meant he would again have to lead men on missions that for many of them would end in death or years of captivity in a German Stalag, in his mind it was still better than spending the rest of the war behind a desk. 
 
    Banner had pegged the Group’s problem immediately — leadership and training — and in less than three months had turned the Group into one of Bomber Command’s best. But he’d doggedly held onto command with one excuse after another, delaying his reassignment to the unavoidable staff job. Then two events occurred that changed everything. His longtime friend and boss, now Major General Woodrow Stone, received an assignment stateside and had recommended Banner to take over his Wing.  
 
    Banner had accepted, of course — and the second star that came with it — and he met and married Anne Markham. Now he was about to become a father.  
 
    Sergeant Ross had been Banner’s clerk and driver when he had commanded the 503rd, and later, when Ross qualified as an aerial gunner, he’d flown as a waist gunner on Banner’s crew. Ross had always been a lucky kid and had completed twenty-two missions with ten confirmed kills without a scratch. Then his luck ran out a couple of months ago over Bremen when a piece of flak tore up his left leg. When released from the hospital, he’d been grounded, his status DNIF — Duty Not to Include Flying — until he could pass a medical evaluation. In the meantime, Banner had had him reassigned as his clerk and driver at Wing. Though he still walked with a slight limp, Ross felt his leg was virtually healed, and he expected to be returned to flying status at his next physical examination. 
 
    Because of wartime gas rationing, until recently, roads had been virtually empty of all but British and American military vehicles, and the fifteen-mile drive to Walsham had rarely taken more than twenty minutes. Now the same roads were clogged with jeeps and staff cars, supply convoys and troop transport, and military equipment of every type imaginable. The same trip now could take anywhere from forty minutes to an hour, especially if the roads were wet and as busy as they were today.  
 
    At a roundabout near Whittlesford, almost halfway to Walsham, all traffic had been stopped as MPs waved through a convoy of Army trucks crammed with soldiers on their way to or from maneuvers. Normally a talker, Banner hadn’t said a word since they’d started, he’d been worrying about Anne and remembering the first time they’d met…  
 
      
 
    It was almost a year ago. He was at the Regency Hotel in London to have dinner with Woody Stone. As they passed through the lobby on the way to the dining room, Banner noticed a senior RAF officer. It wasn’t the officer that caught his attention so much as the much younger woman he’d had on his arm. Banner couldn’t help but stare. She was the most strikingly beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Tall and shapely with long graceful legs, she had long auburn hair, lustrous and wavy, worn down and loose framing a flawlessly beautiful face. But it was her green eyes that seemed to sparkle when she laughed and her smile that had mesmerized him.  
 
    The RAF officer, it turned out, was Air Vice Marshal Sir Phillip Markham, the lady’s father-in-law. Her name was Anne Stark Markham, and she’d met Flying Officer Robert Markham at a party in Washington, DC, where she was an Associate Professor at Georgetown University and working on her doctorate in history. He was on temporary assignment with the Army Air Corps studying fighter tactics and doctrine. It had been a whirlwind romance, and when Robert returned to England the following year, Anne had gone with him as his wife. Less than four years later, just before Dunkirk, she became a widow when Robert was shot down over France. 
 
    Banner and Anne Markham had made an unlikely match. He had always been singularly focused on flying and had little time for women beyond the occasional dinner or evening out. The one time he’d allowed himself to fall in love had ended badly when she’d been killed in an air raid during the Blitz. Her death hurt him badly, and he had buried his emotions deep inside, determined never to be so hurt again. 
 
    Anne was similarly scarred. When Robert was killed, she became withdrawn, rarely seeing friends or leaving Markham Hall. Then one day she stopped feeling sorry for herself and got mad, determined to do something to help her adopted country in its war against Nazi Germany. She offered her services to Special Operations Executive, a new agency organized to promote sabotage and paramilitary activities in Nazi-occupied France. With her academic credentials, fluency in both French and German and the recommendation of several well-placed RAF officers, including Air Vice Marshal Markham, she was accepted. She threw herself into her work and, like Banner, never allowed herself to become involved with anyone.  
 
    That evening in the lobby of the Regency changed everything for them both. Instantly drawn to one another, less than a month later, they were married. If anything were to happen to her or the baby…  
 
      
 
    Ross glanced up into his rear-view mirror to see the normally unflappable general looking anxious and impatient to be moving again. Ross knew he was worried and why. He’d had occasion to drive Mrs Banner several times, and she’d always taken time to talk with him. She was a nice lady. 
 
    As soon as traffic was waved on, and they’d cleared the roundabout, Ross put his foot down. With no immediate on-coming traffic in sight, he moved into the opposite lane, and ignoring the horn honks and angry shouts and gestures of the other drivers, skillfully cut in and out of the slow-moving convoy. Making good time, he drove General Banner’s staff car through the 503rd’s main gate less than fifteen minutes later. 
 
      
 
    Base Hospital  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing  
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Ross had barely stopped in front of the hospital before Banner was out of the car. Rushing into the hospital, he headed straight for the nurses’ station.  
 
    The duty nurse, Lieutenant Janet Kelly, looked up at the sound of his approach. “General Banner,” she said as she stood, an instant smile on her face. Janet Kelly was a five-foot-three, twenty-two-year-old pretty brunette from a small town in Wisconsin. She was in her last year of nursing school when the war broke out and, as soon as she’d graduated, passed her boards and turned twenty-one, she’d joined the Army Nurse Corps. At the completion of her Army training, she’d been sent to England and assigned to the 503rd Bomb Group hospital. During Banner’s time as commander, she had been his nurse on more than one occasion when he’d returned from a mission bloodied and had developed a serious crush on him. 
 
    “My wife—” Banner started, but Kelly was ahead of him. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Doctor Houser is with her now. I’ll let him know you’re here. Mr Davis is in the waiting room. It’s just down the hall—” 
 
    “Thanks, Kelly,” he replied, with an attempt at a smile. “I know the way.” 
 
      
 
    The waiting ‘room’ was just a small alcove recessed off the hall with a few chairs, a small table and a window. As Banner entered, Davis rose to greet him.  
 
    Davis was a tall wiry man in his late fifties, ramrod straight with silver gray hair and blue eyes. He and his wife, Mildred, or Mrs D, as she was affectionately called, managed Markham Hall, the ancestral home of the Markhams and where Banner and Anne resided with her former father-in-law, Sir Phillip. According to Anne, there had been a Davis taking care of a Markham for over four generations. 
 
    “Davis, thank God! What happened? How is she? What have they told you?” 
 
    “Mildred and I were in the kitchen when Charlie began barking and making a ruckus. I went to see what had him so upset and found Miss Anne in the sitting room on the floor by the sofa. Mildred and I tried to help her up, but she complained of a terrible pain in her side and begged us not to move her. We made her as comfortable as we could, then I called Doctor Houser. He instructed me to bring her to hospital as quickly as possible. We managed to get her up and into the old Wolseley coupe. When I arrived, orderlies were waiting. They helped her into a wheelchair and took her inside. A nursing sister led me here and told me the doctor would be out as soon as he’d examined her. That was about thirty minutes ago.”  
 
    Banner nodded. “Thank you. And thank you for getting her here so quickly.” Checking his watch, he asked, “You say it’s been about thirty minutes?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “All right. Stay here, please, and wait for Sir Phillip. I’m going to see what I can find out.”  
 
    Banner hadn’t taken more than a few steps into the hall when he saw Doctor Donald Houser, the 503rd’s chief medical officer, coming toward him. Houser, a career Army officer in his early forties, was about Banner’s build, though not quite as tall, with brown hair, deep brown eyes and an easy-going manner that belied the fierceness with which he tended to protect his patients — as Banner had learned on more than one occasion. 
 
    “Is Anne all right?” Banner asked, worry etched on his face. “Davis said she’d fallen and had stomach pains. Is it the baby?”  
 
    “No. It’s not the baby,” Houser answered, shaking his head. “But, at the moment, she is being prepped for surgery.” 
 
    “Surgery?! Why? What’s wrong?”  
 
    “She has acute appendicitis.” 
 
    “Appendicitis?” Banner repeated. “Are you sure she’s not in labor?” 
 
    “Yes, General, I’m sure,” Houser replied, giving Banner a look that said, ‘do I tell you how to fly airplanes’. “Labor pains are generally of a short duration, not longer than a couple of minutes, and not that severe. The pain she’s experiencing is intense, continuous and localized in the lower right abdominal quadrant. She also has a slight fever, and her white cell count is a little elevated. These symptoms and the fact that she doesn’t present the usual signs of preterm labor, indicate acute appendicitis. It’s not that rare during pregnancy, but it is very dangerous for Anne and the baby. If the appendix bursts before it can be removed, it could result in sepsis, peritonitis and gangrene. We could lose them both. That’s why the surgery.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” Banner demanded, his voice rising. “Why aren’t you with her? Getting ready to operate?” 
 
    “Because I’m not operating,” Houser replied calmly. “I will assist, but Doctor Pierce will be performing the surgery.”  
 
    “Pierce? Who’s Pierce? Why aren’t you operating?” On two occasions, Houser had saved Banner’s life when he’d been badly wounded. He knew him to be an excellent surgeon but, more to the point, he trusted him.  
 
    “Doctor Pierce is a recent addition to our staff,” Houser explained. “In civilian life, his field was obstetrics. I’m not operating,” he continued patiently, “because Pierce has successfully performed this operation several times before, and I think he’s the most qualified. Anne is healthy and strong, but she’s a little older than most women in their first pregnancy which could lead to complications. I believe her prognosis, and that of the baby, is very good with Pierce operating.” 
 
    “Sorry, Don,” Banner apologized. “I didn’t mean… How long will the surgery take?” 
 
    “I’ve never witnessed the procedure myself, so I don’t really know,” Houser replied. “It will depend on what Pierce finds when he goes in. I’ll let you know how it goes as soon as she’s moved to Recovery. You can see her when she’s back in her room. I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Banner stood staring down the empty hall after Houser left, trying to come to grips with the fact there was nothing he could do but wait. He glanced at his watch, 1120. A discreet cough from the corner of the room interrupted his thoughts.  
 
    “Davis. I’m sorry,” he said with an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid I’d forgotten you were here.” 
 
    “Quite all right, sir. I was just wondering if you needed me for anything further. Mildred will be worrying and anxious for news. If I don’t let her know what’s happening soon, I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    Banner laughed. “You’re right… No, there’s nothing you can do here. Go home and try to keep Mrs D from worrying too much. I’ll call as soon as I know anything.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you.”  
 
    Davis hadn’t been gone very long when Mitch Stanton appeared. A retread from the last war and in his late forties, Stanton was of average height and build with graying hair. He wore thick, black-framed glasses over chestnut eyes giving him a rather scholarly appearance, which was only appropriate as before the war he’d been a tenured mathematics professor at the University of New Hampshire. He was now a lieutenant colonel and the Group’s ground exec — deputy commander for ground operations — but when Banner had been commander, Stanton had been his adjutant, and they’d become close friends. 
 
    “The guard notified Headquarters when you came through the gate,” Stanton said as he took Banner’s hand. “Then Ernie came by the office and said you were over here. Something about Anne having labor pains?” 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Mitch,” Banner said, relieved to have someone he could talk to. Relating everything Houser had told him, he finished with, “They should be operating any time now.” Suddenly overwhelmed by the thought, Banner found a chair and sat down heavily, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees, his face in his hands. “She just has to be all right, Mitch. I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happens to her or the baby.” 
 
    “You’ll do whatever you have to, Frank, as you always have. But nothing’s going to happen. You said Don thought her chances were good, very good. You know he wouldn’t have said that unless he believed it. Let’s just keep a positive thought.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Banner agreed, trying to reassure himself. But deep inside, he couldn’t drive out the fear that he might lose the woman he loved more than life.  
 
    Sir Phillip arrived about an hour later, his face tense with worry. With a nod to Stanton, he went over to Banner. “Sorry it took so long to get here, Frank. I was tied up in a meeting with Sir Arthur and couldn’t get away.” ‘Sir Arthur’ was Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, RAF Bomber Command. “What’s happened? How is she?”  
 
    Markham was a distinguished looking senior officer in his late fifties, tall and lean with dark blue eyes, a ruddy complexion, white hair, and a neatly trimmed brush mustache. An air vice marshal, the equivalent of an American two-star general, he was Banner’s liaison with RAF Bomber Command. Banner again repeated what Houser had told him; Markham nodding, listened without interruption. He was just as anxious as Banner. He loved Anne as much as he would have had she been his own daughter. With the death of his son, and that of his wife from grief a few weeks later, Anne and by extension Frank Banner were the only family he had. “So, there’s nothing we can do but wait.” 
 
    “That’s about the size of it. But I trust Houser,” Banner replied, trying to reassure himself as much as Markham. “He doesn’t sugarcoat, and he says her chances are good. You might as well take a seat, Phillip. We’re going to be here a while.” 
 
      
 
    Just before 1300, the window in the waiting room began to vibrate, and the loud drone of the engines of the Group’s returning bombers could be heard overhead. Banner went to the window where he could see the B-17s circling the field, each waiting his turn to land. He was pleased there were no red flares, the signal that an aircraft had wounded on-board.  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s my cue to go, General,” Stanton said, standing. “Colonel Peters will want a count.” 
 
    Banner looked back at him, surprised. “That’s the adjutant’s job.” Then jokingly said, “You haven’t been fired as ground exec, have you?” 
 
    “No,” Stanton laughed. “Not yet anyway. I’ve just been doing double duty again for a few weeks. Major Fischer is currently at the Station Hospital in Lilford, in Northamptonshire, having his right leg put back together.” 
 
    “I just saw Jim Peters a few days ago,” Banner said. “He didn’t say anything about needing a new adjutant.” 
 
    “Probably didn’t think it worth mentioning. It’s just temporary. Fischer will be on limited duty but should be back by the end of the month.” 
 
    Out of curiosity Banner asked, “What happened to his leg?” 
 
    “You remember our first mission to Berlin a couple of months ago? A rumor was going around that some of the ground echelons were going to stow away for the ‘Big One’. Peters found out and announced he’d court-martial anyone who tried. Being more inventive, young Fischer talked him into letting him go along as ‘mission photographer’. Convinced him we should have a photographic record of our first raid over Berlin for the group historian. He took a K-20 and a couple cartridges of film and took some really great pictures, but on the way home he caught a piece of flak in his leg. It was busted up pretty good. Houser said he’d need a metal plate and pins to put the pieces back together and shipped him over to Lilford to see a specialist. I’ve been doing double duty since he left… No big thing,” he said, grinning at Banner. “It’s not like I haven’t done it before.” When Stanton had been Banner’s adjutant, he’d also had to take on the additional job of ground exec when they’d lost theirs and couldn’t get a replacement. 
 
    “I wonder if Fischer thinks the trip to Berlin was worth it,” Banner said, shaking his head. “Okay. Thanks again for coming by Mitch. Tell Colonel Peters I’ll try to come by later and tell Ernie he can go back to Headquarters. I don’t know how long I’ll be here. I’ll catch a ride later.” 
 
    After Stanton’s departure, Banner and Markham exchanged small talk for a while, but that soon dried up, and they sat in silence, each with his thoughts. An orderly brought in a pot of coffee and a plate of sandwiches, but neither could eat. Between cups of coffee, Banner watched the clock. Thirteen thirty passed. Fourteen hundred. Fifteen hundred came and went. The stress of waiting had him pacing the room. Markham watched in silence; there was nothing he could say that would lessen Banner’s anxiety… or his own. 
 
    Finally, a little after 1530, Houser returned. The smile on his face said it all. “The operation went very well, although it took longer than expected. Both Anne and the baby are fine, no complications.”  
 
    The relief on Banner’s face was palpable, as it was on Markham’s. “Thank God!” they both said almost simultaneously. 
 
    Then Banner asked, “When can we see her?”  
 
    “She’s still in recovery,” Houser said. “But as soon as we get her settled back in her room, you can have a short visit, but only one at a time. She’ll be pretty groggy from the anesthesia for a while yet and probably won’t even know you’re there. I’m putting her in your old room, General, in D Wing.”  
 
    Banner knew the room intimately. He’d spent the better part of a month there after a particularly bad mission over Hamburg. “What happens now? How soon can we take her home?”  
 
    “She’ll need a few days to recover, but I’d like her to keep her a little longer than that. There’s always the chance of infection, not to mention a premature delivery,” Houser replied. “The first days after surgery will be the riskiest. Both Anne and the baby will have to be monitored closely.”  
 
    “She won’t be best pleased with that,” Markham put in. 
 
    “Phillip’s right,” Banner agreed. “She doesn’t like being confined at home, but she’d really hate it here.” Anne had intended to keep working as long as she could until her boss, Colonel B — Colonel Maurice Buckmaster, chief of SOE’s ‘F’ (French) Section — had called her in and told her that while it was admirable of her to ‘soldier on’, she was becoming a distraction to her co-workers, and it was time for her to go home and ‘get on with it’. Banner smothered a laugh remembering how spitting mad she’d been when she repeated what Buckmaster had said. Since then, Anne had been grumpy and hard to live with. He’d tried to be supportive, but his patience had been wearing thin. Then in one of her tempers she’d let it slip that as a member of the French Section, she’d been briefed on the upcoming invasion, and he’d realized that much of her foul mood was due to knowing the invasion was finally ‘on’, and she wasn’t going to be part of it. 
 
    “Is it that important she stay here, Doc?” Banner asked. “You know she doesn’t like hospitals and trying to keep her here will only make her more upset. That can’t be good for her recovery. We can keep her in bed at home. The Davises will look after her.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m afraid it is. The risk to her and the baby is too great. I need to keep a close watch, and that’s not possible if she goes back to Markham Hall. The more time she has to recover here, the better her chances are for a normal birth.” 
 
    “All right,” Banner said, resigned. “I’ll explain it to her. She won’t like it, but I know she’ll do what’s best for the baby.” 
 
    “Good,” Houser said. “That’s settled then.” Glancing at his watch, he added, “She should be ready to be moved to her room by now. Give me about ten minutes, then come on back. The nurse will show you the way.” 
 
    “I think I remember how to get there,” Banner said with a wry grin.  
 
    Houser laughed. “Yes, I bet you do.” 
 
    As Houser was leaving, the duty nurse appeared. “Excuse me, sirs. Air Marshal, there’s a call for you. You can take it in Doctor Houser’s office. If you’ll follow me, sir.” 
 
    After a few minutes, Markham returned. “I’m sorry, Frank. I have to leave. That was Sir Arthur’s office. I’m required at another meeting at Bushy Park.” Bushy Park was the location of SHAEF, Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces.  
 
    “I understand.” Banner had a pretty good idea what the meeting was probably about. There had been a lot of important meetings lately. “I’ll explain and give Anne your love.” 
 
      
 
    Banner turned the knob and quietly opened the door to Anne’s room. She looked peacefully asleep and, as he stood there, he took a moment to survey the small room where he’d once spent so much time. It hadn’t changed. Better than a crowded ward, but not by much, the room boasted a narrow GI bed, gray metal nightstand, a small gray over-bed table, a gray metal wardrobe set against the wall and, for a change of color, one brown wooden chair. The room’s best feature was the window to the left of the bed that allowed fresh air and sunlight into the room. He gazed back at his wife, beautiful even in a hospital bed, and wondered again how he could have been so lucky. She was the best thing— 
 
    A faint drowsy voice interrupted his thoughts. “Frank?” 
 
    Banner quickly went to her side, leaned over, and brushing a wayward strand of hair from her face, kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Hi.” 
 
      
 
    Commander’s Office  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing  
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    The sky had turned dark and was threatening rain again when Banner finally left the hospital. It was only a short walk to group Headquarters and, as he neared the building, he observed his staff car parked in front.  
 
    The adjutant’s ‘office’ was not very big, just a small outer administrative area guarding the commander’s inner private office. Two desks, the adjutant and a clerk shared the available space with numerous filing cabinets and a cast iron coal-burning pot-bellied stove which provided questionable heat in the winter and warmed a coffeepot year-round. There was no sign of temporary Adjutant Mitch Stanton, but Ernie Ross was sitting at his old desk, typing.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Sergeant? Didn’t Colonel Stanton tell you I said you could go back to Headquarters?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But I thought I’d hang around in case you needed something, and Danny, I mean Corporal Kiefer, is always behind on his typing. I called and cleared it with Mrs Phillips.”  
 
    “All right,” Banner acknowledged. “Thank you. I guess I will need a ride back, after all. By the way, where is ‘Jack’?” 
 
    ‘Jack’ was what he called Corporal Danny Kiefer. When Ross had qualified as an air gunner, Kiefer had been assigned to replace him. A skinny red-headed twenty-year-old, Kiefer had one of those baby faces that belied his age, making him look like he should be jerking sodas in a drug store. He was a hard-worker and a good clerk, but was overly intimidated by rank, especially by senior officers. Every time Banner appeared or said anything, he’d spring up like the ‘jack-in-the-box’ children’s toy. It had almost driven Banner to distraction. 
 
    “Distribution run,” Ross replied with a grin. “He should be back in twenty, or thirty minutes.”  
 
    Banner laughed. “Thanks for the warning. Is Colonel Peters in his office?”  
 
    “No, sir. He and Major Walker are in Operations going over today’s mission.”  
 
    “Thanks. I’m going to be a while yet, Ernie. Why don’t you take off and go spend some time with Miss Todd.” Megan Todd was the young bar maid at the Boar’s Head, the local pub. Ross had been spending all his off-duty time with her for the better part of a year. Banner thought he was getting serious. “Be back in about an hour.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you.” Ross quickly finished the letter he’d been typing, then grabbed his hat. At the door, he turned back, “Sir, I’m glad Mrs Banner is going to be okay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ernie. Now, you’d better get going.” Banner smiled. It never failed to amaze him how fast information traveled on a military installation. It hadn’t been an hour since he’d learned the outcome of Anne’s operation himself. Ross, and everyone else on the base, probably knew before he did.  
 
    Banner followed Ross out of the office, then turned left down the hall to Operations where the locked door opened at his knock. The Operations officer and his staff were working the next day’s mission, so before anyone could call the room to attention, Banner announced, “Carry-on.” Looking around, he located Peters and his Air Exec, Major Jack Walker, at the back of the room studying strike photos through a large magnifying loupe.  
 
    Both Jim Peters and Jack Walker were fine young officers. They worked very well together, though as is often the case in wartime, they came from completely different backgrounds. Peters, a twenty-six-year-old westerner from Arizona, was a graduate of West Point, Class of ’38 and a career officer. Walker, on the other hand, just twenty-one and a hardware store clerk in Sioux City, Iowa, saving to go to the local community college, had enlisted in the Army as an aviation cadet, hoping to become a pilot. In the final weeks of his flight training, distracted by a family emergency, his performance ratings fell. In the rush to turn out pilots in those early days, special circumstances weren’t considered, so he’d washed out and been sent to bombardier school. 
 
    Walker looked up as Banner approached and, before he could straighten and salute, Banner saluted him. Walker self-consciously returned the general’s courtesy.  
 
    Superior officers didn’t usually salute their juniors, but Walker wore the powder-blue ribbon with little white stars that represented the Medal of Honor on his uniform. It was military tradition that superior officers salute a Medal of Honor recipient as a gesture of respect, regardless of rank.  
 
    It took a lot to wear that medal. Walker had earned it the year before during the mission over Hamburg when Banner had been critically wounded. Against all odds, with the bomber shot to pieces and most of the crew dead or wounded, including himself, bombardier First Lieutenant Jack Walker had brought the plane home. For his courage that day, and saving the lives of his crew, he’d been awarded the medal. And because of the natural ability he’d demonstrated while bringing that crippled plane back, Banner had successfully campaigned for him to be given another chance at pilot training. After two months back in the States to complete his training, Captain Walker had returned to the 503rd a rated pilot. By the end of the year, he’d been made a squadron commander, and three months ago he’d earned his majority and become the group’s deputy commander of air operations. 
 
    “Still not comfortable with the medal, Jack,” Banner said. It was a statement, not a question.  
 
    “I’m okay with most of it now, sir,” Walker replied with an embarrassed grin. “But I don’t think I’ll ever get used to you saluting me.”  
 
    Banner laughed, then turned to Peters. “How’d the mission go today, Jim?” 
 
    “It was a good run, General. Jack led. Doc Houser has me grounded for a few days with an ear infection. Despite Weather’s forecast of clear skies, Jack says they encountered heavy cloud cover over the Channel, 10/10 undercast but, as they approached the target, it suddenly cleared to scattered, and they were able to bomb visually. Except for some flak, he says they met very little opposition. Didn’t see a single fighter.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Walker put in. “We just flew over, dropped our bombs and came home. Our P-51 escort complained they had nothing to do, that they were just wasting gas.” 
 
    “Losses?” 
 
    “Six aircraft sustained some minor flak damage from a few accurate bursts over the target,” Peters replied. “But all aircraft returned safely with no casualties. We were just looking at some of the strike photos.” He positioned one of the photos under the loupe for Banner to see. “This was taken just before the bombs dropped. See that line of tank cars sitting on the siding? The way they went up,” he said, positioning another photo showing massive explosions and flames, “they had to be full of fuel; aviation, I hope. Anyway, there’ll be a lot of thirsty engines somewhere tonight.”  
 
    Banner was constantly impressed by how Jim Peters had grown since he’d been made group commander. When Banner had taken temporary command of the 503rd, he found he needed an air exec. After a review of personnel files, he’d picked Peters, then a major and a squadron commander. Peters had been surprised by his selection, as there had been others more senior with equal experience, but he quickly proved Banner had chosen well. When Banner had been sidelined in the hospital after the Hamburg mission, Peters had run the Group. Just before Banner moved up to take command of the Wing, Peters’ promotion to lieutenant colonel had come through enabling Banner to recommend him to take over the 503rd. It had taken considerable persuasion, but General Allerton, First Bombardment Division commander, had finally agreed. Peters had initially been a little overwhelmed by the job — as well as by his rapid advancement from squadron commander to air exec to group commander in less than six months — but he’d matured into a capable and self-confident leader, comfortable with a responsibility well beyond his years. 
 
    Banner was looking through the other strike photos, when Peters, a little hesitantly began, “General, for the last few weeks we’ve been bombing railroad marshalling yards, bridges, airfields and coastal batteries. Tomorrow’s mission is another gun emplacement on the coast. What’s going on, sir? We finally have the new mustangs for long-range escort and can go deep into Germany. Shouldn’t we be going after the targets that will really hurt ‘em: the synthetic fuel plants, oil refineries, ball bearing factories, fighter factories… We’ve spent the last year and a half working our way through France to get at Germany and the industrial Ruhr. Now we seem to be going in reverse, attacking targets back along the coast.” He paused a minute, carefully considering what he would say next. “Sir, before, all our targets were ‘strategic’. But all these new ones read ‘tactical’. And all the ships and boats we see in the ports below as we fly over. The way this island has been filling up with men and material, tent cities everywhere… Well, we… Jack and I… we’ve been wondering if all this is leading up to—” 
 
    “Colonel,” Banner interrupted firmly, his voice lowered, “you think too much. Just follow your orders. And keep your wondering to yourself. Am I making myself clear!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Peters responded, chastened. But Banner thought he detected just the slightest upward twitch at the corners of Peters’ mouth, the flicker of a smile, and a perceptive glint in his eye. Walker, not as prudent, wore a wide grin. They might not know when, but he had no doubt both men knew the invasion was very close. When it came right down to it, everyone knew it. If you were at all observant and had half a brain, it wasn’t hard… not even for the Germans.  
 
      
 
    Leaving Operations, Banner went back to Peters’ office to make a few overdue phone calls to Markham Hall, Sir Phillip and his office. Mrs Phillips informed him that he had several messages, but there was nothing that couldn’t wait until the morning. He thanked her, told her he wasn’t sure what time he’d get back to the office and that neither she nor Colonel Durant should wait; he’d see them in the morning.  
 
    His calls completed, Banner went looking for Mitch Stanton, and found him, as expected, still working in his ground exec office. Stanton was on the phone when he entered; he stood to acknowledge Banner’s presence but kept talking. “… you were scheduled a month ago to put in those new hardstands this week… Yes, I am aware there’s a war on… On whose order…? Oh.… Well, when do you think you can get here…? Two more weeks…! And just where are we supposed to park our planes until then…? Be careful, Lieutenant! Remember who you’re talking to. All right! All right! … Yes… Goodbye.”  
 
    “Insubordinate little…” Stanton slammed the receiver back in its cradle, clearly annoyed. “Aviation engineers,” he said, explaining. “They were supposed to have been here Monday to pour ten additional loop hardstands, but never showed. I’ve been trying to get them on the phone all week. Now this snot-nosed second lieutenant, who’s probably been in-theater all of two days, tells me we were bumped by some outfit at Division with a higher priority.  
 
    “I’ve got two aircraft sharing every pan hardstand we have now and three in the loops. More are parking along the edge of the perimeter taxiways. And I have the same problem with billeting. I don’t have enough Nissen huts to house all the new crews arriving. I’ve had to put up tents, and I’m having a hard time even finding enough of those.” Stanton shook his head. “And that little pissant shavetail had the nerve to tell me to take my problem up with the chaplain. You know, if anyone had told me a year ago, I’d be complaining about too many airplanes and crews—” Stopping, he ran a hand over his face. 
 
    Banner sympathized with Stanton’s frustration. The official Army Air Force definition of a ‘Group’ — what the Table of Allowances specified was required to support the unit’s mission — was four squadrons of twelve aircraft each, forty-eight B-17s. But in the first two years of the war, the most any group commander could expect was three under-strength squadrons of seven each, and maybe a couple of spares. Subtract from that number the combat losses that hadn’t been replaced and damaged aircraft awaiting repair, on any given day a bomb group was doing very good to get twenty planes into the air. All that had changed at the beginning of the year when new aircraft and crews began arriving faster than they could find a place to put them. 
 
    “Sorry, Frank,” he apologized as he came around his desk to shake Banner’s hand. “I didn’t mean to bother you with my problems; I’m sure you’ve got more than enough of your own.” Smiling broadly and changing the subject, he said, “Word is Anne’s operation was a total success. I told you everything would be all right. How’s she feeling?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess. I was only able to see her for a few minutes before Doc Houser ran me off. She was still pretty much out of it anyway. Houser told me to come back tomorrow when she was awake.” 
 
    “You might be in better shape tomorrow, too. You look wrapped pretty tight. You need to loosen up a little,” Stanton said, as he grabbed his hat. “What you need is a beer, my friend, and I know just the place to get it… Come on, I’ll even buy.”  
 
    The rain, a light drizzle, was just starting as they left Headquarters for the Officer’s Club. When they entered, Banner’s presence was immediately noticed, and he was met with welcoming smiles. He acknowledged those he recognized with a few words and a wave, and a nod to the new kids he didn’t know. Stanton ordered up two pints and, by the time Banner had finished his, he could feel the tension and anxiety of the day melting away. But not having had anything to eat since breakfast, one beer was enough, and saying goodnight, he left the club to find Ross waiting outside with the car.  
 
    As they left the base, the light drizzle was turning into a heavy rain. Rather than go straight back to Headquarters, Banner had Ross drive him home to Markham Hall. The next several days would be hectic and, with Anne remaining in the hospital, he’d decided there was no point in trying to go home every night. He’d stay in his quarters at Bassingbourn. But first, he wanted to update the Davises on Anne’s condition and pick up a few things.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Markham Hall 
 
    Dunstable, England 
 
      
 
    It was raining hard when Ross pulled onto the graveled area in front of the large three-story Georgian manor house. Surrounded by well-kept lawns, dark sculptured hedges, and row upon row of colorful flowers in early summer bloom, Markham Hall had been in the family since the 1740s, when a distant ancestor had been made baronet and granted a large tract of land by King George II, although over the years heavy taxes and the cost of upkeep had required selling off much of the acreage. Sir Phillip was the eleventh baronet, but with the death of his son and no surviving male heir, the title would end with him.  
 
    As soon as the car stopped, Banner jumped out and sprinted for the front door; Ross followed right behind. Davis held the door open, but both were soaked to the skin by the time they got inside. Just off the entry hall was the sitting room, and a warm fire had been lit in the fireplace to keep the damp chill of the rain outside from creeping in.  
 
    Banner and Ross were stripping off their dripping uniform jackets for Davis to hang by the fire, when Charlie, Anne’s small Cairn terrier, jumped down from the sofa where he’d been curled up sleeping and, with his tail wagging wildly, ran over to Banner.  
 
    Banner had hardly given him more than a quick pat, when the terrier raced out to the entry hall as if looking for someone, then disappointed, sat down staring at the door.  
 
    “He’s been doing that all day, sir,” Davis said. “I believe he knows something’s amiss, and he keeps looking for Miss Anne. He’ll come back in a bit.” 
 
    As if he’d heard, a few seconds later, Charlie returned. This time before he could get away, Banner bent down and picked him up, ruffling the fur on the top of his head. “You miss Anne don’t you, boy?” he said, as he scratched under the dog’s chin and behind his ears. “She’ll be home soon,” he continued as he set him back down, “but until she does, you’ll have to be a good boy for Davis and Mrs D.”  
 
    Charlie turned to Davis, chuffed twice as if he understood, then jumped back up onto the sofa and lay down again, his eyes never leaving Banner.  
 
    Turning to Davis, Banner said, “I need to get out of this wet uniform. Would you take Sergeant Ross along to the kitchen? If I know Mrs D, she’ll have heard us arrive and is warming something up. I’ll join you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Davis replied, then to Ross, said, “Follow me, lad. Mildred will fix you right up.”  
 
    Ross, his eyes wide and his head swiveling, followed Davis out of the sitting room and down the hall toward the kitchen. He’d been to Markham Hall many times, driving Banner home or picking him up, but he’d not been inside. Born and raised in a modest home on the outskirts of Los Angeles, he’d never seen any place so grand.  
 
    Banner gave the pup another scratch behind his ears, and said, “Come on, Charlie. Help me find something dry to wear.” Then, with Charlie trotting ahead, he headed down the hall toward his living quarters. 
 
      
 
    Mrs D was warming something for them to eat and, as soon as Ross had taken a seat at the table, she set a fresh mug of hot black coffee in front of him, then went back to her cooking.  
 
    Mrs D was several years younger than her husband, maybe in her early fifties, and still a handsome woman, though her light brown hair neatly pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck was showing more than a few threads of gray. She had a warm welcoming smile, but for anyone who knew her, her usually bright and cheerful blue eyes reflected worry. 
 
    About ten minutes later, Banner, in a fresh uniform, entered the kitchen. Mrs D placed a hot cup of coffee in front of him as soon as he was seated. He took a sip of the steaming brew, then seeing the Davises waiting patiently nearby, set the cup down. “As I told you when I called, the operation went very well, and there were no complications. Both Anne and the baby are fine.” The couple smiled and nodded, visibly relieved. “I was able to see her when they brought her back to her room,” he continued, “but only for a few minutes; she was still very sleepy from the anesthetic. I spoke with Doctor Houser after her operation. He’s concerned about the possibility of infection, or premature delivery, and wants to keep her in the hospital for a few days, maybe longer, so they can monitor her recovery.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” Mrs D exclaimed as her hands flew up to her face. “She won’t like that at all.”  
 
    Mrs D knew Anne very well. She was more of a friend and confidant to her than servant. She’d been one of the first to welcome Anne to Markham Hall when she’d come over from America in 1936 as a new bride and had helped her adjust to English ways. And she’d been there to comfort and support her after the death of her husband, Robert. “Miss Anne is not one to sit abed,” she said looking at her husband who was nodding in agreement.  
 
    “She doesn’t know yet,” Banner said. “Doctor Houser plans to tell her in the morning when the effects of the anesthesia have worn off, and she’s fully awake.” 
 
    “She’ll be that upset, for certain,” Mrs D said. “But I’m sure she’ll come to see the right of it. Would it be possible for me to visit? I could take her a few things that would make her more comfortable.”  
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Banner replied. “It might cheer her up. If Doctor Houser has no objections, I’ll make the arrangements first thing in the morning… Also,” he added, “as Anne won’t be home, I’ve decided to spend the next few nights in my quarters at Bassingbourn. I’ve set out a few things, Davis, if you could pack them in a bag for me…” 
 
    “I’ll attend to it at once, sir.” 
 
    Their food ready, Mrs D dished up the warm stew she’d cobbled together from leftovers. As Banner and Ross ate, the couple left the kitchen, Davis to pack a bag for Banner, while Mrs D selected a few essentials for Banner to take to Anne. 
 
      
 
    Headquarters  
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force  
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    It was late and still raining hard when Banner finally made it back to his Headquarters. A former RAF aerodrome built just before the war, Bassingbourn was located in Cambridgeshire about forty miles north of London. Unlike most of the AAF bases that had sprung up all over East Anglia, Bassingbourn, courtesy of the RAF, boasted permanent brick and concrete buildings, paved and curbed streets, sidewalks, and extensive landscaping. Bassingbourn was also home to the 511th, another of Banner’s Groups. Like the 503rd, Banner had also once been its commander, but the 511th was special; it had been his first B-17 command. 
 
    Ross dropped Banner in front of the Headquarters building, then drove off to take his bags to his quarters and put the car away. From the outside, the building was totally dark belying the activity inside. War was a twenty-four/seven operation, and just days away from the invasion, it was even busier.  
 
    Entering the building, Banner showed the guard on duty his AGO card — his Army identification issued by the Adjutant General’s Office. Then slapping his hat against his leg to shake the water off, he took the stairs to the second floor where uniformed men and women walked purposely up and down the hall, darting in and out of offices. Lights were visible under almost every door, except his. Opening the door to his outer office, Mrs Phillip’s domain, and switching on the light, he took off the dripping trench coat he’d picked up at home and hung it on a hanger to dry next to the one he’d forgotten to take in his haste that morning. Knowing Mrs Phillips would have closed the blackout curtains before she left, he proceeded into his office, switched on his desk light, then closed the door so as not to be disturbed. 
 
    His office — formerly that of Woody Stone, and before him, the RAF officer commanding — was larger than most with polished oak floors covered by the odd Persian rug. His desk, positioned across from the door near the outside wall, was a large mahogany executive accented with rubbed bronze hardware and stepped-back bun feet. Two comfortable black leather armchairs were placed in front of the desk and, behind it, a high-back, leather executive swivel chair. Along the outside wall, hidden by heavy blackout curtains, were three tall French windows which on a sunny day let in a warm and cheery light. On the left side of the room was a large sitting area with a black leather sofa and two comfortable wingback chairs arranged in a half circle in front of a small brick fireplace. The opposite end of the room was occupied by a mahogany conference table surrounded by matching black leather chairs. Beyond them, affixed to the wall and hidden behind a curtain, was a large, detailed map of England and Western Europe. Lastly, and most importantly as far as Banner was concerned, on the table under the window just behind the desk was his coffee pot sitting on an electric hot plate. 
 
    Pouring himself a cup of the still hot day-old coffee, Banner grimaced at the bitter taste, then began to sort through his messages. As Mrs Phillips had said, there was nothing that couldn’t wait until morning. He briefly thought of calling it a day, but knew he was too keyed up to be able to sleep. Rather than sit there worrying about Anne, he picked up the folder containing the day’s post-mission reports.  
 
    The morning weather briefing had forecasted good weather over the continent, but each of his Groups had reported haze and poor visibility if not total cloud cover. The skies had cleared enough for the 503rd to bomb visually, but both the 511th and the 515th had had to bomb blind using Pathfinders, lead aircraft equipped with the new H2X radar. Radar enabled them to bomb through the clouds, marking the target dropping point for the rest of the formation, however, the resolution of the new radar wasn’t that great. Small targets were hard to identify and near misses were common. Looking at the day’s strike photos, he could see at least one target, the 515th’s, would require a return visit. Overall, however, it was still better than never getting off the ground or having to abort and return to base with bombs still hanging in their shackles. Before the arrival of the airborne radar in February, they’d been lucky to be able to fly more than a week or two a month; at least now they were able to fly almost every day.  
 
    We’ve learned a lot about daylight bombing in the last two years, he thought, though the ‘precision’ part still needs work. Sitting back and slowly sipping the bitter coffee, Banner remembered VIII Bomber Command’s (later re-designated as Eighth Air Force), and his, first combat mission in August 1942. A shallow penetration raid to the railroad marshalling yards at Rouen, France, it had been a maximum effort, which at that time meant all twelve B-17s with an escort of RAF Supermarine Spitfires. The bombers had been divided into two six-ship flights. Major Paul Tibbets had led the first flight with his Group Commander, Colonel Frank Armstrong, flying co-pilot in the right seat. The second flight was led by then Brigadier General Ira Eaker, commander of VIII Bomber Command. Banner, a major at the time, had piloted the fifth ship in Tibbets’ flight. It was their first daylight bombing mission, and no one had known what to expect. The general feeling among the crews — hidden behind a facade of false bravado — was that many of them wouldn’t be coming back. But they did and hadn’t lost a single aircraft.  
 
    Since then, however, they had struggled through almost two years of crushing losses and sacrifice of both men and planes, with many at home, and in-theater, questioning if the results achieved justified the losses. Demoralized aircrews felt they were the only ones carrying the load, and that they were dying with little to show for it. There had been great pressure from all sides to end daylight bombing and join the British in their nightly raids. But the Army Air Force had stood firm and, finally with enough men and planes, they had virtually driven the Luftwaffe from the sky. Now, in just a few days, the lion’s share of the load would shift from the air forces to an invading army. Banner hoped they were ready. 
 
    Everything that could be done in preparation had been or was being done. In late ‘43, aircraft production in the States had finally caught up with demand, and the AAF began to receive the bombers and long-range fighters, and crews, they so desperately needed. And in the months that followed, the Army Air Force at long last achieved the sine qua non for any ground invasion of Fortress Europe: air superiority.  
 
    Sailors, airmen and soldiers from every Allied nation — American, British, Canadian, Australian, New Zealanders, Free French, as well as Czechs, Belgians, Norwegian, Polish, Dutch, and more — served on ships, flew from airfields and were encamped in barracks, aircraft hangars, schools, private estates, even canvas cities that had sprung up anywhere there was a field big enough to set up a tent. The US military presence alone had so multiplied that the British populace, at first welcoming, had quickly become overwhelmed and more than a little irritated by their presence. After four years of rationing, food shortages, and making do, the appearance of these cocky young gum-chewing Americans with plenty of everything left the British more than a little ‘browned off’. The problem with the Americans, they began to say, was that they were ‘over fed, over paid, over sexed and over here’.  
 
    The Allies were as ready as they would ever be. Nevertheless, there was considerable apprehension over the coming operation. Of overriding concern was the weather, as it had been from day one of the air war. England was plagued with almost year-round rain, fog and gloom. When England’s weather was clear, the Continent’s wasn’t, and vice versa. Clear skies were essential, not just at take-off and over the target, but on return. It might not be possible to launch even on a clear day, if the weather were predicted to be so miserable upon return that pilots wouldn’t be able to land. That had been a costly lesson for the Eighth, both in terms of aircraft and crews, but one they had finally learned. Virtually every Field Order included the words, ‘weather permitting’, and it was not unusual for missions to be scrubbed at the last minute, or for groups to be recalled halfway to the target because of weather.  
 
    Accordingly, weather conditions had also driven the planning for every aspect of the invasion. Bombers needed clear skies to find and hit their targets. Transports needed a full moon to illuminate the drop zones for the airborne troops. Ships and landing craft ferrying troops across the Channel required calm seas and tides low enough for the soldiers to land without drowning weighed down by their heavy equipment or becoming entangled in submerged obstacles. Everything depended on the weather. May had been a month of almost perfect weather for the invasion, but logistically, they hadn’t been ready.  
 
    Now that they were ready, the weather had turned against them again, and the last week had been plagued by thunderstorms, heavy rain and fog. Across the Channel the weather hadn’t been much better. Bomber formations without radar-equipped aircraft to lead the way had to divert to secondary targets, or targets of opportunity, when cloud cover precluded a successful attack on the German coastal fortifications.  
 
    As Supreme Commander, Eisenhower, known to all as ‘Ike’, bore the burden of setting the day and hour for the invasion and, despite fluid weather predictions, was gambling that the weather would clear sometime between 5 and 7 June. These three days provided a very narrow window where most, if not all, of the conditions for invasion might be marginally acceptable. If he missed that window, waited too long, it could be weeks before there would be another opportunity. Weeks that would give the Germans more time to prepare for the invasion they knew was coming. But if he went too soon…  
 
    Once Ike gave the ‘go’ order, they would be committed. If they got it wrong and were driven back into the Channel, it could be another year or more before the Allies would be ready to try again — assuming they had the resources and will to try again.  
 
    The day Ike had finally chosen, now only days away, was Monday, 5 June. 
 
      
 
    Banner had fallen asleep, slumped down in his chair, when the door to his office opened. Silhouetted in the doorway, the visitor quietly entered, removed his hat and raincoat and laid them over the back of a nearby chair. 
 
    “Evening, Frank,” the visitor said. “Nasty weather out there. I’ve missed a lot of things since I left England, but not that.”  
 
    Banner came immediately awake, annoyed at having fallen asleep at his desk. But his tired eyes quickly warmed at the sight of his old friend.  
 
    “Woody!”  
 
    Major General Woodrow Stone, a tall, distinguished-looking senior officer in his mid-fifties with steel-gray hair, deep-set brown eyes, and a distinctive square jaw, had been Banner’s close friend and mentor for over twenty years, and was like an older brother. Currently stationed in Washington, DC, at the new unfinished Pentagon building, Stone was an assistant chief of staff to General Henry ‘Hap’ Arnold, Commanding General of all US Army Air Forces.  
 
    General Arnold and the chiefs of the other armed services were among those with serious invasion concerns and had decided to send their operations and planning deputies over to observe D-Day preparations, operational readiness and morale. Hap Arnold had sent Woodrow Stone, and his appearance in Banner’s office came as a complete surprise. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Banner said, as he stood and quickly walked around his desk to take his friend’s hand. “Never mind. I can guess. When did you get in? Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?” 
 
    “We — myself and a few others — landed at RAF Bovingdon about four hours ago after twenty-four hours freezing our backsides on the not-so-padded seats of a C-87, one of those new converted Liberators. We’ve been in meetings at Bushy Park until about an hour ago when we broke for dinner. Never could eat this late, and figured I’d find you here, so I came straight over.”  
 
    Looking around his old office, Stone said, “From the good things I’ve heard, you seem to have settled into the job all right. Mrs Phillips keeping you out of trouble?” 
 
    “God, yes! She’s the only thing that got me through those first few months. I don’t know what I’d have done without her.” 
 
    “She did the same for me. Did she mention that I asked her to come to Washington with me? She turned me down, of course. Said she would love to see America some time, but her Trevor would be posted back to England soon, and she wanted to be here when that happened.” 
 
    “For my sake, at least, I’m glad she stayed,” Banner said. “And she was right. Trevor was transferred back to England in February. He’s a squadron leader now at Biggin Hill.” 
 
    “Good for her! Give her my best will you and tell her I’ll try to come by for a visit before I leave.” Taking a closer look at Banner, he said, “You know, you look like hell. You been getting enough sleep?” 
 
    “Not really. Things have been pretty hectic lately, never enough hours in the day. And Anne’s had some medical problems—” 
 
    “I heard,” Stone interrupted. “I ran into Phillip at SHAEF, and he filled me in, said she came though the operation just fine.” 
 
    “Yes, thank God. But Doc Houser is worried about infection and possible premature delivery and wants to keep her in the hospital for a few days.” 
 
    “Knowing Anne, that won’t be easy,” Stone said as he dropped into one of the leather chairs positioned in front of his former desk. “How’d she take it?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know yet,” he grinned, “and I’m not looking forward to being there when Houser tells her. She’ll—”  
 
    Before he could go on, his telephone began to ring. Picking up the receiver, Banner identified himself, listened for a minute, then said, “Yes, he’s with me now.” Another minute of listening, then, “I’ll tell him.” He’d barely put the receiver back on its cradle when the phone rang again. Answering it, he again listened, then turned to Woody. “It’s for you. The duty officer at RAF Bomber Command.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Stone said. “I had to leave your number.” Frowning, he took the phone from Banner’s outstretched hand and said, “Stone.” He listened for a few seconds, looked at his watch, then interrupted, “Do you know what time it is, Lieutenant? I have been awake for over thirty-six hours, and the only thing I plan to do for the remainder of this evening, if it still is evening, is get some sleep… I don’t care! You tell whoever gave you those orders that I have already spoken with the air vice marshal and will be meeting him for breakfast tomorrow… Yes. Goodbye.” Shaking his head, Stone hung up the phone. “Young fool was told find me and arrange a meeting with Phillip ‘at the earliest’. At one o’clock in the morning! You’d think they’d teach these kids a little common sense.” 
 
    Banner laughed. “Yes, well there seems to be a sense of urgency about everything these days. That first call was Doolittle’s aide. The general would like you to join him for a working lunch at Pinetree tomorrow at thirteen hundred hours.” Pinetree was code name for 8th Air Force Headquarters. 
 
    “That should be interesting,” Stone said. “And I can guess what he wants to talk about. He’s trying to sell Arnold on a change in the current policy that requires fighter escort to remain with the bombers all the way to the target and back. The groups have been encountering fewer enemy fighters of late, and he believes the P-51s are being wasted. He thinks we should send them ahead of the formations to ferret out the German fighters rather than wait until they attack. And once the bombers are heading home, he wants to release the fighters to go hunting for targets of opportunity.” 
 
    “Actually, that might not be such a bad idea,” Banner said after some thought. “The Luftwaffe only seems to come out to fight now if we go deep into Germany to attack Berlin or their oil refineries. Turning those P-51s loose to go after the 109s and FWs in the air and find and strafe their airfields and the planes on the ground, might be a better use of their capabilities.” 
 
    “My groups didn’t engage any fighters today. The 511th only reported seeing one in the distance, and Jack Walker — he led the 503rd today — reported his fighter escort were complaining they had nothing to do. I believe the groups in Bill Thompson’s wing have been reporting pretty much the same. It’s been like this for weeks.”  
 
    “Walker!” Stone interrupted. “Captain Jack Walker! How’s he doing? I haven’t heard anything about him since his medal ceremony.” Stone was at Walsham the day that Walker brought the crippled Lucky Lady and her crew home, and after learning the details of the flight, had himself initiated the recommendation for Walker’s Medal of Honor. 
 
    “He’s a major now, and the 503rd’s air exec,” Banner replied. “He and Jim Peters make a good team. And as we expected, Walker has already stated his intention to stay in after the war, make a career of it. He wants to go to the Point.” 
 
    “I’m glad. The boy showed a lot of promise.” Stone shook his head as he went on, “I’m still amazed when I think about what he did that day, how he brought that mass of twisted metal back and put her down — shot to pieces, on one engine, no landing gear, out of fuel…” 
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant memory for Banner; he’d almost died that day. Looking at his watch, he said, “If you’re going to meet Phillip for breakfast, you’d better get out of here and get some sleep. Where are you staying? I’ll give you a lift.” 
 
    “They had reserved a room for me at Claridge’s, but I checked out. It’s a zoo over there; I’d never get any sleep. I’m at the Regency. Phillip offered me the use of that suite he keeps there.” Grabbing up his coat and hat, Stone said, “Don’t worry about the ride. I have a car and driver waiting… Look, I’ve got a full schedule tomorrow, but let’s get together for dinner at the hotel. There’s something I want to discuss with you. About eight?” 
 
    “All right. Although the last time you invited me to your hotel for dinner and to discuss something, it was to talk me into taking your Wing. If you’re thinking of offering me a job on Arnold’s staff, I can tell you right now, I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” Stone chuckled. “I promise. See you tonight.” 
 
    After Stone had gone, Banner wondered, Now what? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, 2 June, 1944 (D-3) 
 
    Headquarters, First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    Banner was in the office early, arriving even before Mrs Phillips, who was always the first one in. After starting a fresh pot of coffee in his office, he walked down the hall to Intelligence looking for any new information they might have on Luftwaffe fighter strength, then to Weather for their daily forecast, and finally, to Operations for a copy of the Division’s Field Orders for the next day. By the time he returned to the office an hour later, Mrs Phillips was busy at her desk.  
 
    “Good morning, General,” she said. “I hope Mrs Banner is feeling better this morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs Phillips. She’s much better and was resting comfortably when I left her last night… Speaking of last night, General Stone dropped by late. He’s in London for a few days of meetings and sends his regards. As his schedule permits, he said he’d try to come by to say hello.” 
 
    “Oh, I do hope he’ll be able to find the time,” she said with a bright smile. “It would be nice to see the general again.” Back to business, she went on, “There have been several calls, General. I’ve placed the messages on your desk.” 
 
    “Thank you.” As he turned to enter his office, he noticed Ross wasn’t at his desk. “Where’s Sergeant Ross this morning?” 
 
    “When I arrived, I found your trench coat hanging on the rack. It was still soggy and had some mud splatters on it, so I sent the sergeant to have it dried and cleaned. He should be back soon.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, again,” he said, then remembering his conversation with Woody the night before, added, “Last night, General Stone mentioned that he tried to lure you away to Washington when he left. Let me say, I am very happy he was unsuccessful. We probably don’t tell you often enough, but Colonel Durant and I are very grateful for the way you keep this office in line and running smoothly. I don’t know what we’d do if you ever left.”  
 
    “Thank you, General,” she replied, almost blushing. “I do try, and it is nice to know one’s efforts are appreciated.” As Banner turned away, he smiled noticing she had her handkerchief out and was dabbing at her eyes.  
 
    In his office, he found Marty Durant gazing out a window at the morning traffic below and sipping a cup of coffee.  
 
    “Poaching my coffee again, Marty?” 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” Durant said turning away from the window and raising his cup to Banner. “You’re in bright and early today. Anything happening I should know about?” 
 
    “Good morning. No, nothing special. I just wanted to get an early start. As soon as I can clear my desk, I want to go spend some time with Anne.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m sorry, Frank, I wasn’t thinking,” Durant said, suddenly remembering Anne Banner was in the hospital. “How is she doing?” 
 
    “Much better, thanks.  
 
    “I’m glad. I don’t know what I’d do if something like that happened to my Sarah. Of course, as I haven’t been home for over a year, that couldn’t happen… the pregnancy, I mean. At least—” Durant dropped the thought. “You’ll want to get out of here as early as possible; what can I do to help?” 
 
    Taking his mug, Banner poured himself a cup of the strong and black coffee, then turned and handed Durant the copy of the new Field Orders. “While I sort through this mess,” he said, indicating his pile of messages, “why don’t you see what Division has in mind for us tomorrow.” Settling into his chair, Banner started through his messages, prioritizing them according to the action required. When he’d finished, he asked Durant, “What have we got?” 
 
    “Looks like we’ve drawn ‘Fortitude’ targets again; all medium coastal batteries in the Boulogne area: Neufchâtel-Hardelot, Wimereux, and Équihen-Plage.” Operation Fortitude was one of the many plans under the Overlord umbrella. It was designed not only to divert the Germans’ attention away from Normandy but mislead them into believing the real invasion would come at Pas de Calais.  
 
    “The 515th hit Wimereux yesterday,” Banner said. “From the strike photos and Intelligence reports I saw last night; the results weren’t very good. It seems Division is of the same opinion.”  
 
    Reading further, Durant said, “There’s also a supplement to the orders. This is interesting… ‘For all remaining operations prior to D-Day’,” he read aloud, “‘only half of our heavy bombers are to be employed in order to conserve aircraft for support of Allied troop landings’.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “We can support that now that we’ve got the men and aircraft, but I wouldn’t have wanted to receive an order like that eight months ago.” He paused for a moment, thinking, then said, “You know we haven’t seen much of the Luftwaffe lately, Marty. Makes me wonder if the Germans aren’t doing the same thing.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Durant said.  
 
    “Do we know how many planes the 515th can put up?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have that information on my desk.” Durant excused himself and was back in less than a minute. Checking his notes, he said, “The 515th reports forty-four operational. The 503rd and 511th each report forty-six. 
 
    “All right. Let’s see if Bill Packard’s boys can do twice as good over Wimereux tomorrow with half as many aircraft. Assign Équihen to the 511th, and Neufchâtel to the 503rd. Get with Operations to work out the details.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    “And Marty,” Banner added before Durant could get out the door, “I expect to be gone most of the day, so I’m going to have to dump on you again today. You’ll have to take my meetings and handle any issues that can’t be put off. I’ll leave a number with Mrs Phillips if you need to reach me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Can do,” Durant said as he started out the door. Then he stopped and turned back and said with a grin, “It’ll be good experience for when I get this job.” 
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “Get out of here!” 
 
    Banner’s first call was to the hospital to see how Anne was doing. Assured that she’d had a restful night, and was in good spirits, he left the message that he’d be there as soon as he could get away and arranged for Mrs D to visit. After passing that information on to Markham Hall, he began to attack the clutter on his desk. As he worked his way through his messages, he found it was going to take him longer than he thought. One phone call led to another, which led to another, which led to still another, and so forth, quickly eating up the morning. Finally, a little after 1000, he’d cleared his desk, signed those documents that couldn’t wait, made a list of things for Durant to follow-up on, and was heading out the door, only to be called back by Mrs Phillips with the message that General Allerton required his immediate presence at First Bomb Division Headquarters at Brampton Grange, thirty miles in the opposite direction he’d wanted to go. Ross was back in the office, and available to drive, but as he was planning to take a personal day, he decided to drive himself.  
 
      
 
    Base Hospital  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing  
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    The morning was gone by the time Banner arrived at the hospital. When he entered Anne’s room, he was pleasantly surprised to find her propped up in bed wearing her favorite bed jacket and laughing at something a doctor he didn’t recognize was saying.  
 
    Going to the side of her bed, he gave her a light peck on the cheek. “Sorry to be so late. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” 
 
    “Frank,” she said, still laughing. “Just in time. Doctor Pierce was just describing his first experience driving on the left side of the road, or as he put it, the wrong side of the road.” 
 
    “Steven Pierce, General. Good morning,” the doctor said as soon as Anne finished speaking. “I was your wife’s surgeon yesterday and was just checking her incision and to see how she was feeling today.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you doctor,” Banner said, offering his hand. “Doc Houser said you were the best, and he was obviously right. Thank you.” Pierce, Banner noted, was about the same build as himself, though slightly taller. He was older, too, maybe in his late forties, although with his deep tan and bright blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled, he appeared younger. 
 
    “Not at all, sir,” Pierce said accepting Banner’s outstretched hand. “I was happy to have been of help, and it was nice to perform a normal operation for a change, one not involving bullets, burns, flak or frostbite.”  
 
    “That was a normal operation?” Banner asked in amazement. 
 
    “For me, yes, sir,” Pierce responded. “Obstetrics was my bread and butter before the war. Appendicitis during pregnancy is really not uncommon. I’ve performed this same operation successfully many times. But it was fortunate that Doctor Houser caught it when he did. A lot of less experienced doctors might have missed it, the signs and symptoms are very similar to those during the onset of labor. 
 
    “I was just about to explain to Mrs Banner,” Pierce said, “that appendicitis during the third trimester has been known to lead to premature contractions and early labor, even preterm delivery which is why we would like her to remain with us a little while longer.”  
 
    At this unexpected statement, Anne tensed and shot Banner ‘a look’, her eyes narrowing in displeasure. Unaware of her reaction, Pierce went on, speaking directly to her “I don’t know if it was what you’d planned, Mrs Banner, but because of the appendicitis, a home birth with the assistance of a midwife is no longer possible in your case.” 
 
    When Anne failed to reply, Banner said, “We’d planned for Doc Houser to handle the delivery here.” 
 
    “That’s good. Under normal circumstances, I would prefer to admit you to a civilian obstetric unit with the necessary equipment and nursing expertise, but I don’t want to subject you to the added stress of transferring you to a hospital with those facilities. Doctor Houser and I have discussed it, and though we are not set up for it, we believe the best solution is to make you as comfortable as possible here where I and Doctor Houser, who, of course, will remain your primary physician, can monitor your recovery.”  
 
    Clearly annoyed now, Anne said irritably, “I don’t see why I have to stay here. I would be much more comfortable at home.” 
 
    Responding to her obvious displeasure, Pierce smiled again and said, “I’m sure you don’t want to be here a second longer than you have to, Mrs Banner, no one does. But believe me, this is necessary, not just for your health, but for that of your baby. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to do anything that might put your baby at risk.” 
 
    “Well, no, of course not,” she replied instantly, beginning to feel a little foolish about her outburst. “I’ll do whatever is best for my baby.” 
 
    “I never doubted it,” he said with another smile. “As I said before, we will do our best to make you comfortable, and try to accommodate any special requests you might have… within reason, of course.” 
 
    “Something to eat would be nice,” she responded, a little less upset. “I haven’t had anything since breakfast yesterday, and all anyone will give me is water.”  
 
    “An appetite is an excellent sign, Anne… may I call you ‘Anne’?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Thank you. Now as I was saying, it’s good that you have an appetite. The sooner you start eating, the sooner your body will begin to recover. However, because of the infection and the stress of your surgery, your gastrointestinal tract will be a little out of sorts. So, I want to start you on a liquid diet for a short while, then some soft easy to digest foods. If your stomach doesn't have any problems digesting these, we can return you to a regular diet, probably within the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours. I know you’d prefer something more substantial but try to hang in there. If you try to eat too much too soon,” he finished with a disarmingly boyish smile, “believe me you will not like the abdominal discomfort, or the nausea and vomiting that will result.” 
 
    “Well, could I at least have some coffee?”  
 
    “Certainly. Almost anything liquid. I’ll send Nurse Kelly in with a list of what you can have.”  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    After a moment, Pierce looked from Anne to Banner, and asked, “Do either of you have any questions?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Doctor,” Banner responded after receiving a negative head shake from Anne. “I think you’ve pretty much covered it.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave so you can visit. Doctor Houser will be by later to see how you are progressing.” 
 
    Banner followed Pierce out of the room, and when they were far enough away that Anne couldn’t overhear, he said, “I’m sorry about that outburst, Doctor; that’s not like Anne. This pregnancy has been hard on her. She’s been able to handle most of it, the morning sickness, mood swings and the other pregnancy-related changes, but she’s always been a very active person and being confined at home right now has been very upsetting. Also, and this may be the real cause of that outburst, Anne doesn’t like… no, it’s more than dislike, she has an irrational fear of hospitals. When she was eight, she and her entire family came down with the Spanish flu in the pandemic of 1918. She survived after weeks in the hospital, but her parents and twin brother died. She’s never forgotten that experience. She’ll go to a doctor if she has to, but she won’t stay in a hospital. I couldn’t even get her to stay overnight in one after she’d been injured when her building collapsed during a bombing raid last year.” 
 
    “I see,” Pierce said, nodding his head. “Yes, I do see. I had assumed her annoyance was merely due to a hormonal mood swing, but I can understand how that childhood experience could have left her with a dread of hospitals. This will complicate things a bit, but nothing we can’t handle. Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “She’ll do whatever she has to for the health of the baby, of course, but I’m worried if she has to stay here for days, she’ll become increasingly agitated and upset.” Banner paused for a moment, then said, “Maybe you could give her something that would ‘relax’ her a little.” 
 
    Pierce shook his head. “No, sir. That’s not a good idea. Anything we could give her would be too risky, especially for the baby. We’ll just have to keep her too occupied to worry about where she is.” 
 
    “It was just a thought,” Banner replied, reaching for anything that would help. “As I said, Anne is not one to just sit around.” 
 
    “Is there anything she likes to do that doesn’t involve a lot of activity?” 
 
    “Well, since she’s been home, she’s been spending most of her time reading in the sitting room where she can look outside, and of course, friends come by to visit.”  
 
    Pierce thought a minute, then said, “Visitors are okay as long as she doesn’t over-do. But getting out of bed other than for a few short walks to help kick-start her digestive tract is something else. I would prefer to let those sutures heal a little first…” he paused again, then, “but I’ll discuss the problem with Doctor Houser, and we’ll see what we can do. As her primary physician, the decision is his.”  
 
    “Thank you. I’m sure she will be grateful for anything you can do.” Banner thought for a moment, then added with a slightly embarrassed grin, “I know this may be pushing it, but is there any chance at all that Anne’s small Cairn terrier could visit? Charlie has always had a calming effect on her. I know that’s a lot to ask, but he wouldn’t be any trouble and would really cheer her up.” 
 
    Pierce smiled and barely hesitated before replying, “Before the war, General, I would have denied such a request out of hand as ridiculous. But now… well, I spent the last year in the Pacific Theater—” 
 
    Banner nodded. “With that tan, I figured it was either North Africa or the Pacific. Sorry, please continue.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Anyway, my last posting was with the 233rd Station Hospital in New Guinea, and strange as it may seem, a regular visitor there was a tiny female Yorkshire terrier, the pet of a wounded soldier on convalescence furlough. Colonel Mayo, the hospital commander, allowed it, believing the dog was good therapy for the patients. I was more than a little skeptical about that, but when I witnessed the remarkable effect that little dog had on seriously wounded soldiers, I became a believer, too. When she was brought into a ward, there would be a complete change in the patients’ attitudes and behavior. They’d pet her and play with her and laugh at her tricks. While she was there, they’d forget about their injuries. They loved that little dog and couldn’t wait for her visits. Long story short, I became a convert to the therapeutic and calming effect of pets, so Charlie — again, with Doctor Houser’s approval — is welcome to come for short visits with Mrs Banner any time.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been out there talking about me, haven’t you,” Anne said petulantly when Banner re-entered her room. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, trying to look serious. “I asked if they couldn’t keep you here longer so I could get some relief from your nagging.” 
 
    “You did not!” she said, laughing, then suddenly grabbed her stomach, “Ow, that hurts.” A moment later, moody again, she blurted, “I wouldn’t blame you if you did, you know. I’m so fat and ugly. I don’t know how you can stand to be around me.”  
 
    “You are not fat or ugly. You’re beautiful, and always will be.” 
 
    Suddenly, she began to cry, “Oh, Frank, what’s the matter with me? I’m so embarrassed. I’m behaving like a spoiled child.” 
 
    “Shhhhh,” he said, taking a tissue from the box on her side table and wiping away her tears. “It’s all right. You’re just having one of your mood swings.” He offered another tissue, and she blew her nose.  
 
    “But I’ve been so ‘bitchy’.” 
 
    “Bitchy? You? Never,” he said with an almost straight face. “You’re the most pleasant, patient, understanding, non-bitchy person I know—” He let out an ‘oof!’ as she punched him in the stomach and gave him a look that clearly said, you’re not helping, then laughed again at her silliness.  
 
    Taking the moment to tell her of his conversation with Pierce, Banner embellished it a little, adding as he finished, “And, he said that if you were a good patient, with Doc Houser’s okay, Charlie could come for short visits with Mrs D whenever she comes.”  
 
    “Oh, Frank,” she said sniffling again as she reached for another tissue. “That would be wonderful!” 
 
    “I see Mrs D has already been here,” he said, indicating her bed jacket.  
 
    “Yes. Davis drove her. She brought me the bed jacket, my book, and a few necessities… which reminds me, she said you had a bag she packed for me last night.” 
 
    “Oh, Damn!” Before she could say another word, Banner was gone, returning several minutes later with the small case. “I’m sorry, honey. I forgot and left it in the car.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” she said as she opened it and performed a quick inventory. “There’s nothing I need right now. I’ll ask Nurse Kelly to put everything away when she comes with my ‘approved’ menu. Then she smiled and said teasingly, “That girl has a crush on you, you know.” 
 
    Banner turned a little red. “I know. But I’ve never done anything to encourage her… I swear!” 
 
    “I know that, you, silly man,” she said softly, giving him one of her smiles. That smile and her sparkling emerald, green eyes were what had first attracted him to her. “I just wanted to get a rise out of you… And I did!” she said with satisfaction, then suddenly winced and grabbed at her belly. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Banner asked alarmed. “Do you want me to call the doctor?” 
 
    “No. I’m all right,” she answered after a moment. “Well, all right except for severe hunger pangs, and a very swollen and tender belly being held together by catgut… Your son just gave me a great awful kick.” 
 
    “You think it’s a boy?” Banner asked enthusiastically. 
 
    “It must be,” she replied with an impish grin, “No daughter of mine would be so rude.” 
 
      
 
    Nurse Kelly came a little later bringing Anne’s menu as well as a carafe of coffee and two cups. Anne selected chicken broth, then Kelly left, saying she’d be back later with the broth and to unpack Anne’s bag and put her things away. Banner stayed for most of the afternoon. They talked about the baby and discussed, argued about, possible names, again. After a couple of hours, they reached agreement. If it were a girl, they would name her after Marjorie Markham, Anne’s late mother-in-law, and Mary Elizabeth Weeks, Anne’s friend and roommate who’d died saving her life when their building collapsed during a bombing. If a boy, they would name him after Woody Stone and Sir Phillip. Later he told her about Woody’s sudden arrival in England and about their planned dinner that evening, then read to her until she fell asleep. She was still sleeping, when he quietly left about 1500, and drove back to his office to get an update on the day before changing for his dinner with Woody.  
 
      
 
    Regency Hotel 
 
    Mayfair, London, England 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Ross dropped Banner off in front of the Regency Hotel a little before 2000 with instructions to return for him at 2300, or eleven o’clock. He’d been to the hotel and Phillip’s suite many times, and at eight sharp, knocked on Stone’s door. He was removing his raincoat when the door opened.  
 
    “Frank! Right on time, as usual. Come in,” Stone said. “Drink? Still whiskey and water?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Banner replied as he tossed his hat and coat onto a nearby chair. Settling onto the sofa, he said, “Talk about déjà vu.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Stone asked as he handed Banner his drink, then took a seat on the over-stuffed chair across from him. 
 
    “This is exactly how that evening started ten months ago,” Banner said sipping his drink. “When you invited me up here to tell me you were leaving England to take a position on Hap Arnold’s staff.” 
 
    Stone thought back for a moment, then laughed. “You’re right,” he said. “That was the night you met Anne, too. But I don’t think you’re going to meet any beautiful women this time. At least, you’d better not.” 
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “No. I don’t think Anne would take that well. And speaking of women, how are Kathy and the kids?”  
 
    Stone’s daughter, Kathy Stone McConnell, was married to a Navy commander serving with Admiral Halsey in the Pacific. A few months after the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor, she and her two children, Matt, Jr. and Martha, named after Stone’s late wife, had taken a ship back to the States. They were staying with Stone at his home in Arlington Heights, Virginia, just across the Potomac from where he now worked in the new, not quite finished, Pentagon building.  
 
    Stone's face immediately broke into a wide smile. “They’re fine; in fact, they’re great.” One of the reasons Stone had accepted the stateside assignment was to get to know the grandchildren he’d never met and repair his relationship with his estranged daughter. They hadn’t been close since he lost his wife, Martha, from a sudden illness just before the war when he’d been out of the country on detached duty. Kathy never said anything, he’d told Banner, but she’d become distant, and Stone felt she blamed him for not being there when her mother died, as if his being there could have somehow changed the outcome.  
 
    “The kids are in school now, and between looking after the kids, and me, and keeping house, Kathy has been studying to get her Virginia teaching certificate. She taught fifth grade at the school on the naval station at Pearl, you know.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Banner said, barely getting the words out before Stone continued.  
 
    “There’s a demand for good teachers in DC she tells me, so once she gets her certificate, she won’t have any trouble obtaining a position to teach full time… I guess when she does, I’ll have to find a housekeeper.” Stone paused for a moment to consider this eventuality, as if it hadn’t occurred to him before.  
 
    Banner took the opportunity to jump in. “It sounds as if you and Kathy have resolved your differences.” 
 
    “Yes,” Stone said smiling. “It was a little strained at first, but we finally talked it out and cleared the air. It's like there was never any distance between us; we’re a family again.”  
 
    “I’m glad,” Banner said, returning Stone’s smile. “I’ve come to appreciate having a family.” 
 
    “As I knew you would. It’s just a shame it took so long to convince you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that I needed convincing,” Banner responded, swirling his drink. “Until Anne, I just hadn’t found the right woman.”  
 
    “Now it’s my turn,” Stone said lightly. 
 
    “Say again?” Banner asked puzzled. 
 
    “I said,” he repeated as he set his glass on a table, “it must be my turn to find the right woman.” 
 
    It took a minute for the penny to drop, then Banner said, “You’re seeing someone!” 
 
    “Yes… do you remember Skip Stevenson?” 
 
    Banner thought for a moment. “Wasn’t he a light colonel in logistics, commander of the Aviation Supply Depot at Kelly Field when you were there in the early thirties, then transferred to McArthur’s staff in the Philippines?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Skip, and his wife, Irene, stayed in the Philippines with MacArthur after he retired from the Army in ’37 to become President Quezon’s military advisor and to restructure the old Philippine Constabulary into a more modern Army. Skip and others on his staff resigned to stay with him. Of course, when the war started, they were all recalled to active duty. Skip’s wife and other military dependents were shipped back to Hawaii. Most took passage back to the States on the first available ship, but Irene was a nurse, and when she got word, that Skip had been killed on Corregidor, she got a job working at the Navy Hospital at Pearl. Kathy met her, and they became good friends.”  
 
    “Are you going somewhere with this, Woody?” 
 
    “Sorry. Yes, bear with me a little longer. A couple of months ago, I was meeting Kathy for lunch at the Army Navy Club. I was a little late, and when I finally got there, she wasn’t alone; she’d run into Irene and had invited her to join us. I didn’t recognize her until Kathy introduced us. We talked for a while, bringing each other up to date about friends we had in common, and telling us about her new job. Based on her training and experience, she’d been offered a direct Army commission as a leaf colonel and is the Supervisor of Nursing at Walter-Reed. Well, we sort of hit it off, and I invited her to the house for dinner a few days later. One thing led to another, and we’ve been seeing each other ever since.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Banner said with a laugh. “You met her at the Army Navy Club. Where you met Martha. Almost the same way you met Martha.” 
 
    “I know,” Stone answered. “I can almost hear Martha laughing.” 
 
    “How does Kathy feel about this?” 
 
    Stone rose from his chair and began to wander around the room as he talked. “She’s all for it, and the kids love Irene. If I didn’t know their meeting had been an accident, I could almost think Kathy was match making.” He stopped in front of Banner’s chair and looked him in the eye. “I’ve asked her to marry me, and she accepted.” 
 
    “Good for you!” Banner said earnestly, standing to take his friend’s hand. “You deserve to have someone again. You’ve been alone too long.” Then added with a laugh, “But it’s a damn good thing you have a big house. Have you set a date?”  
 
    “Not yet. We haven’t had a chance to sit down and discuss it. I just asked her last week.” 
 
    Turning toward the suite’s well-stocked bar, Banner said, “I think this calls for another drink. Same again?”  
 
    Taking Stone’s glass to freshen it up, Banner said, “I’m very happy for you, Woody, you know that, but that’s not why you invited me up here tonight. What’s up?” 
 
    Accepting his drink, Stone took an appreciative sip, then said, “Overlord will be the greatest amphibious invasion in history, Frank. But General Arnold, and the other service commanders, are very concerned about its prospects for success. I, and the others I’m with, have been sent over to observe invasion preparations and get a sense of readiness for the coming operation.  
 
    “We seem to have finally gained control of the skies,” he continued. “Bomber losses have been considerably less recently, and most of them were due to flak, mid-air accidents, or ditching. Aircrews are reporting few if any sightings of enemy aircraft, and little or no fighter opposition. The Luftwaffe appears to have gone on the defensive, staying mainly in Germany. The question is, however, is this due to aircraft and/or pilot attrition and fuel shortages? Or is it, as some fear — and Intelligence sources speculate — that they’re holding their fighters in reserve to counter the invasion when it comes? I’ve spoken with Eisenhower privately, and his greatest nightmare, and Arnold’s, is that the Luftwaffe will be waiting over France to shoot down our bombers and sink our ships in the Channel.”  
 
    “In his position, I’d probably have the same concerns,” Banner said, still standing. “But I think we’re as ready as we can be. Everything that can be done, has been, and we can’t sit on the fence forever.” 
 
    “You’re right, but it would lessen a lot of concern—” Stone suddenly broke off, and asked, “Have you been getting in much flight time lately?”  
 
    “A little,” Banner responded, puzzled by the non sequitur. “I flew right-seat on a couple of missions with each of the other two groups when I first took command, and a milk run or two since, but I haven’t flown anything bigger than a Stinson Sentinel since the beginning of the year.” The Sentinel was a small single-engine two-seater used by senior officers for fast, short-range transportation. “Why the interest in my flight hours?”  
 
    “As I started to say a moment ago, it would alleviate considerable concern among the Joint Chiefs and at SHAEF to know as early as possible what opposition our aircraft, ships and ground forces were actually facing on D-Day, to know what’s happening on those beaches.”  
 
    Stone paused for a moment, then setting his drink down, turned to Banner and said, “What would you say to taking a B-17 over to Normandy just before the show starts to radio back the strength of Luftwaffe opposition and the effectiveness of our bombing, then hang around over the beaches for a few hours to assess the success of the landings?”  
 
    “I’d say that’s someone’s idea of a really bad joke,” Banner grinned. Then seeing Stone’s face, said, “Wait a minute. You’re serious! Whose brilliant idea is this?”  
 
    “General Arnold’s, actually,” Stone replied. “And Eisenhower likes it. Despite what he says in public, Ike has serious doubts about how well our ground troops will fare against a well-trained and battle-hardened enemy. Some of our troops have seen action in North Africa and Italy, but most of those boys will be right out of training, with no combat experience. Our control of the skies is a major factor; we wouldn’t even be talking invasion without it. But success on those beaches will depend heavily on the ability of the airborne troops dropped behind the lines the night before to secure and hold the causeways and access points to the landing areas,” Stone stopped for a moment, then looked Banner in the eye and said, “What if the Luftwaffe is waiting in force? What if the paratroopers fail to prevent German reinforcements from reaching the beaches? What if our troops are trapped and slaughtered on those beaches?  
 
    “Ike’s worried about a bloodbath,” Stone continued. “If things go badly, and he has to pull the troops out, he needs to know what’s happening as early as possible. He needs eyes over those beaches to give him that information. I volunteered, but Arnold turned me down flat. Instead, he told me to find a senior command pilot and, I quote, ‘with combat experience, a good head on his shoulders and guts’.” 
 
    “So, you immediately came to me,” Banner said. “Thanks a lot. Look, Woody, I understand the importance of what you’re asking, but have you considered the difficulties involved?” Beginning to pace the room, Banner said, “It’s not simply a matter of flying around over the beaches. If I’m to hang around, as you put it, and report what’s happening, I’d have to fly so low and so slow I’d be a target for every German anti-aircraft battery, machine gun emplacement and soldier in the area — ours as well as theirs — and carry sufficient fuel for I don’t know how long. Then there’s the problem of the ships offshore, and how to stay out of the path of their shells as they bombard the coastal defenses.” Shaking his head, he added, “And that’s not even considering any fighter opposition.” Banner stopped pacing and turned to face Stone. “Is this an order, General?” 
 
    “No. It’s strictly volunteer, but I was hoping you’d volunteer.” 
 
    “I have to admit it would be something to see,” Banner said, running his fingers through his hair. “But it’s not just me anymore, Woody. I have Anne and the baby to consider. And then there’s my crew… Let me think it over.” 
 
    “Of course. But I’ll need your answer no later than tomorrow afternoon. If your answer is no, I’ll need time to make other arrangements. Now,” he said grabbing his jacket, “let’s go get something to eat.”  
 
      
 
    General Banner’s Quarters 
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    Banner couldn’t sleep. He lay awake wrestling with Woody’s proposal. Part of him wanted to say yes, recognizing the importance of what he’d been asked to do, as well as enticed by the thought of having a ringside seat to what could well be the most important event of the century. On the other hand, the complexity of what would be required to get the job done without getting himself and eight other men killed was daunting. It wasn’t impossible, but it would require careful planning and a lot of luck — time over target was normally measured in seconds, sometimes minutes, not hours. Then there was the promise he’d made Anne when he’d proposed; he wouldn’t ‘go up’ again, there’d be no more missions. Granted he had gone up a few times after he’d taken command of the Wing, but that was different, it was just to learn the capabilities of his groups. This was something else altogether.  
 
    In the early hours before dawn, he made his decision.  
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    Saturday, 3 June, 1944 (D-2)  
 
    Headquarters, First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    It was still dark and continuing to rain when Banner arrived at his Headquarters the next morning. He went directly into his office, made a pot of coffee, then went to the bookcase against the wall to the right of his desk and removed two thick books: Pilot Training Manual and Operating Instructions for the B-17F and the Operating and Service Manual for the Wright Cyclone R-1820-65 Engine. He had a better than average memory, in fact an almost photographic one, but he still wanted to go over specifications he hadn’t thought about in almost a year: engine operating limits, RPM settings, stall speeds, fuel mixture and consumption at various altitudes, manifold pressure, cylinder head temperature, et cetera.  
 
    He was still making notes when Mrs Phillips arrived at seven o’clock. Entering after a light tap at his door, she said, “You’re in early again, General. Is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “No, Mrs Phillips, thank you. But no calls, please, and no interruptions, and ask Colonel Durant to join me as soon as he arrives.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” she said as she left and quietly closed the door behind her. 
 
    A few minutes later, Banner’s door opened again, and Durant poked his head. “You wanted to see me, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. Come on in, Marty, and close the door.” As Durant approached his desk, Banner said, “It looks like you might get your wish sooner than you thought, at least temporarily… I hope.” 
 
    “Sir?”  
 
    “Take a seat, and I’ll explain.” 
 
      
 
    Banner spent the next half hour telling him about Woody’s D-Day request and his decision to do it.  
 
    When he’d finished, Durant said, “I don’t like it, Frank. Flying back and forth over those beaches, you’ll just be begging to get shot down. Do you even know how low you’ll have to fly to see anything? Some of the groups have been reporting 10/10 undercasts as low as eight hundred feet. And how long are you supposed to stay there offering yourself up like a duck in an arcade shooting gallery? I’m sorry, sir, but this is just crazy.” 
 
    “I’ve already considered all that, Marty, and some other arguments besides. It’s going to take some careful planning, and I’m working on that, but as of now I’m proceeding on the assumption it’s doable, and I will so inform General Stone. If I find it is not doable, not worth risking the lives of my crew, I’ll tell him that, too.” 
 
    “All right, Frank,” Durant responded. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “For a start, you can help me run some of these numbers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, with Durant’s help, Banner laid out the bare bones of a mission plan: take-off time to be over the beaches just before the first bombing runs; route to and from Normandy (the number of other aircraft in the air would be an influencing factor); speed; altitude (weather would be a major factor as well as visibility); the extended time over the beaches; and a proposed pattern of passes. Then they crunched the numbers.  
 
    The standard fuel capacity of a B-17 in the wing, feeder and new ‘Tokyo’ tanks was 2,780 gallons but installing two releasable auxiliary fuel bladders in the bomb bay would increase his fuel capacity to 3600 gallons. Then, determining fuel consumption per engine per hour at an estimated 115 miles per hour — 25mph above stall speed — at a worst-case altitude of eight hundred feet, he’d have a rough estimate of his maximum time in the air. There were more figures to be plugged into this equation, to fine-tune it, but at first blush, allowing flight time to and from Normandy as well as for the increased fuel consumption at low altitudes, he estimated, if he had to, he could remain on station for four, maybe five, hours, depending on winds, weather and opposition encountered. Certainly, in that amount of time, he should be able to provide the information Ike would need to make a decision, one way or the other. 
 
    Though considerable planning was still required, Banner was reasonably satisfied with these preliminary results, and placed a call to Brampton Grange where Stone was to be meeting with General Allerton. Informed that General Stone wasn’t available, he left a message for him to call.  
 
    “Now,” Banner said to Durant as he hung up, “All I have to do now is tell my wife.” 
 
      
 
    Thick fog had accompanied the morning’s rain requiring Sergeant Ross to reduce his speed as he drove Banner toward Walsham. He was always a careful driver, but he tended to have a heavy foot. He wasn’t worried about being stopped for speeding, not with the two-star placards on the front and rear of the staff car, but he especially didn’t want an accident today, not when he was scheduled for his final medical evaluation. He fully expected to pass this time and be returned to flying status. Everyone knew the invasion could be any day, and he wanted to be part of it. 
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    The rain was coming down in sheets when they arrived at the hospital. Ross stopped close to the entrance to let Banner out. His head down, Banner sprinted for the door, the rain running off the flat of his service hat and down his raincoat. Woody Stone, just coming out of the hospital, quickly stepped back inside and held the door as Banner rushed in.  
 
    “Thanks,” Banner said automatically as he removed his dripping hat and slapped it against his leg. Looking up, he said, “Woody! I thought you were supposed to be in a meeting with General Allerton this morning?”  
 
    “Morning, Frank. I was, but Allerton was called away for a meeting at Bushy Park. I’ll see him later this afternoon. Since I had a little unexpected free time, I thought I’d drive down and visit Anne. She’s even prettier than ever, by the way, even in a hospital bed. We had a nice long talk. I told her about Irene—” Stone stopped and gave Banner a hard look, “You’ve made your decision,” he said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll do it, assuming I survive telling Anne. I’ve run some numbers, and it looks doable. Of course, I won’t know for sure until I actually get there. And then there’s a small matter of the Luftwaffe… And one more thing,” he said quietly, looking around to make sure they were alone. “If I’m to do this, I’m going to need to know what’s supposed to be happening, where and when.” 
 
    Stone hesitated a moment before he replied. “That information is restricted to a very short list; I’ve only seen the parts pertinent to the air forces myself. But I can see your point, and with the day this close, I’m not sure what difference… Look, I can’t promise anything, but I’ll see what I can do. And Frank, if you need anything else, call me directly. I’ll be working out of Doolittle’s office.  
 
    “Okay, thanks. You didn’t mention anything about this to Anne, did you?”  
 
    “God, no… I’ll leave that to you.”  
 
    “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    Checking the time, Stone said, “I’d better get going. I’m scheduled to meet with Doolittle and the Division commanders in an hour. I’ll let Doolittle know of your decision. He’ll inform Ike. And before I forget, I intend to make a short visit to each of my old groups over the next couple of days. I plan to come by the 503rd tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll let Jim Peters know. Will you want an escort?” 
 
    “No. And tell him not to go to any trouble. It’ll just be a friendly, low-key visit. We can go over the details of your flight plan after that.”  
 
    “All right.” Banner held the door open and, as Stone passed by him, he suddenly asked, “Woody, what were you going to do if I had said no?” 
 
    Stone stopped and smiled. “Commandeer a plane and crew and fly the damned thing myself. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Anne’s room was crowded when Banner entered. Doc Houser, Nurse Kelly and an orderly were attempting, under Anne’s direction, to position a padded wingback chair and its footstool near the room’s window. Banner recognized the chair and its well-worn faded red fabric as the one that usually occupied a corner in the patients’ lounge. 
 
    “Frank,” Anne said, putting on a good face for the others in the room, “you’re just in time. Look what Doctor Houser has brought me. He says as long as I have Janet or one of the other nurses to help me in and out of bed, I can read by the window for a few hours every day. He also said a little exercise would be good for me, so tomorrow Nurse Kelly will take me for a short walk. This might not be so bad after all,” she continued, clearly getting into it. “Sleeping, reading, eating, being waited on hand and foot…” 
 
    “That’s great,” Banner replied smiling, and it was, but at the moment, all he wanted was for everyone to leave so he could talk to her alone.  
 
    Finally, they had the room to themselves, but before he could think of how to approach the subject, she looked at him and, giving him one of her smiles, said, “Come over here. I’ve missed you.”  
 
    Banner obeyed, then leaned down and gave her a kiss. “I’ve missed you, too. Now, how are you really feeling?” 
 
    “Better, really,” she replied more truthfully. “I’m still not happy about having to stay here, but that’s something I’m just going to have to deal with, and I guess if I’m honest with myself, I’m really not ready to go home. I’m very sore, especially around the incision, but it is a vast improvement over the way I’ve felt the last few days.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?”  
 
    “I don’t have a lot of experience in this particular area of endeavor, you know,” she replied a little irritably. “I just thought it was part of being pregnant. And, like I said, I feel much better now.” Changing the subject, she said cheerfully, “I’ve had a steady stream of visitors this morning. First Mitch came by to say hello, then Phillip. He says you’re staying in your quarters at Bassingbourn.” 
 
    “There’s a lot going on right now, a lot to do — as you can well imagine — and with you not at home, I didn’t see any point in traveling back and forth.” 
 
    “Nice to know I’m missed,” she said sweetly. “Mildred came again, too, and brought a tin of my favorite Scottish shortbread. I can’t imagine where she managed to get it and decided it was probably best, I didn’t ask. She also brought Charlie. It was wonderful to have him here.” 
 
    Banner looked around. “Where is he?” 
 
    Doctor Pierce borrowed him while Mildred and I chatted, said he wanted Charlie to make the rounds with him, cheer up the patients. He brought him back just before Mildred had to leave. Charlie was apparently a big hit in the wards, and Doctor Pierce wants him to come back again.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” Banner said interrupting. “… Anne, you remember I told you I was going to have dinner with Woody last night—” 
 
    “Woody, yes!” she exclaimed. “He was just here. Did you know he’s been seeing someone? Her name is Irene. She’s a widow and sounds very nice. He’s proposed and she said yes.” She hesitated a moment, then asked, “I don’t suppose there’s any way we could attend the wedding?” 
 
    Focusing on what he needed to tell her, he said, “If you’d like. What? No. I mean, I don’t know. Look, Anne, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”  
 
    There was no good way to broach the subject, so he just came out with it. He explained what Woody had asked, repeating everything he’d told him: concerns about the Luftwaffe, the ability of the airborne troops to hold back German reinforcements, and Ike’s fear that with inexperienced troops there’d be a bloodbath on the beaches. It was critical that Ike know how well the landings were going as early as possible in order to decide whether they could carry the day or have to withdraw and try to save as many lives as possible. Ike needed eyes over the beaches, he said, and he’d been asked to be those eyes. He couldn’t refuse. 
 
    Anne just listened and, when he’d finished, for a few moments she didn’t say anything. Then to Banner’s astonished relief, she said, “All right. I understand. I don’t like it, but you have to do what you think is right.”  
 
    She was giving him her blessing, and he’d take it… even though deep inside he knew she hadn’t meant a single word of what she just said. 
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    Acting Adjutant Mitch Stanton was not at his desk when Banner entered the Commander’s office, but Corporal Kiefer was at his, and at Banner’s appearance, he sprang to rigid attention. “Good morning, sir,” he all but shouted.  
 
    “Good morning, Corporal,” Banner replied with a small sigh. Would the boy never get over his panic at the sight of him? Banner hung his wet hat and coat on the coat rack, then asked, “Is Colonel Peters in?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. Please go right in, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you… and Corporal, no interruptions.” 
 
    “Yes, sir… I mean, no, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Jim,” Banner said as he entered Peters’ office and closed the door behind him. “Still grounded, I see. How’s the ear?’ 
 
    “Morning, sir,” Peters replied, standing to acknowledge Banner’s presence. “It’s much better. The inflammation is almost gone. Doc Houser says I’ll be able to fly in another day or two.” 
 
    “Good,” Banner said. “You don’t want to fool around with ear infections. They don’t sound like much, but if you fly with one and burst an eardrum at altitude, you could end up grounded for the duration.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Peters agreed. “I’ve seen it happen.”  
 
    Settling down into one of the wingback leather chairs near Peters’ desk, Banner said, “I’d have a cup of that coffee if it was offered.” As he waited for Peters to fetch a cup, Banner looked around. Except for Peters’ personal mementos, the office hadn’t changed much since he’d occupied it. It was small compared to his present office, but functional with its ancient oak desk and chair, wooden coat rack, gray metal filing cabinets, safe, a pair of well-used leather chairs for visitors, a sofa — for those long nights — and a coal-burning cast iron stove currently heating the pot from which Peters was pouring his coffee.  
 
    Peters handed Banner his coffee and asked, “How is Mrs Banner today?” 
 
    “She’s much better, Jim. Thanks for asking. Although Doc Houser wants to keep her for a while to make sure there aren’t any complications.” Banner took an appreciative sip of his coffee. “Kiefer makes a fine cup of coffee,” he said, savoring the taste. “I’ll give him that. And he’s a good clerk. If he’d just get over being so intimidated by senior officers, me in particular,” he said with a laugh, “I’d have him reassigned to Wing if for no other reason than to get a decent cup of coffee. Mrs Phillips, bless her, is a wonderful woman and top-notch secretary, but she hasn’t the faintest idea of how to make good coffee, and no one has had the courage to tell her how bad hers is. I’ve had to start making a pot in my office. I lied and told her it was just more convenient.” 
 
    Peters laughed. “If you don’t mind, sir. I’d just as soon keep Kiefer. I like my coffee, too.” 
 
    “Oh, before I forget,” Banner said. “General Stone is in town with some other members of the Joint staff to observe readiness and preparations for D-Day. He’ll be tied up for most of his visit in meetings at Eighth and SHAEF, as well as with the customary courtesy calls, but he plans to carve out some time to visit his old groups. He plans to come by here sometime tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Do we need to spruce the place up?” Peters asked, hoping for a negative reply. It was hard enough to fly missions every day, without having to bother the crews and maintenance people with visiting VIPs. 
 
    “No. Nothing like that,” Banner replied. “It’ll be a short friendly visit. He just wants to spend some time with the troops, get a feel for their morale and readiness for the invasion when it comes.”  
 
    “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll pass the word to my squadron commanders.” 
 
    Taking another sip of his coffee, Banner got to the point of his visit. “Jim, I need a plane and crew.” 
 
    Peters smiled, “You finally want to get checked out in the new G model?” 
 
    “Not this time,” Banner laughed. “I am curious to see that new chin turret in action, but I have to admit I’m not crazy about the new paint scheme, or rather, the ‘no paint’ scheme. There’s just something fundamentally wrong about that shiny silver skin,” he said shaking his head. “It’s like they’ve been stripped naked.”  
 
    The new B-17G incorporated a number of needed improvements, most importantly a chin turret in the nose with remotely operated twin.50-caliber machine guns to beef up frontal defense. It also staggered the waist gun windows to give the gunners more room to maneuver and replaced the hydraulically operated turbo supercharger regulators with a new electrically operated one which allowed manifold pressure to be controlled by one knob for all four engines where previously the pilot had to worry about over-revving the turbines and having to constantly tweak power controls to stop oil in the regulator lines from becoming sluggish.  
 
    The G model also reflected a change in policy whereby the bombers were stripped of their paint, leaving them in their natural aluminum finish. Camouflage paint was necessary early in the war to help hide aircraft on the ground from aerial attack, but by 1944, that was no longer a concern. However, weight was always a concern, and no paint saved weight — as much as five hundred pounds per aircraft — and a lighter aircraft meant less drag, increased speed and the ability to carry more fuel or bombs. No paint also cut down production time which meant faster delivery of needed aircraft. 
 
    This new policy was met with mixed feelings, however. Many, like General Banner, used to the olive drab color, felt it just wasn’t right. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Peters said, nodding in agreement. “I know what you mean. It does take some getting used to. The new crews don’t seem to mind, but the old hands…” 
 
    “Well, I’ll get around to getting checked out when I have the time, but that’s not why I’m here now.” Setting his cup down on the desk, Banner said, “What I am going to tell you now is classified at the highest level, Jim, and not to go beyond this room. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Peters replied, hoping he knew what it was Banner was about to say. 
 
    “You were right the other day, about the invasion. It’s set to go in two days, on Monday, the morning of the fifth.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Peters said, a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “As it stands now, all group and squadron commanders will be briefed and receive their Field Orders Sunday evening.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner hesitated for a moment, then continued. “I will also be flying Monday… a special mission,” then proceeded to explain.  
 
    When he’d finished, Peters shook his head and said, “No offense, sir, but if this was for any other reason, I’d have to say whoever thought this one up was certifiable. But if it will help Ike… What do you need?” 
 
    “As I said, I need a plane and a crew. I’ll take a G model if I have to, but I was hoping you might still have an old F around.” 
 
    “As it happens,” Peters said, a grin spreading across his face, “I do. While we’ve turned most of our F models over to RAF Coastal Command, we’ve held back a few as spares… including the Boston Belle. Russo has her stored in the old hangar. Keeps her in good shape, too, up to spec; even has a few cases of olive drab paint stashed away to keep her looking right. Said he thought you might want to take her up again some time… Looks like he was right.” The Boston Belle had been Banner’s aircraft. He’d flown her on every mission — unless she was grounded for repair — and she’d always brought him and his crew home.  
 
    Banner inwardly smiled at the news. He’d never asked about the Belle. He hadn’t wanted to know if she’d been shot down, or worse, slowly cannibalized of her parts until there was nothing left of her but an aluminum shell to be chopped up for scrap. “That’s great. It’s been longer than I’d care to admit since I logged any multi-engine time. It’ll help to have an airplane I know. She’ll need a couple of modifications, but I’ll go over those with Russo. I’ll also take care of the flight plan. As I said,” he finished, “this is all classified. I don’t want any speculation or rumors about what I’m doing down here.”  
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Now for a crew. Monday will be a maximum effort. If it can fly, it goes, and you’re going to need every crew you have, so who’s on the Unassigned list?” 
 
    Peters dug through the pile on his desk and pulled out a folder, quickly glanced though it, then handed it to Banner. It contained a list of every qualified rated officer and airman not currently assigned to a permanent crew. There were three pages of names. The majority were new personnel who had just completed their ETO — European Theater of Operations — introduction classes and pre-mission training flights and were awaiting assignment. There were also a number of veterans on the list, and he was surprised at some of the names.  
 
    “Wells?” he questioned. “Koenig? Collins? Harry Gardiner! They should have completed their twenty-five and rotated months ago. Why are they still here?” 
 
    “Wells finished his tour just before the end of the year,” Peters replied, “and signed over immediately. His plane is down for repair, and there wasn’t another flight engineer spot available. Koenig and Collins were just a few missions short of their twenty-five, when they got caught by the April directive extending tour requirements to thirty. The crew they were on rotated, and until I can find them a new permanent spot, they’ve been filling in wherever there was a temporary need for a radio operator or gunner.” 
 
    “What about Gardiner?” 
 
    “Gardiner,” Peters smiled. “Gardiner rotated back to the States in January with an assignment to teach navigation at Maxwell Field. He didn’t even make it through an entire class before he put in for another tour. Said he couldn’t stand the boredom. I have a feeling, however, that Janet Kelly may have played a major part in his decision to sign-over.” 
 
    “How so?” Banner asked, curious. 
 
    Before he rotated, he and Janet had been spending a lot of time together.” 
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “I’m very happy to hear that, for more reasons than you know.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Never mind. It’s not important.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Anyway, Gardiner somehow worked a reassignment back here. I barely had his orders in my hand when he reported in last week. I don’t have a crew for him yet either.” 
 
    “Okay. They’re all good men,” Banner said. “I’ll take ‘em.” 
 
    Captain Harry Gardiner, twenty-three, a former college student from Chicago, now navigator; Technical Sergeant Joe Williams, thirty, career army from Florida, flight engineer and top-turret gunner; Technical Sergeant Mike Koenig, twenty-three, a German-born American apprentice electrician from Milwaukee, now radio operator and ad hoc medic; and Staff Sergeant Eddie Collins, twenty-five, a police officer from Boston, now ball-turret gunner, were all members of his old Boston Belle crew: every one, an experienced, dependable veteran. Banner felt lucky to get them. Now all he needed were two waist gunners, a tail gunner and, as he would be mainly observing the landings, a pilot.  
 
    “I’ll be riding right seat. Who do you recommend to fly left?” 
 
    Peters didn’t hesitate. “Captain John Cooper. He has the experience and can keep his head. Most of his crew rotated last month, and the rest have been assigned to fill vacancies in other crews. He’s just back off two weeks leave. He’s due for his majority, and I’m planning to give him Paul Chaffee’s Squadron when Paul rotates.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take him.” Banner added the name to his list. "Now what about gunners? Who’ve you got?” 
 
    Peters examined the list again. “Well, there’s only one experienced waist gunner on the list, but you can’t do better than Sergeant John Quintana. He’s just been cleared to return to flight duty after a case of frostbite. He’s an Apache, excuse me, a Jicarilla Apache, from New Mexico. He’s real particular about that, and he doesn’t like being called ‘chief’. To prove it, he put two of Russo’s mechanics in the hospital. The way I heard it, they started it, but I had no choice but to restrict them all to the base for a week. Anyway, he’s a damn good gunner with ten missions, five kills and two probables, to his credit.”  
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “Sounds like he’ll fit right in.” 
 
    Peters checked the list again. “The only available tail gunner with any experience is Sergeant Russell Wilson, so I guess he’s your man, too. He’s still pretty green, though; just turned nineteen last month and has only been on three missions. He was on his fourth a few weeks ago when his plane crashed on take-off. The pilot, a new kid, ran off the runway in the rain. The plane nosed in, flipped over and broke in half; the front half exploded. Damned good thing they hadn’t pulled the arming wires on their bombs like some of these new kids are wanting to do. Wilson must have been born lucky, because he crawled out of the tail with hardly a scratch. He was the only survivor. Doc Houser said there was nothing physically wrong with him, but the crash shook him up pretty badly. Something like that would get to anybody. Houser recommended I keep him on the ground for a while to give him a chance to come to terms with it. Pete Tallman thinks he’s okay now.” 
 
    “Tallman?” 
 
    “Sorry, that’s Major Pete Tallman, commander of the 929th. I don’t think you’ve met him; he replaced Jack Walker when I bumped him up to air exec. Anyway, Pete says that Wilson has been pestering him to put him back on a crew, and he thinks he’s ready. I can try to find you another tail gunner, General, but you know how scarce they are. You have to be pretty small to fit in the tail, or the ball-turret for that matter, and those guys get snapped up pretty fast.” 
 
    “I know,” Banner agreed. “Okay. I’ll take Wilson, too. What about my other waist gunner?” 
 
    Peters shook his head. “I don’t have anyone with any experience that’s not already on a crew. I can give you one of the new guys, but—" 
 
    “No. I don’t want a kid on his first mission on this one. I’ll go with what I have.” 
 
    “What about a bombardier?” Peters asked. 
 
    “Don’t need one this trip, Jim. Make up the crew roster as is and pass the word I want to meet with everyone in the Briefing Hut at zero nine hundred tomorrow. We’ll be going up right after, so tell ‘em to come in their flight gear. And Jim, I’ll want an armed guard on the door.” 
 
    “An armed guard,” Peters repeated. “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.” Accompanying Banner to the door, he paused and asked, “General, how do you want me to log the Belle’s flight?” 
 
    Banner thought for a moment, then replied with a grin, “Orientation for a visiting VIP.” 
 
      
 
    In the adjutant’s outer office, Sergeant Ross was standing at a relaxed parade rest in front of Mitch Stanton’s desk. “I’m going to have to find you some new quarters, Ernie,” Stanton said without looking up from the document he was reading. “I had to give up your old ones, and I don’t want to put you in a tent, so it might take a day or two to find you a place in one of the huts.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’d appreciate that. I think I can stay where I am, at least for a few days.” 
 
    At the sound of voices, Stanton looked up to see the door to Peters’ office open and Banner and Peters come out. As Stanton stood, Ross turned to face the General and came to attention. 
 
    “Good morning, General,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Morning, Mitch,” Banner responded, then nodding to Ross, asked, “How’d your evaluation go, Sergeant?”  
 
    “Passed with flying colors, General,” Ross said with a grin. “I’m cleared to fly. I just gave Colonel Stanton my signed release.”  
 
    “Talk about good timing,” Banner said, exchanging a look with Peters. “How would you feel about flying with me on the Belle again, Ernie?” 
 
    “Gee, sir. That would be great,” Ross responded, his grin getting wider. “But I thought you weren’t supposed to fly anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not really, but this is a ‘special’ flight. I’ll tell you all about it on the way back to Headquarters.” Turning back to Peters he said, “I think that completes my crew, Colonel. Type it up.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And, Jim, send me the personnel files on those new men: Cooper, Quintana and Wilson.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll have Corporal Kiefer deliver them to your Headquarters this afternoon. And sir,” he added, “I’d appreciate it if you’d send him back.”  
 
    Banner laughed, “I promise.” Checking the time, he said to Ross, “I have a few things to do before I’ll be ready to head back, Ernie. Why don’t you go celebrate with Miss Todd and meet me back here at fourteen hundred?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you,” Ross responded, then saluted and was out the door before the General could change his mind. 
 
    Banner stayed a few minutes, then after reminding Peters of General Stone’s visit, left to find his staff car. Curious about Banner’s exchange with Ernie Ross, Stanton followed Peters back into his office. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Sorry, Mitch,” Peters replied straight-faced. “Classified.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Flight Line Maintenance Area 
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing  
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Driving down Perimeter Road, his windshield wipers beating a pattern in the rain, Banner felt more alive than he had in months. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in the cockpit of a B-17, and he’d missed it. He was a pilot, a stick and rudder man. He hated a desk and the paperwork that came with it. He’d had a good run in the cockpit, longer than most, before he’d had to give it up, and he’d eventually come to accept it. Still, he was looking forward to going up one more time. 
 
    Banner’s destination was the Maintenance area at the south edge of the Flight Line, just past the small box-like two-story control tower. A year ago, there’d been only one repair hangar, a British-designed ‘Bellman’. It was big, 175ft long, 95ft wide and 25ft high, but even with its six sliding doors at each end allowing an opening the full width of the hangar, it had been a tight fit for the 74ft long and 103ft wide B-17 and accommodated only two aircraft at a time. 
 
    Now, with the increase in the number of assigned aircraft, they had a second hangar, a ‘Type 2’, another British design very similar to the Bellman, but able to be quickly constructed, and considerably bigger, 240ft long, 115ft wide and 29ft high. With the new hangar, they could work inside on three, maybe four, of the heavy bombers at the same time. 
 
    The rain was slowing when Banner pulled into the parking area in front of the new hangar. Getting out of his staff car, he took a moment to survey the scene. Three damaged B-17s were parked in the new hangar, each being worked on by a full maintenance crew.  
 
    How times have changed. When I took command, there was only Russo, a dozen or so crew chiefs, the aircraft flight engineers, and a few clerks Russo drafted as apprentice mechanics to take care of the entire group. 
 
      
 
    Looking around, he spotted Captain George Green, the Maintenance Officer, accompanied by his Line Chief, Master Sergeant Tony Russo, in the new hangar watching the overhaul of a B-17’s left inboard engine. Banner smiled remembering when he’d first met Green, an average-looking twenty-year-old with pale blue eyes. At the time, Lieutenant Green, a supply officer, had just been assigned as acting maintenance officer after his predecessor had been killed in an air raid while on leave in London. The young lieutenant knew nothing about the heavy bombers — other than the parts he ordered for them — and rarely left his office, relying on his line chief to run things. Truth be known, he’d been more than a little intimidated by the B-17 and its large Wright Cyclone engines, but, after a little encouragement from Banner and patient instruction from Russo, Green discovered he had a natural aptitude for fixing the big engines. Now, a year later, he was one of the best maintenance officers in the Division.  
 
    Russo was another story. A feisty second-generation Italian from New Jersey, he was in his early forties, five foot eight, and muscular, built like a brick, with a nose that had been broken more than once. He was career Army with over twenty years in and would tell anyone who’d listen that at one time or another he’d worked on every aircraft engine since the Wright Brothers’ first home-made four-cylinder, ten horse aluminum. 
 
    The first time Banner met Russo had been memorable. On his first day in command, the line chief had reported to his office and stood in front of his desk in a poor approximation of attention and wearing a grease-stained uniform that looked like it hadn't been changed in days. By the stubble on his face, he obviously hadn't shaved in some time, and his slicked-back black hair was considerably longer than regulation allowed. To top the picture off, wedged firmly in the corner of the man’s mouth had been the unlit stump of a cigar. Banner’s shock at Russo’s appearance, attitude and obvious lack of military demeanor — apparently condoned by the previous commander — had lasted only thirty seconds before he recovered from his disbelief and ordered Russo to get that ‘thing’ out of his mouth or swallow it. Then he threw him out of his office with the warning that if he wanted to keep his stripes and stay out of the guardhouse, he’d change into a clean uniform, get a shave and a regulation haircut, and report back to him within sixty minutes. Failing that, Banner had told him, he would be spending the remainder of the war as a private, peeling potatoes and taking out the garbage.  
 
    It had been a rocky start, but with a ‘hard ass’ as his new commander, Russo promptly shaped back up into the NCO he’d been before he’d let himself go. Over the months that followed, Banner had come to like and respect Russo. He was the best line chief he'd ever had, even though he remained a ‘little lax’ in his military appearance and was more than a little ‘unconventional’ in the manner with which he acquired the parts needed to repair Banner’s aircraft. But Russo kept his airplanes flying, and Banner had decided the group couldn’t afford to lose him. 
 
      
 
    Walking into the hangar, Banner caught Green’s attention and waved him and the line chief over. As they approached, Banner noted Russo was clean shaven and wearing clean, pressed utilities. After exchanging salutes, Green said, “It’s been a while since you’ve been around for a visit, General.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m stuck behind my desk most days, Captain. I don’t have the time to get out like I used to. But I see things have definitely improved since I left.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Green responded. “It’s amazing. All the people I’d been requesting for the last year began arriving a few months ago, so many of ‘em Colonel Stanton has had trouble finding quarters for them all.” 
 
    Banner laughed. “So, I’ve heard from Colonel Stanton.” 
 
    “We were actually over-strength for a while,” Green continued. “Then the new G models started coming in, along with their green crews. They barely had time to unpack their bags before they were going up. There were a few near misses as they learned how to fly formations and form a combat box — Colonel Peters wasn’t happy about that, let me tell you — but things finally settled down. It’s mostly flak damage now. Anyway,” Green went on, “we didn’t have enough covered space to work on ‘em all, then in March, a bunch of aviation engineers arrived unannounced, and threw up that new T2 hangar in just a few days. The biggest problem I have now is Sergeant Russo constantly complaining he doesn’t have enough to do.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Russo said in defense. “I just fill out paperwork now and walk around supervising. Me, supervising, for Pete’s sake! And if I want to get a little hands-on, these young kids get all huffy,” he groused. “I was working on aircraft engines before most of them kids were born, and they act like I was getting in the way or something. Look at me,” he said disgustingly. “This is my second day in these utilities and not even a speck of grease. Not that I want to go back to the way it was, working twenty-four seven, but there is such a thing as too much of a good thing! I’m about ready to—” 
 
    “That’s enough, Russo,” Green interrupted. “I’m sure the General didn’t come down here to listen to you complain. Is there something I can do for you, sir?” 
 
    Laughing, Banner replied, “Well, from what you’ve just said, I think it may be more a matter of what I can do for you, at least as far as Russo is concerned. I’d like to borrow him for a few days if you can spare him.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Green replied with a grin. “I think we can muddle along without him for a few days. Is there anything you need from me?” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so, although it would be appreciated if you could expedite any requests he might have.”  
 
    Clearly curious, Green merely said, “Certainly, sir. I’ll see to it myself.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now, I don’t want to keep you from what you were doing…” 
 
    Green took the hint and, with a salute, excused himself. Banner followed him with his eyes until he re-entered the new hangar, then turned to Russo. “Colonel Peters tells me you have the Belle tucked away in the old hangar.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. She deserved better than to end up flying coastal patrols with the RAF. Besides, I thought you might want to take the old girl up again sometime.” 
 
    “Well, as it happens, you’re right. I’ll be taking her up one more time, but not just for old times’ sake. Let’s go take a look at her, and I’ll explain.” 
 
      
 
    In the far-right corner of the Bellman hangar, the Boston Belle sat alone, her tires removed and resting on maintenance stands. Her engine cowlings, cockpit windscreen, and Plexiglas nose were covered with canvas, and the ball- and top-turrets, as well as all her guns, had been removed and their openings also covered with canvas.  
 
    Banner helped as Russo pulled the covers off. Except for the missing guns and turrets, she looked just as he’d left her nine months ago. He ran his hand along the Belle’s fuselage, almost caressing every bump and patch on her aluminum skin.  
 
    Russo followed, saying, “She’s in good shape, General. She’s had all her periodic and preventative maintenance. I run her engines up every month to keep the seals from drying out, do a functional check of all systems, leak check the pitot tube and static masts, lube the gear and flight controls. Last month, I drained all the engine oil again and refilled her with fresh.” Then he grinned and said, “It’s about the only time I can get my hands dirty anymore.” 
 
    “She looks good, Russo. Real good,” Banner said appreciatively. Glancing around to make sure they were alone, he moved closer and said in a quieter voice, “I’m sure you know that the invasion of France isn’t far off.” 
 
    Russo lowered his voice as well. “Yes, sir. What with all the men and equipment crowded onto this little island, you’d have to be blind, deaf, and just plain stupid not to. The guys in the Engine Shop have a pool going on the date. I’ve been talking to a guy I know in Weather, and he tells me there’s going to be several days of good weather in about two weeks. I’m going to put a few bucks on Sunday, 18th. The Japs attacked on a Sunday and caught us with our pants down. Maybe we can do the same to the Germans.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your money,” Banner said, his face serious. “You’d be wrong.”  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you, Sergeant, is classified higher than Top Secret. You can’t repeat it to anyone. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Not a word. Nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “All right. The invasion of France is not in two weeks, Russo; it’s in two days, on Monday, the fifth, and the Belle, her crew and I have a special role to play.”  
 
    Banner explained, and Russo listened, making no comment, though his facial expression spoke volumes. “You sure you want to do this, General? It sounds—”  
 
    “I know,” Banner said, cutting him off. “It sounds crazy. Now, how soon can you have her ready? I’m briefing my crew tomorrow morning, and I’ll want to take her up for a check ride shortly after that.” 
 
    “It won’t take no time to remount her tires and replace the guns and turrets,” Russo replied. “She’ll be ready whenever you want her tomorrow. What about the Norden?” 
 
    “I won’t be carrying bombs, or a bombardier, so I won’t need a bombsight. But fuel is a concern, which is why I want you to install two auxiliary fuel bladders in the bomb bay. And one other thing. The Luftwaffe have been keeping pretty close to home lately, and the prevailing thought is we shouldn’t encounter any fighter opposition, but I’m not that convinced. If we do run into trouble, it is my intention to turn tail and head for home. But if I need it, I want to have plenty of ammo for a running fight, so see if you can find me some extra.50-caliber, and have ‘em linked three armor piercing, one incendiary and one tracer. If the Munitions Officer gives you, or Captain Green, any flak, refer him to Colonel Peters.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it. There won’t be any problems.” 
 
      
 
    When Banner stepped out of the hangar, the rain had finally stopped, and the sun’s rays were fighting their way through breaks in the still cloudy sky. Overhead he heard the drone of engines. The group was returning from the day’s mission. Looking up, he silently counted the bombers as they passed over the field, circling and waiting their turn to land… eight… ten… sixteen… twenty-two… twenty-three. All back. But there were red flares; three had wounded on-board. In the distance, he could already hear the clanging of the ambulance bells as they chased after the planes that had fired the flares.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Headquarters  
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    Banner entered his office to find his chief of staff at his desk, his head buried in a pile of paper. “How’s it going Marty?” 
 
    “So far so good, General,” Durant said not very convincingly as he stood to acknowledge Banner’s return. “Although I’ve been out of the office most of the day in meetings,” he continued gesturing to the paper pile on the desk, “and I’m a little behind on the paperwork. I was just going over the Field Orders for tomorrow.”  
 
    “What’d we draw?” Banner asked, motioning Durant back down as he settled into one of the chairs in front of his desk. 
 
    “It’s a big one this time,” Durant replied. “‘No Ball’ targets. Reconnaissance photos show that work on a number of the sites in France is almost complete, and Intelligence says at least three have their launch ramps aimed toward our southern coast and are well within range of almost every port from Dover to Plymouth. They estimate the Germans could begin launching their rockets in less than a week. Considering the timing, that’s not good, and we’ve been given the task of making sure that doesn’t happen. There are three sites: one each at Gorenflos and Flixecourt, both located between Amiens and Abbeyville; the third is at Beauvais about thirty miles south-east of Amiens. It’s to be a Wing effort.”  
 
    ‘No Ball’ was the code for attacks on V-1 rocket launch sites. The V-1 Vergeltung Bombe, or Vengeance Bomb, was a pilotless flying bomb with an almost one-ton warhead capable of reaching targets as far north as London and designed to indiscriminately fall from the sky causing untold death and destruction wherever it hit. There wasn’t even a pretense that it was intended for military targets. 
 
    Banner was very familiar with the V-1 and had been involved in early efforts to stop, or at least delay, the weapon’s development. About a year ago, the Allies had received reports of a new liquid-fueled pulsejet engine being developed at the Argus Engine Works near Antwerp, Belgium. British experts believed this could be the engine for the V-1 and had sent Banner, leading the 503rd and two other groups, to destroy the factory. They had succeeded, but it had been very costly. It was on this mission that Banner’s West Point roommate and close friend, Colonel Paul Talbot, had been killed. Talbot’s death had hit Banner hard; it still hurt.  
 
    While Intelligence had initially reported the destruction of the Argus factory would set the Germans’ program back four to six months, they’d been overly optimistic. In reality, the Germans had been delayed by only a few weeks. There had been other attempts since then to slow down the rocket’s development, but none had been very successful. If the weapon was close to being operational, their launch now could delay the invasion and lengthen the war. 
 
    “The Field Order calls for twenty-one aircraft from each group,” Durant continued. “Sixty-three total. Each aircraft will carry two sticks of MK-82 general-purpose five hundred-pound bombs and bundles of incendiaries. Bombing altitude will be twenty thousand. No Pathfinder on this one. The order is for visual bombing only, so time of final briefing and take-off will be dependent on weather in the target area. Flak is expected to be heavy and accurate. Mustangs from the 211th Fighter Group will provide escort out and back.” 
 
    “Who’ll lead?” 
 
    “I was thinking John Webber’s 511th. They have the most experience with these launch sites. I’ve assigned them Flixecourt; they know the site. They bombed it blind back in April, but only damaged it. They hit the Pathfinder’s markers right on, but the markers had drifted off target. I figured John would like another crack at it. I’ve assigned Gorenflos to the 515th. The 503rd will target Beauvais.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Banner said nodding. “What time is the briefing?” On important missions, and ones involving multiple groups, Wing Operations would give the initial briefing to the Group commanders and their Operations officers to ensure everyone was on the same page.  
 
    “Fifteen hundred. All group commanders have been notified. Major Patterson from Ops will brief. Do you want to attend?” 
 
    Banner checked his watch; it was already 1445. “Negative. You take it.” Then indicating the pile of paper on his desk. “I want to go through some of this stuff first, then I need to make some calls.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, his desk clear, Banner left his office and walked down the hall to the office of Lieutenant Colonel Bob Napier, his G-3, Chief of Air Operations.  
 
    He wanted to go over his plan with a fresh set of eyes, and with someone who’d just consider the requirement and the means to accomplish it, without factoring in its wisdom or advisability, and that was his Operations chief. Banner wanted Napier’s advice on the mission’s feasibility based on the information provided. Accordingly, when Banner had finished outlining his plan, Napier, keeping his opinion to himself, merely said, “I think you’ve covered just about everything, General, but might I make one suggestion?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, sir, it’s a given that virtually every Allied fighter and fighter-bomber in the AAF and RAF — Mustangs, Thunderbolts, Lightnings, Marauders, Spits, Hurricanes, Mosquitos, you name it — will be flying cover over the convoys and making continuous sweeps along the coast and inland. There’s bound to be a lot of confusion up there and mistakes made. I was just thinking it might be a good idea to coordinate your mission with both Fighter Commands, so all pilots are informed of the presence of a lone B-17 flying low over the beaches, especially as your aircraft won’t have invasion stripes.” 
 
    That morning an order had come down from SHAEF for invasion stripes — alternating black and white bands — to be painted on wings and fuselages of Allied aircraft. These stripes were intended to increase aircraft recognition and prevent friendly fire incidents. This order, however, only applied to fighters and twin-engine medium and light bombers. It was felt that the four-engine heavy bombers of the AAF and RAF were such a familiar sight, and so well-known, there was little chance of their being mistaken for the enemy.  
 
    “You’re right, Bob. Good idea,” Banner agreed, wondering why he hadn’t thought of that himself. “I’ll take care of that this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as he returned to his desk, Banner placed a call to Woody Stone on his scrambler phone, a normal looking phone with a black Bakelite base and a distinctive green handset, which through some kind of electronic wizardry unclear to Banner, enabled him to discuss classified information with another person on another scrambler phone.  
 
    As soon as Stone came to the phone, Banner said, “Woody? Frank. Can you scramble?” Banner watched as the red blinking light on his phone changed to green.  
 
    “Okay, Frank,” Stone said a moment later. “We’re scrambled. What’s up?” 
 
    “I need a couple of things.” Banner gave him a moment to get a pencil, then said, “First, it has been suggested that it might be a good idea to coordinate what I’ll be doing with our Fighter Command and the RAF’s. The Belle won’t be wearing invasion stripes, and in the ‘fog of war’, I don’t want to get shot up by some young hotshot looking for an easy kill. And now that I think about it, coordinating with the Navy might be a good idea, too. I don’t know about the Brits, but I know our Navy gunners can be a little quick on the trigger. Second, I want orders authorizing my flight. Should anything happen, I don’t want Jim Peters to have to explain how he lost an airplane and its crew, not to mention a major general, on an unauthorized mission, which at the moment is being listed as an ‘orientation flight for a visiting VIP’.” 
 
    Stone barked a laugh at that last statement as he took the requests down, then said, “Sounds reasonable. I’ll take care of coordinating with both Fighter Commands, and I’ll get you those flight orders. Also, that request you made this morning, the one at the hospital, you should be hearing something about that very soon.” 
 
    Banner had just hung up the phone, when Mrs Phillips buzzed. “General, there is an officer here with a package for you. Your eyes only.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs Phillips,” he said, amazed at the timing. “Send him in, please.” 
 
    A moment later a young major entered. In his left-hand Banner noticed he carried a brown leather briefcase that was handcuffed to his wrist, and around his waist just below his Ike jacket, he wore a web belt supporting a leather-holstered government issue M1911 Colt .45. Stopping in front of Banner’s desk and saluting, the serious-looking young officer stated, “Major Wallace, sir. With respect, may I please see some identification?” 
 
    Banner took his wallet from the inside pocket of his tunic, removed his AGO card and handed it to the major. Wallace studied the card, front and back, and compared its picture to Banner, then handed it back.  
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Producing a key from his trouser pocket, he unlocked the handcuff and detached himself from the briefcase. Then he worked the combination lock on the briefcase, opened it, and removed a folder. The words TOP SECRET — BIGOT were stamped in inch-high green letters on the folder’s cover. BIGOT was the acronym for the British Invasion of German Occupied Territory, the term personally chosen by Winston Churchill for all Overlord papers and files. Clipped to the folder was a small form which Wallace removed, quickly filled in the date and time, then handed the form to Banner. “If you would sign this acknowledgement of receipt, sir.” 
 
    Banner signed the receipt, and handed it back to Wallace, who placed it in the briefcase. Then placing the folder on the desk in front of Banner, he said, “This is the information you requested earlier today, General. My orders are that no copies or notes may be made, and I must return the document within four hours.”  
 
    “Thank you, Major. I doubt I’ll need that much time,” Banner replied. “You can wait in my outer office.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” Wallace said, looking a little embarrassed. “My orders state that the document may not leave my sight.” 
 
    “All right. Take a seat wherever you like and make yourself comfortable. There’s coffee over there on the table.”  
 
      
 
    Overlord was not a single plan, but the umbrella for dozens, if not hundreds, of plans spelling out every eventuality, requirement and objective for D+90 days of the operation. The thick document Banner had before him was only a detailed summary of Operation Neptune, the actual channel crossing and amphibious invasion phase of Overlord.  
 
    With his time limited, Banner quickly scanned the initial pages describing the naval requirements for the crossing. There would be over fifty convoys made up of over six thousand ships of every size and description: troop transports; warships; armed escort trawlers; picket ships; salvage tugs; rescue launches; merchant ships carrying everything from ammunition and vehicles to food and medical supplies; and an alphabet of assault craft and landing ships.  
 
    Sailing from ports all over England, the convoys would converge on ‘Piccadilly Circus’, the name given to the rendezvous area in the Channel just south of the Isle of Wight. Here they would reassemble into individual invasion forces and proceed to their assigned beaches along marked lanes cleared by minesweepers. 
 
    The warships would defend the convoys against attack, then bombard the German defenses above the beaches and beyond. Noting Neptune’s timeline, he paused for a moment as he realized that many of these convoys, those with the farthest to go, must have already sailed.  
 
    About a third of the way into the document Banner found the information he was looking for. At an early age, he had discovered that without conscious effort he could recall images, pages of text and even events in great detail. Over the years he had learned how to use his gift, and now as he read, he stored away Neptune’s most salient details. 
 
    In the early hours of 5 June, in advance of the seaborne landings, three airborne divisions would be parachuted and air-transported by gliders into Normandy, their overall objectives were to support the ground forces and protect the landing areas. The US 82nd and 101st Divisions would land on the western flank near the Cotentin peninsula, while the British 6th Airborne Division would land on the invasion’s eastern flank near Caen. 
 
    The 82nd and 101st Divisions were to disrupt German lines of defense and communication and defend the landing sites. To do this they were to seize the town of St Mere Eglise blocking the arrival of reinforcements from the western side of the Cotentin peninsula and the major road (RN13) connecting Caen to Cherbourg and control its various crossroads. They were also to defend the approaches to the beach on the western flank by capturing and holding the narrow access roads off the beach allowing the troops to move inland, and destroying the three bridges over the River Douve to deny their use by the Germans and seize the two bridges over the Merderet River at Carentan to facilitate the linking up of the two American beachheads. 
 
    The British 6th Airborne Division, in addition to protecting the left, and eastern, flank of the invasion beaches, had three objectives. First, capture intact and hold the two strategically important bridges over the Caen Canal and Orne River, both of which would be necessary for British and Canadian ground forces to advance inland once they had secured their beachheads. Second, destroy the Merville gun battery, an artillery battery that could direct fire on the forces landing on the Canadian and British beaches. Their third mission was to destroy five bridges over the Divette and Dives Rivers between Varaville and Troarn on the eastern side of the Orne, then hold the area to protect the Allied eastern flank from German counter-attack. 
 
    The Allied ground forces would land early on the morning of the fifth on five beaches, two American (Utah and Omaha) and three British and Canadian (Gold, Juno and Sword). These beaches were located miles apart and stretched from St Martin de Varreville on the Cotentin peninsula in the west to Ouistreham at the mouth of the Orne river in the east, a front of almost fifty miles. Due to the differing tide schedules, H-Hour at the widely separated landing areas ranged from 0630 at Utah and Omaha to 0730 at Gold, Juno and Sword. Each beach was divided into sectors, and each sector had specific objectives. Once the troops had secured a foothold on their assigned beach and sector, they were to move inland capturing key bridges, crossroads and villages to prevent or delay a German counterattack, then link up with the 82nd and 101st airborne troops that had been dropped by parachute or glider in the very early hours of the morning. Banner made note of these wider objectives, but they were not his main concern. His task was to observe and report what was happening on those beaches.  
 
    What it boils down to, Banner thought as he finished reading and replaced the document in its folder, is can we put sufficient troops and equipment ashore on the Normandy coast, link up the five beaches to form a united front, and push inland deep enough to create and hold a defendable base and staging point from which to advance, all before the Germans can bring up enough reinforcements to counterattack and push us back into the sea. 
 
    Banner had been given a heavy responsibility. Anxiously waiting back in England, Eisenhower would have only his, Banner’s, reports and those of his Allied Army commanders observing from ships anchored miles from the shore to make an informed decision as to whether a defendable foothold for further advance into France, was, or was not, achievable. If the reports led Eisenhower to decide that the landings had been unsuccessful, that the troops had been stalled on those beaches, unable to fight their way clear, he would have to withdraw and save as many men as he could. If that happened, it would be another Dunkirk, only much worse. But Banner didn’t think it would come to that, not if the inexperienced young men who had fought Rommel to a standstill in North Africa, and waded ashore at Sicily, Salerno and Anzio were any example. 
 
    Checking the time, almost 1900, he looked over at Major Wallace settled in one of the conference table chairs, waiting patiently and struggling to stay awake. “I think I have what I need, Major. You can have this back now.” 
 
    Wallace, instantly alert, stood, straightened his uniform, then walked to Banner’s desk. Accepting the classified folder that Banner held out to him, he replaced the folder in his briefcase, and at the same time retrieved the receipt Banner had signed earlier. Adding the current time, Wallace signed it, tore off the top copy and clipped it to the folder, then handed the second copy of the receipt to Banner. “For your records, sir.”  
 
    He quickly closed and locked the briefcase, then re-attached the handcuff to his left wrist. Coming to attention, he saluted smartly, and with a “By your leave, sir,” he executed a parade ground ‘about face’ and left the office, closing the door quietly behind him.  
 
    Thinking about what he’d read, Banner stood and walked over to the curtain-covered wall on his left and drew back the curtain revealing a large, detailed map of England and Western Europe. Finding and placing his finger on St Martin de Varreville on the Cotentin peninsula, he slowly identified and marked in his memory the location of the five beaches along the Normandy coast, then tried to visualize the thousands of ships and boats that would fill the Channel in support. He couldn’t imagine it. 
 
    Back at his desk, he was still thinking about the magnitude and complexity of the plan, when his intercom buzzed, and Mrs Phillips announced, “Air Vice Marshal Markham is here, General.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs Phillips. I’ll be right out.”  
 
      
 
    “Phillip, come in,” Banner said as he took Markham’s extended hand and led him back into his office. “Sorry I haven’t been in touch,” he continued as he walked back around the desk to his chair. “The last couple of days have been hectic. Take a seat.”  
 
    “For me, as well,” Markham said as he settled into one of the leather chairs in front of the desk. “There don’t seem to be enough hours in the day, especially as we draw closer. As far as I can ascertain, we’re still a go for the fifth, but I’d be more sanguine about it all if we could see some sign of improvement in the weather.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Banner agreed. “The rain and overcast just doesn’t let up. I think the next twenty-four hours will tell one way or another. But if we’re delayed, it can’t be more than a day, maybe two, or we’ll lose our window. And according to the weather people, the conditions won’t be right again for weeks.” 
 
    “I agree,” Markham said. Then, changing the subject, continued, “I managed to steal some time this afternoon to visit Anne. She seems to be bearing up well, all things considered.” 
 
    “Yes. The nurses are doing everything they can to make her comfortable. I think they like having a maternity patient to fuss over for a change.” 
 
    There was a slight pause, then straightening up in his chair and looking hard at Banner, Markham asked, “Is it true? What Anne told me this afternoon? You’re going to fly over there, circle the area like some kind of flying observation post, and send progress reports to Ike?” 
 
    “Looks that way.”  
 
    Markham leaned back in the chair again and shook his head. “I don’t know whether to think you’ve completely lost your bloody mind or envy you the opportunity to witness probably the greatest amphibious invasion in history. Tell me about it.” 
 
    And once more, Banner repeated the story, leaving out nothing from his meeting with Woody in his hotel room to his telling Anne that morning at the hospital. 
 
    “Well,” Markham said when he’d finished. “I’m certainly glad I wasn’t there when you told her. I can guess how she took it.” 
 
    “I had expected her to cry or get mad and bring up my promise not to fly again; I could have dealt with that, but she just looked at me in that way she has and for a while didn’t say anything. Then she said she understood and told me to go do what I had to. She was hurting, I knew that, and on the verge of tears, but there was nothing I could say that wouldn’t make it worse, so I just left. I would never want to hurt her, Phillip, you know that, especially now with the baby, but what else could I do? This is too important. I just couldn’t say no.” 
 
    Markham sympathized with Banner’s dilemma. “She’s angry and hurting now, but it’ll pass. Once she has time to think about it, she’ll come to realize you really didn’t have a choice. Anne’s a strong woman. She survived the death of Robert and my Madge. And, God forbid, should anything happen to you, she’ll survive that, too.” 
 
    “I never doubted that Phillip, and I don’t plan on anything happening to me,” Banner said half-jokingly. “I plan to be as careful as I can be and still get the job done. Still if something were—”  
 
    “What you need, old son,” Markham said suddenly, interrupting Banner’s line of thought, “is a break from all this, get your mind round something else for a few hours. I’m meeting Woody in about an hour for drinks at the hotel, then dinner. Why don’t you join us?” 
 
    Banner was about to beg off, then changed his mind. “Maybe I could use a break at that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, 4 June, 1944 (still D-2)  
 
    Banner’s Quarters 
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    In the wee hours of Sunday morning, while Banner was sleeping after a late dinner, General Eisenhower and his staff were meeting for a weather update at his invasion Headquarters at Southwick House, located a little north of Portsmouth. The weather had deteriorated over the course of the day, bringing rain and heavy winds, and his chief meteorologist, RAF Group Captain James Stagg, had brought bad news: a low-pressure system was moving in, and he predicted that Monday, 5 June, would be stormy with heavy rains, strong winds and a solid cloud layer as low as five hundred feet. After some discussion with his staff, Eisenhower decided he had no choice but to postpone the operation for twenty-four hours.  
 
    The word went out immediately. Preparations and movement orders had to be put on hold and, more importantly, the convoys of troopships, landing craft and their escorts that had departed early the previous day in order to be on station the morning of the fifth and were already well out into the Channel, had to be recalled. As radio silence was in effect, fast destroyers were sent at flank speed to catch up with the convoys and signal them to return to harbor. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Banner was awakened in his quarters by the loud ringing of the telephone. Turning on the light on the nightstand, he checked the time: 0610. Fumbling for the phone, he picked up the handset and, still half asleep, said, “Banner.” 
 
    “Frank?” the caller said. “Woody. Sorry to wake you.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Woody… What’s up?” 
 
    “I just got the word. We’re postponed twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks. See you this afternoon.” Banner replaced the handset in its cradle, then turned off the light, and went back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    The weather early Sunday morning was mostly clear with patchy high cloud cover and a light breeze. At 0800, Banner’s staff car stopped in front of the 503rd Headquarters’ building. Ross jumped out and ran around the car to open Banner’s door. Parked a few spaces away was the jeep Ross had requisitioned for the day. As he would be taking the Belle up for a short check flight after briefing his crew, Banner was wearing his flying gear: his well-worn A-2 leather flight jacket with command pilot wings, an olive drab flight suit over his khaki shirt and green trousers, and his battered ‘fifty mission crush’ service hat. Ross wearing his ETO jacket over his flight suit and underlying uniform, quickly transferred their A-3 bags containing the rest of their flight gear from the trunk of the staff car into the back of the jeep, then climbed in behind the wheel. As soon as Banner had settled into the passenger seat, Ross started the jeep and headed for the flight line.  
 
    When they pulled into the parking area, the Belle, her turrets and guns replaced, was parked in front of the hangar with her wheels chocked and engines running. Banner climbed out of the jeep, and for a moment stood listening to the roar of her engines. The sound flooded his mind with uninvited memories — some good, some not — until the whine of the engines shutting down snapped him back to the present. As the spinning propellers slowed to a stop, the nose hatch dropped open, and Sergeant Russo swung down.  
 
    “Everything checks out, General. She has a full ammo load, just in case some Luftwaffe pilot gets lost, and 2,780 gallons of fuel on board in her main wing and Tokyo tanks. I’ll install the auxiliary tanks in the bomb bay and top her off after you land this afternoon. And I managed to find a couple of cans of that other item you requested.” 
 
    “What about the extra weight?” Banner said, knowing Russo was referring to the extra ammo he’d asked for.  
 
    “Not a problem, sir. You’re not carrying bombs, even with the auxiliary fuel tanks in the bomb bay, the extra ammo won’t affect the Belle’s weight or balance.”  
 
    Ammunition on a mission was carefully allotted, and it was strictly against regulation to add more. The addition of any extra weight to a fully loaded bomber, especially if it changed the bomber’s center of gravity, could affect its ability to get airborne and, on at least one occasion, Banner had witnessed an unbalanced bomber that had stalled and crashed on take-off, killing all on-board.  
 
    “Thanks, Russo,” Banner said, then added, “Be advised, there’s been a slight change in plans. Due to weather, everything has been pushed back twenty-four hours. Take-off now will be Tuesday morning. I don’t know the exact time yet, but you’ll know as soon as I do.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Russo replied, unfazed by the delay. “She’ll be ready.”  
 
      
 
    Briefing Hut  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the briefing hut, Banner noted the crew truck parked in front and beside it an MP jeep. Standing guard at the door was an MP sergeant, an M-1.30-caliber carbine slung over his shoulder and a holstered government issue 1911 Colt .45 hanging at his hip. As they approached, the MP came to attention, then grasping the rifle’s sling with his left hand, executed a hand salute with his right. 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” he said. “Everyone on the list is inside, except for yourself and a Staff Sergeant Ross.” 
 
    As Ross showed the guard his AGO card, Banner, noting the man’s nametag, said, “Thank you, Sergeant Weldon. What are your orders?” 
 
    “I am to allow no one inside other than the people on the list, sir, and guard the door until you are finished and release me.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “Very good. Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    The briefing hut was one of the many prefabricated Nissen huts on the base. It was a large 30x40x14-foot structure with a semicircular cross section, like an enormous barrel cut down the middle and laid on its side. Its skin was made of corrugated galvanized steel with pre-cut plywood sections sealing the ends allowing for doors and windows. The interior of the hut consisted of a large open area occupied by row upon row of wooden folding chairs arranged theater-like in two sections separated by a narrow middle aisle. Across the back was a raised wooden stage accessed by two steps. Covering the entire wall behind the stage was an enormous map of England and Western Europe.  
 
    Seven men were gathered in front of the stage talking among themselves and wondering why they were there. All they’d been told was that they’d been selected for a special mission and would be briefed about it this morning.  
 
    Captain Harry Gardiner, a good-looking twenty-three-year-old whose main distinguishing feature was an infectious grin, was the first to see Banner enter and called the room to attention.  
 
    “As you were,” Banner said as he walked down the aisle. Ross following behind, stopped to stand with the others. At the stage, Banner turned to face the men. “Good morning. Take your seats.”  
 
    Those who knew Banner from before, looked at each other and grinned; the others were still wondering what was going on. They didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    “Most of you know me,” Banner said with a nod to each, adding to Gardiner, a first lieutenant the last time he’d seen him, and Koenig, now a tech sergeant, “Congratulations on your promotion, Harry… You, too, Mike. That extra stripe looks good on your arm.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” they both replied with wide smiles. 
 
    “For those of you who don’t know me,” Banner continued, “my name is Banner. I currently command the First Combat Bomb Wing. And not that long ago I commanded this Group. I am here today because I have been given one more mission to fly, and I’ve come to my old Group for my plane and crew. Before I go on, however, I have to tell you that this mission is highly classified, extremely dangerous, and…” he paused, then added on the spur of the moment, “entirely voluntary. So, if any of you wish to leave, now is the time.” 
 
    The room was quiet, no one moved or said anything; they just looked at each other questioningly. Then Harry Gardiner stood up and said, “Hell, General. Every mission we fly is dangerous and classified; but it’s nice to have a say in the matter for once. I’m in.” Then looking around, asked, “How about it, guys?” 
 
    The old hands, Wells, Koenig and Collins, all stood as well, responding one by one.  
 
    “Okay by me.”  
 
    “Count me in.”  
 
    “Me, too, sir.”  
 
    Ross knew the score and was already on-board, but he stood as well. Banner turned to the new men. Quintana, twenty-two, had a copper complexion, high cheekbones, straight black hair, and black eyes. Wilson, the youngest, was a fuzzy-cheeked nineteen-year-old with light brown hair and freckles. The two looked at each other for a moment, then stood and said almost simultaneously, “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Only Captain Cooper remained undecided. Tall and average looking with a bushy head of dark brown hair, Cooper was a quiet thirty-five-year-old bachelor from Nebraska. He had the distinction of being the oldest pilot in the Group, and perhaps for that reason whenever he had the opportunity, he tended to think things through before making a decision. After a moment, he stood and said, “General, I was a fireman in civilian life, a deferred occupation. I could have sat this war out at home, but I wanted to do my part, so I joined up. I don’t have a problem with the danger; like Harry says, it comes with the job. But if this mission is truly voluntary, before I make my decision, I’d like to know if this one will be worth the trip? Will it make a difference? I’ve been bombing German targets for almost a year now, and gone back to some places two, three times, and I wonder if we’re really accomplishing anything. I’m sorry, sir, but it just seems like we’ve lost a hell of a lot of good men with not much to show for it. Just once, I’d like to know, whatever happens, that it was worth the trip.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry, Captain,” Banner replied. “I know just how you feel. When the United States entered this war, we weren’t prepared. And for almost two years we’ve struggled to hang on, bombing targets that did little more than slow the Germans down, waiting for production and training to catch up with the demand. But the tide has finally turned. We have the men and planes we need, and we’ve all but driven the Luftwaffe out of the sky. It has been very costly in terms of men’s lives, but very soon, sooner than you may think, we’re going take the war to the enemy on his own soil.” Banner stopped speaking for a moment, then smiled. “Long story short, Captain Cooper, the answer to your question is yes, this trip will be worth it. You have my word on that.” 
 
    “In that case, sir,” Cooper said, returning the General’s smile, “I guess I’d like to come along, too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Banner said, looking from face to face. “Thank you all.” Making the mission voluntary had been a risky and highly unusual last-minute decision. Every mission was dangerous, life threatening to every member of a crew, and what he was doing could be considered a bad precedent at the very least. But this mission offered an entirely new level of insanity. Woody had made the request, but the decision had ultimately been his, and he felt it only right that his crew should be given the same choice. But he was a pretty good judge of character and was reasonably certain these men would make the right decision. What he would have done had Cooper, or any of the others, not volunteered, he didn’t know. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. 
 
    “What’s the target, General?” Wells asked. 
 
    “No target this trip, Joe, and no bombs. Two days from now, early Tuesday morning after the group has launched, we will take-off, and while the groups, wings and divisions are forming up, we will fly directly across the Channel to the coast of Normandy where,” he paused for effect, “we will observe the Allied invasion of France.”  
 
    “D-Day!”  
 
    The small group erupted with cheers and backslapping. Banner let them go on for a minute before calling out, “All right! Settle down. We’ve got a lot to go over.”  
 
      
 
    For the next hour, Banner went over the mission and the reasons for it, then led them up onto the stage where on the large wall map, he pointed out the landing beaches. Questions followed, and he answered each as truthfully as he could. He didn’t know how long they’d have to overfly the area but didn’t anticipate more than four or five hours if, for no other reason, than fuel constraints. Speed and altitude were still TBD. That was one of the reasons for their flight that morning. Of course, actual ceiling and visibility Tuesday would be the real limiting factor. They would have no dedicated fighter escort; but every Allied fighter in England would be in the air flying cover for the ships and making continual sweeps along the coast and inland and would be within call if they ran into trouble. The Luftwaffe was also an unknown. Based on the lack of sightings on recent missions, he didn’t expect any, but they’d just have to wait and see. But if fighters appeared, they wouldn’t hang around, he would abort and run for home. They would likely attract some flak and possibly small arms ground fire as they flew over the beaches, but he counted on the Germans having more things to worry about than one lone B-17 overhead. 
 
    “Any more questions?” he asked, looking each man in the eye. “Second thoughts?” There were a few head shakes, but other than that, silence. Banner could imagine what each man was thinking, wondering what he’d just signed up for. He’d had the same thoughts himself.  
 
    Then Captain Cooper cleared his throat and with a grin and a gleam in his eye, asked, “I was just wondering, General, as we’re not going to bomb anyone, will this trip count a full point toward our combat mission tour?”  
 
    Recognizing Cooper’s attempt to break the tension, Banner barked a laugh and replied, “Absolutely. I’ll make sure of it.” Everyone broke up at that and started to laugh.  
 
    “All right, then,” Banner said, regaining everyone’s attention. “Harry, Wing Operations is putting together our mission package; I should have it for you tomorrow afternoon. If it doesn’t include all the maps and charts, you think we might need, draw them tomorrow afternoon from Base Ops.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner turned next to Sergeant Koenig, the radio operator. “Mike, I’ll get the radio call signs, frequencies, codes and authenticators for you as soon as I can, but I doubt it will be before the morning we go.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “And Mike, we’ll be communicating directly with SHAEF via the Liaison set, so when you get the codes, set the primary tuner to SHAEF’s frequency and do a radio check before we take off. You can set the other frequencies when we’re in the air.” The liaison transmitter, separate from the B-17’s Command radio which was used for short-range communications, allowed voice and code communication with ground stations up to 250 miles, in this instance between the Boston Belle over Normandy and Ike’s forward Headquarters outside Portsmouth. Both radios covered a wide range of frequencies and included several tuning units that could each be pre-set to any of the day’s assigned frequencies. Changing frequencies in flight was simply a matter of removing one unit and inserting another. 
 
    “Yes, sir. No problem.” 
 
    “Good,” Banner said, then addressed the entire crew. “Take-off is TBD at this time but will follow the Group’s launch. We’ll meet again when I have more information, probably sometime tomorrow afternoon. I’ll send word to Captain Cooper through Colonel Peters’ office, and remember, not a word to anyone about what you’re doing…  
 
    “Now,” he finished, “let’s go see if I can remember how to fly.”  
 
      
 
    As the men filed out of the hut, talking excitedly among themselves, Banner pulled Harry Gardiner aside, “Stay a minute, Harry.” Banner waited until everyone else had left, then asked, “What’s this I hear about you and Janet Kelly?” 
 
    Gardiner reddened a little and grinned self-consciously, “Yes, sir. We’ve been seeing each other for several months now … well, actually, since your wedding.” He paused, then asked, “May I speak freely, sir?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Everybody knew Janet had a thing for you when you were here; it was pretty obvious.” Now it was Banner’s turn to get a little red. “You were real polite about it, but it was clear you weren’t interested, at least to everyone except Janet. But she continued to have hopes right up to when you and Mrs Banner got hitched.” 
 
    Banner didn’t know what to say. Of course, he’d been aware of Kelly’s infatuation; it was impossible not to. But he’d never been in that particular situation before and hadn’t known how to handle it. Finally, he just tried to avoid contact with her as much as possible. He’d had no idea that ‘everybody knew’ and that it was common knowledge around the base. 
 
    “When you left to take over the Wing,” Gardiner went on, “Janet was kinda down in the dumps for a while. I’d always been attracted to her, but with you in the mix, I never did anything about it. Anyway, after you left, I asked her out a few times. Turns out we had a lot in common. I’m from Chicago, and, although she’s from Wisconsin, she went to nursing school in Chicago, only a few miles from where I grew up. We ate at a lot of the same restaurants; and though we didn’t know it, we even attended the same church. Well, we just sort of hit it off. Then my tour was over, and I got orders to Maxwell to be a navigation instructor. We tried writing at first, but that wasn’t working, so I just decided to sign up for another tour. It was too dull stateside anyway.” Gardiner stopped for a moment, then said, “I’ve been thinking of asking her to marry me, but—” 
 
    “Take it from me, Harry,” Banner interrupted. “If you love her, don’t wait. Life is too short. Don’t waste a minute the two of you could have. I didn’t and haven’t regretted it for a moment.”  
 
      
 
    Flight Line, Boston Belle’s Hardstand  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Flying an airplane wasn’t like driving a car; you didn’t just get in, start the engine and drive away. There were numerous checklists and procedures to be followed, a process that, depending on the experience of the crew, could take the better part of an hour.  
 
    It began with each crewman checking his personal equipment: life vest, parachute harness and chest pack, his oxygen connection and mask, head set and throat mic, and so on. Gunners inspected their guns, checked turret rotation, and fed.50-caliber ammo belts into ammunition feed chutes. Koenig studied the call signs and codes for the day, set the frequencies and did a radio check with the tower. Gardiner organized his maps. Each man checked in with Koenig to ensure his interphone was working. The interphone was their lifeline, the means through which the crew communicated. A B-17 in flight was so noisy with the roar of the Wright Cyclone engines, the air rushing through the fuselage and other aircraft noises that, unless you were standing right next to the person shouting in his ear, or had your headset on, communication was almost impossible. 
 
    Outside, the ground crew manually turned each propeller several times to remove fuel in the cylinders and circulate the oil. While in the cockpit, Sergeant Wells, as flight engineer, performed his pre-flight of the engines and other systems, then assisted Captain Cooper with the ‘Before Starting Checklist’.  
 
    As all this was happening, Banner performed an exterior walk-around, inspecting the Belle’s control surfaces, ensuring that the pitot tubes were clear, checking the condition of the tires and looking for any sign of oil or fuel leaks. Satisfied everything was correct, he swung up through the Belle’s nose hatch and entered the cockpit. Motioning Cooper to take the co-pilot’s position, Banner settled into the left seat, explaining, “I’ll be observing from the right seat or the nose during the mission, Captain, but I want to fly today,” adding, with a grin, “It’s been a while, and I could use the stick time.” 
 
      
 
    Time to start engines. The procedures used to be second nature to Banner, something he did without thought, but as he’d said, it had been a while. So, with an embarrassed grin, he referred to his pilot’s checklist.  
 
    “Master and ignition switches.” 
 
    “On and checked,” Cooper responded. 
 
    “Battery switches and inverters.” 
 
    “On and checked. Inverters on normal.” 
 
    “Parking brakes and hydraulic check.” 
 
    “On and checked.” 
 
    “Fuel boost pumps and pressure.” 
 
    “On and checked.” 
 
    “Carburetor air filters.” 
 
    “Open.” 
 
    “Fuel quantity and gallons per tank.” As he called this out, Banner realized he hadn’t used the checklist. It was all coming back.  
 
    When they’d completed the checklist, Banner eased the throttles forward slightly to startup rpm and said, “Okay. Start number one,” then held his hand out through his open side window and held up one finger, notifying the ground crewman standing by with a fire extinguisher that they were starting the left outboard engine. 
 
    “Starting number one,” Cooper repeated as he pressed and held the starter switch to energize the left outboard engine. After about ten seconds, and still holding the starter switch, he pressed the mesh switch to engage the clutch and rotate the engine. At the same time with his other hand, he pumped the hand primer a few times to get the air out of the lines, then continued pumping with strong, steady strokes moving fuel to the engine. As soon as the engine fired, he set the fuel mixture control to ‘auto rich’. Almost immediately, out on the left wing, the inertia starter began to whine, and the Belle shook as the engine spun and caught. The propeller turned slowly at first, then picked up speed.  
 
    Banner called out, “Gauges’ check.”  
 
    “Roger,” came the reply. “Oil pressure, seventy-five. Fuel pressure, one-five. Rpm, one thousand.” 
 
    Banner increased the revolutions to 1,200 to warm the engine up faster, then said, “Okay. Start number two.”  
 
    In quick succession, they repeated the procedure for engines two, three and four. When all engines were running smoothly, Banner radioed the control tower.  
 
    “Walsham Tower, this is Army three-zero-niner-four. Repeat. Three-zero-niner-four holding at Hangar One. Request clearance to taxi. Over.”  
 
    A moment later came the reply, “Army three-zero-niner-four. Walsham tower. Roger, you are cleared to taxi to runway zero-niner-zero. Repeat, runway zero-niner-zero. Advise when ready for take-off. Over.” 
 
    Banner signaled the ground crew to remove the chocks, then unlocked the tail wheel and released the parking brakes. Inching the throttles for the outboard engines forward until the Belle began a slow roll, he began to weave the aircraft along the long taxiway in a slight ‘S’ pattern enabling him to see where he was going over the nose. A few minutes later, he turned onto the end of the runway and stopped. With the Belle lined up on the center of the runway, he set the trim tabs, locked the brakes and ran up the engines to take-off power. At the same time, Cooper set the gyro and locked the tail wheel.  
 
    “Walsham Tower, three-zero-niner-four. Ready at runway zero-niner-zero threshold. Request clearance for take-off. Over.” 
 
    “Walsham Tower. Roger, three-zero-niner-four. You are cleared for take-off on runway zero-niner-zero. Altimeter setting is two-niner-seven-five. Ceiling twelve thousand. Visibility eight. Be advised, East Anglia control has been notified of your flight plan. Time is one-zero-two-five. Over.” 
 
    “Roger, Tower. Runway zero-niner-zero. Altimeter two-niner-seven-five. Ceiling twelve thousand. Visibility eight miles. Three-zero-niner-four rolling. Out.”  
 
    Banner set all trims to neutral, released his brakes and slowly advanced the bank of throttles until the Belle began her take-off roll. Standing between the cockpit seats, Sergeant Wells called out their speed. A quarter of the way down the runway, Banner called for full military power.  
 
    “Throttles full,” Cooper responded as he advanced all throttles to their stops. 
 
    Wells continued to call out their speed. At 80 mph, Banner gave the Belle a little down elevator to bring up her tail. At 110, he gently pulled back on the yoke, and the Belle took to the air. Gaining speed and climbing, Banner called, “Wheels up.” 
 
    Cooper toggled the switch to retract the gear. “Gear is up and locked,” he reported, followed by the flight engineer’s report. “Tail wheel up and stowed.” 
 
    Climbing smoothly to 3,000 feet, Banner reduced his speed to cruising, then banked and turned back west to begin his slow low-level tour over East Anglia. 
 
      
 
    Almost two hours later, Banner radioed the tower he was ten miles south-east of the field at fifteen hundred feet and requested landing instructions. With no other traffic in the pattern, he received clearance to come straight in. Touching down, he taxied to the hangar, swung the Belle’s tail around, then shut his engines down as the ground crew chocked the wheels.  
 
    A minute later, the nose hatch dropped open. Cooper swung down first then reached back up to grab his A-3 bag and drag it down. Behind him, Banner tossed his bag out, then swung down. It had been a comparatively short flight but flying at low altitudes just above stall speed was very exacting and physically punishing. Banner was tired and sore. He stretched to ease the tightness in his shoulders and back, then removed his hat and ran his fingers vigorously through his hair. He’d been behind a desk too long. His body would be seriously complaining of the abuse tomorrow. He watched as the rest of the crew exited through the main crew door behind the right wing, laughing and talking as they headed for the waiting crew truck. Banner tried to remember what it had felt like to be that young.  
 
    “Looks like we have a workable speed, General, and altitude,” Cooper said, adding “assuming the weather cooperates.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I won’t hold my breath on that,” Banner replied with a laugh. “I’m heading back to Headquarters; can I give you a lift?” 
 
    The crew truck was still waiting. “Thank you, sir, but I’ll take the truck with rest of the crew. 
 
    “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll be ready.” 
 
    Banner returned Cooper’s salute, then grabbed his gear bag and carried it over to his jeep where Ross was waiting. Throwing the bag into the back, he climbed into the passenger seat. “Back to Headquarters, Ernie.” 
 
      
 
    Headquarters  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    General Stone’s staff car was parked next to Banner’s when Ross pulled up in front of the Headquarters building. Instructing Ross to return the jeep to the motor pool, then grab some lunch, Banner entered the building and proceeded down the hall to the commander’s office where he found acting Adjutant Mitch Stanton at his desk going over reports.  
 
    “You need to take some time off, Colonel,” Banner said jokingly. “You’re getting circles under your eyes.” 
 
    “Hah! That’s not likely to happen any time soon,” Stanton replied as he stood to acknowledge Banner’s presence. Taking in Banner’s tired appearance, he remarked, “And not to be insubordinate, General, but you don’t look all that great yourself.”  
 
    “Yes, well,” Banner replied with a laugh as he pressed his hands into the small of his back to ease his aching muscles. “It’s possible spending as much time as I do behind a desk might not be the best conditioning for taking up a heavy bomber even for a few hours. I’ll have to try to work some exercise into my schedule.” 
 
    Before Stanton could get another jab in, General Stone called from Peters’ office. “That you out there, Frank?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Though they were of equal rank, Woody Stone would always be ‘sir’ to Banner. 
 
    “Well, come on in here and join us.”  
 
    Banner entered the office to find Stone and Jim Peters having coffee. Motioning Peters to keep his seat, Banner walked over to the pot-bellied stove and poured himself a cup. Lowering himself into the chair next to Stone, he grimaced slightly and said, “The Belle’s seats seem to have gotten considerably harder and the controls stiffer since the last time I took her up… either that or I’m seriously out of condition.” 
 
    Stone laughed. “You don’t seriously want us to comment on that, do you?” 
 
    “Not really, no,” Banner replied, easing his shoulders. Initially, Banner hadn’t been happy about the twenty-four-hour delay; he wanted to get on with it. But the way he felt now, he was grateful for the extra day. 
 
    Expecting the two general officers would like some privacy to talk, Peters stood and said, “General Stone, if you and General Banner will excuse me, the Group will be returning soon, and Colonel Stanton and I have preparations to make.” 
 
    “Certainly, Colonel,” Stone replied. “Please carry on.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Peters replied as he grabbed his hat and headed for the door. 
 
    As soon as Peters had closed the door behind him, Stone said, “Sorry about the early wake-up this morning, but I thought you’d want to know as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I did, but I didn’t appreciate your timing. You and Phillip kept me out pretty late.” 
 
    “You’ve been working too hard. You needed to decompress.” 
 
    “Maybe so. Delay’s due to the weather, I assume.” 
 
    “Yes. From what I’ve heard in the wee hours this morning at Ike’s staff meeting at Southwick House, his chief meteorologist reported that the weather Monday would be bad, storms with heavy rain and strong winds.” 
 
    “So, we wait,” Banner said. “And hope like hell it clears up in the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Yes. Now, how did your flight go?” 
 
    “Good. I think we’ve worked out a speed and altitude that will work, weather cooperating, of course, and with the addition of the two auxiliary tanks in the bomb bay, I should have sufficient fuel.” Banner paused for a moment then added formally, “I believe, General, I have a good understanding of what General Eisenhower wants. When I feel I have furnished that information, my intention is to return to base.” Banner paused again and looked hard at Stone. “Furthermore, should the Luftwaffe show up, it is also my intention to abort regardless of what is happening below. I won’t unnecessarily risk the lives of my crew for this, Woody.” 
 
    “Of course not. I wouldn’t expect you to, and I don’t believe Ike would want that either. What about your crew? What do they think about all this?” 
 
    “Most of them were members of my old crew and are experienced veterans. I explained what we’d be doing and why, then let them decide if it was worth the trip.” 
 
    “You did what?!” Stone exclaimed, taken aback. 
 
    “You left it up to me, Woody, and I decided they deserved the same consideration.” Banner shook his head and smiled sadly. “Every one of ‘em volunteered, even the two youngest. I don’t know where we get these kids, Woody, willing to risk their lives before they really know what life is all about.” 
 
    “They’re all good men, Frank. And too many of them will die Tuesday no matter how it turns out. But what you’ll be doing just may help save lives. Keep that in mind. Now,” he said as he stood, “I have to get back to Bushey Park, but before I go…” unlocking and opening his briefcase, he took out a sealed manila envelope with classified markings and handed it to Banner. “This is the authorization for your flight, signed by Doolittle. Also, Eighth, Ninth and RAF Fighter Commands have been informed of your mission and will brief their pilots to keep an eye out for you. And Admiral Ramsay has personally assured me none of his ships will fire on you.” Admiral Sir Bertram Home Ramsay was General Eisenhower’s Naval Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Naval Expeditionary Force for the invasion. 
 
    “Thanks, Woody,” Banner said as he accepted the envelope. Then he added with a grin. “And thank Admiral Ramsey for me, although I’d feel a lot better if I had some assurance from the swabbies manning those guns. They’re not known for their love of us ‘brown shoes’.” Banner was jokingly referring to the traditional rivalry between the Army and the Navy. 
 
    “Least I could do,” Stone replied with a laugh. “FYI, Ike is to receive another weather forecast tonight; he’ll make the go/no go decision then. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear something.” 
 
    Following Stone out, Banner stopped in the outer office to visit a moment with Jim Peters and Mitch Stanton. After giving Peters the envelope and explaining its contents, he said, “I’m going over to the hospital to spend some time with Anne, but I’ll come back by after. I’d like a report on today’s mission, and if you have the time, maybe you, and this over-worked ground exec and part-time adjutant of yours, would join me in the club for a beer.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I think we can manage that. Can’t we, Mitch.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Stanton replied. “And since I’m wearing two hats, I’ll let the general buy me two beers.” 
 
      
 
    Base Hospital  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Banner walked to the hospital and, as he approached Anne’s room, he was surprised to hear laughter. Opening the door, he found Janet Kelly sitting on the side of the bed laughing with Anne. The laughter abruptly stopped as he entered, with the two women looking at each other guiltily, like they’d been caught in the act… of what he didn’t know. 
 
    “What are you two up to?”  
 
    They looked at him, then at each other, then broke out laughing again. “Oh. Frank. Hello,” Anne said, almost snorting as she tried to suppress her laughter. “Janet… that is, Nurse Kelly, was keeping me company, and we were just having a little girl talk.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Kelly, who’d stood as Banner entered. “I just came by to see if Mrs Banner needed anything, and we got to talking.” She moved toward the door as she spoke. “But I should be going; I need to finish my rounds.” Looking back at Anne, she said, “I’ll be back later with your dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you, Janet,” Anne replied, then added with a conspiratorial grin, “We can continue our conversation then.”  
 
    As Kelly left, Banner noticed she was blushing and trying to suppress a giggle. 
 
    Giving Anne a peck on the cheek, he asked, “How’s your day been? You look like you have some of your color back.” 
 
    “Yes. I do feel more like myself, which,” she said looking at him closely, “is more than I can say about you. You look tired. Have you been eating and getting enough sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, and yes,” he replied with a laugh. “I’m just a little tired. I took the Belle up this morning for a few hours and now I’m being painfully reminded that I’m not twenty anymore and haven’t been for longer than I’d care to admit.” Before she could react to that reminder that he had taken on another mission, he changed the subject. “What was all that between you and Kelly?” 
 
    Anne laughed. “Janet has been coming by rather frequently. I think she’s been asked to keep an eye on me, make sure I don’t get claustrophobic or something. So, I thought we might as well get to know each other a little.” 
 
    “From the way the two of you were laughing, I’d say you were successful.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, we got to talking about men… and you, in particular. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. Janet is really a very nice, sweet girl. She’s just a little naive and inexperienced. She joined the Nurse Corps right out of nursing school, and the 503rd was her first assignment. She’d only been here a few weeks when you were brought in with that leg wound after Tom Mallory pulled you out of France last year. She thought you were the handsomest, bravest, most heroic—” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Banner said, turning a little red. 
 
    “Yes,” Anne said, laughing at his discomfort. “She said she formed a serious crush on you, and it only got worse the longer you were here. She was embarrassed, of course, especially telling all this to me, but I think she just wanted to talk about it. She knew it was hopeless. You were too old for her and—” 
 
    Banner interrupted, “Too old!”  
 
    “Yes, Frank,” she laughed. “Old. As you’ve just admitted. She’s twenty-two, and you’re thirty-eight! You’re almost old enough to be her father. Now let me finish. She said she knew you were too old. You were her commander and off limits, and you’d made it pretty clear that you weren’t interested. But she just couldn’t help the way she felt every time she saw you.” 
 
    “Anne, I am well aware of Janet Kelly’s infatuation with me,” he said a little annoyed. “Is there a point to this story?” 
 
    “Yes! Look Frank, Janet thinks the sun rises and sets with you, and I thought it was time she learned you pull your pants on just like everyone else. I explained that while you were a wonderful man, you had your faults, and I gave her a few examples. Nothing terrible, I just mentioned the noisy way you slurp your coffee, that you snore, fall asleep at the most unfortunate times, leave the toilet seat up and…” 
 
    “What! I do not slurp my coffee! And I only fell asleep that one time at the lake when we first met. It was a picnic, and a sunny day, and we’d just eaten for Pete’s sake. Anyone would have drifted off.” 
 
    “Well, you do snore,” she teased. “And leave the seat up. It’s possible I may have exaggerated your flaws a little to get my point across. At any rate, I don’t think she sees you in quite the same light anymore.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That explains that look she gave me as she was leaving. I hope you’re right. It would be nice not to have to worry about running into her every time I have occasion to visit the base.” 
 
    “I think she was ready to let it go, anyway,” Anne continued. “Once she’d loosened up a little, she told me she has acquired a beau. She didn’t give me his name, just said that he’s a navigator, from Chicago where she went to nursing school, and—” 
 
    “His name,” Banner interrupted, “is Harry Gardiner. He’s a member of my crew. I just found out this morning that he’s been seeing her. Apparently, he’d always been attracted to her, but never did anything about it because of me. Once I was out of the picture, he finally worked up enough nerve to ask her out, and they hit it off. He says it’s pretty serious and intends to ask her to marry him but wants to wait until he finishes his tour.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly hope you set him straight about that.” 
 
    “I did. I told him that if he loved her, he should propose right away. I told him that’s what I did, and I haven’t regretted it for a moment.”  
 
    “That’s wonderful, Frank,” Anne said as she pulled him down into a hug and gave him a kiss. “I hope he takes your advice.” After a moment, she pushed him away, “Wait. What do you mean he’s a member of your crew? He’s not going on that insane mission with you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, afraid this would lead to an argument he didn’t want to have. “He’s my navigator, and a damn good one. I’m lucky to have him.” 
 
    Anne didn’t say anything for a moment, then, “I really wish you weren’t going to do this, Frank. I know I said I was all right with it, that you had to do what you thought was right, but—” 
 
    “Anne, I wouldn’t risk my life, or that of my crew, unless I believed it was very important.” He paused to collect his thoughts. “Honey, I’ve flown over forty missions since this war began, dropping bombs responsible for untold death and destruction. This time, my mission is to try to help save lives. Our being over there might not change a thing in the course of the day’s events, but if it does… If the reports we send back help Ike make the decisions he must, whether that means pressing ahead, or worse case, pulling the troops out… If what we send back contributes in any way, it will have been worth it.” 
 
    “But other people will be sending him information, too,” she countered. “The men on the beach will have radios, and what about the people watching from the ships in the Channel? They’ll be radioing reports. How much information does Eisenhower need?” 
 
    “Messages can be garbled, Anne, radios destroyed, their operators killed; as an SOE handler, you know that better than most. And those commanders are on ships miles out in the bay, watching with binoculars. They can’t possibly see what’s really happening. But we’ll be able to see it all.”  
 
    He paused again for a moment, then said, “Look, Anne, I won’t lie to you, it will be dangerous. With the arrival of the new P-51s, we pretty much have the skies to ourselves now, but there is some concern that the Germans might be holding their fighters back to repel the invasion they know is coming. If this turns out to be the case, at the first sight of an enemy fighter, I’ll abort and run for home.”  
 
    Anne said nothing, but her silence spoke volumes. Mules had nothing on her when it came to stubbornness, and once she’d made up her mind about something… He tried another smile, but she didn’t respond. “I won’t stay any longer than I have to, Anne, and I won’t do anything stupid, I promise.” 
 
    “All right, Frank,” she said finally. “The landings have to succeed; we can’t just continue as we have. This war can’t be won from England. We have to establish a second front. And you’re going to do what you think you have to no matter what I say anyway, so go.”  
 
    She wiped away the tears that had begun to run down her cheeks, then said with a look and in a tone that brooked no argument, “But if you do get into trouble, Frank Banner, you damn well better get yourself out of it and come back to us.” She pulled him in close again and held him tight. “I can’t lose you. Not now. Our baby and I, we, need you. Just promise me you’ll be careful.” 
 
    “I’m always careful,” he said as he kissed her. “As careful as I can be and get the job done. I’ll come home; I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Commander’s Office  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Colonel Peters was reviewing the strike photos from the V-1 site at Beauvais when Banner entered his office. The crews were still in Interrogation, but the word was the site had been completely destroyed, nothing left but a big hole in the ground.  
 
    Peters handed Banner the strike photos pointing out the damage. “Jack said the way the hangar behind the launch ramp went up, he thinks it might have been a rocket storage facility.” 
 
    Banner whistled. “It’ll take them a while to put that back together again, if ever,” Banner said as he studied the photos. “Did Jack lead again?” 
 
    “No, sir. He took the high squadron. Major Waddell led. I gave him the 928th Squadron after Jeff Gordon was reassigned. He’s a good pilot, and Jack wanted to give him some experience in the ‘hot seat’.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “I’d heard Jeff got his silver oak leaves. Staff officer up at Eighth now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, and he’s not happy about it,” Peters laughed. “But he has to do his time behind a desk like everyone else.” Peters quickly knocked wood. He’d avoided a staff job so far but knew it would catch up with him sooner or later. He just hoped it’d be later; much later. 
 
    Banner smiled knowing what Peters was thinking, then looked at the strike photos again. “Tell Major Waddell for me that he and the boys did a great job today. Let’s hope the other groups did as well. Have you heard anything?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. John Webber called a little while ago to get our results for his mission report. He said both the 511th and 515th clobbered their targets. There’ll be no rockets launched from those sites any time soon.” 
 
    “Good. No time soon is just what we need. I’m told these sites had their ramps aligned toward the ports on our southern coast. I don’t want to think about what it would have meant to Overlord if they’d been able to launch those rockets… Well, let’s just hope this will delay them long enough for us to establish a foothold in France. What about losses today? What’s the bill?”  
 
    “We didn’t lose anyone. Only four aircraft returned with light to medium flak damage, and no wounded. John said he lost one on the way in, but they all got out. The 515th was hit the worst. Bill Packard lost two; one took a direct hit over the target, and the other went down in the Channel on the way home. Air Sea Rescue has already picked up the crew. And again, no Luftwaffe sightings. I’m beginning to think they’ve all gone home to Germany.” 
 
    “It’s a nice thought, Jim, but I have a feeling they’re still out there waiting. Let’s just hope they continue to wait until we can get our troops ashore. Now, how about that beer?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Peters said as he put the photos in a folder and placed it in a drawer in his desk, then grabbed his hat. “You did say you were buying, didn’t you, General?” 
 
      
 
    Headquarters  
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    By the time Ross drove Banner back to his office, the weather had already begun to deteriorate with strong winds and pelting rain. Checking in with Mrs Phillips, he nodded toward the closed door to his office and asked, “How’s he doing? Any problems?” 
 
    “No, sir, … well, nothing we haven’t been able to handle,” she replied. “Colonel Durant has been staying on top of everything. But I do believe,” she added with a small chuckle, “he may have discovered the truth behind the old adage that having a thing is often not as pleasing as wanting it.” 
 
      
 
    “Frank! Thank God,” Durant said as Banner entered. He started to rise, but Banner motioned him down.  
 
    “How’s it going, Marty?” 
 
    Durant looked harried. “As far as I’m concerned, General, you can keep this job.”  
 
    “Not what you expected?” Banner said with a grin as he walked over to the table under the window and poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot warming on the hot plate. 
 
    Durant laughed. “No, sir. It looked a lot easier from my side of your desk. Those first couple of days weren’t too bad, but today has just been one thing after another: phone calls, emergency meetings, and the paperwork. One staffer even came after me in the men’s room. I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “It’s a ‘sink or swim’ job, Marty,” Banner said. “And as you’re still afloat, you can’t have been doing too badly, and remember, today hasn’t exactly been an average day. Don’t worry, when it’s your time, you’ll be ready.”  
 
    Settling into one of the leather chairs in front of his desk, Banner said, “Have the Field Orders for tomorrow gone out?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. About an hour ago. They’re all Normandy targets this time: coastal defenses in the Le Havre, Boulogne and Cherbourg areas.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Now, what’d I miss? Bring me up to date.” 
 
    “Well, if you haven’t heard, we took Rome today. The Germans declared it an open city, and General Clark’s Fifth Army tanks rolled in unopposed. A lot of lives were saved today.” 
 
    “Yes,” Banner agreed. “On both sides. It’s too bad the landings in Normandy won’t be that easy.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But I’m afraid that would take a seriously major miracle, and we haven’t seen any of those since Moses parted the Red Sea.” Durant paused a moment looking at the accumulation of paperwork in front of him on the desk, then asked, “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    Sipping his coffee, Banner replied, “Just give me the important stuff and anything that impacts us directly. I’ll review the rest later.” 
 
    Durant shuffled through the pile of papers and pulled out a legal-sized mimeographed map of England, the Channel and the coast of France.  
 
    “This was handed out at this morning’s meeting at Division. It’s the Eighth’s assembly plan and target entry and withdrawal routes for the First, Second and Third Air Divisions on D-Day.” Shaking his head, Durant held out the route map for Banner’s examination. The map was filled with lines, straight, dotted and dashed, and small colored circles, delineating the numerous flight routes and air corridors for the bomber groups and wings. 
 
    “General, I know in a couple of days every Allied bomber, fighter and transport in England will be in the air heading for Normandy, and the planners have had to be inventive to come up with these flight routes, but this looks like some kind of a Chinese fire drill. And this is just the plan for the bombers; it doesn’t even show the routes for the airborne transports or fighters. The congestion up there is going to be brutal. Thousands of planes fully loaded with bombs and fuel, take-offs a minute apart, in the dark and, if the weather has any say, on wet runways, in heavy fog, and all in complete radio silence. It won’t be if there are accidents on take-off, or mid-air collisions; it’ll be how many.  
 
    Banner accepted the offered map and studied the designated route plans for the three Air Divisions. Durant was right; it was going to be damned crowded up there even with time and altitude separations. To his relief, however, the corridor allocated to the First Division was relatively broad — about sixty miles stretching between RAF Bicester in the west and RAF Debden in the east — and its four wings were well separated all the way down to the Channel where the corridor narrowed.  
 
    His wing had been allocated the far eastern sector of the corridor. According to the plan, each of his groups would assemble over their respective base, then climb to 9,000 feet and follow the radio beam to the Buncher beacon at Bassingbourn where they would fly a ten-mile racetrack pattern between Bassingbourn and RAF Debden until all groups had assembled into a wing formation. From Debden they would climb to 11,000 and follow the beam of Splasher beacon nine south to Beachy Head, then out into the English Channel. The end result, as the three Air Divisions came together, being a vast stream of bombers with fighters flying escort from above, all heading for Normandy.  
 
    At the enemy coast the division, wing and group formations would split up to attack their respective targets. Once they had dropped their bombs, they would turn west across France back out into the Channel where they would turn north and rejoin another stream heading home.  
 
    Banner put the map aside and asked, “Do we know what our targets are yet?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We are to soften up the opposition for the British and Canadian landings on Gold and Juno. Our targets are three-gun emplacements: Asnelles. I’ve assigned that to the 503rd; Ver-Sur-Mer, to the 511th; and Courseulles-Sur-Mer to the 515th. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long day for everyone,” he continued. “As soon as the Groups return to base, they are to refuel and rearm for a second mission. I don’t have the details of that mission yet. Operations is still working on them. All we know are the targets: a partially damaged but still intact railway bridge at Le Manior, transportation choke points around Saint-Lô, and a large rail and road center at Lisieux.  
 
    “There have also been some last-minute changes to the orders. Bob Napier and his Operations people are working on them now.” 
 
    “What kind of changes?” 
 
    “After take-off, instead of our normal group box, we’re to form into squadron boxes, each with three six-plane flights. Each squadron will depart the final assembly area in five-minute intervals and maintain a two-hundred-foot altitude separation. All formations are warned to carefully observe assigned intervals, timing and altitudes. Once over the Channel, there is to be no test firing of guns. There are too many ships down there,” Durant said with a grin, “and we certainly don’t want to rain bullets all over their parade.  
 
    “Also, all aircraft that can bomb visually are to bomb off the squadron leader, and bombs are to be away no later than five minutes before the troops are scheduled to hit the beach. If squadrons can’t bomb visually, they are to reform into group formations and bomb off their radar-equipped Pathfinder. All bombing is to be done exactly within allotted times. 
 
    “This next bit,” Durant said, “just came down. Originally, the Pathfinders were to bomb no later than ten minutes before the landings, but now because of concern over them dropping short and hitting the landing craft or troops on the beach, bomb release is to be delayed, depending on time and location, for five to thirty seconds after crossing the aiming point.” 
 
    Banner’s head came up at this last piece of information. “Thirty seconds? Even a few seconds at the speed they’ll be flying would cause them to miss their targets. Thirty seconds will scatter their bombs miles inland. Have you confirmed this, Marty?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It didn’t sound right to me either. I had Operations re-confirm it. It was approved all the way up to SHAEF. And it’s not just us. All the wings are getting the same orders. Also, the orders are if any aircraft can’t see the target or get behind a Pathfinder, they are not to look for targets of opportunity, and for obvious reasons, under no circumstances are they to drop any bombs in the Channel; they’re to bring their bombs home.” 
 
    “Better instruct all groups to emphasize in briefings that arming wires are not to be pulled until over the target. We don’t want any birds coming home with armed bombs.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Good. Anything else?” Banner asked shaking his head as he handed the route plan back to Durant. 
 
    “In the event any aircraft runs into trouble and has to ditch in, or the crew bailout over the Channel, they should not expect to be picked up by anyone other than Air Sea Rescue. All other ships and boats have been instructed not to change course or stop for anything until they have delivered their cargos to the beach. That’s about it, except for another memo reiterating that all personnel are to cease using the word ‘ship’ when referring to aircraft to avoid confusion between Army and Navy personnel. Apparently, some Liberators returning from their mission yesterday radioed Air Sea Rescue that a ship had gone down in the Channel. The Navy-types got all in a tizzy until it was clarified they were talking about a B-24. 
 
    “Oh, yes… Bob told me that when the orders came down over the teletype from Division, the paper trail was eleven feet long. Said it took ‘em hours to read through everything and make sense out of it all.”  
 
    Banner laughed. “Has he said when the orders will be ready.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. If there are no further changes, he said they should be ready to brief by eighteen hundred.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “Okay, then. I guess now we just wait for the word.” 
 
    “What if we’re postponed again?” Durant asked. 
 
    “I don’t think Ike will delay again,” Banner replied. “He can’t. There’s no way he can keep this many ships, men and equipment bottled up on this small island without the Germans finding out… assuming they haven’t already. If the weather is even marginally acceptable, he’ll go for it.” 
 
    After everyone had gone for the day, Banner sat alone in his office catching up on his paperwork, wondering what Ike’s decision would be and thankful it wasn’t his decision to make.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    SHAEF Invasion Headquarters  
 
    Southwick House 
 
    Portsmouth, England 
 
      
 
    As Sunday evening wore on the weather steadily worsened. Heavy rain pelted the windows and strong winds battered the doors of Southwick House where General Eisenhower and his Allied Expeditionary Force commanders waited for the latest weather report. At 2130, Group Captain Stagg arrived with the encouraging word that he anticipated a break in the storm by morning. The rain would stop before daybreak, he predicted, to be followed by at least thirty-six hours of reasonably clear weather and moderate winds. 
 
    This was good news, but not as good as they had hoped. ‘Reasonably’ clear meant scattered clouds could keep the bombers from locating their targets. Transports carrying the airborne troops could miss their drop zones. And ‘moderate’ winds could blow the paratroopers far from where they were supposed to be. And at sea, the same moderate winds could create waves big enough to swamp shallow assault craft as well as strong currents to push them off course. 
 
    Eisenhower polled his commanders for their opinions, but the replies were mixed. As Supreme Allied Commander, the decision was his alone, and he was still hesitant to fully commit without some visible sign that the weather would, in fact, break as predicted. However, because of the constraints of time and distance, at 2145, he gave the order for the convoys to sail again; they could be recalled if the weather didn’t break. He and his commanders would meet again in the early hours of the morning for another report from Group Captain Stagg. He would make his final decision then. 
 
    The convoys that had sailed Saturday and been recalled had barely returned to port before they received the order to refuel and set sail again. Their miserable passengers, seasick soldiers who’d been confined on-board for days even before they’d sailed the first time, try to sleep, or, failing that, worry about what was to come. 
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    The early pre-dawn hours of 5 June began as miserably as Group Captain Stagg had predicted, with heavy winds and almost horizontal rain beating hard against the windows of Southwick House. Inside, a worried General Eisenhower, concerned that the rain had not yet abated, nervously awaited another weather update.  
 
    When Group Captain Stagg arrived, he was wearing a smile. The weather fronts, he reported, were moving faster than expected, and he repeated what he had predicted the night before: the rain would stop before dawn, followed by relatively calm weather and mild winds for possibly as long as thirty-six to forty-eight hours.  
 
    Eisenhower paced the room weighing his alternatives. The conditions were marginal at best, and that was being optimistic, but the prospect of delaying the operation again, possibly for weeks, was unthinkable.  
 
    At 0414, he made his decision. They would go. 
 
      
 
    The order immediately went out to all commands: Halcyon — the code word for D-Day — is confirmed. The invasion was on!  
 
    As the word was passed, sealed orders were opened, and final preparations begun. Within an hour the BBC began to broadcast its nightly personal messages to the French Resistance. This time, several of these messages included code phrases notifying them to begin sabotage operations. 
 
    By 0900 the remaining convoys received the order to prepare for sea. Combat units packed their gear, broke camp and boarded trucks that would take them to the embarkation ports where they would board waiting ships. Troop Carrier bases in southern England were alerted, and, throughout the day, hundreds of C-47 transports would receive last-minute maintenance, have their fuel topped-off and their crews briefed. Airborne troops of the 101st and 82nd left their bivouac areas and moved to their assigned Troop Carrier bases where they would spend the day in hangars going over their objectives, studying maps and scale model mock-ups. Late in the afternoon, they would settle down to clean and re-clean their weapons, grab handfuls of loose cartridges from large open ammo cans to fill extra magazines and sharpen combat knives. When there were no more preparations to be made, they would pass the long, tense wait playing poker, blackjack and craps, writing letters, and, if they hadn’t taken the time to do so before, they would fill out the forms for their National Service Life Insurance and designate their beneficiaries in the event they didn’t survive the day. Those that could, would sleep. Just before midnight, they would gear-up and board their transports and gliders. 
 
    For the crews of the Army Air Force, however, it would be just another day and another mission to be flown, and, hopefully, survived.  
 
      
 
    Headquarters  
 
    First Combat Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    Once again, Banner received an early morning wake-up call. This time it was the wing duty officer, and this time he didn’t go back to sleep. Arriving at his Headquarters at 0545, he found the building bustling with energized men and women moving with a purpose.  
 
    The aroma of brewing coffee filled Banner’s nostrils as he opened the door to his office. Marty Durant was standing by the window sipping his coffee and looking out at the first rays of sunrise and watching the rain slow to a drizzle. 
 
    “Morning, Marty.” 
 
    “Frank!” Durant replied with a broad smile as he turned away from the window. “Have you heard? It’s on! I came in early to go over the final Field Orders… you know, just in case, and Bob Napier gave me the news. I can’t believe it. We’re really going this time!” 
 
    Banner grinned. “I told you Eisenhower wouldn’t delay it again. And now that it’s definite, we’ve got a lot to do. What’s the schedule look like?”  
 
    “All meetings have been cancelled. Unless something changes, the day’s clear.” 
 
    “Good,” Banner said as he poured himself a cup of coffee, then sat down behind his desk and motioned Durant to take one of the chairs opposite. “What’s the status of the Field Orders?” 
 
    “Orders are ready, and Operations is putting together complete briefing packages for each Group now. They should be ready in another hour or two.”  
 
    Targets originated at Eighth Air Force. But the missions were planned and scheduled at Air Division, then sent down to Wing for their Operations staff to work out the salient details of the Field Order: time of take-off, number of aircraft, bombing altitude, bomb type and load. The rest — fuel, route selection, headings, altitudes, navigational check points, radio call signs and frequencies, fighter escort coordination, rally points, areas of heavy flak and enemy fighter concentration, and much more — if not already specified, were generally left to the Group. This time, however, due to the importance of the operation, the number of aircraft in the air, and the precise timetable required, nothing could be left to chance or error, so Wing Ops personnel had planned, prepared and duplicated entire briefing packages for each mission for each Group. There would be nothing left for the local commanders to do but assign the aircraft, brief their crews and wish them God speed.  
 
    Banner checked the time: 0600. “Okay. Pass the word there’ll be a briefing at Wing at 0900 for all group commanders, air execs, group navigators, and operations officers. If any are scheduled to fly today, they are to stand down and be replaced.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Durant replied as he grabbed his coffee cup and stood. “I’ll make the calls right now.” 
 
    Banner thought for a moment, then before Durant was out the door, added, “And Marty…” 
 
    Durant stopped and turned. “Sir?” 
 
    “They are to come armed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Headquarters Briefing Room  
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    At 0900, the room was called to attention as Banner walked in, and the occupants, who’d been speculating among themselves on the reason they’d been summoned, immediately stopped talking and stood to attention. Behind Banner came Colonel Durant, Lt. Colonel Napier and Major Patterson from Operations, and briefing officers from Intelligence and Weather. Behind them came three enlisted staff, each carrying an armload of large, sealed manila envelopes which they deposited in stacks on a table by the door, then departed. Each envelope was addressed and marked ‘Top Secret’. 
 
    A mahogany podium was positioned at the front just across from the door, and on the wall behind it, a large map of England and the Continent. The cord for a pull-down projection screen hung from the ceiling in front of the map. Overhead and film projectors were set up in the back of the room, their enlisted operator standing by.  
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen,” Banner said as he proceeded to the podium. “Please take your seats.”  
 
    Seating consisted of high-backed leather chairs surrounding a long conference table, and a number of straight-back wooden chairs positioned along the walls. When everyone had again settled into their seats, few chairs remained empty.  
 
    Looking out at the expectant faces, Banner said, “I suspect that most, if not all, of you have a good idea why you’re here this morning. Let me confirm it for you. Just before dawn tomorrow morning Allied Forces will invade the continent of Europe.”  
 
    His announcement was received with knowing smiles, quiet remarks and handshakes. “The landings,” he continued, “will take place along the coast of Normandy.” At Banner’s nod, Major Patterson unrolled a large thin sheet of acetate and carefully tacked it over the map along the French coast. Large red grease-penciled arrows pointed to several beaches along the heavily fortified coast of Normandy.  
 
    “Major Patterson will brief your missions and targets in a moment, but before I hand the briefing over to him, I want to go over a few things.” Indicating the red arrows on the map, he said, “Over one hundred and fifty thousand men will be wading ashore at those five beaches tomorrow.” He paused a moment to let that number sink in. “Our job, and that of every Allied bomb group in England, will be to prepare the way for those troops to get ashore as safely as possible. That means bombing the hell out of the coastal batteries and beach defenses, creating shell holes on the open beaches to provide shelter for the assault troops, and making every German in the area find a deep hole to crawl into. And when I say every bomb group, I mean every bomber. If it can fly and carry a load of bombs, it goes. The same is true for the fighters and for the transport aircraft ferrying troops. Everything flies. 
 
    “What that means, gentlemen, is that when your bombers are taking off early tomorrow morning, so is virtually every other aircraft in England. It’s going to be a very crowded sky up there.” He paused again to pull down the overhead screen, nodding to the projectionist in the back of the room. “Sergeant, put up that transparency, please.” 
 
    A moment later an image of the Pre-Dawn Assembly Plan was projected on the screen. There wasn’t a sound at first as the focus was adjusted. Then, as everyone recognized what they were looking at, the groans and complaints began; one voice was heard above the others, “You’ve got to be kidding!”. 
 
    “All right,” Banner called. “Quiet down! What you are looking at, gentlemen, is the Pre-Dawn Assembly Plan for the First, Second and Third Air Divisions. It doesn’t address any other aircraft. What you want to concentrate on,” he said, tapping his finger on the corridor designated for the First Wing of the First Air Division, “is this narrow strip. The routes, departure times, altitudes, intervals, and beacons to follow are all spelled out in the plan, so study it as if your life depended on it… because it does. Thousands of aircraft of every type will be in the air at the same time, assembling in tight formations in the dark, and probably fog, with only navigation lights and flares to warn of the proximity of other planes. Collisions are inevitable.” Pausing, he said, “You all know how much I hate paperwork, so I’d appreciate it if none of your aircraft added to this statistic.” He was rewarded with a few smiles and a smattering of laughter.  
 
    “Plan on the normal assembly time being doubled, if not tripled, which means you’re going to be using up a good percentage of your fuel before you even get to the Channel. Allowances have been made for that but instruct your pilots and flight engineers to re-check their weight and balance. Also, because of this extra assembly time, you’re going to have a very early wake-up and take-off time. Accordingly, I want all lead crews to be briefed this afternoon, so they’ll have time to study the mission plan and routes and get a good night’s sleep … if that’s possible. The envelopes on the table by the door have the targets and mission details for each group. They’ll be handed out when you leave.” 
 
    “Lastly, all leaves and passes are cancelled. And all bases are to be closed upon your return. Assigned personnel returning to base can be allowed in, but no one else, and no one is to be allowed out after that time. All guards are to be doubled.” 
 
    Banner made a throat-slashing gesture to the sergeant at the back of the room, and the image of the assembly plan disappeared. Turning to Patterson, Banner said, “All right, Major, I’ve said my piece. They’re all yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Patterson replied and as Banner started for the door, called, “Room, Atten-shun!” 
 
    Pausing, Banner turned and said, “This is the day we’ve worked and waited for since that first mission in ‘42. This invasion must succeed, so let’s get it right whatever it takes. Carry on. Colonel Peters, could I see you outside for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a very early wake-up tomorrow, Jim,” Banner said once they were out in the hall. “Think you could put me up for the night?” 
 
    “Certainly, sir. You can have my quarters.” 
 
    “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. Just a vacant bed somewhere.” 
 
    “There’s my adjutant’s quarters. He’s still in the hospital.” 
 
    “Perfect, thanks. What about Sergeant Ross?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I think we can find a bed for Ernie, too.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ve got a few things to wrap up here, then I’ll be out. Oh, and when you close the base,” he added with a laugh, “please make sure the guards understand that doesn’t include me. Sometimes these kids take things a little too literally.” 
 
    “No problem, sir. I’ll take care of it. But I admit,” he said with a grin, “it would be something to see.” 
 
    “You better get back in there. You don’t want to miss anything.” 
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    The roads were more congested than ever with military traffic, and stops were frequent to allow troop convoys to pass, so it was almost 1300 when Ross drove through the village of Walsham. As they arrived at the base and approached the main gate, a local delivery truck — or lorry, as the Brits called them — was just being turned away by the guards. Ross pulled over to the side of the road to give the truck room to pass and was rewarded with a shake of the angry driver’s fist and a shout of “Bloody Yanks!”  
 
    “That’s one pissed-off driver,” Ross said, watching the truck drive away. 
 
    “I probably would be, too, in his position,” Banner said. “That was a load of fresh produce for the mess hall. He’ll have to take it back to the wholesaler. They might be able to save it for a day or two until things normalize, maybe sell off some around the area, but I expect the Judge Advocate General’s Claims Division will be getting a lot of civilian reimbursement claims, and not just for spoiled vegetables. Okay, Ernie. Let’s see if the guards will let us in.”  
 
    The guards at the gate had been pre-warned, and with a cursory inspection of their AGO cards, the staff car was passed through. A few minutes later, Ross pulled up in front of the hospital. As Banner got of the car, he leaned back in, “Take my bags over to the Command hut, Ernie. I’ll be spending the night in the adjutant’s quarters. And check with Colonel Stanton for your hut assignment. Also, requisition another jeep from the motor pool, then find Captain Cooper and tell him I want to meet with him and the crew at the Belle at,” he checked his watch, it was 1313, “at 1400. When you’ve done all that, come back here and wait. I won’t be too long.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
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    Banner started to enter Anne’s room, but stopped short just inside the door at the sight of Nurse Kelly standing by Anne’s bed assisting Doc Houser as he examined her. 
 
    Nurse Kelly quickly stepped toward him, saying, “General, you shouldn’t—”  
 
    But Banner, embarrassed, was already backing out. “Sorry, Doc. I’ll wait out here until you’re finished.” 
 
    “No. It’s all right,” Houser said as he pulled Anne’s shift down and her bedcovers back up. “I’m finished, and your timing is excellent.” Turning to Kelly, he said, “Thank you, Janet. You can go.” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor.” 
 
    As the door closed behind Kelly, Houser said, “I hoped you’d come by so I wouldn’t have to go over this twice.”  
 
    “Go over what?” Banner asked going to stand by Anne’s bed and taking her hand. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No. On the contrary,” Houser said smiling. “Anne is doing fine, actually better than I expected.”  
 
    Turning to Anne, he continued, “Your sutures are healing very well, Anne, and there’s no sign of infection. Your vitals and lab work are good, although your blood pressure is a little high. The baby is also doing well. He, or she, has a good, strong heartbeat, and, from what you say, an even stronger kick.” 
 
    Banner laughed. “She told me she’s certain it’s going to be a boy, because no daughter of hers would be so rude as to kick and squirm around like that.” 
 
    “Well,” Houser said with a grin, “I expect you’ll have the answer to that question very soon.”  
 
    Banner and Anne looked at each other questioningly, then back at Houser. 
 
    “As I explained to you earlier, in cases like this, there is a chance of premature delivery. 
 
    “Wait,” Banner said, now worried. “You just said she was doing fine, that everything was normal.” 
 
    “Yes. Normal for someone about to give birth. This is nothing to worry about. Some babies take longer to come into this world, while others, generally due to an unexpected complication, like appendicitis, may decide to pop out early.” 
 
    Speaking to Anne again, he said, “Your cervix has begun to dilate, Anne, and all the kicking and squirming you’ve been feeling is just the baby positioning itself lower in your pelvis for an easy escape.” 
 
    Anne’s face lit up, but Banner just looked at Houser, slowly shaking his head. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “Both of these are indicators, signs that Anne’s body is preparing itself to give birth. Her water hasn’t broken yet, and she tells me she hasn’t experienced any contractions,” he looked to Anne for confirmation, and she nodded her head in agreement. “But that could occur at almost any time now. When her water does break, and her contractions begin, I would expect delivery within twenty-four hours.”  
 
    Grinning, Houser said, “You’re going to be a father, Frank, any day now.” Lieutenant colonels don’t normally call major generals by their first name, but Houser had been Banner’s doctor and friend for over a year. They’d been on a first name basis — when others weren’t around — since Anne became pregnant, and he’d become her doctor, too. 
 
    Banner was stunned. They weren’t expecting the baby for another two weeks, not until the middle of the month. “Will the baby be all right? Being born this early?” he asked. “I mean, will it be normal? Have all its fingers and toes and everything?” 
 
    “I don’t think you need worry about anything like that. This close to full term I see no reason why Anne won’t have a normal healthy baby.” 
 
      
 
    After Houser left, Banner was in a daze, and overwhelmed by conflicting emotions. He was elated with the news, but he was also worried about Anne and the baby, afraid something could go wrong during a premature delivery. Still, he could be a father in just a day or two, by tomorrow even… No. Tomorrow he would be somewhere over Normandy. God, what if something goes wrong, and I’m not here? 
 
    Anne could read the concern on his face. “What’s the matter, Frank? Isn’t this great news?” 
 
    “What? Of course, it is,” he said giving her a quick peck on the cheek. “I couldn’t be happier. It’s just that I wanted to be here, I should be here, and I might not.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” she said, recognizing his dilemma. As much as she didn’t want him to fly tomorrow, she didn’t want him distracted with worry over her either. “Frank,” she said with a comforting smile. “There’s no need to worry. The baby’s not going to come that soon. Didn’t you hear what Doctor Houser said? This is just the beginning stages. Even if my water broke right now, it could be another day, or more, before anything happened. And you’ll be back well before then.” She said this with certainty, as if she knew it for a fact, when she really didn’t have any idea at all. She just wanted to put his mind at ease. She didn’t want him worrying about her when he should be concentrating on his mission. 
 
    He rallied at this. “Really? You’re sure.” 
 
    “Of course, I am, silly. Women know these things. Now, come here and give me a real kiss.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
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    An hour later Banner was bouncing along Perimeter Road in the jeep Ross had signed for in his name on his way to meet with his crew. “You find a bed for tonight, Ernie?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. They squeezed an extra cot in Eddie Collins’ hut. It’s a little crowded, but it’s only one night. Colonel Stanton said he’d have a permanent billet for me by the time we get back tomorrow.”  
 
    The crew was waiting by the Belle, still parked and chocked in front of the old Bellman hangar, when Banner arrived. As he climbed out of the jeep, he called, “All right. Gather round.” 
 
    Once everyone was assembled by the jeep, Banner said, “There’ve been some changes in our flight plan. If you haven’t heard, the invasion is on for tomorrow morning.  
 
    “As you can imagine, every plane in England will be in the air tomorrow,” he said as he unfolded a copy of the Pre-Dawn Assembly Plan and spread it out on the hood of the jeep. “So, it’s going to be real crowded up there. This is the plan for our three Air Divisions. As you can see, it’s busy.” He waited until everyone had a good look, then said, “We won’t be assembling with the Division tomorrow, so we won’t be following this plan, at least not as shown here. Gardiner.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “I want you to study this and get with the group navigator. Find us a nice, safe direct route to the Channel and across to the Cotentin peninsula. Probably the lower we stay over England, the better. Once over the Channel, I want to go high to avoid other aircraft. When you think you have a route planned out, come find me so we can go over it. I’ll probably be at Group Headquarters, but if not, they’ll know where I am.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Can do,” Gardiner said as he accepted the sheet of paper, refolded it and stuck it in his pocket. 
 
    “Sergeant Koenig,” Banner called. “When we’re done here, go by the Radio Section. They’re putting together your packet of frequencies, call signs, codes and authenticators for tomorrow. Make sure it includes the contact information for any Resistance in the area.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Also, our take-off time has changed. I had originally planned for us to take-off right after the Group launched. But because of this Assembly Plan and the time it will take for all the Groups, Wings, and Air Divisions to assemble and integrate with the larger stream of bombers heading for Normandy, the 503rd will take off at zero three thirty. 
 
    “We don’t have to take-off that early. Assuming Captain Gardiner can find us one, we’ll fly a direct route that shouldn’t take longer than an hour and a half. That about right, Harry?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Maybe not that long with a strong tail wind.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” Banner said after a moment. “I want to be standing off the Cotentin peninsula no later than zero six hundred. That’s when the first wave of bombers is due over target. Backing that time up means we’ll pre-flight at zero three thirty while the Group is taking off. It’ll take the better part of an hour for the entire Group to launch, so plan to start engines and taxi at zero four hundred, and wheels up at zero four thirty. Everyone got that?” 
 
    A chorus of ‘yes, sirs’ followed.  
 
    “Try to get as much sleep as you can tonight and make sure you have a good breakfast. Captain Cooper, if you need to get hold of me, I’ll be spending the night in the adjutant’s quarters. Anyone have any questions? No? All right, then. I’ll see you all here tomorrow at zero three thirty.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll be ready.” 
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    Ross drove Banner back to Headquarters. Waiting out front was General Stone’s staff car and driver.  
 
    “That’s all for today, Ernie. Take the jeep and go get something to eat. I’ve got my staff car if I need to go anywhere. Pick me up here in about an hour and a half.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Entering the adjutant’s office, he found Stone at Mitch Stanton’s desk. 
 
    “Colonel Stanton,” he said sternly, giving him one of his best glares. “I thought I ordered this base closed. The guards are still letting people in.”  
 
    Stanton almost choked on his coffee. The base was closed; the guards had been turning away everyone not authorized. He’d seen to it himself. 
 
    Before he could say anything, however, Banner grinned and said, “Of course, General Stone is not just anyone, and I wouldn’t want to be the guard telling him he couldn’t enter the base.” 
 
    Stone laughed and Stanton exhaled in relief, “God, General. You almost gave me a heart attack. I couldn’t think what you were talking about. I checked on the guards myself not an hour ago.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mitch,” he laughed. “It was too good an opportunity. Couldn’t resist. And the guards are doing a good job. They’d just turned away a produce truck just as I got to the gate. I expect a number of other deliveries will be impacted as well.”  
 
    “I know. I’ve had several complaints already. I’ve been referring them to your JAG office.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot.”  
 
    Turning to Stone, Banner said, “Didn’t expect to see you here, Woody. No meetings today?” 
 
    “No. No meetings. Once Ike issued the ‘go’ order, everything went into automatic. As a visitor with no role to play, I’m just trying to stay out of the way. Your Chief of Staff, Durant, told me I’d find you here. Thought I’d come down and see if you had everything you needed. You ready to go?” 
 
    “Pretty much. I just came from meeting with my crew. I had to make a few changes to my take-off time and flight plan after seeing that Pre-Dawn Assembly Plan. Have you seen that thing? It a pilot’s nightmare. Thank God, we’ll be flying direct. I’ve got my navigator working up a new route that will keep us out of that mess. 
 
    “I do have some news, however,” he said, grinning at his two friends. “We could be having a baby in the next couple of days. Doc Houser told us a couple of hours ago. You’re the first I’ve told. I haven’t even had a chance to call Phillip.” 
 
    “That’s great, Frank,” Stone said. “How’s Anne doing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Stanton added. “How are we feeling?” A joking reminder of who the we was, that would be doing all the work. 
 
    “Anne’s fine,” he said oblivious to Stanton’s teasing comment. “Houser examined her this morning and said all her tests were looking good. He explained everything — most of which I didn’t understand — but the bottom line is that things are starting to happen, and once her water breaks, which he expects any time, the baby would come in the next twenty-four hours.  
 
    “I’m happy about it, of course, but I’m a little worried about Anne and the baby,” he said, his concern showing on his face. “It’ll be a premature birth, and I’m afraid I might not be here if something goes wrong. Anne told me she was sure it would be at least a couple of days, so I guess it’ll be all right, but still…” 
 
    Stone and Stanton gave each other knowing looks. Both men were parents, and remembering the experience, thought it highly unlikely that Anne could have any more knowledge, or control over when her baby would be born, than their wives had. But they also believed they understood why she’d told him that. When he was over Normandy tomorrow, he couldn’t afford to be distracted by worrying about Anne. He needed to keep his mind on his mission. 
 
    “I’m sure she and the baby will be all right,” Woody said. “Don Houser’s a fine doctor, and that new one, Pierce, seems to know his stuff.” 
 
    “Yes,” Stanton said. “Besides, if I remember right, she can’t be more than a week or two early; that’s almost as good as full term.”  
 
    Woody added, “You couldn’t know, Frank, but Kathy’s Matt Junior was about a month premature, the result of a minor car accident a few months before he was due. He was just a little guy and underweight at first, but she said he thrived under the care of the doctors at Pearl. He’s four now, and I can confirm he’s grown into a normal healthy little boy.” 
 
     “Thanks, Woody,” Banner said. “That makes me feel a whole lot better.” 
 
      
 
    Changing the subject, Stone asked, “Do you have your packet of radio codes and frequencies yet?” 
 
    “Should have. My radio operator was going over to the Radio Section to pick it up. Why?” 
 
    “I’ve managed to acquire some additional information that could be useful to you,” Stone replied. “Mitch, would you excuse us for a moment.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Stanton said heading for the door. “I’ll be in my other office ‘ground exec-ing’, if you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mitch. What’re these other codes?” Banner asked. 
 
    “Peters isn’t here. Let’s use his office.” Inside, Stone closed the door. “Look, Frank. We both know what you’re doing tomorrow is important. But I do admit to feeling a little guilty roping you into it. I hope… I don’t expect anything to go wrong tomorrow, but then I didn’t expect it when I asked you to ride along with Swanson that time last year either.” In early ‘43, as a favor to Stone, Banner had gone on a milk run to evaluate the performance of a troubled bomb group, the 503rd and its then commander. The mission had gone terribly wrong, and Banner found himself on the ground and a prisoner of the Germans. It was only luck and timely intervention of an SOE agent that had got him back to England. 
 
    “Should something go wrong this time, you could find yourself on the ground again. Depending on your situation, you might make contact with our advancing troops. As you can imagine, it’s going to be chaotic over there, and if you can’t identify yourself quickly… Anyway, I made a few calls and was able to get the passwords our troops will be using tomorrow.” 
 
    “Woody, I appreciate the thought,” Banner interrupted. “But I don’t plan to go any lower than eight hundred feet… maybe not that low… and run for home at the first sign of trouble. Although,” he said after thinking about it for a minute, “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Just in case.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. So, if you run into any of our troops, there’ll be a challenge, flash to which you reply, thunder. You got that?” 
 
    “Challenge, Flash; reply, thunder. Got it.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t forget it and keep it to yourself. Hopefully, you won’t have to use it.” Turning to go, he said, “Well, I’ve done what I came for, so I’d better get going and let you get on with whatever you have to do.” He paused at the door and with a grin said, “I feel much better now knowing that if you do get killed, at least it won’t be by our own troops.” 
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “Thanks a lot.” A pause, then, “Seriously, Woody, thanks. And don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    After Stone left to return to Bushy Park, Banner called Phillip to give him the good news about the baby, then checked in with his office for messages. There were several. Marty Durant would handle most of them, but the request by General Allerton at Division for an update on Wing preparations he’d handle himself. 
 
    He was on his way out the door when he ran into Harry Gardiner coming in. “We think, that is Captain Boyle, the group navigator, and I, think we have a workable route, General, if you have time to go over it.”  
 
    “I was on my way to Division,” he said as he checked his watch: it was 1520. “But it can wait.” Then turned and headed back into Peters’ office. “Come on in.” 
 
    Gardiner placed the Assembly Plan Banner had given him to study out flat on the desk, then laid next to it another map covering the same geographic area but showing only one plotted route.  
 
    “As we don’t know the assembly routes and altitudes for the fighters, Ninth Air Force, or the RAF, and we don’t want to risk accidently flying into their space, Wally, I mean Captain Boyle, thought our best bet would be to stick to the corridor already laid out for us, but at lower altitudes. The Second and Third Air Divisions’ take-off times are earlier than the First’s, and our take-off will be an hour after the 503rd launches. The Group will still be forming up over the base, but we’ll be on a completely different heading and altitude so we should, assuming everything goes on schedule, have the corridor to ourselves. 
 
    “This is the route we recommend.” Using his finger, Gardiner traced the route as he spoke. “After launch, we climb to one thousand, and, while the Wing is still assembling over Bassingbourn follow the beacon south-west to Debden. At Debden, we climb to five thousand, alter course south-south-west to pick up the beam from the beacon at Beachy Head. At those altitudes, we shouldn’t run into any traffic. As we’ll be flying low over the eastern edge of London, we’ll need to advise London Air Control. Once we’re over the Channel, we’ll climb to take position off the formation of B-17s and 24s heading for the Cotentin. This is where it gets a little uncertain.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘uncertain’?” 
 
    “Well, sir, I know the Forts and Liberators will be at twenty thousand, and have a good idea of their heading, but I have no way of knowing where we’ll intercept their formation. You said you wanted to be off Cotentin before they begin their bomb runs. Depending on how far we are from the lead aircraft, we may have to burn a lot of fuel catching up.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I think we’ve got enough fuel. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The Ninth’s B-26 Marauders and A-20 Havocs. They’re reported to be flying at fifteen thousand feet. Again, I don’t know where they’ll be, but it’s almost a certainty that we’ll encounter them during our climb.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Banner said after a moment’s thought. “We should see them above us well in advance and have sufficient time to adjust our heading as needed. What about the fighters?” 
 
    “The ones providing air cover for the convoys will be well beneath us, and the ones providing escort for the bombers should be somewhere above twenty thousand. No problem there. It’s the ones flying sweeps over the beaches and inland we’ll need to worry about. Some of these guys aren’t too particular what they shoot at.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “I agree. But Fighter Command, both ours and the RAF’s, have been alerted to our presence. Hopefully,” he said with a grin, “they’ll be sure to identify their target before they start shooting, especially as the Belle won’t have invasion stripes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Let’s hope. Do you have any other questions, General? If not, and you approve the route, I’ll file the plan with Division Operations.” 
 
     “No. No questions. Write it up and make a copy for Major Jamison in Group Ops, then file it with Division.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And Harry.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Good work.” 
 
      
 
    It was late, almost 1930 by the time he returned from Brampton Grange. The meeting with General Allerton had dragged on for almost two hours and might have gone on longer but for Banner’s subtle reminder that he had a very early wake-up in the morning. 
 
    Passing through the main gate after showing his AGO card, he turned down Perimeter Road toward the maintenance hangars. He wanted to check on the Belle one more time before heading for his quarters and calling it a night.  
 
    All along the flight line, ground crews were working feverishly to service aircraft in preparation for the morning. Crew chiefs were running through their checklists. Refueling trucks moved from aircraft to aircraft, topping each off as needed. Oxygen bottles, each providing a lifesaving five hours of air, were checked and replaced as needed. Ordinance crews collected bombs from the dump, and bomb-loaders on tractors towed trailer-loads of M43 general-purpose 500-pound high explosive bombs down the taxiways to aircraft hardstands, then winched them up into the bomb bays and hung them in their shackles. Tail fins had already been screwed on and the nose and tail fuses carefully fitted into each bomb. For obvious reasons, their arming wires weren’t to be pulled until they were airborne and over the target. Ammunition trucks appeared and boxes of .50-caliber ammo were unloaded and placed inside the rear fuselage door, while 50-caliber Browning machine guns were loaded onto the plane and installed. Everyone had a job; no one was standing idle. 
 
    In the new hangar, a maintenance crew was working on a B-17 with a last-minute engine problem. The aircraft’s crew stood anxiously by watching, helping where they could, even picking a dropped wrench and handing it back up to the mechanic. They were praying their plane would be ready to launch tomorrow with the Group. They didn’t want to be left behind. Although nothing was known for certain, there was an electricity in the air, a feeling that tomorrow could be the day.  
 
      
 
    When Banner pulled up in front of the old Bellman hangar, the Belle wasn’t where he’d left her earlier that afternoon. Looking around, he spotted Sergeant Russo coming out of the hangar and called him over. 
 
    “What’d you do with my airplane, Russo?” Banner asked, only half joking. 
 
    “She was in the way, sir; we needed the space. I moved her over to her old hardstand. She’s sharing it with Colonel Peters’ Blind Henry II. I’ve got a couple of my guys running through the checklists again just to make sure we haven’t missed anything. Captain Cooper was by a while ago to do a walk around; he knows where she’s parked.” 
 
    “Thanks. I was going to look her over again myself. You say she’s in her old spot?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was just on my way over there if you wouldn’t mind giving me a lift.” 
 
    “Hop in.” 
 
    It was a short drive, and Banner knew the way. Russo’s men, a fuzzy-cheeked corporal and a slightly older buck sergeant, were standing by when they arrived. Both immediately came to attention and saluted when they saw who was driving. 
 
    “We checked her over real good, General,” the sergeant announced. “Everything looked good, until Bobby here… excuse me, sir, Corporal Gale found a cracked valve on one of the oxygen cylinders. We replaced it and tested the new cylinder, and I wrote up the discrepancy on her Form One. She’s good to go.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Richards,” Banner said after noting the man’s name tag. “Good job, both of you. I’m sure Sergeant Russo will make note of it on your performance evaluations. That right, Master Sergeant?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir,” Russo replied. Though a little concerned that he’d missed that cracked valve, he was proud the boys he’d trained hadn’t. “If you don’t need these men for anything further, General…” 
 
    “No. They can go. And once again, men, good job.” 
 
    Both replied, almost simultaneously, “Thank you, sir.” Coming to attention, they both saluted, then picked up their tool bags and started off toward the next hardstand.  
 
    “I guess she’s as ready as she’ll ever be, Russo. Pre-flight at zero three thirty. Take-off, zero four thirty. Nothing left now but for me to get some sleep. Hop in, I’ll give you a ride back to the hangar.” 
 
    “Could you wait a moment, General?” Russo asked as he reached up through the Belle’s nose hatch. He felt around for a moment, then finding what he was looking for, withdrew his arm. In his hand the line chief held a binocular case. Offering the case to Banner, he said, “I thought you might find a use for these.” 
 
    Accepting the hard Bakelite case, and noting the swastika and palm tree emblem of Rommel’s Afrika Korps imprinted on it, Banner removed a pair of desert-camouflaged field glasses. Bringing the glasses up to his eyes and focusing on a building on the other side of the field, he was impressed with their strength and clarity.  
 
    “These are good glasses, Russo. Zeiss, if I had to guess. I can definitely use them. Thank you. But how in the world did you come by a pair of Afrika Korps field glasses?” 
 
    Russo looked a little embarrassed. “It’s one of the souvenirs I traded from those Tommies last year. They were too good to trade for parts, so I kept ‘em.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Right.” Banner replied, remembering the previous summer when the 503rd had had trouble obtaining parts to keep their planes flying. Russo had started a barter system with the other Groups in the Wing, trading parts they didn’t need for ones that the 503rd did. And when he didn’t have a part to exchange, he traded German souvenirs. It was an ingenious, but unorthodox, strictly against regulations and undoubtedly illegal plan. At the post exchange, he would buy items hard for the Tommies to acquire on the economy — Hersey bars, cigarettes, watches, ladies’ nylons, and the like — and trade them to troops just back from North Africa for their German souvenirs. Then he’d trade the German souvenirs to the other Groups for the parts and whatever else he needed. It had been tolerated until in a moment of great need, Russo had ‘acquired’ a B-17 engine intended for a Group in another Wing. It had taken all of Banner’s ingenuity and persuasive skill to keep Russo from a general court-martial.  
 
    Replacing the field glasses in their case, Banner smiled and said, “I’ll make good use of these. Thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Then wanting to wish Banner and his crew luck without jinxing them, Russo added, “I’ve gotten kind of attached to… those glasses, General. Bring ‘em back, will ya?” 
 
      
 
    Driving back to main base, Banner was hungry. He hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast. He thought about stopping by the mess hall but was suddenly very tired. It had been a long day, and it was time he followed his own advice to turn in and try to get a good night’s sleep… well, some sleep, anyway. Under Britain’s double summertime, clocks were set two hours ahead. Instead of 1800 as his internal clock said it should be, it was almost 2000, or eight o’clock. Zero one hundred was just a few hours away. 
 
    His quarters for the night were in the Command hut. A step up from the open barracks-style crew huts, it had individual accommodations for the Commander, his two deputies, the Air and Ground Execs, and Adjutant. The Commander’s quarters, Banner’s home for several months the previous year, were now occupied by Jim Peters. He’d be staying in the vacant Adjutant’s quarters, the first door on the left as you entered the hut. 
 
    The door creaked loudly as he entered, and a moment later a voice called from down the hall, “I was beginning to think I was going to have to come looking for you.” 
 
    Two doors away, Mitch Stanton was standing in the hall outside his room. “Come on over. I know you haven’t taken time to eat, so I picked up a roast beef sandwich for you from the mess hall, best I could do not knowing when you’d show up.”  
 
    Banner immediately flashed back to that first day when he’d taken command of the 503rd. It had been a long and tiring day then, too, and when he’d finally called it a day, he was so beat, all he wanted was to find a bed and put his head down. When he’d gotten to his quarters, however, he’d found Stanton waiting for him with a hot meal from the mess hall and a cold bottle of beer. It had been the beginning of their friendship. 
 
    Banner laughed. “How could you possibly know—” 
 
    “As I’ve said many times before,” Stanton replied taking Banner’s offered hand, “it’s an adjutant’s job to know things. Sorry I couldn’t arrange a cold beer this time.” 
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    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day)  
 
    Senior Officers’ Quarters 
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    “General?” The sergeant knocked again and called a little louder. “General Banner, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it,” Banner replied half asleep. 
 
    “Duty Sergeant, sir. It’s zero one hundred.” 
 
    “What’s the weather?” Banner asked as he sat up and swung his feet down onto the cold concrete floor. 
 
    “Patchy fog with a slight drizzle.” 
 
    “All right, thank you. Ask Colonel Peters to join me for breakfast in the mess hall.” 
 
    “Colonel Peters is not in his quarters, sir. I believe he may have spent the night in his office. General, are you fully awake, sir?” It was the duty sergeant’s responsibility to ensure whoever he was waking didn’t go back to sleep. 
 
    “Yes, I’m up. You can carry on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner shaved and dressed quickly, then walked over to the mess hall. He had no doubt that it would be a long and stressful day. You never knew how long it would be until the next meal, and he wanted to have a good breakfast. Besides, the mess hall would be serving real eggs instead of that powered crap, and potatoes, maybe even some bacon or sausage. Once last year, they’d had steak with their eggs when a fuel truck in the fog accidently hit a cow that had wandered onto the flight line through a break in the fence during the night. When all was said and done to compensate the cow’s owner, it had turned out to be a very expensive breakfast.  
 
    Wearing flying gear like almost everyone else, Banner blended in as he stood in line with his tray. Except for those men close enough to notice the stars on the epaulettes of his worn leather jacket, he passed through the serving line un-noticed. 
 
    He found an empty table in the back, and, as he ate, he observed the men. You could usually tell the crews that were scheduled to fly. Still half asleep, they’d be moving slowly, eating without any particular enthusiasm or conversation, trying to drag out the hour allotted for the meal because after breakfast and the mission briefing, there was the mission and preparing themselves for what they had to do, hoping they’d live through it. 
 
    Today, as among the ground crews last night, there was a feeling in the air that something was about to happen. The room was abuzz with activity. Support personnel and air crew alike, everyone was wide awake, eating and talking, even laughing. The same question being asked over and over: ‘Do you think today’s the day?’ 
 
      
 
    Briefing Hut  
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    It was standing room only in the briefing hut as excited crews awaited confirmation that this was the day. With passes cancelled, the base closed, additional guards posted, ground crews working all night with an urgency they’d never seen, what else could it be? 
 
    Just before the 0230 briefing was to start, Colonel Peters climbed onto the stage. “Okay, quiet down and listen up. Today is the day we’ve all been waiting for — D-Day!” 
 
    Even though it was the confirmation they’d expected, there was a moment of stunned silence then, unlike the reserved response of their senior officers when briefed the day before, the room erupted with cheering, shouting, embracing. Peters let it go for a few minutes then shouted down the noise. “That’s enough! Settle down. We have a job to do.” 
 
    The room quieted as he continued. “Tens of thousands of Allied soldiers will hit the beaches at Normandy this morning.” A low ripple of comment spread across the room as Normandy was announced. “Our job is to clear the way for them, make their landing as safe as we can. So, pay extra close attention to this morning’s briefing.” 
 
    Looking out over the faces around the room, Peters spotted General Banner standing unnoticed in the back. He caught Banner’s eye, and was about to call the room to attention, but Banner shook his head. This was the Group’s moment; he was just there to listen. 
 
    Peters nodded for Major Morrie Jamison, his Operations chief, to start the briefing, then took his usual seat at the right side of the stage.  
 
    Jamison started with the Pre-Dawn Assembly Plan. The Lead crews had all been briefed on the details the previous afternoon and sworn to secrecy, but there was still considerable groaning around the room when the transparency was displayed.  
 
    “Take-off is at zero three thirty,” Jamison announced. “Colonel Peters will lead, Major Walker, alternate. Squadrons in flights of six aircraft each will take off in five-minute intervals, climb to fifteen hundred feet, then fly a racetrack pattern above the base beacon until the entire Group has formed up. From there, you’ll climb to nine thousand and follow the beacon to Bassingbourn where you’ll assemble into a Combat Wing formation, then south at eleven thousand to Beachy Head to integrate with the Division and join the formation of heavy bombers heading for Normandy. 
 
    “It’s going to be crowded up there today, people,” he said. “So, follow the Assembly Plan spelled out in your Mission Information Sheets, maintain your intervals and assigned altitudes. And be alert for other aircraft trying to occupy the same space you are.”  
 
    Jamison’s weak attempt at a joke fell flat, so he quickly moved on. “You will be flying two missions today.” That produced more groans from around the room. “You’ll be briefed on the second target on your return. But your first and primary target…” he nodded to his sergeant to pull aside the curtain covering the map on the back wall, “is the gun emplacement at Ver-Sur-Mer.” Colored ribbon was pinned from point to point outlining their route to and exit from their target. “Your job is to keep those 122mm guns from firing on the British troops landing on the area designated ‘Gold Beach’. 
 
    “Each stage of this mission has been precisely routed and timed, and there will be no deviations of any kind. The Brits will come ashore at zero seven twenty-five. Accordingly, no bomb is to be dropped after zero seven twenty, five minutes before the first boots hit the beach. Should the target be obscured,” he informed them, “all flights are to reform into Group box formation and bomb off their radar-equipped Pathfinder. Bomb release under these conditions is to be delayed for five to thirty seconds depending on how close to H-Hour you are when you cross your aiming point. A schedule of these bomb release delays is included with your Mission Information Sheets.” 
 
    This statement caused immediate and loud grousing among the crews, not believing they had heard correctly and knowing what such a delay would mean to bombing accuracy. A delay of thirty seconds at twenty thousand feet would put the main point of impact of the bomb pattern at least one to two or more miles back behind the assault beaches.  
 
    “All right, quiet down,” Jamison shouted. “You heard right, a delay of up to thirty seconds. The order came down from the very top over concern that our bombs might hit the assault craft nearing the shore or our troops on the beach.” 
 
    Cutting off any further comments on the subject, he continued. “Quiet down and listen up! Due to the same concerns, there will also be no ‘targets of opportunity’ today. Any aircraft unable to see the target or get behind a Pathfinder is to bring their bombs home and for obvious reasons, under no circumstances are you to drop your bombs in the Channel. Again… all this information is included in your Mission Information Sheet.  
 
    “One more thing,” he said as he concluded his part of the briefing. “Be advised, if any of you have to bail out or are forced down in the Channel, do not count on being picked up by any boats other than Air Sea Rescue or those boats heading back toward England. All other boats are on a strict timetable and have been ordered not to stop for any reason.” With that bit of information, he turned the stage over to Major Herrick for the Intelligence briefing. 
 
    The rest of the briefings went quickly, and at 0300, the crews filed out, laughing and talking. Today was THE day. More energized than usual — except maybe for that first mission to Berlin — they climbed into their waiting trucks and headed for the flight line and their aircraft. 
 
      
 
    Banner was waiting for Colonel Peters when he came out. “I was going to ask you join me for breakfast, Jim, but the duty sergeant said you weren’t in your quarters last night.” 
 
    “No, sir. Morrie and I were going over the mission until late. Neither of us liked that order for a thirty second delay, and, as you heard, neither do the crews. I have a friend, a classmate from the Point, who’s on the staff at Eighth. I gave him a call last night, and he confirmed that Ike himself signed off on the order. I’m just praying the weather boys are right for once, and we have clear skies over there.” 
 
    “I don’t like that order either. But I suppose if they don’t hit the target, whatever they do hit will be better than killing even one of the men on those beaches. They’ll have enough problems without having to worry about our bombs falling on ‘em.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I guess if you look at it that way. Anyway, I decided to sleep on the sofa in my office rather than go back to my quarters. That sofa’s really pretty comfortable… more so than that mattress on my bed, anyway.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. I spent more than a few nights on that sofa myself,” Banner admitted. “And it is more comfortable. I kept meaning to have that mattress replaced, just never got around to it. There were always more important things to worry about. What about breakfast?”  
 
    Peters laughed. “You know ‘mother’ Mitch. He was in my office with a heaping tray before I even had a chance to shave.” 
 
    “Don’t I just. He was waiting with a sandwich for me when I got to my quarters last night.” 
 
    Peters grinned. “Those were good eggs this morning, but I couldn’t help wishing another cow would wander onto the flight line again sometime. Nothing better than steak and eggs.” 
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “It would be cheaper and a lot less paperwork, if you just bought one on the Black Market. But you didn’t hear that from me.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Base Hospital 
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Banner checked his watch, 0310. He still had some time before he had to be at the Belle to begin his pre-flight, and he wanted to look in on Anne one more time. 
 
    There were more people in the halls than normal for this time of the morning. The word had spread, and the hospital staff, if for no other reason than to keep busy, were staging supplies, sterilizing instrument packets, preparing operating rooms, and changing bed linens in preparation for the anticipated wounded, even though it would be at least four or five hours before any planes would be returning. 
 
    Banner made his way to Anne’s room and, silently entering, he walked quietly over to her bed. She looked so beautiful laying there, her hair spread out over the pillow as if it had been arranged, her face so peaceful in sleep. He leaned down and gently brushing away a strand of hair, kissed her lightly on the forehead. He stood over her for a moment, then turned and left as silently as he had entered. 
 
    Turning away from her door, he found Doc Houser coming toward him. “The duty nurse informed me you were in the hospital. I thought I’d find you here.” 
 
    Moving to meet him and keeping his voice down, Banner said, “You’re up early, Doc.” 
 
    “Isn’t everybody?” Houser replied as he took in Banner’s appearance. “So, it’s true. You’re flying today.” 
 
    “Isn’t everybody?” Banner replied, repeating Houser’s words.  
 
    Houser slowly shook his head from side to side in disbelief. “Have you lost your mind, Frank? You haven’t flown a mission in almost a year. I told you the last time, last year in that very room,” pointing at Anne’s door, “at your age your body doesn’t have the same resilience as these kids, your reflexes aren’t as quick, and you don’t heal—” 
 
    “Don’t hold back, Don,” Banner interrupted with a laugh, “Tell me what you really think.” 
 
    Houser paused for a moment, then said, “Do you have to fly today? You’ve done more than your share in this war. Is another mission, even today, worth the risk when you’re about to become a father? Have you thought about what it will do to Anne and the baby if something happens to you?” 
 
    “Of course, I’ve thought about it,” he replied a little heatedly. “If it wasn’t important, I wouldn’t do it. I’m not dropping bombs today, Don; my job is just to observe. A request from Eisenhower. He needs to know what’s happening over there, and any information I can send back could help save lives. I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    “And nobody else can—” 
 
    “Apparently not. I don’t like leaving Anne, not now, not after what you told us yesterday. But I’m committed. I can’t just say, ‘Sorry Ike, I can’t go. My wife’s having a baby.’ It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “All right, Frank. I think what you’re doing is insane, but… Does Anne know?” 
 
    “Yes. I explained it to her. She’s not happy about it, but says she accepts it’s something I have to do.” Before Houser could say anything further, Banner checked his watch. “Sorry, Doc, I’ve got to go. Take care of her for me.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As Banner strode purposefully down the hall, Houser called softly after him, “Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    Even before he was out of the building, Banner could hear the thrumming roar of B-17 engines warming up and beginning to taxi.  
 
    Outside, Mitch Stanton was waiting by his jeep. “I thought I’d drive you out to the Belle,” he said climbing into the driver’s seat. “For old times’ sake.” When he’d been Banner’s adjutant, he’d seen him off on every mission, and was always there to welcome him back. 
 
    “Where’s Ernie?” Banner said, settling into the passenger seat and noting his flight gear and parachute pack were in the back. 
 
    “He caught a ride on one of the crew trucks after mission briefing.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was there. I told the crew they didn’t have to attend.” 
 
    “He was sitting by me. I saw you standing over in the back, but you looked like you didn’t want any attention.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Banner said. “This is their day, Mitch, this Group’s; it’s what these men and all the others who’ve died or are now prisoners of war fought for. I was watching the way their faces lit up when Peters made the announcement and couldn’t help thinking how different they are now from when I took over after Swanson was killed.”  
 
    Stanton nodded. “I remember. That first briefing, you didn’t pull any punches; told ‘em they couldn’t do anything right, and if they didn’t significantly improve their performance, very few, if any, would live beyond the next mission, much less twenty-five. You said, as best as I can remember, ‘the Army hadn’t spent the time and money they had training them or entrusted them with a quarter million-dollar airplane, just so they could crash and burn in some French farmer’s field.’ You were about as popular as poison ivy until they finally realized the training you were putting them through was getting them to the target and back alive. You took a demoralized and ineffective unit and made it what it is today, one of the best with the record to prove it.”  
 
    “All I did, Mitch, was provide the leadership and training they hadn’t had. They did the rest themselves. Now, how about that ride?”  
 
      
 
    Flight Line 
 
    503rd Bomb Group, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    The taxiway was crowded with B-17s, assembled by lead, then high and low squadrons in that order; each aircraft in the queue was in his assigned place. Spaced no more than ninety feet apart, their red and green navigation and blue formation lights barely visible in the fog, their brakes squealing as they started and stopped, slowly inching toward the main runway where the first B-17 waited for the signal to go. 
 
    Pulling off Perimeter Road, Stanton drove across the taxiway to the edge of the Boston Belle’s hardstand and came to a stop. Grabbing his A-3 flight bag and parachute pack from the back, Banner climbed out of the jeep. “Thanks for the ride, Mitch.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Stanton replied with a smile; then the smile left his face as he added, “Don’t stay over there a second longer than you have to, Frank, and don’t worry about Anne. I’ll keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to, Mitch, and thanks.” 
 
    Driving away, Stanton waved and called back over his shoulder, “Good luck, Boston Belle.” 
 
      
 
    Cooper and Gardiner were talking quietly by the Belle’s nose. Collins was on his knees under the fuselage giving an extra polish to the round two-inch thick bullet-resistant Plexiglas window on his ball-turret. The rest of the crew were clustered around a 55-gallon drum of burning fuel warming their hands in the damp chill of the morning air.  
 
    “All right,” Banner said. “Gather round.” Once assembled he asked, “Everybody here? All right, it’s zero three twenty-five. I want to be ready to taxi by zero four thirty. You all know what to do, so let’s get to it.” Banner motioned to Sergeant Koenig, and said, “Mike, stay a minute.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Koenig stood fast as Cooper and Gardiner swung up through the nose hatch, everyone else entered through the rear crew door. After stowing their gear, they began their pre-flight checks.  
 
    “Has the K-17 been installed yet?” This was the vertical strike camera mounted in the camera well under the radio compartment’s floor panels. When activated, it would automatically take photos at pre-set intervals during a bomb run until it ran out of film. These photos were then used to analyze the effectiveness of the mission. 
 
    “Yes, sir. The photo lab technicians were just finishing when I arrived.”  
 
    “Damn!” Banner said. “I meant to have them change the interval settings. I want pictures over those beaches; the way they’re set now, we’ll be out of film in less than five minutes. Do you know how to change the timer settings, Mike?” 
 
    “No, sir. But when you had me order the camera, I figured you wanted pictures of the landings, so I took the liberty to have the interval reset. Based on how long you said we’d probably be over there, I had them reset the time from every few seconds to every minute. I hope that’s all right. I know how to change out the film, so I also had them leave several extra cartridges.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Mike. Thanks.” 
 
    Banner had just begun his exterior walk-around and was inspecting the pitot tube on the left side of the nose, when he caught sight of a quick double-flash of green light from the black-and-white checkered van positioned at the end of the runway. This was the signal from the runway control officer’s Aldis lamp: green for ‘go’. 
 
      
 
    The first aircraft to take off was not the Group leader, but Candy Cane, an old worn out, no longer combat-ready but flyable B-17F. She was the 503rd’s ‘assembly ship’ uniquely painted in garishly bright colors and patterns.  
 
    By the beginning of the year, bomb Groups had so increased in size and number, their bases located so close it seemed like you could barely get airborne before you were in some other Group’s traffic pattern, that these uniquely colored aircraft were necessary to guide pilots to the right squadron and Group to form up on.  
 
    Taking off in the heavy fog, the Candy Cane climbed to 1,500 feet and began to orbit the Group’s Buncher beacon, a radio beacon sending coded Morse signals for planes to home-in on. Flashing her navigation lights and firing brightly colored flares at one-minute intervals, she would continue to orbit the assembly point until all the 503rd’s aircraft had found her and formed-up behind.  
 
    Colonel Peters in Blind Henry II took-off next. As his wheels went up, he climbed to 1,500 feet and took position behind Candy Cane. Above the fog, his navigation and formation lights were more visible, and in the tail-turret his radio operator used an Aldis lamp to repeatedly flash a coded signal to the pilot of the next plane to enable him to keep them in sight. Peters was followed by the high and low squadron leaders so they would be in place when each squadron reached assembly altitude.  
 
    A minute later, with another set of green flashes from the runway controller, the next three-ship flight took off in the same thirty-second intervals. Behind them, the first aircraft in the next three ship formation took his position at the head of the runway awaiting the runway controller’s signal to go. This would continue until the entire Group was in the air and assembled in lead, high and low squadron formations. 
 
    It would take the better part of an hour before the entire Group was airborne. The Candy Cane, its job done, would then return to base, and Colonel Peters would lead the 503rd to rendezvous with the 511th and 515th Groups at the Wing assembly point over Bassingbourn. It would take even more time before the three Groups assembled into a Wing. It was critical then that each Wing arrived at their Division assembly point at the specified time and altitude in order to take their designated positions in the miles-long bomber stream heading for Normandy.  
 
    By the time the last bomber had taken off, the Belle, all checklists complete, her engines running smoothly and ready to taxi, waited for the Candy Cane to land and clear the runway.  
 
    At 0440, as the assembly plane touched down and turned off onto a taxiway, the Boston Belle, now positioned at the head of the runway, received the green light to go.  
 
    Racing down the runway, the Belle took to the air, climbed through the fog to 1,000 feet, then flew south-west to Debden where they climbed again to 5,000 feet and altered course south-south-west toward Beachy Head. There was a full moon, a bomber’s moon, and, above the fog and scattered patches of clouds, the sky was mostly clear and bright. The crew strained their eyes searching for other aircraft, but on the day when the air space over England was occupied by every fighter, bomber and transport that could fly, they saw only in the distance the green and red running lights of stragglers looking for a group to join. Further west on the same heading, but well above them, was a large formation of B-24 Liberators; these were the ‘heavies’ of the Second Air Division.  
 
    Favored with a good tail wind when the Belle passed over Gravesend on the eastern edge of London, they had made up their ten-minute delay on take-off. They were back on schedule and on course, receiving a strong signal on their radio compass from the Splasher beacon at Beachy Head. 
 
    So far, so good.  
 
    Banner had barely registered that thought when Ernie Ross in the left-waist called out over the interphone, “P-47. Nine o’clock low and climbing fast.”  
 
    Before Ross could even finish his warning, Cooper was banking right, narrowly avoiding a mid-air with the fighter. After a few minutes with no further sign of the P-47, he resumed course and altitude. 
 
      
 
    Mostly clear skies had been briefed by the weather officer, but as they left the English coast and began their climb to 20,000 feet, the few broken clouds they had encountered since take-off had transformed into large clusters. An occasional break in the clouds gave the crew a brief look at the long columns of ships below, the barrage balloons floating overhead, steadily moving across the Channel.  
 
    At 10,000, Banner fingered his throat mic and called, “Time to go on oxygen, and everyone be alert for those Marauders. They should be at fifteen thousand but keep your eyes open.”  
 
    At 150 mph, they were climbing at 600 feet per minute, and as they passed 13,000, Wells in the top-turret called out, “Marauder formation, two o’clock high.” 
 
    Still well below the formation, it took Banner a moment before he spotted the vapor trails of the long line of medium and light bombers. “You’ve got good eyes, Joe,” he said, then turned to Cooper. “What’s our heading, Captain?” 
 
    “One-eight-six, sir.” 
 
    All right, alter course to one-niner-zero. I want to give them plenty of room as we climb past.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Calling Koenig over the interphone, Banner said, “Be ready with your Aldis lamp to let them know who we are, Mike. We don’t need their gunners getting nervous and mistaking us for the Luftwaffe.” All aircraft were under orders to maintain strict radio silence, and any unidentified aircraft approaching in what was considered enemy air space was liable to become a target. 
 
    “Yes, sir. On it.”  
 
    They continued to climb, reducing the distance between them and the B-26 formation. When the challenge came, Koenig was ready and flashed a coded reply from the window of his compartment. There was no acknowledgement at first, so he repeated the signal. Finally, “Received and acknowledged, General.” 
 
    “Okay, Mike. Keep your lamp handy.”  
 
    Minutes later they sighted the formation of heavy bombers and, after identifying themselves, flew ahead to find the formation leader. The Belle’s gunners continuing to search the sky for enemy fighters breathed a little easier after sighting the formation’s fighter escort flying high above, their contrails clearly visible in the sky. 
 
    “General,” Harry Gardiner called over the interphone. “I’m glad I came along today, but I don’t know why you needed me,” he said jokingly. “All you’d had to do is follow that stream of bombers, they stretch all the way back to England.” 
 
      
 
    Flying slightly higher and off to the right of the lead group’s high squadron, Banner checked the time: 0543. Though still another fifteen minutes until sunrise, at 20,000 feet, the rays of the early morning sun were already rising above the horizon behind them.  
 
    H-Hour for the first landings at both the Utah and Omaha beaches was set for 0630. The Marauders and Havocs would begin their run to soften the Utah defenses at 0600. At the same time, about seven miles farther to the east, the B-17s and B-24s would make their run over Omaha. Banner had hoped to observe the results of that bombing, but those thoughts were gone. Midway across the Channel, the scattered cloud clusters had thickened into a solid undercast topping off at about 12,000 feet.  
 
    Unable to bomb visually due to the undercast, as per their orders, the heavy bombers had reformed into Groups and would bomb off their radar-equipped Pathfinder aircraft. But, because of the order to delay the drop if bombing blind, Banner had little doubt that flying straight in from the Channel over their targets, it was likely that their bombs would probably fall a mile or more inland. He just hoped they wouldn’t kill any civilians, or worse, their own paratroopers who’d dropped into Normandy during the night. He thought the smaller twin-engine Marauders and Havocs, however, would have better luck. Better designed for close tactical ground support, they would come in parallel to the coast and bomb from whatever altitude would allow them to see their targets, even if that meant tree-top level. 
 
    While the weather was a bad break for the Allied bombers, it was a stroke of luck for the Germans. The solid cloud cover meant the heavy bombers couldn’t see their targets, but for a German pilot flying above the clouds, it meant he couldn’t be seen by the enemy, and below the clouds it was a target-rich environment and a fighter pilot’s dream. 
 
    If I were a Luftwaffe pilot, Banner thought, I’d just drop down through this undercast, bomb and strafe everything in sight, then climb back up into the protection of the clouds to do it again and again until I had to return to base to refuel and rearm. 
 
    Banner and every member of the crew had been scanning the skies for enemy fighters from the moment they’d entered the Channel but, to everyone’s amazement, not a single fighter, or enemy aircraft of any type, had been seen, at least not above the undercast. Only a few aircraft had been seen through breaks in the clouds, and those had all been friendlies. Of course, what lay below the cloud layer might very well be a different story. 
 
      
 
    “Radio operator to General Banner,” Koenig called over the interphone, “Sir, I’m picking up a BBC broadcast; it’s General Eisenhower with a message to the people living near the coast. It’s being broadcast in both French and English.”  
 
    “Put it on so everyone can hear it, Mike.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    A moment later, static and a voice that kept cutting in and out — most likely due to German jamming — came over everyone’s headset. Then:  
 
      
 
    ’Ne recueillent pas les groupes qui peut être confondu avec des troupes ennemies.... C’était un message du général Eisenhower. Je répète en anglais. The lives of many of you depend on the speed with which you obey. Leave your towns at once — stay off the roads — go on foot and take nothing with you that is difficult to carry. Do not gather in groups which may be mistaken for enemy troops.’ That was a message from General Eisenhower. I will now repeat his message in French ‘La vie d’un grand nombre d’entre vous dépend de la vitesse—’  
 
      
 
    “That’s all there was, General,” Koenig said cutting off the transmission. “They’re just repeating the same message over and over. I hope the people down there have been listening. We’re going to start dropping bombs almost any minute. If they haven’t left the area by now, it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Allied Invasion Fleet 
 
    Bay of the Seine 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    As the massive bomber formation passed far overhead, unseen by them below is the Allied invasion fleet anchored in the Bay of the Seine — a wide, shallow bowl of an inlet bounded in the west by the Cotentin peninsula and in the east by the mouth of the Seine River at Le Havre. 
 
    Over a hundred Allied warships — battleships, cruisers, and destroyers — were bombarding the German defenses along the coast. Denied a closer anchorage by mine-filled waters and a series of shallow water shoals, they’d had to anchor ten miles out, much further than they had wished, from their assigned beaches. A few destroyers with shallower drafts were anchored closer to the shore enabling them to observe the effects of their shells, but, because of their more exposed position, they would take the brunt of the enemy fire once commenced. 
 
    The bombardment was not to have commenced until 0550, when it was light enough for their spotter planes. The big ships, the battleships and cruisers, would be firing blind at targets they couldn’t see, and their accuracy depended heavily on these spotter planes, fast moving Spitfires and Mustangs, their pilots trained to observe and radio back where the ships’ shells were falling and to what effect. 
 
    At 0530, however, destroyers along the line began to take fire from the German shore batteries. The intention was to wait until the appointed time to return fire, but, as the Germans’ accuracy improved, the decision was made to fire. Accordingly, at 0536, fourteen minutes ahead of schedule, Allied warships opened fire, each ship firing upon its own designated target, beginning what would be an almost sixty-minute uninterrupted barrage of the German defenses across the fifty-mile invasion front.  
 
    For personnel on-board these ships, the noise from the blast of the guns was intensely painful, even with cotton wads stuffed in their ears, but the sight was the greatest fireworks display ever imagined and never to be forgotten.  
 
    For the American beaches, Utah and Omaha, the barrage would be lifted at 0625 just before the landings were to begin, then commence again as soon as gunnery officers had re-sighted their guns for targets farther inland. The barrage would continue throughout the day. 
 
      
 
    Boston Belle  
 
    Over the English Channel 
 
    Approaching the Normandy Coast of France  
 
      
 
    “Ball-turret to General Banner.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Eddie.” 
 
    “Sir, you wanted to know when the Marauders broke off from the formation. They’re changing course to the west now.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eddie. Keep your eyes on ‘em.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner looked down out his side window and spotted the B-26 formation descending in preparation for their bomb run over Utah beach. 
 
    “Banner to navigator. We’re not going to see any bombing results from up here, Harry. Maybe we’ll have better luck with the Marauders. Give me a heading for St Martin de Varreville.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Gardiner took a moment to locate the village on his map, then responded, “New heading is two-two-five degrees, General.”  
 
    “Change course to two-two-five degrees, Cooper,” Banner instructed the pilot, “and take us down. Let’s see what’s happening underneath these damn clouds.” 
 
      
 
    B-17 and B-24 Bomber Formations  
 
    Over the Normandy Coast  
 
    France 
 
      
 
    At 0558, just minutes after the Boston Belle had altered course and begun her descent through the undercast, the leading Pathfinder element of the heavy bombers arrived at an unremarkable spot in the sky over the Normandy coast identified by their ‘Mickey’, or radar, operator as their Aiming Point. As their orders specified, depending on their arrival time, they continued past this point for another five to thirty, or more seconds, each bombardier adding his own safety margin, then released their bombs blindly through the solid undercast.  
 
    For the next twenty-five minutes, group after group would release their bombs with the required delay beyond these invisible Aiming Points, which to an untrained eye appeared as a shadowy blob on the Mickey operator’s screen. Everything had been timed such that the last bomb of the last aircraft would be released at precisely 0625, five minutes before the first wave of troops was to land on Utah and Omaha.  
 
    Their job done, each group would then follow their planned withdrawal route, turning west across the Cotentin peninsula and out into the English Channel, then north to rejoin the long stream of aircraft returning to England to refuel and rearm for the next mission. 
 
      
 
    Boston Belle  
 
    Over the Bay of the Seine 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    At 0600, the Belle broke through the cloud layer a little east of St. Martin de Varreville and leveled off at 800 feet over the Bay of the Seine. Here the crew had their first good look at the massive armada below. For as far as they could see, extending miles back into the Channel, thousands of ships of every size and description were positioned across the bay in long columns, each opposite one of the five landing beaches.  
 
    At the very front of these columns were the warships, all engaged in the sustained and concentrated bombardment of the enemy shore defenses. With every round fired, great plumes of flame and smoke erupted from the muzzle end of their barrels, and even high in the sky above, Banner and every member of his crew could hear, and feel, the combined roar and concussive force of these guns above the numbing vibrating drone of the Belle’s four 1200hp Wright cyclone engines. 
 
    Formations of American and British fighters filled the sky, flying air cover for the invasion force below and, at the sudden appearance of a solitary B-17 dropping down through the cloud layer, two P-38 Lightnings immediately broke away to investigate, only to quickly depart again when the correct authentication code was flashed.  
 
    “I sure hope none of our guys have to go down in the Channel today,” Gardiner said in awe from his bird’s-eye view in the Belle’s nose. “There’s no room down there.”  
 
    His comment drew jokes from just about everyone. Banner let this banter go on for a minute or two, then holding down the interphone selector switch to the ‘Call’ position to override the reception on all jackbox stations, he broke in. “All right, knock it off. We’ve got a job to do. Gunners keep your eyes open for enemy fighters, and make sure it’s not one of ours before you open fire. Mike, activate the strike camera. Let’s get some pictures of this.”  
 
    “Time to go to work, Captain,” Banner told Cooper. “Reduce your speed to one-two-five and begin a racetrack pattern around the bay between the Utah and Omaha landing sites. Roughly, that’s between St Martin de Varreville on the west, where we just came down, and St. Laurent sur Mare to the east. Harry can give you the coordinates. Low and slow like we practiced.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cooper replied as he inched the throttles back, reducing their indicated air speed from 160mph to 125 and beginning a wide banking turn.  
 
    “Good,” Banner said, nodding when they’d completed the turn and were heading east. “I’m going to move down to the nose. I’ll have a better view from there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. No problem. I’ve got her.” 
 
    Settled into the bombardier’s seat near his navigator, Harry Gardiner, Banner plugged the cord dangling from his headphones into the bombardier’s interphone jackbox.  
 
    Squeezing his throat mic, he called, “Banner to Radio Operator. Break radio silence, Mike, and check in with Liberty. Report Shortstop is on station.” Shortstop was Banner’s call sign for the day; Liberty was SHAEF. 
 
    A few moments later, Koenig reported back. “Liberty has acknowledged, General, and will await further communications.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mike. I expect the Germans know we’re here by now and can see everything we can, so I’ll be making my reports by voice and in the clear.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Koenig acknowledged gladly. That meant considerably less work for him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    All right. Let’s see what we’ve got down there.  
 
    Removing Russo’s Afrika Korps field glasses from their hard Bakelite case, Banner adjusted the focus, and began to scan the shore, west to east, as far as he could see. As he oriented himself to the coastline, he pulled the details he’d read in the Neptune Plan from his almost photographic memory.  
 
    The first beach, back to his right, would be Utah, located on the western edge of the bay and the rightmost flank of the invasion. Next was Omaha, ten miles to the east, separated from Utah by the mouth of the Douve River, or Carentan Estuary. Situated midway between Utah and Omaha was Pointe du Hoc, a high cliff heavily fortified with captured French guns. The elimination of these guns was a high priority and essential to the success of the landings on both beaches. Beyond his visual range, eastward from Omaha by at least ten miles, were the British and Canadian beaches: Gold, Juno and Sword. Sword ended at Ouistreham and the Orne River, marking the far edge of the Allies’ left flank. Because the tide along the coast moved from west to east, and low tide would come later on the British beaches, landings on these beaches would not commence until 0730, an hour after the landings at Utah and Omaha.  
 
    Nearing the end of their first pass, the Belle flew offshore the last few miles along Omaha beach. Banner had been carefully watching the bombs as they dropped through the solid cloud layer, estimating where they were hitting by the resultant explosions, smoke and debris. To his experienced eye, the results weren’t good. As he’d expected, the heavies were dropping too late, their bombs saturating farmers’ fields inland, well beyond the targets on or near the beach they’d been sent to destroy. And he didn’t think the naval bombardment was doing much better. 
 
    The noise and concussion of the sustained bombardment might drive the Germans into their holes for a while, he thought, but those beach defenses had not been touched.  
 
    Looking back out into the bay, he could see the boats carrying men of the US 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions already en route to Omaha beach. God help the men on those boats. There was nothing he could do but relay the information to Liberty. 
 
    Coming back around the pattern to Utah, Banner again watched as the Marauders and Havocs, flying parallel to the beach and not more than 500 feet above the deck, pounded the enemy positions along the entire three miles of beach. 
 
    “Jesus!” Eddie Collins called from the ball-turret. “Look at those guys! They’re flying so low they’re getting hit by shrapnel from the blast of their own bombs.”  
 
    Unlike the Forts and Liberators bombing blind at Omaha, the Marauders and Havocs were inflicting considerable damage, destroying, or putting out of action, most of the enemy’s heavy gun and mortar emplacements, leaving in their wake fire, smoke and debris, along with dead and dazed Germans.  
 
    In the left-waist, Ernie Ross suddenly called out, “Aircraft! Eleven o’clock low.”  
 
    Immediately, Joe Wells rotated his turret to locate the aircraft, then called, “They’re friendlies. Havocs. Looks like they’re trailing smoke.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Ross countered. “They’re A-20s all right, but their markings aren’t right.” 
 
    “Those are Free French aircraft, Ernie,” Banner cut in. “Assigned to the RAF. Their emblem is the red Cross of Lorraine within a white circle. But they’re not Havocs. The RAF renamed their A-20s, ‘Bostons’. They’re laying a smoke screen to conceal the ships from the German artillery.” 
 
      
 
    Banner turned his attention back to the fleet below. Behind the warships and just beyond the range of the German shore batteries were the transports and support ships and proceeding independently with them were countless small British-designed Landing Craft Assault. Each of these LCAs, 41-foot flat-bottomed wooden boats, their sides and gunwales lightly armored, carried thirty to thirty-five men plus a naval crew. As he watched, more of these boats were being hoisted outboard and lowered into the water from large flat-bottomed vessels with bow-opening doors. Because of their size and the unusual bow doors, he recognized these as LSTs, Landing Ships Tank, which would carry troops, vehicles and heavy equipment directly to the shore once a beachhead had been established.  
 
    As far as he could see, other ships, like the LSTs, were keeping station in columns with the larger transports anchored almost twelve miles off their assigned beaches. Everywhere various types of landing craft were laid up alongside transports as GIs, weighed down by weapons and equipment, scrambled as best they could down wet cargo nets into bobbing and lurching boats.  
 
    From what Banner had read, the invasion fleet included a veritable alphabet of amphibious craft of every size and purpose. Boats of the initial assaulting force would include Landing Craft Vehicles and Personnel (LCVPs), or Higgins Boats — the American version of the British LCAs. These 36-foot shallow-draft, barge-like boats each carried an assault platoon of thirty men, two officers and a naval crew. 
 
    Generally intended to precede the LCVPs were the Landing Craft Tank (LCTs), 117-foot-long boats with a wheelhouse. They would transport four amphibious Duplex Drive (DD) medium Sherman tanks, each fitted with a rubber and canvas flotation screen around the tank’s superstructure and two propellers powered by a power take-off from the tank’s engine enabling them once launched to ‘swim’ to shore. 
 
    Landing Craft Control (LCCs) were 56-foot motorboats equipped with a deckhouse enclosing radar and radios. Their primary job was to guide landing craft to the correct beach and locate safe paths through the hidden obstacles and mines.  
 
    Follow-on boats included Landing Ships Infantry (LCI), 160-foot-long ships carrying two hundred fully armed and equipped troops; Landing Craft Mechanized (LCMs), 50 feet, carrying one hundred and twenty men, a medium tank or thirty tons of cargo; and Landing Craft Support (LCS), 36-foot motorboats which could transport guns or rockets close to shore, to be used to help suppress enemy fire and provide fire support to assault troops crossing the beach. Banner identified several more of the craft below from the pictures and diagrams in the Neptune Plan, then gave up as there were too many.  
 
    All across the bay, boats circled in front of the warships, the circles ever widening as more and more boats joined, all waiting for the order to go. The wait for those boats circling miles out from the British and Canadian beaches would be much longer, but for those heading for Utah and Omaha, the time was now. 
 
    Utah Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Utah, the westernmost beach of the five landing areas, was approximately three miles wide and located north-west of the Carentan estuary on sandy, dune beaches.  
 
    The objectives of the men of the US 8th Infantry Regiment, 4th Infantry Division, was ambitious: land, fight their way off the beach, proceed inland seizing control of the coast roads, then link up with troops of the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions and attack westward toward Cherbourg, a heavily defended seaport whose intact capture was essential to sustain Overlord operations.  
 
    Because of the distance they had to travel — almost twelve miles in rough seas — and the slow speed of their landing craft, the boats for both Utah and Omaha had been given their ‘go’ orders almost three hours earlier. Already en route just five minutes behind Utah’s first wave, was the second, and fifteen and seventeen minutes respectively, behind them were the third and fourth waves.  
 
    The Belle was continuously circling the length of Utah, flying at 800 feet and at an air speed seriously lower than was sensible. Even so, each pass over the length of the beach would take only minutes. Although his field glasses would give Banner a clear picture, he would have only seconds to make sense of what he was seeing. 
 
    Focusing his glasses on the boats of the first wave, he counted thirty-one boats: three LCCs in front, eight LCTs with thirty-two tanks, and twenty LCVPs carrying six hundred assault troops. Still miles from the beach and plowing ahead line-astern, they were struggling through five- and six-foot-waves.  
 
    Already several of the flat-bottomed Higgins boats, designed only for one-foot waves, had been swamped. Boats nearby came along side as quickly as possible to transfer the GIs. But many others, their boats sinking too fast beneath them, were flailing helplessly in the rough water until, unable in their panic to rid themselves of their heavy packs, they were pulled under.  
 
    At the sight of the drowning men below, the Belle’s interphone came alive. “Can’t those boats get to those guys any faster?”  
 
    “We should throw out a life raft.”  
 
    “No, that won’t do any good. It won’t land anywhere near ‘em, and it’ll just get swamped, too.”  
 
    “Dammit! Somebody, think of something. They’re drowning down there!” 
 
    Banner fingered his throat mic and harshly cut the voices off. “As much as we all wish we could, there’s nothing we can do to help those men down there or change what’s happening. Our purpose here is to observe, so unless you see enemy fighters or have something to report, stay off the interphone!”  
 
    Banner hated having to make that call. He understood how they felt; he felt the same way. It was hard enough on a mission to watch a B-17 go down, knowing men, friends, were inside, but you steeled yourself against such sights, always subconsciously glad it wasn’t you. It was something else to actually see men struggling and drowning in the water below you, and there was nothing you could do, but watch.  
 
    His crew would stay off the interphone for a while, but he knew there would be more such sights, and he couldn’t expect them not to vent their feelings. To stay focused and not be distracted from what he was there to do, he removed his headset, effectively cutting himself off from all communication. If the need arose, he had no doubt that Gardiner would get his attention. 
 
    A few minutes later, Gardiner did just that. “General. Wells is calling you on the interphone.” 
 
    Banner nodded and replaced his headphones, “What is it, Joe?” 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, sir, but you said if we had anything to report…” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “General, I’ve been watching that ‘tin can’ out there. Nine o’clock low; the one closest into shore. She’s been shelling the Germans, but taking a beating, too. She took a couple of direct hits a little bit ago and started going in circles. Now she’s dead in the water, and there’s heavy smoke coming from her stern… sir, I think she’s sinking.”  
 
    Banner focused his glasses on the ship. Wells was right; the destroyer was sinking, her back broken and going down fast. The crew had already abandoned ship. He could see men in the water, and boats and rafts. 
 
    “General,” Wells broke in again. “Sir, look! There’s still somebody on-board. My God, will you look at that! The Germans are still shelling the hell out of that ship, and someone’s stayed behind to run their flag back up the main mast. If I wasn’t seeing it, I wouldn’t believe it. That swabbie’s got more guts than brains. He needs to get his ass off that ship.” 
 
    In the distance, Banner could see ships turning and lowering boats to come to the sinking ship’s aid. The men in boats and in the water would soon be picked up. As the destroyer slowly settled on the bottom her upper bridge, mast and flag were still visible above the water.  
 
      
 
    Tearing his eyes away from the tattered flag defiantly fluttering in the wind, Banner focused his glasses back on the wave of landing craft. They had reformed from columns into line-abreast for their run into shore. Seconds later, two boats, one right after another exploded and quickly sank. There had been no artillery fire from the shore as yet, so he guessed they’d each hit a mine. As luck would have it, he recognized the boats as two of the landing control craft, that were to guide the other boats through the obstacles and traps to shore.  
 
    Despite the loss of the LCCs, the boats continued on toward the beach, until one of the LCTs struck another submerged mine and disappeared in a fiery blast. On their own, and still over a mile from shore, the remaining LCTs stopped and lowered their ramps. The tanks, their strange-looking floatation screens stretched high over their superstructure, rolled off into the water and began their slow ‘swim’ to shore. Banner wondered if this was according to plan or if they’d decided that the odds for their survival were better in the water than remaining in the boats. As soon as the tanks moved off, the LCTs raised their ramps and turned about for the long run back to the ships.  
 
    At 0630, as the boats began to land, Utah beach was almost totally obscured by smoke from grass fires resulting from the earlier naval and aerial bombardment, although the smoke was also helping to conceal their approach. Strong winds, however, and a fast-moving current were pushing the boats and DD tanks eastward. To Banner, it appeared that this first wave, scattered and no longer line-abreast, would not be landing where they had intended. Not a good start.  
 
    The boats were under fire. Banner could see tracers, but it appeared sporadic, not concentrated and, so far, there’d been no artillery or mortar fire. They’d either caught the Germans asleep at the switch, or they were landing in a less well-defended area, or maybe one pounded into rubble by the Marauders. But close to the beach the tide was still at its low ebb, and the obstacles previously concealed in the deeper water were visible. Starting a good three or four hundred yards out he saw row upon row of ten-foot-high steel Belgian gates, wooden posts and log ramps driven into the sand and angled toward the sea, as well as six-foot-high steel hedgehogs, all with plate-shaped Teller anti-tank mines affixed. Though the landing craft weaved their way through them as carefully as they could, many fell victim.  
 
    Almost unopposed, the surviving Higgins boats moved ahead of the slow swimming DD tanks, only to run aground on a sandbar. The boats backed off to try another location only to run aground again. Between the sandbar and the beach lay a wide stretch of water. Unable to draw any closer, the boats dropped their ramps, and the GIs, their weapons held at high port, jumped into chest-deep and higher water and struggled toward shore. As soon as the boats were empty, like the LCTs, the ones that could backed off and turned about, returning to the transports to pick up another load. 
 
    Under fire as they reached the shore, the GIs encountered walls of barbed wire and buried anti-personnel mines as they ran across the open beach for the cover of the dunes and sea wall; many fell along the way. Several minutes later, as the Belle came around again, the first of the swimming tanks arrived. Dropping their flotation screens, they immediately began to provide fire support. 
 
    Opposition appeared light, mostly small arms and machine gun fire from trenches beyond the sea wall. The troops returned fire and, to Banner’s amazement, many of the Germans, possibly still dazed from the massive bombardments, were throwing down their weapons and surrendering.  
 
    Beyond the beach much of the farmland was flooded. According to the Neptune Plan, there should have been three or four exit routes off the beach. Banner could see several natural paths through the dunes, but only one dirt road leading away from the beach stood out above the water.  
 
    He was still looking for additional exits when Harry Gardiner tapped him on the shoulder again and motioned to his headset. Slipping his headphones back on, Banner heard, “Radio operator to General Banner.” 
 
    Banner fingered his throat mic, “Go ahead, Mike.” 
 
    “General, I’ve been scanning the radio frequencies on the Command set, and I’m picking up some voice traffic on a couple of frequencies. I think it’s from the beaches down there, but I don’t know who they are or which beach.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    “I can’t really tell, sir. On the one frequency, all I can hear is a lot of muffled shouting, machine gun fire and explosions. Nothing made any sense. But on the other, I think they’re talking to one of the ships. As best I can make out, someone named Teddy was telling them they were on the wrong beach, but that they’d met light resistance, and he was ordering them to send all follow-on forces here… I mean, there, wherever that is.” 
 
    “Okay, Mike. Thanks. Keep listening and let me know if you hear anything more.”  
 
      
 
    By the Belle’s next pass, the second wave had landed. Tanks were blasting large holes in the sea wall allowing men and vehicles to advance inland. At the same time, men — Army combat engineers or Navy demolition teams, Banner supposed — had begun to clear the mines and booby-trapped obstacles from the water and shoreline, opening and marking safe paths for the next waves. 
 
    Already the men of the 4th Infantry were moving inland leaving behind men to treat the wounded, guard their prisoners and secure the beach for the next wave. 
 
    Banner had seen enough and began jotting down his observations. The first and second waves were ashore with relatively little resistance and, all things considered, minimal casualties. Behind them, the boats of the third and fourth waves were fast approaching. He hoped the landings at the other beaches would go as well. His first report to Liberty, he decided, would wait until he observed what was happening at the other beaches. 
 
    Pointe du Hoc 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    The Belle circled back east over Utah and along the coast staying slightly farther offshore. Banner wanted to get a look at Pointe du Hoc. The destruction of the guns positioned atop this one-hundred-foot vertical cliff was critical to the success of the landings at both Utah and Omaha. These guns — six heavily fortified and defended batteries of captured French 155mm howitzers — had the range and, with the concrete observation post at the edge of the cliff, the ability to accurately target either beach with heavy artillery fire, not to mention the ships anchored out in the bay.  
 
    The 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions had been assigned the job of taking out these guns. They were to come ashore at 0630 in British-crewed LCAs, scale the overhanging cliff, destroy the guns, then defend the area from German counterattacks until they were relieved.  
 
    With warships standing off in the bay shelling the shore, and assault craft landing all along the coast, the guns had remained curiously quiet, and Banner wondered why. According to the timetable, the Rangers should be at the base of the cliff and climbing by now.  
 
    Instructing Cooper to take the Belle lower and fly parallel to the cliff, he got his look. 
 
      
 
    In the preceding days and weeks, the AAF, RAF and the battleship Texas had dropped the equivalent of at least ten kilotons of high explosives on Pointe du Hoc. The result of this continuous bombardment was clearly visible. The top of the cliff was a mass of rubble, the ground pockmarked with hundreds of deep shell holes and bomb craters, some as wide as thirty feet across and six feet deep, yet the fortifications themselves — the concrete bunkers, pillboxes, trenches, gun pits and casemates housing the guns — while slightly damaged, still stood.  
 
    Banner could see gray-clad German soldiers running from their holes to take up their positions in preparation for the attack they knew was coming. Those positions, he noted, were facing inland, away from the cliffs. But the guns…  
 
    Wandering a little too close, the Belle attracted small arms fire from some Germans outside the observation post. But their fire was immediately returned and silenced by the Belle’s .50-caliber machine guns. As Cooper banked away from the cliff and pulled up to regain altitude, Banner thought something didn’t look right.  
 
    “Banner to crew. Did anyone get a look at those casemates?” 
 
    “Ball-turret to General Banner. Yes, sir. It was only a quick look, but I couldn’t see any guns.” 
 
    “I got a good look,” Wells in the top-turret put in. “I agree with Eddie. Those casemates were empty. They’ve either moved the guns, or they were never there.” 
 
    What also wasn’t there, Banner observed at 0655, were the Rangers.  
 
      
 
    Omaha Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Omaha beach was six miles long, crescent-shaped and consisted mostly of sand and shingle — a slippery and unstable mixture of washed pebbles and small round stones. It was backed by low sand embankments and an artificial sea wall that ranged five to thirteen feet in height from one end of the beach to the other. Behind the beach and overlooking the entire area were one hundred-foot bluffs.  
 
    The primary objective of the 1st and 29th Infantry and Army Rangers was to secure the beachhead, fight their way inland capturing key roads and bridges, link up with the airborne troops of the 82nd and 101st, then extend their reach east and west to join with the British at Gold and the 4th Infantry at Utah. The end-of-day objective being to establish a continuous beachhead between Utah and Sword and secure a defendable base some five miles deep. 
 
    As Cooper began the Belle’s first west to east pass along the length of the beach, the scene below was one of chaos. The first wave had landed on time, at 0630, though due to the wind and tidal drift probably not at their assigned sectors, and by 0655, when the Belle passed over, less than twenty-five minutes later, nine reinforced infantry companies, two tanks’ battalions and most of the Navy demolition teams had been all but wiped out. The water’s edge was congested with wrecked landing craft, burning vehicles and equipment. Of the twenty-nine tanks that were to have supported the troops’ landing, most didn’t make it to shore, and those few that did were smoldering hulks. One tank still active was trying to provide supporting fire but was blocked from getting off the beach by an anti-tank wall. Banner had the tank still in sight when it stopped firing, damaged or out of ammunition. The tank’s crew bailed out but were immediately cut down by machine gun fire. 
 
    As Banner had feared, and the scene below proved, the earlier naval and aerial bombardments had failed to destroy, or damage, the German beach defenses. There were numerous shell holes on the beach, but none were from bombs; not a single bomb had fallen on the beach to provide the promised craters that could be used as sheltering foxholes. The holes there now were made by German 88mm and captured French 75mm guns raining shells down on the GIs from bunkers on top of the bluffs.  
 
    Allied ships supporting the landings continued intensive fire at German targets inland but, from what Banner could determine, none of this friendly fire was having any effect on the artillery on top of the bluffs. They continued to direct deadly accurate fire on the GIs on the beach, as well as on any boats still afloat. Camouflaged German soldiers and snipers fired indiscriminately at the living, wounded and the dead from a maze of trenches and interconnected bunkers dug into the grass-covered slopes behind the beach. And from the windows of nearby beach cottages and in concrete pillboxes built into the bluffs above, machine guns with interlocking fields of fire were efficiently cutting down anything that moved. 
 
    Omaha beach was a killing zone. The bodies of hundreds, maybe thousands, of dead and wounded were strewn across the beach. Bodies floated in the water, the tide carrying them back and forth as if they were still struggling to reach the shore. Abandoned weapons and ammunition, radios, helmets, medical supplies, field packs, lifebelts, musette bags and more littered the beach.  
 
    Banner couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Allied intelligence had reported that the Omaha area was defended by a low-quality static division manned mostly by Russian and Pole ‘volunteers’ with poor morale. But clearly this was not the case. The Germans down there had to be experienced combat veterans. 
 
    “My God,” Banner said aloud. “This is the bloodbath Eisenhower feared.” He quickly looked around to see if Gardiner had heard him, but no one could hear anything above the roar of the Belle’s engines.  
 
    The Belle’s interphone had gone unusually quiet. The crew were too stunned by the slaughter below to say much of anything. The only sounds that could be heard over their headphones were a litany of angry curses and young Wilson in the tail softly crying and reciting his rosary. 
 
      
 
    Banner needed more time to take in what he was seeing. Replacing his headphones and squeezing his throat mic, he called, “Banner to pilot. What’s our air speed, Cooper?” 
 
    “One-two-five, sir.” 
 
    “Ease her down a little. I need as much time as possible to see what’s happening on this beach.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cooper replied and eased the throttles back, his Indicated Air Speed dropping rapidly. At 95 mph, he began to feel some buffeting in the elevators, an early indicator of an impending stall. Easing the control column forward, he advanced the throttles to regain speed while using the rudder to maintain laterally level flight. At 100 mph, he called Banner. “One-double-oh is as slow as we can go, General, and that’s pushing it.” 
 
    “Okay. That’ll have to do. Thanks.” Knowing how punishing it was at the controls maintaining such a low speed and altitude, he added, “And let me know when you need a break, I’ll come up and spell you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, but I’m okay.”  
 
    On the flight over, Banner had shared the flying with Cooper and had gotten a feel for him and his piloting abilities. He was a good pilot and years younger than himself; if he said he was okay at the controls, Banner believed him. 
 
    Putting his attention and glasses back on the beach below, Banner could see several roads, or tracks, leading inland. But the German defenses and fortifications at each of these appeared very strong, as evidenced by the number of heavy casualties strewn around them. Away from these fortified areas, casualties were much lighter. It didn’t seem possible in that carnage that there could be any survivors, but there were. Groups of men who’d somehow been lucky enough to make it across the 300 yards of open beach were bunched together under the protection of the high sea wall; many of these groups widely separated in some instances by as much as a mile.  
 
    Near the center of Omaha, a number of men had only gotten as far as the shingle bank and were lying flat trying to stay below the sights of the machine gunners and snipers as they tried to blow, shoot and cut their way through rolls of concertina wire to reach the safety of the chalk cliffs. Others never made it out of the water. Large numbers of men in water up to their necks hid behind hedgehogs, tank traps, steel rails, even a knocked-out tank. Machine gun fire continuously raked the water reducing their numbers, and the water was rising. If they remained where they were, they’d drown, but to leave and try for the sea wall across the open beach under heavy fire would be suicidal. Many were too badly wounded to do anything and were quietly drowning as the tide came in. 
 
    As far as Banner could see, few attempts were being made by the GIs down there to move forward against the Germans. They were just trying to stay alive, their objectives forgotten. 
 
    Gardiner tapped Banner on the shoulder to get his attention. “Can’t we do something to help those guys down there?”  
 
    Banner had been asking himself that same question without an answer. He shook his head. “We threw everything we had at the Germans’ defenses this morning, but they’re too well dug in. If we’d been able to bomb visually, it might have been a different story, but even though the skies are clearer now, it’s too late to try again; there are too many men on those beaches. The naval artillery is continuing to target batteries inland, the source of most of the shelling, but even with their spotters, they’re basically shooting blind. It would take multiple hits for their shells to penetrate the concrete of some of those bunkers. They can’t risk targeting the guns on those bluffs. They’re too well dug in and too close to our troops.” 
 
    “What about the fighters? There must be hundreds of ‘em out there over the ships and inland. Couldn’t they be redirected to strafe some of those gun positions?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t do any good,” Banner said shaking his head again. “Fifty-caliber and twenty-millimeter rounds wouldn’t do much damage, if any, to those 88s or their fortified casemates. They might wound or kill some of the guns’ crews, but they’d just be replaced.” 
 
    “The P-47s, P-38s and P-51s… they all carry bombs… five hundred pounders, some heavier,” Gardiner countered, not willing to give it up. “They could come in low over those bluffs—” 
 
    Banner cut him off. “Too risky. We’re not that accurate at ground support; their bombs could just as easily miss the guns and hit the beaches. And with all the German anti-aircraft batteries in the area, that’s assuming they’d make it to the target at all. We’d just lose more pilots and aircraft. I don’t like it any more than you do, Harry, I hate it,” he said vehemently. “But those men down there are just going to have to hang on until reinforcements make it to shore.” 
 
      
 
    Over the Belle’s next few passes, things had begun to look a little better. There were signs that many GIs were overcoming their initial shock and fear, and deciding they’d taken just about enough. 
 
    Although disorganized and leaderless, with most of their noncoms and officers among the dead and wounded, GIs darted onto the beach and back, recovering equipment that had been abandoned on the way in: weapons, ammunition, explosives, radios, anything useful. Medics, identifiable by the red crosses on their helmets, and chaplains, with white crosses on theirs, left safety to treat the wounded and drag them to cover or give them their last rights and comfort them as they died. 
 
    All along the beach, GIs were trying to reorganize and fight back, but they were going to need a lot of help. 
 
    Leaving Omaha and heading back toward Utah, Banner felt a tap on his shoulder. 
 
    “Wilson’s on the interphone, General.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Banner replied as he plugged in his headphones. 
 
    “Tail gunner to General Banner.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Wilson.” 
 
    “Sir, something’s going on back at that point. There’re boats down below shooting ropes with grappling hooks up at the top of the cliff, and they’re landing a bunch of guys. Sir, they’re climbing the cliff.” 
 
    “Okay, Wilson. Thanks. Keep your eye on them if you can. Let me know when they get to the top.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Finally, the Rangers. Banner made note of the time; they were forty minutes late. Thank God there weren’t any guns up there. 
 
      
 
    Utah Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Looking down at the scene on Utah, Banner was relieved to find the beach still under Allied control. They were still taking fire from pillboxes behind the beach, and artillery was targeting the landing craft approaching the shore but, from what he could see, not very effectively. Assault teams were advancing on the machine gun positions but before they could do anything about the artillery, they would have to get to the top of the bluffs. 
 
    As at Omaha, the water’s edge was jammed with wrecked boats and vehicles, but more men and equipment were steadily coming ashore. Several tanks fitted with bulldozer blades had landed and were clearing away the wreckage and debris created by the engineers as they blew paths through the beach obstacles. 
 
    Up on the beach, a dozen or more Sherman’s were firing on the German positions, while others blew wider holes in the sea wall. As quickly as these breaches were cleared, men and equipment, tanks, halftracks and trucks towing howitzers flowed through, all moving inland along a now secured exit road.  
 
    Banner felt certain the men on Utah were there to stay. As Cooper banked right for another turn back east, Banner decided it was time to make a report. 
 
    Once again, he plugged the dangling cord from his headphones into the bombardier’s interphone jackbox. He noted the time, 0723, and was surprised; it seemed like they’d been circling for hours, yet it had only been fifty-three minutes.  
 
    Turning the selector switch to ‘Liaison’, he pressed his throat mic. “Shortstop to Liberty. Shortstop to Liberty. How do you copy? Over.” 
 
    “Liberty to Shortstop. I read you five by five. We are recording. Begin your transmission. Over.” 
 
    Referring to his notes, Banner, as succinctly as he could, related the information he thought Eisenhower would most want to know: the failure of the naval and air bombardments; the numerous landing craft and DD tanks lost due to German mines and artillery shelling as well as to rough seas and high waves; the strong winds and tidal currents pushing the landing craft as much as a mile east of where they had intended to land; and that he expected the same would likely affect the British landings.  
 
    As better news, he reported the empty casemates at Pointe du Hoc. The guns had either been moved or were never there. The cliff top was strongly defended, but the defenses all faced inland, away from the cliff edge where the Rangers were climbing.  
 
    The Utah landings had been successful, and men were moving inland. They were still taking fire, but unless the Germans received significant reinforcements, he believed we would hold the beach. 
 
    His description of the landings at Omaha and his assessment of the situation there took a little longer. He didn’t spare any of the horrific details. The casualty rate had been high, disastrously high, and the German defenses very strong. There was some activity on the beach, a little organized effort to fight back, but it was too soon to make an assessment one way or the other. He would have a better idea once additional forces had landed.  
 
    He checked his watch again, 0730. The landings at the British beaches should have begun. Stating he would report again after he’d had another look at Omaha and overflown the British beaches, Banner signed off.  
 
      
 
    Omaha Beach 
 
    Normandy, France  
 
      
 
    “General,” Sergeant Wells called from the top-turret as they arrived over Omaha again. “There’s an awful lot of boats coming in all along the beach down there.” 
 
    Banner focused his glasses out into the bay. Reinforcements. Another larger wave was approaching. Already within range and under heavy fire from German mortars and artillery, the boats were steadfastly racing toward shore in line abreast. Mountainous columns of water erupted wherever the artillery shells landed, and they were taking tremendous losses. Even as Banner watched, several boats were hit, some already sinking. One of the Higgins boats took a direct hit, and just vaporized. It was there, and then there was nothing but floating debris.  
 
    The tide was coming in now, and the water was much higher. The boats were able to come closer to the shore but, as had the boats before them, they were being pushed steadily eastward by the winds and current. Closing to within a few hundred yards, they came under increasingly heavy machine gun fire, and the mine-tipped obstacles that had been visible and somewhat avoidable at low tide, were now hidden and taking an awful toll among the landing craft. More mines were set off as the tide washed debris and bodies toward shore adding to the congestion at the water’s edge.  
 
    Banner feared this wave would suffer the same fate as the first. But there appeared to be a much greater number of boats in this wave and, with so many targets, the Germans weren’t concentrating their fire as effectively as they had on the first wave. A large number of boats, and men, were being lost, but many more were landing all along the length of the beach.  
 
    Men jumped over the side of the boats or ran down ramps into waist- and neck-deep water, struggled to shore, then raced across the open beach to the sea wall, now with the tide coming in only about a hundred yards away. Bullets kicked up the sand around them as they ran. Many fell, but the others kept going, and more made it than didn’t. It wouldn’t take long, however, for the new arrivals to figure out what everyone else on that beach already knew: no one was where they were supposed to be, and nothing they had been told beforehand — that the air and naval bombardments would destroy the German defenses, that the planes would drop bombs on the beach to create craters for them to take cover in, that the German defenders would be mostly low-quality Russian and Pole ‘volunteers’ with poor morale — none of that was true. 
 
    All along the length of the beach, men lay on the shingle, huddled at the foot of the bluffs or dug holes in the sand behind the safety of the sea wall. Unless someone moved, it was hard to tell the living from the dead. But the arrival of reinforcements seemed to energize many of the inert and demoralized GIs. Whether officers, noncoms, or even private soldiers, Banner couldn’t tell, but leaders were coming forward to rally the infantrymen, directing fire at the Germans in the trenches beyond the sea wall and searching for any paths that led up to the bluffs. It was painfully obvious to everyone that if they didn’t get off the beach, they were going to die on it.  
 
    A large number of tanks made it to shore with the reinforcements. Although scattered along the length of the miles-long beach, with GIs acting as spotters they were effectively targeting the German defenses. Encouraged by the tank support, combat teams formed and blew holes through or climbed over the sea wall to attack the enemy positions below the bluffs. Many were driven back, especially near the fortified draws, but others were successful. Near the center of Omaha, a large force of troops had penetrated beyond the sea wall, flanked a German mortar position and were attacking from the rear. 
 
    Things were looking up. The GIs were fighting individually, in small groups and some as units. And they appeared to be pursuing objectives, not just trying to stay alive. But they had a long way to go before the beach was won. They needed more men and equipment.  
 
    Reinforcements were on the way, but the shoreline was still clogged with the remains of boats, trucks, jeeps, tanks and other vehicles unable to be moved without heavy equipment. There was little space for the boats to land. Some were already having to stand-off the beach and circle, targets for the German 88s, as they waited for boats still unloading their cargos to back away and allow them to approach. Something would have to be done to clear the wreckage. They needed some of Utah’s bulldozers and dozer tanks. Another piece of information for Liberty.  
 
      
 
    Gold Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Gold was the middle of the five designated landing areas and western most of the three British and Canadian beaches. It was located between Port-en-Bessin on the west and La Rivière on the east but, because of high cliffs at the western end, the actual landing was to take place along a five-mile strip of open beach between Le Hamel and La Rivière. 
 
    The landing force, the British 50th (Northumbrian) Infantry Division, was to secure a beachhead, capture the small port at nearby Port-en-Bessin and the towns of Bayeux and Arromanches. Arromanches was essential for the placement of one of the planned temporary artificial harbors to handle the movement of equipment and supplies until a deep water port, Le Havre and/or Cherbourg, could be captured. This accomplished, they were then to link up with the Canadian forces at Juno to the east and the American forces at Omaha to the west. 
 
      
 
    The scene over Gold at 0750 was much different from that over Omaha. Like Utah, most of the beach strong points had been knocked out by the medium and fighter-bombers and naval shelling. Also, unlike Omaha, the land behind Gold, as well as the other British and Canadian beaches, was flat and populated by a scattering of seaside villas and cottages. There were no high bluffs from which the Germans could shoot down at them, but the villas and cottages were filled with Germans, and it would take time to flush them out.  
 
    Though demolition teams were to have arrived first to clear the mined obstacles in the approach to the beach, the number of wrecked and damaged boats at the shoreline indicated that this hadn’t happened. The landings were still underway and, while they were experiencing very little artillery fire, the mines were taking their toll. He could see no German armor on the beach and infantry resistance appeared light. 
 
    As more LCAs came in — he didn’t know how many waves had already landed — the tanks and towed artillery already on shore were steadily firing at the German positions, giving covering fire for the infantry wading ashore. Not far from where boats were landing, a pillbox had been reduced to a smoking pile of concrete. At the same time, Sherman ‘flail’ tanks, working in pairs, were moving up and down the beach clearing paths through the buried mines. These tanks, with heavy chains attached to a rotating drum mounted onto their front, pounded the beach setting off the mines, then marked the cleared areas. From the air they looked like crazy oversized street sweepers. 
 
    Farther along the beach to the east, boats and men were taking fire from mortar and gun positions inland. There were a few hits, but from the lack of bodies or smoking vehicles, they were mostly near misses. British units were already advancing on the fortified houses along the shore. What resistance there was, was being dealt with. The only live Germans Banner could see about a dozen or so, were all prisoners with their hands in the air.  
 
    As at Utah, the landings at Gold were experiencing minimal opposition. Exits from the beach had been opened, and the Tommies were advancing on enemy positions behind the beach. The British had Gold well in hand, and the Belle continued on toward Juno. 
 
      
 
    Juno Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Juno, a small beach, just two miles wide, lay between Courseulles, a village on Gold’s eastern flank, and Saint-Aubin-sur-Mer, just west of Sword.  
 
    The 3rd Canadian Infantry Division was to secure the beach, cut the Caen-Bayeux road denying it to German reinforcements, then link up with Gold and Sword on their right and left flanks, respectively.  
 
    When the Belle arrived over the beach at 0805, it looked like the first wave of Canadians were just landing. They were to have landed at 0730, but the rough seas and tide must have delayed them. With the mined obstacles now underwater, the engineers would be unable to clear them, and the DD tanks, which were to have landed first, were only now approaching the beach.  
 
    A large number of LCAs had already been sunk as they sought to find a way through the mine-tipped obstacles, and the ones that had survived were landing the Canadian troops under heavy fire from machine guns positioned in nearby seaside houses and bunkers. Casualties were brutal, and Banner worried there’d be another slaughter like Omaha.  
 
    However, the Canadians, possibly eager for payback after their losses and defeat at Dieppe almost two years earlier, without waiting for fire support from the tanks that were just landing farther up the beach, rallied and charged across the one hundred yards of beach. They took heavy casualties, but their determined charge overran the German positions and, as they cleared the area house by house, the Germans were forced to surrender or retreat. 
 
    As the Belle flew circles over the two-mile beach, soldiers, armor and artillery continued to land increasing the Canadians’ numbers and strength, but the mines also continued to take their toll. Banner noted the wreckage of landing craft, vehicles and equipment was building up and beginning to impede the boats approaching the shore. As at the other beaches, heavy equipment would be needed to clear away the obstacles and debris before more reinforcements could be brought in.  
 
      
 
    Sword Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Sword, the fifth beach and farthest east, occupied a five-mile stretch of coast between Lion-sur-Mer on the west and Ouistreham at the mouth of the Orne River on the east.  
 
    This last beach, with its scattered vacation homes and tourist establishments located behind a sea wall, was assigned to the British 3rd Infantry Division and a supporting force of British and French Commandos of the 1st Special Service Brigade. The Division’s primary objective was to get off the beach and proceed almost ten miles inland to seize the Carpiquet airport four miles west of Caen. Carpiquet would then serve as a forward air base for the taking of Caen, strategically important because every main road in the region ran through the city, and control of these roads was vital for the Allies’ advance inland to the east and west as well as a direct road to Paris. 
 
    In support of this objective, two Troops of French Naval Infantry, the 1st Batallion de Fusiliers Marins, attached to No.4 Commando (Royal Marines), were to clear the Germans from Ouistreham and its fortified bunker. The British Commandos, led by Lord Lovat, would push inland almost three miles to relieve the small force of Major John Howard’s British 6th Airborne troopers. Shortly after midnight in a glider-borne assault, Howard’s force captured the important bridges over the Orne River and Caen Canal. Ordered to ‘hold until relieved’, he and his beleaguered force had doggedly held against repeated German counterattacks awaiting their promised relief.  
 
    The British seemed to have Sword well under control by the time the Belle flew over at 0825. Despite the heavy seas, most of the landing craft had reached shore on time, although with the amount of wreckage seen at the water’s edge, and the dead laid out on the beach, they must have been met with heavy resistance. However, by the number of destroyed pillboxes scattered among the dunes, and numerous German prisoners sitting under guard in the sand, that resistance appeared to have been neutralized. Flail tanks worked up and down the beach clearing paths through the mines, and behind the sea wall, patrols were clearing the area house by house. Boats were now coming and going virtually unopposed bringing in reinforcements, heavy equipment and armored vehicles. A few exits from the beach had already been cleared and units were moving inland. 
 
    A little farther up the beach, however, in the town of Ouistreham, a street-by-street battle was underway as the French Commandos made their assault on the vast German bunker complex where the Riva-Bella Casino had once stood. The Germans were putting up a fierce resistance, and the French Commandos — discernible by their blue uniforms — under heavy machine gun, mortar and artillery fire had taken shelter wherever they could find it. Their PIAT anti-tank weapons appeared ineffective against the bunker’s thick concrete but, advancing from the beach, was a British Centaur tank, easily recognizable by its low profile and stubby barrel. A few well aimed shots from the tank’s 95mm howitzer knocked holes in the thick concrete and neutralized the guns. Almost as one, the Commandos rose from the rubble to storm the bunkers. 
 
      
 
    The Belle had come back around over Sword and was returning west, when Banner heard the call, he’d been expecting all morning.  
 
    “Bandits!” Wilson called from the tail. “Six o’clock low. Two miles out and closing fast.” 
 
    Still in the nose, Banner couldn’t see a thing, and Wilson’s report hadn’t told him much. He needed more information. “Wells. What do you see?”  
 
    “Two FW-190s. Making a low-level strafing run down the middle of the beach, right on the deck. About a mile out now. They’re really hauling.” 
 
    The FWs were within range of the Belle’s.50-calibers, but only Eddie Collins’ guns in the ball-turret and Wilson’s in the tail could bear. The fighters would have to come a lot closer to be in the sights of either of the waist gunners. Unable to depress the top-turret guns, Wells could only watch. 
 
    As Wilson opened fire, Banner called, “Cease fire! Cease fire! We can’t risk firing down on the beach. Wait till they pull up to go around. And keep alert for other fighters. There has to be more than just those two.” The FWs were several hundred feet below the Belle. Any round that missed would impact the beach and, possibly, the men on it.  
 
    Seconds later Banner had his first look at the FWs as they roared past below him. They couldn’t be more than 50 feet off the ground weaving in and out around Sword’s barrage balloons and spraying the beach with canon and machine gun fire. All along the beach men were diving for cover. 
 
    Wells rotated his turret to follow the fighters; both Collins and Gardiner kept them in their sights, too, but at the speed the FWs were moving, they’d quickly be out of range. 
 
    Against all odds — every anti-aircraft gun in the fleet had to be firing at them, not to mention small arms fire from the soldiers on the ground — the two FWs made it across the beach unscathed. Then, instead of coming around for another pass or continuing on toward Juno, as expected, they turned inland and climbed up into the clouds. 
 
    Wells came back on the interphone. “They just made the one pass, General. And I swear one of ‘em waggled his wings as he left. What’s going on? And where’s the rest of the Luftwaffe? I can’t believe they’d let an opportunity like this pass.” 
 
    “I can’t answer any of those questions, Joe. But if it looks too good to be true, it generally is. So, have everyone keep their eyes open.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But I gotta say, they may be Krauts, but that was about the gutsiest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    As the Belle continued west, Banner gathered his notes and replaced his headphones. He had another report to make. Things were looking up. 
 
    Omaha Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    For the better part of three hours — Banner had lost track of the number of circuits they’d made — the Belle had flown back and forth over the beaches watching events unfold. The landings had not gone well initially, and he’d feared the invasion might fail. But defendable beachheads at Utah, Gold, Juno and Sword had been established, and troops were pursuing their objectives inland. 
 
    However, the situation on Omaha remained in doubt, and Omaha was the key. If the landings there failed, the forces on the other beaches could be cut off, encircled and trapped… another Dunkirk, but with no way out. It could lengthen the war by years. 
 
    At 0900, on what he hoped would be his last pass over Omaha, Banner observed several destroyers had moved closer into shore, some within a thousand yards of the beach where they could concentrate their fire at almost point-blank range on the German artillery positions. This helped take the pressure off the landing craft bringing in more reinforcements and equipment and provided cover for the men still on the beach.  
 
    The Neptune planners had identified five exits off Omaha, but the Germans were also aware of these obvious exits, and all were heavily defended. Given the level of defensive fire at these strong points, the only practicable way off the beach was to find less defended areas with a way up the bluffs, and the soldiers along the western and central sectors were doing just that, taking out defensive positions from the rear as they climbed. 
 
      
 
    The Belle was approaching the eastern end of Omaha again. Collins had rotated his ball-turret for a better look at an area of the beach below, then with his right foot pressing the push-to-talk interphone switch, he called, “Ball-turret to General Banner.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Eddie,” Banner replied, continuing to scan the beach below with the binoculars. 
 
    “Sir, check your three o’clock low. On the far left, near the sea wall, in front of that smoking tank. There’s a large group of guys cut off and pinned down. There’s a small opening off the beach there, a little draw that winds up that high bluff, but it’s blocked by rolls of barbed wire, and German machine gun emplacements on either side at the top are cutting down anyone who sticks his head up or goes near the wire. I noticed them on the last pass. There’s not as many of them now as there were, but there’s still a good-sized group of ‘em. I know we’re just supposed to observe, sir, but isn’t there something we can do to help ‘em? If they don’t get out of there, they’re going to get wiped out.” 
 
    Banner scanned the beach with his glasses locating the spot Collins had described but had only a brief look as by then they had overflown the area. Instructing Cooper to circle back around, they approached the area again. This time, Banner saw a large group of men, maybe a hundred or more, huddled down along the concrete sea wall; scattered around them were a large number of dead and wounded. They must have worked their way east looking for a way off the beach and had found one. But the narrow draw was obstructed by a concrete block wall, a thick hedge of concertina wire and guarded by machine gun emplacements on the bluff above. It appeared attempts had been made to blow the wall with explosives but, by the number of unmoving bodies that lay in the sand by the wire, they’d all failed  
 
    The men were in a bad way. They couldn’t go forward without being cut down, and with the Germans walking mortar rounds toward their position from the west, they couldn’t go back. Something had to be done, Banner thought, or those men would soon be wiped out. Too many men had already died today, but there wasn’t anything they could do… unless— 
 
      
 
    Moving back up to the cockpit, Banner settled into the co-pilot’s seat. After a few words with Cooper, he explained to the crew what he had in mind. It was very risky, he told them. The B-17 had never been designed for what he intended, but if they could pull off, it could open a path for those men to get off the beach. Tired of watching the death below them without being able to do anything, the crew was all for it. 
 
    Cooper turned the Belle north out into the Channel, then, relieved that none of the invasion ships in the area had fired at them, slowly made a 360 degree turn back toward the beach while steadily dropping their altitude. As they made their return approach, the Belle was so low over the bay that the downdraft from her propellers were kicking up waterspouts. ‘Risky’ was an understatement. Everyone knew if the engines stalled at their current speed and altitude, there was no recovery. 
 
    The soldiers, hearing the approaching drone of the Belle’s engines over the noise of battle, looked up toward the sound and quickly raised their weapons to defend against the new threat, only to lower them again and cheer as they recognized the B-17 as a ‘friendly’. The Belle was still a hundred yards off the beach when every gun that could bear opened fire. The concentrated and accurate fire of their .50-caliber machine guns tore up the wall, the wire hedge, as well as the ground beyond it, setting off buried mines and widening the gap between the dunes.  
 
    At the edge of the beach, Cooper went to full emergency power — max rpm, full throttles and turbo-supercharger boost set to its limit — and both he and Banner pulled back for all they were worth on their control columns. With barely enough distance to clear the steep bank, the Belle sharply climbed toward the top of the high bluff where the gunners turned their fifties on the two fortified machine gun emplacements. Their incendiary and armor piercing rounds gouged out large chunks of concrete and punched through the gun slits, killing many of the occupants as well as some of the support infantry dug-in outside the bunkers. The surviving Germans in the bunkers couldn’t elevate their guns to answer the Belle’s attack, but the soldiers outside stitched 7.92mm and 9mm holes across the aircraft’s belly and fuselage with their Mausers and Schmeissers. As the Belle continued to gain altitude, the ball-turret and tail gunners’ twin fifties laid down a withering fire taking out the mortar emplacement and remaining Germans. 
 
    Returning to normal power, and banking toward the Channel to come around again, Banner released the breath he’d been holding, and looked over at Cooper in time to see him do the same. 
 
    “Let’s not mention this to anyone, John.” 
 
    “No, sir, not a word. And sir… most people call me Coop.” 
 
    “Okay. Coop it is.” 
 
    As they exchanged grins, the interphone erupted with the shouts and cheers of the crew as they watched the trapped soldiers rush through the open gap in the fence and charge up the winding bluff, tossing grenades through the slits in the machine gun bunkers, killing or wounding anyone left inside. Overcome by numbers, the remaining German infantrymen quickly surrendered. Below on the beach, with the way now cleared, word was quickly passing down the line, and men and equipment were beginning to move toward the opening that would lead them off that sector of Omaha beach. 
 
    “Everyone all right back there?” Banner called over the interphone. “Check-in.” 
 
    The replies came quickly one by one.  
 
    “Top-Turret, okay.”  
 
    “Navigator, okay.”  
 
    “Radio Operator, okay.” And so on until all crew members had checked in. And after a quick inspection, Wells reported no serious damage, only a few additional perforations — bullet holes — in the belly and wings. Some of the bullets did hit the auxiliary fuel tanks in the bomb bay, but they were both self-sealing. They had gotten off lucky.  
 
      
 
    Pointe du Hoc 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Leaving Omaha and coming abreast Point du Hoc, Banner found the Rangers appeared to be in control, but on the defensive from German counterattacks and cutoff from any relief forces. Under continuous artillery, small arms and sniper fire, they were employing the Germans’ defensive positions and trenches to their advantage. Banner spotted a number of prisoners being held under guard in one of the empty gun pits. As the Belle passed by, a few of the Rangers turned to wave and give a ‘V’ for victory sign. Cooper waggled the Belle’s wings in reply. 
 
      
 
    Utah Beach 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Like the British beaches, Utah looked secure. Paths had been cleared through the beach obstacles. Landing craft were coming and going bringing in additional men and equipment and carrying away the wounded and the dead. More boats circled offshore waiting their turn. The beach was full of men and equipment, and a long line of troops and vehicles could be seen along the road winding up the bluff. They were moving inland. 
 
    “Do you want to go back around again, General?” Cooper asked. “We’ve still got the fuel.” 
 
    Banner checked his watch, 0945. As far as he was concerned, the landings were a success. They were in France to stay.  
 
    “No,” he replied. “We’ve done what we came for. Increase our air speed to one-four-five and take her up to eight thousand. Let’s go home.” 
 
    “Yes, sir! And General, being here today, seeing all this… you were right, it was definitely worth the trip.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Normandy, France  
 
    Boston Belle Heading Home 
 
      
 
    Passing over Ouistreham for the last time, Cooper began a climb through scattered clouds to 8,000 feet, then banked forty-five degrees to the north-east over the English Channel. He wanted to stay well east of the designated sea and air routes and away from the naval shelling until he could safely turn back north toward the English coast. 
 
    Banner’s job was done, he’d made his final report to Liberty and, as they turned for home, he thought about what he’d witnessed that morning. The English Channel so crowded with ships and landing craft it seemed you could almost step from one ship to another. And the bombers… It was one thing to have read the numbers in the Neptune Plan, but to actually see wave after wave of thousands of bombers and fighters strung out at all altitudes for miles was an unbelievable sight, a sight he knew he’d never be able to adequately describe to anyone who hadn’t been there.  
 
    Nor could he describe what he’d seen over the beaches of Normandy. At first, he’d been alarmed by how badly the landings seemed to be going, thinking maybe Ike had been right to have had such great concern but, as time passed, he’d become impressed by the resilience and fortitude — the ‘guts’ — of the troops fighting for their lives on those beaches below. Despite the disastrous and chaotic beginnings, the heavy casualties, obvious disorder and confusion in almost every sector of every beach, the young soldiers had found the necessary courage and drive to leave what little cover they had to take the fight to the enemy. They’d taken heavy losses, but they’d kept going.  
 
    At Utah, Gold, Juno and Sword, the beaches had been made secure, and troops were moving inland, leaving a rear guard to hold the beach for the men and equipment yet to come. Omaha beach continued to encounter stiff German resistance, but waves of landing craft were arriving every few minutes with more men and more equipment. It wouldn’t be long before Omaha was secure as well. 
 
    On his last transmission to Liberty, he conveyed his belief that Allied forces in Normandy were now too well entrenched to be pushed back into the sea, and that the fear that the Germans had been holding back their fighters, had proved unwarranted. Other than a single strafing run along the beaches by a pair of Focke-Wulf 190s, they hadn’t seen— 
 
      
 
    “Bandits!” Sergeant Wells called over the interphone. “Two o’clock level. Three Me-109s, five miles and closing.”  
 
    Banner spotted the 109s. Closing fast, they would be on them in seconds.  
 
    The Belle couldn’t defend herself against multiple fighters no matter how many guns she had. An Me-109 was heavily armed with two 13mm machine guns, one hub-firing 20mm cannon and two underwing 20mm cannons which was why bombers were meant to fly in a combat box, protected by the interlocking crossfire of the group. Alone they didn’t stand much of a chance.  
 
    Banner knew their best strategy was to dive, lose as much altitude as possible, as fast as possible, taking her down so low the fighters couldn’t dive on her without risking their being unable to pull up. Going low also prevented the fighters from coming at them from underneath where they had only the ball-turret’s machine guns for protection. It wasn’t much of a chance, but it was the only one they had. 
 
    “Take her down, Coop,” Banner yelled. “Don’t let ‘em get under us.” 
 
    Cooper put the Belle into a steep dive. The fighters, their machine guns chattering, followed them down through the clouds, but the leader overshot. Before he could come back around, a P-51 appeared out of nowhere, swooping down on his tail. Firing his six wing-mounted .50-caliber machine guns at almost point-blank range, the P-51’s shells ripped through the fighter’s tail, wing surfaces and shattered the cockpit canopy. The P-51 pilot continued to fire until the 109 began to cough black smoke and flames, then slowly rolled over onto its back and spiraled down out of control. There was no sign of a parachute. 
 
    The Belle’s gunners, unable to assist for fear of hitting the Mustang, had concentrated their fire on the other 109s. When the Belle was low enough that the Germans couldn’t get at her vulnerable underbelly, Cooper leveled off and began taking evasive action. The Belle shook as the remaining two 109s stitched 13mm holes through her left wing and fuselage as they passed, then rolled inverted into a diving half-loop to escape the bomber’s concentrated fire. But the maneuver cost them precious minutes before they could regain sufficient altitude to attack again, giving the Mustang time to come back to the Fort’s assistance. The pilot concentrated his fire on the trailing 109. Hit multiple times, the German broke left and went into a dive to escape.  
 
    The Mustang pilot followed the 109 into the dive. But fixated on his target, he didn’t see the third fighter pull into a tight turn to come around at him from behind. But Banner did. Switching from interphone to command radio, he quickly called, “P-51, on your SIX! Break right! Break right!”  
 
    But his warning came too late. With the P-51 in his sights, the 109 pilot fired a burst from his 20mm cannon, hammering explosive rounds along the Mustang’s left side scoring hits on the cockpit, fuselage, and blowing a good three feet off his left wing. Badly damaged, the Mustang broke away, limping back toward land. Managing to gain a little altitude, the pilot pushed back his canopy and jumped out, barely waiting long enough to clear his aircraft to pull his ripcord.  
 
    Banner didn’t have time to see if the pilot’s parachute opened as the Mustang’s target, the second Me-109, had climbed and circled back to come at the Belle from ten o’clock high, firing quick short 20mm bursts. Cooper banked right, but not quick enough. The Belle shuddered as the explosive rounds punched golf ball-sized holes into her left inboard engine and nacelle, across the wing and along the fuselage behind the cockpit. Large pieces of the nacelle blew off sending shrapnel through the cockpit’s Plexiglas windscreen and pilot’s side window, peppering Cooper with fragments of metal and plastic. The impact propelled him against the back of his seat, a moment later he slumped forward limp in his harness.  
 
    Taking the controls just as the black oily smoke billowing from number two engine burst into flame, Banner quickly pushed the red button to feather the blades, then flicked the fuel cutoff switch and pulled the handle for the fire bottle. 
 
    The extinguisher smothered the engine with a blanket of carbon dioxide, putting out the fire, but the prop failed to feather. If it continued to turn, it would windmill, the bearings would overheat and seize destroying the gearing and shaft. He’d lose the prop. He pushed the feather button again, then again. On this third try, the blades rotated parallel to the air flow and began to slow. The fire was out, but having lost the thrust from number two, the Belle wanted to pull to the left. To compensate, Banner applied right rudder and increased the thrust on number one.  
 
    For the moment the Belle was under control, but Cooper was badly wounded, his condition unknown, and there were still two 109s to contend with. Pressing the interphone button on the yoke, he called Koenig in the radio compartment, “Mike, Coop’s been hit. Get up here with your kit.” 
 
    Moments later, Koenig climbed into the cockpit. Pulling Cooper back upright in his seat, he began to evaluate his wounds.  
 
    “How is he?” Banner asked as he monitored the Belle’s gauges and continued to search the sky for the remaining two fighters. “Is he alive?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Koenig responded.  
 
    “How bad?” Banner asked again. 
 
    “I don’t know yet, sir. Give me a minute.” Koenig unzipped Cooper’s flight jacket and gently eased it off, then opened his flight suit and uniform shirt to find his left upper chest bleeding from numerous wounds, many with sharp slivers of metal and plastic protruding. He carefully removed the slivers he could; the rest were too deep. 
 
    “How about it, Mike?” Banner asked again, as he continued to search for the 109s.  
 
    “He’s alive, sir, but he’s got a lot of shrapnel in his chest and shoulder. I’ve removed the pieces I can, but the rest are too deep for me to dig for. I’m afraid I’d do more damage. The best I can do is try to stop the bleeding and bandage him up.” 
 
    “All right. Do what you can, then get Gardiner and carry him back to the radio compartment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Koenig sprinkled sulfur powder over the wounds, laid a large dressing over them, then wrapped a pressure bandage around Cooper’s chest. When he’d finished, he closed his shirt, zipped up his flight suit and eased his flight jacket back around his shoulder. Then, plugging his headphones into the pilot’s interphone jackbox, he called the navigator to help him carry Cooper back to the radio compartment. 
 
    As Koenig was working on Cooper, Wells, in the top-turret, spotted one of the fighters coming back around for another pass. His nose-mounted machine guns chattered as he closed on the Belle. Charging his twin .50-caliber Brownings, Wells hammered the 109 as he came on. Taking numerous hits, the German pulled up to go overhead, briefly exposing his underside — a mistake he wouldn’t live to repeat — and Wells raked his belly from nose to tail. The 109 broke away trailing smoke and oil and fighting for altitude. Within moments, his engine spouted flames, and the plane began a shallow dive. The pilot pushed open his canopy, then rolled his plane. Suspended by his safety harness, he punched the harness release and fell away from the cockpit, immediately pulling his ripcord. But he was too low for his chute to fully deploy. When he hit the water, the surface tension would be like hitting a stone wall. 
 
    Wells rotated his turret to locate the last fighter and found him about fifteen hundred yards out, coming in fast from his left with his machine guns chattering. Returning fire, Wells yelled over the interphone, “Coming at you, left-waist. Nine o’clock level. Pick him up, Ernie!”  
 
    The German pilot was either inexperienced, or scared, or both, for instead of short bursts to conserve his ammunition as he’d been taught, he had to be holding his fire button down. The continuous burst ripped holes all along the Belle’s fuselage. Ross returned the German’s fire in short, controlled bursts, the 109 visibly shuddering under the impact of his and Wells’ .50-caliber rounds. Then the German’s guns stopped firing, out of ammunition or his barrels had overheated and jammed. He was still over five hundred yards out, but instead of breaking away as he should have, he continued straight on toward the bomber.  
 
    Ross stared in disbelief. “He’s gonna ram us!” he shouted over his mic. He continued to fire at the 109 until his ammo belt ran out. With no time to load another belt, he backed away from his gun port. “He’s gonna ram us. Look out!” 
 
    The 109 was closing fast and, with only seconds to react, Ross and Quintana, the right-waist gunner, ran to take shelter between the radio compartment bulkhead and the ball-turret’s heavy mounting stanchion. Eddie Collins was climbing up out of the ball-turret, and Rusty Wilson had just come scrambling on hands and knees out of the narrow tunnel leading to his tail-turret. With nowhere to go, the four gunners crouched and waited for the inevitable.  
 
    Just as the fighter was almost on them, the German must have lost his nerve, or come to his senses, and began a half-roll to the right in an attempt to break away. But he’d left it too late. There was no time. Barely missing the waist, he struck the tail section shearing off the Belle’s tail turret and left horizontal stabilizer and clipping the vertical fin and rudder. The fighter hung suspended on the jagged remnants of the tail for a heartbeat before sliding off and falling into an inverted dive. A moment later, it exploded in a ball of fire, raining flaming debris outward and down into the Channel below.  
 
    The impact had knocked the gunners to the deck. As they slowly regained their feet, amazed the Belle was still flying, and that they were still alive, they looked toward the tail. All that remained aft of the waist was an aluminum shell of dangling cables, shredded hydraulic lines and strips of aluminum whipping back and forth in the wind from the gaping hole where the tail gunner’s turret had been.  
 
      
 
    Banner had just settled into Cooper’s seat when he felt the blow. He fought the controls as the Belle slewed to the left and then back again.  
 
    “Banner to crew. What the hell was that? Report.” 
 
    “Left-waist to General Banner. That last fighter rammed us,” Ross replied. “He sheared off the tail turret, and I don’t know what else. There’s a big hole back here.” 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. A little shaken up, but we’re all okay. But, General, it’s like a wind tunnel back here, and what’s left of the tail section is kinda swinging and swaying—” 
 
    “All right. Hang tight, Ernie.” 
 
    “Banner to top-turret. What’s it look like, Joe?” 
 
    Sergeant Wells rotated his turret to inspect the damage. After a moment, he reported, “It’s a mess back there, General. The left horizontal stabilizer and elevator are gone. Tail-turret, too. The right horizontal stabilizer and elevator look okay, but I don’t know about the cables.” 
 
    “What about the vertical stabilizer?” 
 
    “It’s a little bent, and a lot of its skin looks shredded, but it’s still there. I can’t tell the condition of the rudder, but it can’t be good.” 
 
    The Belle suddenly nosed down. Banner pulled back on his control column struggling to regain control. “Wells, get down here! She’s going into a dive.” 
 
    Jumping down from his platform behind the co-pilot’s seat, Wells grabbed the co-pilot’s yoke and pulled back with everything he had. Between their combined strength, they managed to bring her nose up slightly. Advancing the throttles of the remaining three engines to increase thrust, Banner re-trimmed the elevator on the right horizontal stabilizer to raise the nose a little more, but it was a losing battle. The altimeter read just under 900 feet and descending. They hadn’t a hope of making it back across the Channel, and Banner didn’t want to ditch in the water if it could be avoided. There was no telling how long it would take Air Sea Rescue to answer their mayday, and dry land was always preferable to getting wet. He would have to try to make it back to the coast and make a forced landing. But that would be easier said than done. They were at least ten minutes from the coast, heading in the wrong direction and losing more altitude every minute.  
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” he shouted to Wells. “I’m going to head back for the coast and find someplace to put her down.” 
 
    Not knowing how weak or unstable the Belle’s aft section was, Banner began a slow, wide easterly turn back toward the French coast. The rudder pedals were sluggish but responding; at least he had directional control. 
 
      
 
    Once heading back toward the coast, he informed the crew of their situation.  
 
    “Cooper is wounded. That 109 took off most of our tail, and we’re losing altitude. We can’t make it back to England so I’m going to try to make it back to the coast and land her somewhere.”  
 
    Quickly thinking through what needed to be done, he gave his instructions. “Mike, send a mayday, give our position and heading, and see if we have any friendlies in the area. Then destroy your code books, message logs, and the Liaison radio. Save the Command set for last. 
 
    “Harry, destroy all maps, logs and notes.”  
 
    He checked his altitude, 700 feet and dropping. “We’re not going to make the coast unless we lighten ship. Everyone, throw out anything we don’t need to stay in the air: guns, ammo, life rafts, oxygen tanks, flak suits, everything. Eddie, if you can, drop the ball-turret, too. 
 
    “Wells, take Harry and jettison those extra fuel tanks in the bomb bay, then come back and help me keep her in the air.”  
 
    While the rest of the gunners dismounted and threw out their guns and ammo boxes and stripped the Belle of everything that could be thrown out, Collins rescued a couple of wrenches and a mallet from the tool bag just before Ross threw it out the left-waist. Rotating his turret so the guns pointed down and aft, he removed the bolts from the azimuth gear case, removed the case, broke the safety hangers with the mallet, then removed the yoke connection bolts. At this point, the turret was free and should have dropped away, but it was hung up. Using the upper framework for support, Ross stomped on the turret until it finally fell away toward the Channel below. According to the maintenance manual, this procedure should have taken thirty minutes, but with the Channel just a few hundred feet below and getting closer every minute, Collins had skipped most of the required steps, and dropped the turret in less than ten.  
 
    In the bomb bay, Wells and Gardiner worked to disconnect the fuel lines to the auxiliary tanks and cut the tie downs that held them in place. That done, Wells opened the bomb bay doors, and they wrestled each of the heavy bladders over to the opening and pushed them out.  
 
    Returning to the cockpit, Banner had Wells take the controls while he gathered his maps and notes, tore them into pieces, and threw them into the wind stream out his side window. That done, he took back the controls and joined Wells in searching for a place to land.  
 
    They were below 200 feet and closing on the coast a few miles east of the Orne River where it discharged into the English Channel when Wells spotted a long sandy beach. Across from the beach, above the sea wall, was a road and beyond that open fields and pastures separated by thick hedgerows and short stone walls.  
 
    “General—” Wells started. 
 
    “I see it.”  
 
    Out his windscreen, Banner saw the open fields. In the distance to his right, he could still make out the fighting on Sword beach. He didn’t want to put down so close, but he was running out of sky, one of those fields ahead was his best — and probably only — option. With the recent rains, the ground would be too soft for a normal gear-down landing. He would have to come in wheels up. 
 
    Suddenly, Wells pointed out the windscreen to Banner’s left and called out, “General, we’ve got company. Ten o’clock low!”  
 
    Coming from the east along the road paralleling the beach was a German convoy: kübelwagens, trucks, armored vehicles towing mobile artillery and a halftrack. Banner nodded grimly in acknowledgement. “I see ‘em. Nothing we can do about it now. We’re committed.” 
 
    The Belle skimmed over the water, then crossed the beach so low she barely cleared the sea wall. Over the road, the Belle passed so close in front of the German convoy they forced several of the lead vehicles to swerve off into a ditch.  
 
    Working the rudder pedals to maintain his alignment with the field, Banner brought the engine throttles to idle and set full flaps to maintain as much lift as he could while reducing his airspeed. They were just inches above the ground, when Banner yelled to Wells, “Switches off!” Then called to the crew.  
 
    “Brace yourselves!” 
 
      
 
    The Belle impacted the field with a bone-jarring thud. Metal screeched, buckled and tore as the Belle’s momentum propelled her through a small hedgerow and out onto the field beyond. The tips of her propellers curled under as they bit into the earth, plowing ragged furrows through the stubbled remains of a recent harvest.  
 
    As the crippled B-17 glided past, a camouflaged halftrack with SS markings immediately left the convoy and raced across the uneven field giving chase. When the Belle finally came to rest, the halftrack skidded to a stop behind the aircraft’s right wing. Jumping from the halftrack, an officer, silver SS runes clearly visible on the collar of his camouflaged field jacket, ran towards the downed bomber, a 9mm Walther P-38 in his hand. Following right behind, SS panzer grenadiers in similarly camouflaged smocks and army soldiers in Wehrmacht field-gray, armed with 9mm Schmeisser submachine guns and 7.92mm bolt-action Mausers, quickly surrounded the aircraft.  
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    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Normandy, France  
 
    Boston Belle Forced Landing 
 
      
 
    Banner and Wells, momentarily spent, just looked at each other, then stood and made their way back through the bomb bay to the crowded radio compartment where the crew waited, nervously looking out the window at the heavily armed Germans. 
 
    “How is he?” Banner asked, nodding at the wounded pilot. 
 
    “Still unconscious, but—” 
 
    “What’re we going to do, General?” Wilson asked cutting in. The freckled and fuzzy-cheeked nineteen-year-old tail gunner was clearly scared. 
 
    “The only thing we can do,” Banner replied calmly. “Surrender.”  
 
    Not wanting to give up without a fight, some of the crew began to protest. Continuing more forcefully, Banner said, “All right, listen up! Escape is not an option. Not now. There are too many of them. We’d be cut down, before we got ten feet. And we have Captain Cooper to consider.” 
 
    “If we hadn’t thrown out our guns,” Wilson grumbled loud enough for all to hear, “we could have put up a fight and made a run for it.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Banner said sharply. “I don’t want to hear any more talk like that. Fighting our way out is not an option.” Recognizing the boy was on the verge of panic, he continued more gently. “If we still had our guns, Wilson, and put up a fight, what do you think the rest of those Germans in that column back there would do? Do you think we could take them on, too?” 
 
    Wilson slowly took a deep breath and shook his head. “I… I guess not,” he stammered, shamefaced. “I’m sorry, sir. I wasn’t thinking.”  
 
    “It’s all right, Rusty… that’s what they call you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Wilson nodded with an embarrassed grin. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Look, Rusty,” he said, looking around at the rest of the crew. “We’re all scared. We’re in a tough situation, but it may not be as hopeless as it seems. We’re only a few miles from Sword where the British are coming ashore, and they’ll be moving inland. The situation is very fluid right now. If we keep our heads, we stand a good chance of being rescued, or, in the confusion, making an escape.”  
 
    Banner was making sense, and the men nodded in agreement.  
 
    “What do you want us to do, sir?” Ross asked. 
 
    “I’ll go out first,” Banner said. “You come out after me, slowly, one at a time with your hands raised. Mike, you and Eddie come last with Captain Cooper. Everyone do exactly what they tell you. We’ll just have to play it by ear until an opportunity presents itself. Keep your wits about you, and don’t do anything stupid. All right?” 
 
    Heads nodded again, and a chorus of ‘yes, sir’ followed as Banner left the compartment and entered the waist. Slowly opening the crew door, he stood in the doorway and raised his hands, then stepped down and waited for the Germans to make the next move.  
 
    One of the soldiers motioned for him to move away from the door. As he complied, the SS officer shouted in heavily accented English, “Raus! Everyone out! Come out with your hands up.” 
 
      
 
    Within minutes the crew was lined up next to Banner, their hands clasped behind their heads. Koenig and Collins carried the wounded pilot out last and laid him gently down to the left of the door behind the right wing, then placed their hands behind their heads and joined the others. Two of the Wehrmacht soldiers immediately entered the plane, but quickly came out again, shaking their heads. “Gibts niemand drin, Herr Hauptsturmführer.” There is no one inside, sir.  
 
    With his mates covering the prisoners, one of the SS troopers began to search the crew, relieving each man of his government issue M1911 Colt .45 sidearm and extra magazines, dog tags, Geneva Convention card, emergency bailout kit, watch, cigarettes, and anything else he could find. 
 
     Banner was last. Up to this point, with his hands behind his head, the stars on the epaulettes of his leather jacket hadn’t been visible. The young trooper searching him had taken his dog tags, and sidearm, but got no further than his small brown leather wallet containing his Geneva card and a picture. Glancing at the card inside, then at Banner, his eyes widened. Snapping his heels together, he stood to attention, then turned and ran with the wallet toward his officer.  
 
    The officer — Banner didn’t recognize his rank insignia, three diagonal silver pips above two silver stripes on a black collar patch — was lean, slightly shorter than Banner with a hard face and cold black eyes. As he examined Banner’s identification card, he looked up, and for a moment their eyes met. The officer smiled — it wasn’t a pleasant smile, more like a baring of teeth — then turned back to the trooper, said a few words and handed him back the wallet. Banner couldn’t hear what was said, wouldn’t have understood if he had, but he knew an order had been given. The trooper saluted, then took off pounding across the field toward the waiting convoy. Banner continued to watch as the officer beckoned to another trooper standing nearby, most likely a sergeant by the three horizontal green stripes on the sleeve of his camouflaged smock. After a few words, the sergeant ran to the Belle and entered. Several minutes later, he came back out, looked to his officer and shook his head. He hadn’t found whatever he was looking for, and the officer wasn’t happy about it. Finally, the officer turned and started toward his prisoner. 
 
    “Hauptsturmführer Krug,” he announced executing a stiff-armed Hitler salute. “Heil Hitler!” 
 
    Banner hadn’t understood Krug’s rank, but thought he was probably a company-grade officer, most likely a captain. “Is it your intention to keep us standing like this, Captain?” Banner asked, indicating his hands still clasped behind his head. It was an awkward position to start and was becoming increasingly more uncomfortable. 
 
    Krug smiled again, then announced in heavily accented English loud enough for all to hear, “You may put down your hands.” 
 
    Krug didn’t correct me when I called him ‘captain’, Banner thought as he lowered his arms. I must have guessed right.  
 
    “I have a wounded man who needs attention; may my medic treat him?”  
 
    Krug looked past Banner at Cooper, lying unconscious on the ground. After a moment, he nodded permission.  
 
    “Thank you.” Banner turned and called to Koenig hovering nearby, “Mike, see what you can do for Captain Cooper.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Koenig replied, then knelt to check the pilot’s bandages; they were soaked with blood. Koenig stood and moved toward the Belle’s door to retrieve his medical kit. 
 
    “Halt! Oder ich schiesse!” Stop! Or I will shoot! 
 
    Koenig froze and immediately put his hands up. “General. He’s bleeding again. I need to change his bandages.”  
 
    “He needs his medical kit,” Banner explained to Krug. “It’s inside the plane. He isn’t trying anything; he just needs fresh bandages.” 
 
    The young trooper pointing his Schmeisser at Koenig was nervous, his finger on the trigger, not sure what to do and waiting for instructions. By the gleam in Krug’s eyes, Banner could see he was enjoying the confrontation. Krug let the tension build for another minute, then with a dismissive wave of his hand, ordered, “In Ordnung. Lass ihn bekommen, was er braucht, aber geh mit ihm.” All right. Let him get what he needs but go with him. 
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Hauptsturmführer.” 
 
    Banner released the breath he’d been holding, and called to Koenig, “Okay, Mike. Get your kit. But from now on, don’t do anything without asking first, okay?” Then added to the rest of the crew, “That goes for everybody.” 
 
    Banner was certain from the look on Krug’s face, that he had taken great pleasure in demonstrating his power over them, and for a moment, he’d been afraid Krug was going order the trooper to shoot. The man was very dangerous. He would have to be careful not to provoke him.  
 
    “Thank you,” Banner said calmly. “That could have gone badly.” 
 
    “Yes,” Krug replied coldly. “Your men must learn they are prisoners, Herr General. The slightest act of resistance by any of them, and I will order them shot. Oberscharführer Richter found no documents or maps in your aircraft,” Krug went on. “You obviously destroyed everything. I would have done so in your place. But it does not matter. I am sure there is much you can tell us.”  
 
    Banner shook his head and replied, “You have my identification. It has all the information I am required to provide in accordance with the Geneva Convention. I have nothing to add.” So much for not provoking him. 
 
    “Oh, I am certain you have much you can tell us, Herr General,” Krug said smiling again. “And I assure you, you will—”  
 
    Krug was interrupted by the loud screech of tearing metal. Locating the source of the sound, both he and Banner quickly stepped back away from the Belle as her weakened vertical stabilizer slowly tore away from the fuselage and toppled over to the far side of the aircraft, making an earth-shaking thud as it hit. The SS troopers, already nervous, jumped in alarm and again pointed their Schmeissers at the prisoners, their fingers tight on their triggers. The veteran Wehrmacht soldiers just watched with amusement.  
 
    Banner’s crew stood white-faced; their hands again raised in the air. No one made a move or a sound. The troopers, not more than boys, were a hair’s breadth from opening fire. The moment was finally broken when Krug, realizing he was on the wrong end of those barrels, loudly ordered, “Senken Ihre Waffen!” Lower your weapons!  
 
    As the embarrassed troopers lowered their guns, Krug smiled. “You see, Herr General, how easily the slightest thing could result in a deadly misunderstanding?” Banner said nothing. Krug’s threat was clear. 
 
    A moment later, Sergeant Richter started toward Krug, glancing back over his shoulder as he walked. Reaching Krug’s side, he whispered a few words in his ear and looked pointedly back toward the road. A Kübelwagen — a four-door jeep-like utility vehicle — had left the convoy and was bumpily racing across the uneven field. The vehicle’s canvas top was down and sitting in the front seat beside the driver was Krug’s trooper and, in the back, a Wehrmacht officer.  
 
      
 
    The Kübelwagen came to a stop behind the halftrack. The young trooper jumped out and quickly opened the door for the officer, then stood to attention. As the officer slowly dismounted, he dismissed the trooper with a curt nod.  
 
    By the collar and shoulder tabs on his immaculate field-gray uniform, the officer was an Oberst, a full colonel. His face was creased and weathered, his age somewhere in his fifties, though he appeared lean and fit, and a pair of intelligent gray-green eyes looked out from under his peaked officer’s cap. Looking around, he spotted Krug and motioned him over.  
 
    Krug was clearly annoyed by the colonel’s arrival. Straightening his uniform, he walked over to his waiting superior, but after a short and apparently unpleasant exchange, Krug, barely controlling his anger, came to attention, raised his right arm from the elbow, palm outward, in a casual Hitler salute, then turned and stomped off to stand by the halftrack.  
 
    The Colonel stared after Krug for a moment, then turned toward Banner. As he approached, he examined Banner’s wallet.  
 
    “Oberst Joachim von Kessler, Herr Generalleutnant,” the Colonel announced as he saluted Banner with a click of his heels and a slight bow. As Banner returned the salute, von Kessler held out his wallet, and in almost unaccented English, continued, “I believe this belongs to you.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you,” Banner said as he accepted it. Opening the wallet, he glanced quickly at Anne’s picture, then placed the wallet back in the inside pocket of his jacket.  
 
    “It appears, sir,” von Kessler said, “that today is not to be a good day for either of us. But for you and your crew, at least, this unpleasant war is over. Do you or any of your men require medical attention?" 
 
    “My pilot. He took some shrapnel.” 
 
    Without turning, von Kessler called out, “Bauer!”  
 
    His driver, who’d been standing by the Kübelwagen smoking, immediately crushed the cigarette beneath his boot and ran to answer his colonel’s call. “Jawohl, Herr Oberst!” he said, stomping to attention. 
 
    “Hole Major Lindemann, Willi. So schnell wie du kannst! Sag ihm, seine Verbandkasten zu bringen. Er hat einen Patient.” 
 
    “Zu befehl, Herr Oberst!” Bauer replied with a salute, then turned about and ran back to the Kübelwagen. A moment later, the vehicle was bouncing back across the field. 
 
    “I told my driver to fetch my Medical Officer, Major Lindemann. He is an excellent doctor; I am certain he can help your man.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “The picture in the wallet,” Von Kessler asked. “Your wife?” 
 
    “Yes,” Banner replied, conscious of the fact that Anne’s picture shouldn’t have been in there. How many times have I reprimanded some crewman for taking pictures or personal information on a mission, items that could be useful to the enemy or used against him should he be captured, and now here I am…  
 
    “If I may say, sir,” Von Kessler said interrupting Banner’s thoughts, “with respect, your wife is a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “Yes, she is.” 
 
    “You have children?” von Kessler asked with a friendly smile. 
 
    Banner hesitated, then nodded, cautiously returning the colonel’s smile. “My first is due any day.” 
 
    “My congratulations. Myself, I have two fine sons, both in the Army. Neither in France, Gott sei dank. I fear, however, it will be a long time before I will see them again.” The smile briefly left von Kessler’s face, then returned.  
 
    “Now,” he said, “what am I to do with you and your men? The Geneva Accords require I move you somewhere safe from the fighting. The closest compound for Allied prisoners is near Évreux, about one hundred kilometers south-east of here. Unfortunately, I and my men are required elsewhere, so I must have Hauptsturmführer Krug take you, and I have given him written orders to that effect. He is not happy about it, but then he has been most… disagreeable, almost insubordinate… from the moment I commandeered him and his vehicle. 
 
    “I require every vehicle I have so I am afraid I am unable to provide transport. However, I am sure I can find some place for my soldiers and, without them to carry, Krug’s halftrack should be adequate, if a little crowded, to transport you and your men.”  
 
    Von Kessler paused a moment, then moved a little closer and glancing around to make certain he wouldn’t be overheard, said quietly, “Be very careful with Krug, General. The SS by nature are thugs and villains, but Krug is an especially nasty piece of work. When I came across him and his men earlier this morning, he was about to execute a farmer and his entire family because one of his children, a mere boy not more than ten, had thrown a rock at his halftrack. I put a stop to it, of course, and would have brought him up on charges,” he finished with a shrug, “but I had pressing business elsewhere, and I needed his vehicle, if not his men. Unfortunately, as much as I would have liked, I couldn’t take the one without the other.” 
 
    “Thank you for the warning, Colonel, but I’ve already had cause to recognize that Krug would like nothing more than an excuse to shoot us, and I’ve instructed my men to do nothing that would give him any excuse.” 
 
    “Most wise, General,” Von Kessler said. Then, slightly embarrassed, added, “I am sure you realize that as a general officer you will be… questioned for information regarding today’s invasion. May I respectfully advise that it would be in your best interest to cooperate as much as is honorably possible, if only for the sake of your wife and baby.” 
 
    “I appreciate your advice, Colonel, but I really have nothing to tell,” Banner responded with a shrug. “I have no information. I merely used my rank to borrow a plane and crew to observe the landings. It’s an historic event, you know. In hindsight, it was a foolish thing to do. But at the time—” 
 
    Von Kessler laughed. “An historic event… of course.” Continuing more soberly, he said, “I fear some of our more determined interrogators may not appreciate your humor and be more insistent… more persuasive… in their questioning.”  
 
    Banner nodded, acknowledging what von Kessler was telling him. He knew what he could expect during an interrogation, especially if he fell into the hands of the Gestapo. Much of his information was time sensitive and had by now been overcome by events, but he had other information he was sure the Germans would like to know. He hoped he could hold out under torture, but he was only human, and knew there was a limit to what he could take, a point at which any man would break. And if they used drugs…  
 
    “Ah, here they are,” von Kessler said as his driver returned, cutting off Banner’s thoughts. An officer exited the vehicle, then reached back inside to remove a large leather case embossed with a red cross. 
 
    “Sie haben einen Patient für mich, Herr Oberst?” You have a patient for me, Colonel? the officer asked as he approached von Kessler and saluted.  
 
    “Speak English for our guest, Lindemann. This is General Banner.” 
 
    Turning toward Banner, he came to attention and formally saluted with a click of his heels and a slight bow. “My apologies, General. I did not see you. May I assume, sir, that my patient is an American?”  
 
    “Yes,” Banner replied as he returned the salute. “My pilot. My radio operator has had some medical training and has been treating of him, but he needs a doctor.” 
 
    “I see,” Lindemann said. “Where is… What is your pilot’s name?” 
 
    “Cooper. Captain John Cooper.” 
 
    “Where is Captain Cooper?” 
 
    Banner called to Koenig. “Mike, over here.”  
 
    Koenig got up, jogged over to where Banner was standing and saluted. “Yes, sir,” he said, looking questioningly at Banner and the two German officers.  
 
    “Mike, this is Doctor Lindemann. He’s going to see what he can do for Captain Cooper. Take him over and fill him in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Turning to the German doctor, Koenig said awkwardly, “This way, sir. Ah, kommen sie—" 
 
    “I speak excellent English, Sergeant. Please lead the way.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s just over here,” Koenig said as he led the German to where Cooper lay.  
 
    Kneeling down, Lindemann carefully removed Cooper’s bandages, then asked Koenig, “How did this happen?” 
 
    “A 20mm round exploded in the left inboard engine near the cockpit, and the Captain was hit with bits of metal and Plexiglas in the chest and left shoulder. I removed what I could; the rest were too deep. I was afraid I’d do more damage if I tried to dig them out. I put sulfur powder on the wounds, then wrapped a compression bandage around his chest to stop the bleeding. I just replaced the bandages, but he’s still bleeding from the deeper cuts. He’s been unconsciousness since he was hit.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lindemann said as he removed a stethoscope and blood pressure cuff from his case and proceeded to check Cooper’s vital signs. After a moment, he said, “His heartbeat is weak but steady, and his blood pressure is low. Under the circumstances, that’s to be expected. Plasma will help for now, but he needs a transfusion of whole blood.”  
 
    After he had established a line and had a unit of plasma flowing into Cooper’s arm, Lindemann began to probe his patient’s wounds. “I believe I can remove the remaining pieces, Sergeant,” he said finally. “Do you think you can assist?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Lindemann walked back to where Banner was waiting. Wiping his hands on a piece of cotton waste, he said, “I removed almost all of the shrapnel and sutured his wounds, but there is one piece I could not remove. It is located very close to his heart. Without an X-ray to show exactly where it is, I would likely kill him trying to remove it. I have stopped the bleeding and given him a unit of plasma, but he has lost a lot of blood and should have at least two units of whole blood as soon as possible. His vital signs are good, and he should regain consciousness soon, but try not let him move around too much lest he cause that piece of shrapnel to move closer to the heart. Check his bandages every few hours and change them as necessary to keep his wounds clean. I have left instructions and some extra dressings with your sergeant.”  
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Banner said. “Thank you very much.” 
 
    “You are welcome, sir,” Lindemann replied with a smile. “It is a fine point not often appreciated by my superiors, Oberst von Kessler being an exception, but my oath as a physician takes precedence over my oath as a soldier. Now if you will excuse me, I must make my report.” 
 
      
 
    Colonel von Kessler was waiting by the Kübelwagen. After making his report, Lindemann climbed into the vehicle beside the driver. Then von Kessler barked an order to the Wehrmacht soldiers standing by the halftrack. Without a second’s hesitation, appearing only too happy to get away from the SS, they quickly gathered their weapons and gear and ran to form up behind the Kübelwagen.  
 
    Returning to Banner, von Kessler said, “I am sorry I cannot see you safely to your destination, General, but my men and I are late for an appointment with the British at Caen.” With a click of his heels and a slight bow, von Kessler saluted. “Auf Wiedersehen, Herr General.”  
 
    “Thank you for your courtesy, Colonel,” Banner replied as he returned the salute, almost adding, ‘and good luck’ as von Kessler joined Lindemann in the Kübelwagen. A minute later it was heading back toward the waiting convoy, his soldiers double-timing behind. 
 
    Sergeant Richter had positioned his troopers every few yards with instructions to keep careful watch on the prisoners sitting along the side of the Belle’s fuselage. Young and cocky — despite their earlier embarrassment — the troopers didn’t seem to mind their prisoners moving around too much so long as they didn’t make any moves toward them. After all, what could unarmed men do, against rifles and machine guns. 
 
    Banner walked around, talking with each man, trying to reassure them — and maybe himself — that they would be all right. Stopping where Koenig was watching over Cooper, he asked, “How’s he doing? Any better?” 
 
    “I’m okay, General,” Cooper unexpectedly answered as he struggled to sit up. 
 
    “Stay down, Coop, or you’ll undo all of Doctor Lindemann’s hard work.” 
 
    “Who’s Doctor Lindemann?” Cooper asked confused.  
 
    “A German doctor that makes house calls,” Banner replied. “Mike will—”  
 
    Before he could continue, Cooper interrupted, “What German? Last I remember we were heading back to base.” 
 
    “As I was starting to say, Mike here will fill you in. Now lie back and save your strength. I’ll come by again later.” 
 
    Finding a place, a little away from the rest of the crew, Banner sat down and leaned back against the trailing edge of the Belle’s right wing, his arms loosely draped over his drawn-up knees. He stared blankly out toward the Channel contemplating his future as a prisoner of war and worrying about Anne. Without thinking, he began rubbing the crystal on his watch, a Christmas present from Anne. The only reason he still had it was because the young trooper searching him had forgotten to take it in his haste to report his presence to Krug. Taking it off, he turned it over and read the inscription on the back: ‘Together Always. Love Anne.’ 
 
    A quarter after ten. By now they’d have been reported missing. He was sure Houser would keep the news from Anne as long as possible, not wanting to add more stress to an already difficult pregnancy. She was due any day, and he’d promised her—  
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as Sergeant Koenig appeared standing over him. “Can I speak to you for a moment, General?” Handsome, blonde and blue-eyed, Koenig could just as easily have been wearing a German uniform had his parents not immigrated to the States when he was four years old. 
 
    “Sure thing, Mike.” Banner patted the ground beside him. “Take a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Squatting, Koenig said, “Sir, you know I speak German.” Banner nodded, and Koenig went on, “Well, the German’s don’t, and I haven’t let on that I do. I figured they might speak more freely if they didn’t think anyone could understand ‘em.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “I was wondering what that ‘kommen sie’ business with Lindemann was all about. Smart move.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Anyway, I’ve been listening to those two over there,” indicating the sergeant and one of the troopers standing by their vehicle. “From what I can make out, they’re from a panzer division — I think they said Twelfth SS. Anyway, their division is being held in reserve south-east of here somewhere around Paris and waiting for movement orders. These guys were sent to scout the quickest clear route to the beaches for their tanks when—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Banner interrupted. “You mean their division is not on the move now?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Koenig replied with a big grin. “Their division and a couple of other SS divisions are just sitting in their tanks somewhere east of the Seine waiting for orders. Before they left, these guys heard some of their officers complaining that only Hitler could give the order to release them, but he was sleeping, and nobody wanted to wake him up with bad news. Anyway, like I said, these guys were checking out the roads when they were drafted by the local infantry battalion on their way to rejoin their regiment at Caen. As a static battalion, they apparently didn’t have much in the way of transportation, so their commander — that colonel that was just here — commandeered every vehicle in sight, including Krug’s halftrack and the men with it. They aren’t very happy about it, and all they can talk about is getting back to their unit. Can you believe it, General? The Krauts know we’ve landed, and where, but they haven’t been able to counter-attack because Hitler is sleeping!” 
 
    “Good work, Mike.” Banner said, filing the information away. “Let’s just hope no one wakes him up. At least, not until our troops can get off the beaches and move inland. Pass the word to the crew, it might cheer them up a little, and keep listening.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    It had been some time since the German convoy had moved on, taking the Wehrmacht soldiers from the halftrack with them. But as far as he could see, Krug hadn’t made any preparations to leave and seemed to be brooding over something. The guards had also become jumpier, quietly talking among themselves and stealing glances at their commander. Banner was beginning to get a bad feeling when Koenig came over again, his face drawn and pale. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Mike? You look—” 
 
    “These guys are planning to kill us, sir!” Koenig blurted out, almost in a panic. 
 
    “Sit down and lower your voice!” Banner hissed, looking around to see if anyone had heard him. “Are you sure? What exactly did you hear?” 
 
    “Krug was talking to his sergeant. He told him taking us to Évreux was too far away and a waste of time. Their duty was to report back to their division. He said without those Wehrmacht soldiers, we outnumber them now. Said they could shoot us and report that we tried to escape. There’d be no one to say any different.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Mike?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    What have I gotten these men into? 
 
    “What are we going to do, sir?” Koenig said, his voice rising again. “We can’t just sit here and wait to get slaughtered!” 
 
    “Quiet. Let me think.” After a few moments, Banner looked up. “All right. If his story is going to be that we tried to escape, that’s what we’ll have to do.” 
 
    “Sir?” Koenig said alarmed. “We wouldn’t stand a chance!” 
 
    “We do have a chance. I grant you, it’s a slim one, but it is a chance. Krug’s right. We outnumber them now, and that changes the odds. Here’s what we’ll do…”  
 
      
 
    The plan was simple. Each member of the crew would select a guard, doubling up where possible against the guards with Schmeissers. Counting Krug, there were seven Germans. Five were spread out guarding the crew. Krug and Richter were standing over by the halftrack. Banner would confront Krug, create a distraction. Then when he gave the signal — he didn’t know what that would be yet — the crew would rush the guards, take them down and get their weapons. Simple. 
 
    “What about you, sir?” Koenig asked after Banner outlined his plan. 
 
    “I’ll be all right,” Banner replied. “Now go and explain what’s happening to the men. When everyone knows what they’re to do, send Captain Gardiner to me.” 
 
    Banner knew his plan was risky, but they had to chance it. According to what Koenig had heard, the alternative was certain death. The tricky part was going to be making enough of a scene to draw the troopers’ attention away from his crew without getting shot.  
 
    Koenig had only been gone a few minutes when Gardiner appeared.  
 
    “General,” Gardiner said as he sat down. Keeping his eyes on the guards and his voice down, he said, “Mike explained the plan to us, and the guys are all for it. The Krauts with the Mausers will only have time for one shot before we’re on ‘em. It’s the ones with the Schmeissers we have to worry about. We can only double up on one of them, but once we have a weapon or two the odds will be much better.” Gardiner stopped and looked at Banner. “Sir, Krug always has that sergeant with him. How’re you going to handle the two of them by yourself?” 
 
    “Let me worry about that. Does everyone know what to do?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll be ready. What’s the signal?” 
 
    “I haven’t figured that out yet. I’ll be making it up as I go along, but I have no doubt you’ll know it when you see it. Stay alert and be ready to move the second those guards shift their attention to me.” Banner paused for a moment, then added quietly, “Look Harry, I don’t know how this will play out, so if things go wrong, I want you to get the men into the woods and away from here. Stay together and try to make contact with the Resistance or the British.” 
 
    “General, we’re not leaving without you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Harry. I’m not crazy about the idea either, but you may have no choice. You have your orders, Captain. Now go back to the others and wait for the signal.” 
 
      
 
    Now or never, Banner thought as he slowly stood and brushed himself off. Krug and Richter were still over at the halftrack studying a map spread out over the hood. As Banner started toward them, one of the guards blocked his way, the muzzle of his Mauser pointed at his middle. 
 
    “I want to speak to the Hauptsturmführer.” The guard didn’t move. Banner pointed at Krug and tried again. “Sprechen Krug. Versteh?”  
 
    The guard looked over to Krug for direction. Krug nodded, saying, “Lass ihn komm.” 
 
    Banner could feel every eye following him as he passed in front of his crew. Krug stepped away from the vehicle to meet him. “I have little time, Banner. What is it you want?” Banner noted he didn’t use his rank. Germans were sticklers when it came to military discipline and courtesy. For Krug to ignore his rank was not a good sign. 
 
    “How much longer are we going to remain here, Krug?” Banner asked, deliberately not using Krug’s rank. “Colonel von Kessler said we would be leaving for Évreux right away, and it’s been over thirty minutes since he left. What’s your definition of ‘right away’?” 
 
    “Plans have changed,” Krug replied impatiently. “We will not be going to Évreux. I have decided instead to return to our unit. We will depart as soon as I determine a safe route.” 
 
    “What about us?” Banner asked, indicating himself and his men. 
 
    “You, of course, will come with us. Your men, however,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand, “have no value and will only slow us down, so—” Krug didn’t finish. He didn’t have to. His cold eyes narrowed into menacing slits and his lips curled in an evil smirk confirming everything Koenig had told him, except for one difference: they weren’t going to kill him, just his men. 
 
    “BASTARD!” Banner roared as he lunged at the German, punching him hard. It had been years since he’d boxed as a cadet at the Point, but he had the satisfaction of feeling Krug’s nose break, maybe some teeth, under the impact of his blows. Krug fell to the ground, blood from his nose flowing down his face. Before anyone could react, Banner was on top of him and had him by the throat, choking him as hard as he could. He’d forgotten all about a diversion, he just wanted to kill the son of a bitch. 
 
    Momentarily caught off guard by the unexpected attack, Richter grabbed Banner’s arms from behind and pulled him off Krug. Krug slowly got to his feet, spitting out a bloody tooth, then pulled a handkerchief from his pocket in an attempt to staunch the flow of blood from his nose.  
 
    Still blind with rage, Banner furiously struggled to get at Krug, and had just managed to pull one arm free when he was hit in the back of the head with the butt of a rifle. As his knees buckled, Richter let him drop to the ground. Barely conscious, Banner made a weak attempt to rise, only to receive a vicious kick in the ribs, then another.  
 
    The last thing Banner heard was shouting and the sound of weapons fire, then everything went black. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Anne Banner’s Room 
 
    Base Hospital, 503rd Bomb Group 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    Anne knew something was wrong. Janet Kelly couldn’t look at her, and her eyes were puffy and red from crying. Now Woody Stone had come for a visit. 
 
    “What’s happened, Woody?” she asked as soon as he entered. “First Mitch. Then Phillip. Now you. This is probably the most important day of the war, certainly the busiest, and none of you have anything better to do than visit me?” 
 
    Stone didn’t say anything. He hadn’t the words. 
 
    “It’s Frank, isn’t it?” she said, almost afraid of his answer. “I know something’s wrong, the way everyone has been tiptoeing around me, the pitiful looks.” She paused for a moment, steeling herself. “He’s not dead!” she said emphatically, wiping away a tear beginning to form. “He’s not,” she repeated. “I’d know if he were.”  
 
    Her tears were running freely now and, as Stone handed her his handkerchief, he said gently, “No. To the best of our knowledge, he’s not dead. But he is missing.” He pulled up a chair, sat down and gently took hold of Anne’s hand. “A little before ten o’clock, he radioed that he was returning to base. About fifteen minutes later, we received another message that he was having to make a forced landing somewhere on the Normandy coast. The coordinates he gave put him a few miles east of Ouistreham. We haven’t heard anything since. SOE and Resistance personnel in the area have been alerted, but we haven’t heard anything back yet — as you said, it’s a busy day. But if he did put down near Ouistreham, that’s on the edge of the British landing zone. There’s a good chance he could make contact as they move inland. Frank’s always been a survivor, and more important, he’s lucky.” 
 
    Anne forced a smile. “That’s what everyone says, but at the moment, that doesn’t give me much comfort.” Her tears reformed, and she paused to angrily wipe them away. “Dammit, Woody! Why did you have to pick Frank for this? There were plenty of other experienced officers you could have chosen. Why did it have to be Frank?” 
 
    “Because it was very important,” Stone said softly. “And he was the best man for the job.” 
 
    Her anger departed as quickly as it had arrived. “I’m sorry, Woody,” she said, wiping her eyes again. “I’m not angry at you. If you hadn’t asked, he’d have found out and volunteered. I know that. It’s just, sometimes he makes me so damn mad. You’ll let me know if there’s any news—” 
 
    “Of course,” Stone said. “As soon as I hear anything, I’ll come or send word.” He squeezed her hand, then leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the forehead. Standing, he said, “I have to go. Keep a positive thought. If there’s any way out of whatever trouble he’s in, Frank’ll find it.”  
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    Alone, Anne whispered, “Damn you, Frank Banner!” Then she buried her face in her pillow and wept. 
 
      
 
    On the Ground near Merville  
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    Banner awoke with a start and tried to rise but moving too abruptly he was rewarded with a lancing pain in the back of his head and another in his side. Closing his eyes, he lay back and waited for the pain to pass. After a few minutes it subsided to a dull throb, and he opened his eyes again to see Ernie Ross kneeling over him. 
 
    “How are you feeling, sir?” Ross asked as he leaned down to place a supporting arm behind Banner’s shoulders and gently eased him up where he could lean back against the Belle’s fuselage. “You’ve been out for a long time. We were getting worried.”  
 
    Banner reached up and gently probed the back of his head, wincing as he touched a large spongy lump. Though very tender, the skin didn’t feel broken, and his fingers came away without any blood. “I’ve been better, Ernie,” he said, grimacing as he tried to take a breath. “My head is pounding, and my ribs feel like I’ve been kicked by a mule.” 
 
    “More like an ass,” Ross said. “That bastard Krug kicked you when you went down. Mike doesn’t think any ribs are broken, but they’re badly bruised, maybe cracked. If it’s any consolation,” he said pointing over toward the halftrack where Krug’s bloody-faced body was lying on his back, the side of his head blown away, “he’ll never kick anyone again.”  
 
    Ross handed Banner a cup of water and a couple of aspirin. “Mike said these will help with your head.” Banner nodded carefully and swallowed the pills then drank all the water. Looking over at Krug’s body again, there was a definite satisfaction, pleasure even, in seeing the bastard dead, but he was confused.  
 
    “What happened, Mike? The last thing I remember was the sound of gunshots and shouting. I thought—” 
 
    “We went at the guards, just like you planned,” Ross said. “They were all watching you and Krug go at it, and we were on them before they knew it. We had a couple of them down and had their Schmeissers when two British army types and a bunch of Frenchmen came storming out from behind the Belle, shooting and yelling for us to get down. It was all over in about a minute.” 
 
    “Did you say British?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, and three or four Frenchmen, but there’s a bunch more now.”  
 
    “Did they say what outfit they were with, and if they were close by?” he asked, hoping they might provide a way home. 
 
    “No, sir. We really haven’t talked to any of ‘em yet.” He hesitated a second, then added, “They’ve been kinda busy.” 
 
    “Give me a hand up, Ernie,” Banner said, struggling to rise and grimacing from a renewed stab of pain on his left side. Ross grasped Banner under his armpits and slowly helped him to his feet. Upright, but a little dizzy, Banner leaned back against the Belle’s fuselage for a moment to steady himself.  
 
    “What about the crew?” he finally managed. “Anyone hurt?” 
 
    “A few cuts and bruises. And Captain Gardiner got winged in the arm. Mike patched him up. Sir, are you okay?” Ross asked again, concerned. 
 
    “I’m getting there, Ernie. Just give me a minute.” As he waited for the throbbing in his head to subside, he looked around. The bodies of Richter and a trooper — probably the one who’d hit him — were sprawled next to Krug at the front of the halftrack. The bodies of the rest of the troopers were laid out behind the vehicle. He couldn’t help thinking how lucky they were to still be alive.  
 
    If Koenig hadn’t understood German, we wouldn’t have known what Krug was planning. If not for him, we’d be the ones laid out over there. If we ever get out of here…  
 
    Banner’s thoughts were interrupted as Ross handed him his dog tags and sidearm and extra magazines. “Joe Wells found the sack with all our stuff in it on a seat in the halftrack.”  
 
    Banner slipped the tags over his head, then placed the Government issue .45 in his shoulder holster along with the two extra magazines. The movement caused another stab of pain.  
 
    “Everyone have their stuff back, Ernie?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ross said. Then added with a grin, “And maybe a few souvenirs as well.” 
 
    Steeling himself, Banner pushed away from the fuselage and started unsteadily toward the tail of the plane where his crew were standing around watching the Frenchmen, under the direction of the British officer, strip the uniforms from the dead troopers. Banner stopped to watch, too. He counted eight of them, plus the officer and a sergeant. The Frenchmen were all ages. Most appeared to be of military age, though a few could have been veterans of the First War, and a couple couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen. Of those, one, he was reasonably certain, wasn’t a boy at all. 
 
      
 
    Gardiner spotted him first and came to meet him, all smiles. “General! Sir, I really didn’t think we stood a chance, but I’ll be damned if we didn’t pull it off just like you said. About a second after that Kraut clubbed you, Quintana put a knife in his heart, and we went at ‘em.” 
 
    “A knife? Where’d Quintana get a knife?” 
 
    “Had it tucked inside his right boot the whole time. Krauts never looked. General, you should have seen it. One second the knife was in his hand, and the next, it was sticking in that Kraut’s chest. Damnedest thing I ever saw. Then those Frenchie’s showed up, and it was all over.” Pausing, he said, “Jeez, sir, you said you’d create a distraction, but damn—” 
 
    “I admit it got a little out of hand,” Banner said with a weak grin. “But it seems to have done the job. We’re all still alive, although Ernie tells me you got hit. How’s the arm?” 
 
    “Hurts like the devil, but Mike said it was just a flesh wound. The bullet went straight through, didn’t hit the bone or anything, but it sure ruined my jacket.” To demonstrate, he stuck his finger through a hole in his left sleeve. “And I just had it broke in good, too. Anyway, Mike says my arm’ll be good as new, in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Assuming we’re still alive in a couple of weeks.”  
 
    This came from Eddie Collins who’d been quietly standing nearby. A feisty red-headed twenty-five-year-old of Irish descent, Collins had been a Boston police officer in civilian life, and what he’d seen bothered him. “Could I speak to you for a moment, sir… in private?” 
 
    “Something on your mind, Eddie?” Banner asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Harry, give us a moment, will you.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir.” 
 
    Collins waited until Gardiner left, then said, “General, I know these Frenchie’s are our allies, and probably saved our lives today, but they’re a bad bunch. Those three,” indicating Krug and the other two, “put up a fight and were killed; okay, that’s war. But the other four had surrendered. They were just kids all of ’em; I doubt any of ’em were old enough to shave. And green as grass. You saw how they panicked when the Belle’s tail fell over. Anyway, those Frenchie’s just lined ‘em up, made ‘em kneel, then shot ‘em in the back of the head. There are rules of conduct in war, sir, and that was just plain murder. I know those guys were planning to do the same to us, but that doesn’t justify cold-blooded murder. In my book, they’re not any better than the Nazis.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re in any position to question the actions of these men, Eddie. Let’s hold judgment until we know more. All right?” 
 
    “If you say so, sir. But I don’t trust ‘em.” 
 
      
 
    By now the rest of the crew had seen Banner and gathered around voicing their excitement that he, and they, had survived their clash with the Germans. They also voiced some concern about the Frenchmen and what was going to happen to them next. Banner had concerns, too and, after a few minutes reassuring the crew, decided it was time to get some answers.  
 
    As Banner started toward the British officer, he noticed a stranger in AAF flight gear, wrapped in a blanket and standing off by himself and leaning against the Belle’s truncated tail. Motioning to Gardiner, he asked, “Who’s that, Harry?” 
 
    “That’s Lieutenant Nate Rosen, sir. He’s the pilot of that P-51 that pulled those 109s off our back. The Frenchmen picked him up after he bailed out.” 
 
    “Then that’s a man I’d like to meet,” Banner said. As he approached, the P-51 pilot stood away from the Belle, dropped his blanket, came to attention and saluted. A little shorter than average, but athletically built, Rosen had black curly hair, dark brown eyes and, like almost everyone else in this war, seemed very young. Banner returned his salute, and said, “I’m told you’re the pilot of the P-51 that took on three Me-109s.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rosen replied with an embarrassed grin. “When I saw them jump you, I thought you could use some help. I’m sorry I only got one of them before they got me. It was a stupid rookie mistake fixating on that 109 and letting the other one get behind me. Blew a hunk off my left wing. I was lucky to get out. I landed in the water, and as soon as I could cut loose of my chute, I started swimming for shore. To tell you the truth, sir, I didn’t think I was gonna make it. Anyway, these Resistance guys paddled out in an old leaky rowboat and pulled me in. I owe ‘em big time.” 
 
    “Don’t we all. And, as the pilot of that B-17,” Banner said offering his hand, “I owe you ‘big time’. If you hadn’t reduced the odds up there, my crew and I wouldn’t be standing here. So, thank you!”  
 
    Rosen accepted Banner’s hand with an embarrassed grin. “We’d been briefed a lone fort would be in the area, General, and I was happy to jump in; it was the most action I’d seen all day. I was beginning to think the Germans didn’t have any fighters left.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Banner responded with a laugh. “I’m sure the Luftwaffe has a few left. We just caught ‘em with their pants down today. You’ll get your share.” Recognizing the ‘Boxing Eagle’ organizational patch on Rosen’s jacket, he added, “You’re with the Fourth, Don Blakeslee’s group.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The 334th Fighter Squadron.” 
 
    “When we get back to England, I’ll be sure to confirm your kill with Don, and let him know the 503rd and I are greatly in your debt.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks, General. I’d really appreciate that. I didn’t think I’d get credit for that one.” 
 
    “No problem. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to find out what plans our British friend has for us.”  
 
      
 
    Though the officer’s back was to Banner as he approached, there was something familiar about the man. “Captain,” he said, noting the three pips on the epaulettes of his battledress. “I’d like to have a word—” That was as far as he got. At the sound of his voice, the officer turned, and Banner couldn’t believe his eyes.  
 
    “Tom? Tom Mallory!”  
 
    “As ever was,” Mallory said with a wide smile as he offered Banner a sharp quivering salute. “Nice to see you again, General. As I recall, the last time was at your wedding.”  
 
    Tom Mallory was a Guards officer seconded to Special Operations Executive. Banner first encountered him — then a lieutenant — a little over a year ago when Banner had been shot down over France and captured. Masquerading as a Gestapo agent, Mallory, with two apparent Schutzstaffel thugs, had shown up where Banner was being held to collect an important French Resistance leader and some of his men. To the dismay of the Wehrmacht — and their new prisoner — when the Gestapo agent departed, he had collected Banner as well as the Frenchmen he’d come for. It wasn’t until they were safely away that Banner’s Gestapo captor identified himself and his ‘thugs’ as British SOE operatives. At slightly over six feet, blond, blue-eyed and speaking German as if he’d been born to it, Mallory had made a very convincing Nazi. Later that same night, Mallory, his men and Banner flew back to England in a Lysander they had waiting at a pre-arranged location. 
 
    “I was surprised to find you here, General,” Mallory remarked. “I thought you were fighting the war from behind a desk these days.” 
 
    “Sightseeing,” Banner replied, wrapping his arms around his ribs to ease the pain. 
 
    “Sightseeing…” Mallory repeated, skeptically. 
 
    “General Eisenhower wanted some eyes over the beaches during the landings,” Banner explained. “We’d been flying patterns over the beaches and sending back reports since early this morning. We were just heading home when those 109s jumped us. We got them with some help from Lieutenant Rosen over there, but one of ‘em got us, too. I had to make a forced landing, then the SS showed up. Now, how is it you happened to arrive in the nick of time this time?” 
 
    “Just luck. Sergeant Fraser — you remember Jock. He and I and Lieutenant Gerard…” 
 
    “Do you have a radio?” Banner interrupted. 
 
    “Sadly, no,” Mallory replied, shaking his head. “Gerard, a Free French officer and my number two, landed hard and broke his neck; unfortunately, he was carrying the radio, and it was smashed beyond repair. 
 
    “Anyway, as I was saying, we were dropped in early last week to work with a local Resistance group to disrupt Jerry’s lines of communication — com centers, telephone lines, roads, bridges, railways lines, that sort of thing. Once the landings started, our brief was to be on the lookout for downed fliers. 
 
    “We saw your B-17 get jumped by those Messerschmitt’s — of course, I didn’t know it was you at the time — then the P-51’s dogfight with that 109. When the pilot had to bail out, we followed his chute down, and had just picked him up when we saw that last 109 ram your plane. It looked like you were going to try to land her, so we came along to assist. Unfortunately, that Jerry column got here first. We couldn’t do anything with them hanging about, so we stayed back in the woods watching. Our patience paid off when that column left and took some of the Jerries with them. Taking care of those SS types wouldn’t be a problem. I just had to figure out how to do it without getting you and your crew killed.” 
 
    Banner grinned. “Thanks. Your thoughtfulness is much appreciated.” 
 
    “My pleasure… Anyway, when nothing appeared to be happening, I decided to move things along. While the rest of my men covered us from the woods, Jock and I and a couple of others worked our way across the field to your plane. As long as we stayed in line with it, Jerry couldn’t see us… unless one of them decided to take a walk to answer a call of nature. Anyway, we made it to the plane just in time to see you go over to the halftrack. I recognized you at once,” he said with a grin. “My plan was to take them out when we had a clear field of fire. We had barely gotten into position when you launched yourself at that Hauptsturmführer and started to take him apart. Bloody good job that, by the way. Remind me to never piss you off. Then that trooper clubbed you from behind, your crew charged the guards, and all hell broke loose. Your people managed to take down three of them, one permanently. We took care of the rest. You were out cold when all was said and done. Are you all right?” 
 
    Banner smiled. “Just a knock on the head and some bruised ribs. I’ll live.” He looked down at the bodies of the young troopers now stripped to their underwear and laid out in a row. Even knowing they were planning to murder his crew; he felt a pang of compassion. “Was that necessary?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, General. I don’t think I could have stopped it even if I’d wanted to, and I’m not sure that I did. These men,” he said, indicating the Frenchmen now gathering up the uniforms they’d just stripped from the dead, “and you’ll note a few of them aren’t much more than boys themselves, have been living under the heel of Jerry’s boot for over five years. They’ve seen and done things, and had things done to them, that no one—” Mallory paused a moment, remembering things he wished he’d never seen, then continued. “There’s not one of them who hasn’t lost friends, parents, siblings, wives, even children. Innocents shot in reprisal for acts of resistance, or as a warning to others, or for no reason other than they could. Those troopers,” he said nodding at the dead Germans, “don’t deserve your pity. They were young, yes, but they were SS, the worst of the worst, members of the Twelfth SS Panzer ‘Hitlerjugend’ Division, drawn from the most loyal and fanatical members of the Hitler Jugend. They’d have killed you and your men without a second thought the moment Krug gave the order. Besides,” he finished with a shrug, “what was I going to do with them? I don’t have the resources to take prisoners, and I bloody well wasn’t going to turn them loose.” 
 
    Banner nodded. He didn’t necessarily agree with what they’d done, but remembering the way he’d lost control with Krug, under similar provocation he wasn’t sure he would have done any differently. Holding out his hand, he said, “I owe you the lives of my crew, as well as my own this time, Tom. I don’t suppose,” he added with a hopeful grin, “you have a plan to get us out of here. Maybe another airplane waiting in the woods?” 
 
    “Well, actually, sir,” Mallory said, mirroring Banner’s grin. “I’ve been thinking about it, and just may have something better. Let me tell you what I have in mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Toward the end of last year,” he began, “on the orders of Reichsmarschall Göring, the Luftwaffe, for a more rapid response to increased Allied attacks, reactivated a number of abandoned auxiliary airstrips closer to the coast. One of these airfields, a satellite strip for Bernay-Saint-Martin, is located near Valailles, a small town maybe forty kilometers south-east of here. It’s just a grass strip runway with a small hangar and a couple of Nissen-type huts. There are no fighters permanently assigned. It’s primarily used for dispersal and for fighters to refuel and rearm.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” Banner said. “But how does that help us?” He wanted to get moving. They were sitting ducks out in the open, and more Germans could come down that road anytime. 
 
    “Bear with me, sir,” Mallory answered. “As it is remotely located, not convenient to any rail spurs, their spare parts, munitions and petrol have to be re-supplied by air, for which they have a Ju-52, a transport, permanently assigned.” Mallory could see Banner was becoming impatient, so he cut to the chase. “What I am proposing, General, is that we take this halftrack that Jerry has so thoughtfully provided, motor over to that airfield, and borrow that transport to fly you and your crew home.” 
 
    Banner just stared at him for a moment, then began to slowly shake his head. “Mallory, I have heard some cockamamie ideas — You are certifiable, out of your mind.” But the idea had been planted and, after a moment or two’s thought, a smile slowly spread across his face. “And I must be, too, because I think it’s just brazen enough, to work. But I’m sure there’s more to it than just ‘motoring over’. There’s bound to be a lot of Germans between us and that airstrip, not to mention the Germans once we get there… if we get there. We need to think this through. But somewhere else; it’s too open here.” 
 
    “I agree,” Mallory replied, pointing to the east. “Just the other side of those woods, there’s an abandoned farm we’ve been using as a base, I’ve sent—” 
 
    Mallory was interrupted when Joe Wells, keeping watch on the road from atop the Belle, called out, “General, we’ve got company again.”  
 
    Banner instantly spun around to look back across the field and saw a German army truck, a two-and-a-half-ton with an open bed, its canvas cover rolled back, turn off the road and start across the field toward them.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Mallory said placing his hand on Banner’s shoulder. “It’s ours. We can’t all fit in that halftrack, so I sent one of my men back to that farm I was just starting to tell you about to bring back a Jerry lorry we had stashed there.”  
 
    The truck came to a sudden stop just behind the halftrack, and two men jumped down from the cab. The younger of the two looked to be in his early twenties, tall and slender and wearing a wide grin as he came toward them. The other was older, probably in his mid-forties, shorter than the younger one, but wide in the shoulder and powerfully built. The family resemblance was unmistakable.  
 
    Banner smiled. He had encountered this father-son team when Mallory rescued him from the Germans last year. They had been the Resistance members guarding the plane that flew them back to England. Banner easily recognized the son, Jean-Paul Bertrand, but his father, Henri, had changed since he’d last seen him. The Henri he’d met a year ago had been a taciturn, unsmiling man with cold dead eyes, a man full of hate and without hope. The Henri he saw today was a totally different man and all smiles. For him the impossible had happened. The Amis — the Allies — had finally returned to drive the Boche out of France. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, mon Général,” Henri said, his English heavily accented. “You, the Amis, are here to stay this time, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Banner replied, shaking Henri’s offered hand. “It’s good to see you again as well, Henri. And you too, Jean-Paul. But what are you doing so far from Reims?” 
 
    “The area became too hot for us after your escape and that of Belloc and his lieutenants. There were reprisals. Hostages taken. It was only a matter of time before someone would betray us, so we disbanded and went our separate ways. I knew that when the Amis returned it would be somewhere along the coast so Jean-Paul and I and Remy, another member of our group, came here and started another group. It was not hard, the Boche do our recruiting for us.” 
 
    “General,” Mallory interrupted. “As I was starting to say, we need to leave here as soon as possible. Jerry will have pulled his finger out by now, and the roads will soon be packed with troop convoys and armor.”  
 
    Banner gathered the crew, explained that they would be moving to a safer location, and instructed them to do a quick search of the Belle for anything that might be of use.  
 
    Just about everything not nailed down had been thrown out to lighten ship on their way in, but Gardiner managed to find a first aid kit they’d overlooked in the bombsight storage box in the nose. And Koenig brought out Banner’s field glasses and five K-17 film cartridges containing the pictures they’d taken that morning.  
 
    “I thought you’d want these, General,” Koenig said handing him the glasses case. 
 
    “I do, thanks. I’d forgotten all about ‘em,” he said as he hung the case by its strap over his shoulder. “I promised Russo I’d get these back to him.” 
 
    “I saved these, too,” Koenig said taking the small film cartridges from his jacket pocket. “I don’t know how useful these’ll be, but they didn’t weigh much, and well, I thought…” 
 
    “Good thinking, Mike. A lot of people will want to see what’s on that film when we get home, so keep ‘em safe. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of fixing one of the radios?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I did too good a job.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “I was sure you had, but it never hurts to ask.” 
 
    “No, sir. Ah, General? How are we going to get Captain Cooper into the back of that truck? If we try to carry him, he’s liable to pop some of his stitches and start bleeding again.” 
 
    Almost before he’d had finished asking the question, the answer appeared in the form of the two youngsters Banner had noticed earlier coming toward them. The younger of the two, carrying a stretcher over his shoulder, was tall and lanky with gray eyes and an unruly shock of black hair sticking out from beneath his beret. He appeared to be in his late teens but had an older and wary look about him. Banner had yet to see him smile. His companion, wearing loose-fitting clothing cinched at the waist by a wide leather belt, was slightly shorter with light brown eyes and almost hidden beneath smudges of dirt was the pretty face of a young girl. The two were clearly related.  
 
    “Je suis Paul Dufresne,” the boy said. “Et c’est mon—” 
 
    “And I am his sister, Madeleine,” she finished for him, as she removed her cap and shook out her long brown hair. “But almost everyone calls me, Maddie.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Maddie,” Banner replied with a smile. Then added, “Your English is very good.” 
 
    “Merci. Our mother was a nursing sister with the English during the First War. She taught us; I learned, but Paul was too lazy.” Indicating the stretcher, she said, “This will make the moving of your friend easier, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, it will. Thank you,” Banner said. “We were just wondering how we were going to get him in the truck.” Turning to Paul, he asked, “Could you help Sergeant Koenig?” 
 
    Maddie translated the request to her brother, who immediately replied, “Mais oui, bien sûr.” But of course.  
 
      
 
    As Koenig and Paul gently lifted Cooper onto the stretcher, Banner noticed that the bodies of Krug, Richter and the trooper had been moved to the rear of the halftrack and laid in a line next to the others. And just as they’d done with the others, the Frenchmen were hurriedly stripping them of their uniforms. When they’d finished, they gathered up all the uniforms, helmets, boots and weapons and threw them into the halftrack. 
 
    Banner went over to Mallory and indicating the line of bodies, asked, “What’s that all about?” 
 
    “It’s just a little head game I play with Jerry. The boffins call it psychological warfare. When Himmler’s thugs find their mates, all laid out like that, with the back of their heads shot off, it spooks ‘em. That’s not supposed to happen to them, they’re the purest of the pure, the ‘master race’. Makes ‘em nervous, and nervous Jerries make mistakes.” 
 
    Moments later, Mallory gave the word to move out. Sergeant Jock Fraser, an extremely fit and determined young Scotsman typical of the British commandos from which he’d been seconded, climbed into the driver’s seat and started up the engine. Mallory climbed in beside him, while the rest of the Frenchmen climbed into the truck.  
 
    Banner’s crew quickly found seats on the benches behind Jock and Mallory, but Banner held back for a last look at the Belle, remembering the times she’d brought him home, more often than not shot to pieces, engines out and flying on fumes. This would probably have been her last mission. With the arrival of the new G models, she’d been phased out, no longer operational and destined to be ‘salvaged’, stripped for parts and cut up for scrap. No, he thought, this is a more fitting end, then turned away. Supporting his bruised ribs, he climbed into the halftrack with his men. 
 
    “The Belle was a good ship, sir,” Joe Wells said, looking back as they drove off. “A lucky ship.” 
 
    “That she was, Joe,” Banner replied. “That she was.” 
 
      
 
    The halftrack crossed the field bouncing and lurching over uneven ground still soft from days of rain until they came to the thick hedgerow of bushes and wild shrubs that marked the field’s boundary, then bulldozed through into the next field. Henri followed close behind with the truck. They crossed several fields avoiding bomb craters and shell holes and forced their way through more hedgerows until they came out onto a farm track and turned east. After about a half mile, Jock pulled off into a farmyard with a large barn and a burned-out farmhouse.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Abandoned Barn near Merville  
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    At one time, the farm had obviously had the bad luck to have been in the path of some bombardier’s late release. The falling bombs had walked across the yard and out into the fields and pastures beyond leaving large craters and up-heaved earth. Charred rubble was all that remained of the farmhouse. The barn, however, with the exception of a portion of its south-west corner, had survived reasonably intact.  
 
    Jock stopped the halftrack some distance from the barn to allow Henri to pull the truck ahead, then turn around. Almost at the same time, the barn doors were pushed open from the inside. The truck backed into the barn first, then the halftrack, both facing outward in case they had to leave in a hurry. As soon as both vehicles were in, the doors were pulled closed again. 
 
    As Banner stepped down from the halftrack, the first thing he noticed was the smell: a mixture of ammonia, manure, moldy hay, and dirt. It was a smell he remembered well from his childhood growing up on the family farm in Ohio. While his crew helped the Frenchmen unload the German uniforms and weapons and empty the halftrack’s rear storage compartment, Banner surveyed his surroundings. 
 
    Windowless, and with the doors closed the barn should have been dark. But bright sunlight shone through where portions of the roof and a section of the rear wall had collapsed. The barn appeared to have been stripped of everything of any use or value. All that remained was an old work bench mounted against the east wall, some broken tools laying in a heap beside it, and a few pieces of old leather harness, green with mold, hanging from pegs along the wall. Near the rear of the halftrack, on the left side of the barn, a narrow wooden ladder led up to an empty hayloft where one of the Frenchmen stood watch at the loft door. On the opposite side of the barn were empty stalls littered with blankets, rucksacks and clothing where Mallory and his men had obviously been bedding down. Damp and moldy bales of hay were stacked against the portion of the rear wall still standing, and loose straw was scattered everywhere over the dirt floor. 
 
    At the front of the barn, Koenig and young Paul Dufresne were working to pull Cooper’s stretcher from the back of the truck. 
 
    “Mike, hold it,” Banner called out as he walked toward them. 
 
    “I thought Captain Cooper would be more comfortable in one of the stalls, sir,” Koenig said. “The truck bed is pretty hard.” 
 
    “I’m sure he would be, Mike, but I don’t think we’re going to be here very long, and the less we move him around, the better, so let’s just leave him where he is.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    His ribs complaining, Banner climbed up into the back of the truck and knelt down by Cooper. “How are you doing, Coop?” 
 
    “Not too bad, General,” he replied with a weak smile. “All things considered, I guess that German doctor did a pretty good job.” 
 
    “Yes, he did.” Banner briefly considered whether or not to tell Cooper about the piece of shrapnel still in his chest. Making up his mind, he said, “But he wasn’t able to remove all the shrapnel. There’s still one piece close to your heart. He couldn’t tell exactly where it was and didn’t want to go digging around looking for it.” 
 
    If Cooper was upset by this information, he didn’t show it. “I guess we’ll leave it for Doc Houser.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be best. In the meantime, we don’t want it to shift any closer to your heart, so try not to move around too much.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll just lie right here. I don’t think I could get up if I wanted to, Maddie won’t let me,” he said with a laugh, then grimaced from a sudden stab of pain. 
 
    “Is it bad?” 
 
    “No, sir. Actually, other than the occasional twinge, I don’t feel too bad… just tired and awfully cold. I can’t seem to get warm.” 
 
    “I think we can do something about that,” Banner said and turned to Maddie. “I noticed some blankets in the stalls over there. Think we could borrow a couple for Captain Cooper?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied, then walked over to the nearest stall, returning with two blankets. “Will these do?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Banner shook the blankets to remove clinging bits of straw and dirt then draped them over Cooper and tucked them around his body. “Is that any better?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can round up something hot for you to drink. In the meantime, try to get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner hopped down from the truck, grimacing from another stab from his ribs, then motioned Koenig to follow him. When he was far enough away that Cooper couldn’t hear. “You heard what Coop said about being cold? You know what that means?” Banner certainly knew. He’d almost bled out, on the way back to England, after being badly wounded over Hamburg. He would never forget the cold, it seeped into his bones and seemed to freeze him from the inside out. He never wanted to feel that cold again. 
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s from blood loss. In that first aid course we all took last year, Doc Houser said blood helped regulate body temperature, the more you lost, the colder you got. The plasma that German doctor gave him helped, but he said it was just a temporary fix. He needs whole blood.” 
 
    “Mike, if it came right down to it, if we could find someone with his blood type, could you give him a transfusion?” 
 
    Koenig took a minute before he replied, “I’ve read about the procedure, sir, but I’ve never seen it done, much less done it myself. I really wouldn’t want to try. If I got it wrong…” 
 
    “All right. Is there anything else we can do?” 
 
    “Maybe, if we could get him to eat something. Hot food would warm him up a little and help replace the red blood cells he’s lost. But again, that’s just a temporary fix.” 
 
    “What’s so important about the red blood cells?” 
 
    “Doc Houser said red blood cells carried oxygen to the organs, and that if you don’t have enough red blood cells, your body can’t get enough oxygen which could result in organ failure. He also said that if you lose too much blood, your heart can’t pump enough to the body to keep things working. Either situation could be fatal. I didn’t really understand all of it, but I remember what he said.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you did.” I should have remembered that, Banner thought. After Hamburg, Houser kept me grounded for over a month watching for signs of organ damage.  
 
    “Doc said red meat is best, but anything high in iron like eggs, raisins and dark chocolate is good, too.” 
 
    “About all we have are these,” Banner said as he retrieved his packet of bailout rations from the right leg pocket of his flight suit. “Soluble coffee, bouillon, dextrose tablets, and concentrated chocolate D-Bars,” he said reading the contents as he handed it to Koenig. “You ought to be able to make hot chocolate out of the D-Bars.” 
 
    Turning to Maddie, he asked, “Could you see if you could heat up some water for hot chocolate, and find some food for Captain Cooper? 
 
    “Bien sûr. I will find something.”  
 
    “Mike, help Maddie. I’ll talk to Captain Mallory about…”  
 
    Before Banner could finish, he was interrupted by a call from Mallory. “General, if you have a moment.”  
 
      
 
    As Banner approached, Mallory turned to meet him. “Henri and I have been studying the best route to Valailles.” Leaning over a map spread out over the hood of the halftrack, he pointed to a spot. “This is where you landed.” Then moving his finger slightly to the west. “This is where we are now. And this…” he finished, pointing again to a spot some distance to the south-east, “this is where we need to go.”  
 
    Banner looked at the route and distance involved. “What’s the scale on this map?” 
 
    “One kilometer to the inch, a little over half a mile. Overall, it’s about twenty-five miles, as the crow flies. On the back roads and farm tracks, add another five or ten.” 
 
    Banner shook his head. “I don’t know, Tom. It sounded just barely possible when you proposed it, especially when we don’t seem to have many other options, but thirty-five miles across occupied France in the middle of an invasion.” 
 
    “It looks daunting, I know, but please hear me out. Jerry’s military will be using the high traffic roads, and possibly some of the secondary roads if our paratroopers have been successful in cutting the main ones. We’ll have to travel as much as possible on back roads, farm tracks, even cross-country to avoid Jerry traffic and checkpoints, not to mention fighters, our own as well as Jerry’s. It’ll take longer, but it’ll be safer.  
 
    Banner was not convinced. “You said, ‘as much as possible’.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There are going to be a few times when we will have to cross a bridge or travel on a main highway…” 
 
    “Where? Show me.” 
 
    “A mile or so east of here is the N813,” he marked the road on the map. “As you can see, it runs south from the coast all the way to Caen. The Jerries will undoubtedly use it to send reinforcements to the landing areas, and probably Caen.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “That’s where von Kessler said he was heading.” 
 
    “We want to go east,” Mallory continued. “To do that, we have to cross that highway; there’s no other way. If we’re lucky, it will be clear when we get there. If not, we’ll just have to wait until there’s a break in traffic or bluff our way across. In the confusion, there won’t be many who will question the SS.”  
 
    “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    “We have to cross the Dives river,” Mallory replied. “The bad news is that one of the Canadian paras’ objectives was to destroy the bridges between Varaville and Troarn. But Henri tells me there is a small farm bridge a few miles north of the Varaville bridge that we should be able to use. It’s not on the map, but Henri says it’s about here,” he marked the approximate spot with his finger. 
 
    “Should be able?” Banner queried. “That’s not very reassuring. What if we can’t? What if the paras have blown that bridge, too?” 
 
    “She is un très petite… a very little bridge,” Henri put in. “Used mainly by farmers to get to market. It is not big enough for military use, so not worth blowing up.” 
 
    “Henri’s right. But the problem isn’t the Germans, it’s the bridge itself. It was built before the last war so it’s wooden, narrow and old. I’m not certain it’ll hold up under the weight of the halftrack.” 
 
    Henri shook his head in disagreement. “She is old, yes, but Jean-Paul and I we have been over her only a few days ago. I think she will hold. But we should ask Jules. He will know. He has lived here his entire life and has been over the bridge many times on his way to market.” 
 
    Looking over to where the men were sorting the SS uniforms, Henri called out, “Jules!” 
 
    Hearing his name called, one of the men cleaning blood from one of the uniforms looked up and waved.” 
 
    “Jules, par ici,” Henri called again. 
 
    Wiping traces of blood from his hands with a rag, Jules stood and started toward them. One of the oldest in Mallory’s group and a veteran of the First War, he appeared to be in his early fifties, average height and build, and walked with a slight limp.  
 
    Jules nodded to Mallory and Banner, then listened as Henri quickly explained the situation and asked his opinion of the bridge. Jules smiled and replied, “C'est un beau pont.” She is a fine bridge. 
 
    “Oui,” Henri said as he rephrased the question. “Mais cela va-t-il dépasser le poids de nos véhicules?” Yes, but will it support the weight of our vehicles? 
 
    “Oui,” Jules responded again more firmly, then began to explain in rapid French. Henri and Mallory listened intently, occasionally asking a question, until Jules had finished, then thanked him for his help.  
 
    “He says the bridge is small,” Mallory explained. “Not more than sixty feet or so across and very sturdy, supported by a stone abutment at each end. The upper part is constructed of heavy oaken beams with thick oak plank decking and railing along the sides. He says that after the First War, the abutments were reinforced with concrete, and that the oak decking and railing had been added to or replaced at least once that he remembers. He couldn’t say how much weight it could support as to his knowledge no one had ever weighed it.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Banner asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. The bridge apparently provides the shortest route to the market in Cabourg, and farmers regularly tow wagons of produce across it with their tractors. I have no idea how much those wagons or tractors weigh, but he did say that as a young man just before the First War, his uncle had let him drive his steam tractor across the bridge.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “I’ve seen some of those old monsters in the Smithsonian. They have to weigh close to seven tons.” 
 
    “According to the manufacturer’s plate inside the door, our halftrack weighs about eight tons, so it’s a risk.” 
 
    “Do we have any other options?” Banner asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Mallory replied. “If we can’t cross the Dives here, we’d have to go north to the coast road, then follow it through Cabourg. The place will be crawling with Germans. We’d be better off taking our chances here.” 
 
    “Okay, then. We go for the bridge. What about German checkpoints?” Banner asked. “Don’t the Germans generally have checkpoints at bridges.” 
 
    “On this small a bridge, probably not. Still, it’s a risk,” Mallory agreed. “Today, any bridge across the Dives, even a foot bridge, is valuable, and the Jerries will know it. It’s possible they may have set up a defensive position or be planning to blow it themselves. But it’s our only way across the river. Unless…,” he added with a grin, “you want to try to swim it.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Banner said, mirroring Mallory’s grin. “I don’t like it, but I don’t see as we have much choice. I don’t suppose that’s the end of it.”  
 
    “I’m afraid not. Once on the other side of the river, we’ll be back on the farm tracks and less travelled roads going east. Many of Henri’s men are farmers or merchants from this area and know all the back ways. Unfortunately, most of these roads won’t be on the map, so we’ll just have to ‘wing it’, as you Yanks say, taking any road or track heading in the right direction. We may have to pass near or through some villages. A few may be big enough to have a German presence, maybe a checkpoint, if so, we’ll just have to bluff our way through. But most will be small communities, not big enough to be considered a village, a grouping of small farms, some houses, and a few essential merchants.” 
 
    “Considering the landings today,” Banner said, “and the widespread uprising of the Resistance, are we, or rather you in those SS uniforms, likely to encounter any overt hostility from the people in these villages? I’d hate to get into an altercation with well-meaning Frenchmen trying to rescue us from you.” 
 
    “You’re right, our disguise will work against us as well as for us. It’s another risk but, as I said, Henri’s men are from this area, and so we should be able to identify ourselves before anyone starts shooting.” 
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “‘Should be able’, that’s reassuring.” 
 
    “Moving on,” Mallory said with a grin. “Just before Danestal, we get back on a main highway again. We’d lose too much time trying to go around,” he said pointing. “So, we’ll join the N815 about here and stay on it until we turn south toward Ouilly-le-Vicomte, a few miles north of Lisieux.”  
 
    “Wait,” Banner interrupted. “Lisieux… Lisieux. I know that name.” He thought for a moment then, studying the map said, “Yes, Lisieux is at one of the crossroads the Germans will likely use to bring up reinforcements. It was on the list of secondary targets for today. I think the 511th drew the mission, but I don’t remember the details. We could arrive right in the middle of their bomb run.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Mallory said, “that would be rather unfortunate. I had planned to skirt around Lisieux anyway, too many Germans in residence, but it looks like we’d better give it a much wider pass than I’d planned. No disrespect intended, General,” he said, “but from what I’ve seen of your lads’ efforts this morning, I think I’d prefer to be several miles away and heading in the opposite direction when your bombers hit Lisieux.” 
 
    “No offence taken. If they have to bomb blind again, I’d just as soon be somewhere else, too.” 
 
    Mallory studied the map looking for a safer route then, knowing young Paul Dufresne was familiar with the region, called him over and explained their problem. Paul nodded and began to speak rapidly in French. Mallory translated: “He says he and Maddie know the area well. Their uncle’s farm is about twelve kilometers north-east of Lisieux; they’ve spent many summers there. He says when they were there last summer, there was a large German presence in the city, a Wehrmacht regiment and an anti-aircraft battalion; maybe more now.” 
 
    “Does he know a way to bypass Lisieux, far enough to stay well away from the target area?” Banner asked. 
 
    Mallory repeated the question to Paul. He nodded and began to describe a route they could take, tracing it on the map with his finger as he spoke. When he was done, Mallory translated. 
 
    “He recommends we leave the N815 here,” he said pointing. “Then go south-east toward Le Breuil-en-Auge where we can cross the Touques River. We stay on back roads for another four or five kilometers. Near the village of Le Favril, we cross the N834, taking the first paved road south, then cross the N13 where we originally planned. Once across, Valailles is just a few kilometers south.” 
 
    “If we come near enough your uncle’s farm to stop for a while, would he accept visitors?” Banner asked, thinking of Cooper. 
 
    Instead of asking Banner’s question, Mallory said, “Merci, Paul. Vous avez été une grande aide.” Thank you, Paul. You’ve been a big help. 
 
    As soon as Paul had gone, Mallory said, “Sorry to interrupt, General, but I wanted to spare the boy from having to answer your question. Paul and Maddie’s aunt and uncle were shot by the SS last year for hiding a Jewish family. Then they burned their house down with the family — the man, his wife and their three small children — trapped inside. 
 
    “Paul and Maddie had been out picking berries when they heard the shots. They ran back in time to see the SS troopers fire the house. They could hear the screams from inside. They said the SS men just laughed and stood around smoking. Hours later when there was nothing left but smoking ruins, the Germans finally left. Paul and Maggie laid their aunt and uncle’s bodies out and covered them then, after notifying their local priest and arranging for a proper burial, they went to find a Resistance group they could join. They’ve been with Henri ever since.” 
 
    Banner stared after the boy, not knowing what to say. Finally, he asked, “What about their parents? Where are they?” 
 
    “Their father was a schoolteacher in Caen. He was conscripted into Le Service du travail obligatoire, a compulsory labor service created by the Vichy. He was deported to Germany last spring as forced labor for Jerry’s war effort. Their mother was a nurse. Not long after her husband was deported, she contracted typhus. A week later, she died. The children had been staying with their aunt and uncle ever since. Everyone here,” he continued looking around the barn, “has a similar story. The SS will get no pity from these men. 
 
      
 
    “Paul’s route is probably the safest,” Mallory said. “But it will take time we might not have.” Checking his watch, he said, “It’s twelve fifteen now, sunset will be at twenty-one hundred. We need to be at the airfield before dark, so once we are across the river and past Lisieux, I think we should take the fastest route, get on the N13 as soon as we can and brazen it out. Then leave the highway at La Mare du Val. From there, Valailles is only about two kilometers south. What do you think?” 
 
    “What do I think? I don’t like it,” Banner said shaking his head. “That highway will be crawling with Germans all going toward the landings. Somebody is bound to wonder who we are and why we’re going the other way.” 
 
    “I agree, it’s a big risk,” Mallory admitted. “But to travel the entire way on the back roads will add hours we can’t afford if we want to get you into the air before it’s too dark. It will be hard enough for you to cross the Channel in daylight; after dark, your chances won’t be so good. Those night fighters tend to shoot first and ask questions later. You might remember it was after midnight when you flew us out of France last year, and it was only the British roundels on that Lysander that kept us from being shot down. You’ll be flying a plane with German markings this time and won’t have—” Mallory stopped mid-sentence. “It never occurred to me… I just assumed… You can fly the bloody thing, can’t you?” 
 
    Banner grinned. “It’s a fine time to ask, but as it happens, I can, although it’s been several years. In ’33, I was a newly promoted captain assigned as assistant to the Air Attaché at our embassy in Bolivia. At the time they were in a pretty bloody war with Paraguay over a disputed region of the Río de la Plata basin thought to be rich in oil. This was the first major Latin American conflict in which aircraft were used, and Bolivia possessed one of the greatest aerial forces in the region. My job was to report on their air force and its aerial capabilities. As it happened, one of the Bolivian pilots was a classmate from West Point. He arranged my access to Villa Montes, their advanced base near the Paraguayan border, so I could observe their operations. Among their various fighters and bombers, they had four Ju-52 transports for air supply and medical evacuation. Enrique, my classmate, flew many of those missions, and let me — unofficially, of course — fly right seat with him on a number of those flights. As I said, it’s been a while, but I think I can still remember enough to get it into the air and back down again.”  
 
    “Thank God,” Mallory said, much relieved. “I don’t know what we’d have done if you said you couldn’t fly the bloody thing. Now, where were we? Oh, yes. Our SS uniforms should get us through most of the way without being challenged. We’ll be transporting American prisoners to the rear. You and your men will be in the halftrack guarded by my men in SS uniforms. The rest of my men acting as prisoners and their SS guards will follow behind in the lorry. Should we be stopped, we have another card to play,” he said as he removed a slip of paper from his breast pocket. “We have these written orders that your Jerry colonel gave to the late Hauptsturmführer; orders to convey American prisoners to the POW cage at Évreux, and Bernay is in the general direction we’ll be heading.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s say we make it to the airfield. How many personnel are assigned?” Banner asked. “And what kind of guard force.” 
 
    “At last intelligence, there was a junior officer and a dozen maintenance and support personnel to maintain six Me-109s temporarily dispersed to the field. Their only security was a corporal and a couple of guards armed with standard bolt-action K98 Mausers and MP-40s. Granted, that was a few months ago, but I doubt it’s changed much.” 
 
    “That’s not much security for an airfield.” 
 
    “True, but most of the time Valailles is just a satellite field. It has no assigned aircraft except for the Ju-52. Unless there’s a dispersal from Bernay-Saint-Martin, there’s usually only enough support people to refuel and rearm aircraft that can’t make it back to their own base. They depend mostly on camouflage for protection against air attacks.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this place?” 
 
    “We scouted it out a couple of months ago for another operation, but it was scrubbed at the last minute. Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “A lot could go wrong, and I don’t like that, but I also don’t think we have much choice. If we stay here and try to make contact with the British coming inland, or with the paratroops that were dropped in last night, we risk being mistaken for Germans and/or getting killed in a crossfire. So, this is probably our best option. But if we run into any trouble, my men and I will need more than our sidearms.” 
 
    “Of course. That’s not a problem. We found several Schmeissers, extra ammo, and a case of grenades in the storage compartment of that halftrack. I’ll have Henri issue you and your men weapons, and Jock will provide a quick course of instruction.” 
 
    Banner didn’t say anything for a moment, then said, “Tom, you’ve covered just about every eventuality, but what’s been bothering me is what if we get there and that transport isn’t there? Or the field’s been bombed? Or the field is crawling with troops? What do we do then?” 
 
    “I was rather hoping you wouldn’t ask those questions,” Mallory answered with a wry grin, “because I don’t have any good answers. I’m afraid in that eventuality we shall just have to ‘wing it’. We can’t go back, by then Jerry will be on the move, too much risk. And we can’t go forward… no place to go, and, with the sabotage of the rail lines, the escape networks will have all been shut down.  
 
    “Our best option would be to find some place to lie low until things settle down, then try to make contact with another Resistance group or our advancing troops. But that’s also very risky. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right, but I’d feel better if—” 
 
    “We have a problem, Captain,” Jock said as he came over. “Krug’s uniform doesn’t fit any of our German speakers.” 
 
    “Well, I’m out,” Mallory said frowning. “I’m too tall. And you, Jock, with that highland burr of yours, you couldn’t fool anyone for a second. Well, that’s just brilliant, isn’t it? Bloody hell!”  
 
    Leaving Banner and Jock standing there, Mallory walked off in thought. A few minutes later he returned, “General, do any of your lads speak German… fluent German?” 
 
    “Yessss,” Banner replied slowly. “But I don’t think I like where you’re heading. My men are aircrew. They’re not trained for anything like this. And I won’t order any man to put on a German uniform and risk being shot as a spy.” 
 
    “I understand, sir. But for this to work, we have to have an officer. I’m about the same size as the oberscharführer and can probably fit into his uniform, but a sergeant doesn’t have enough rank to pull this off. If you have a man in mind, why don’t you just put it to him. Let him make the decision.” 
 
      
 
    Banner didn’t like it, but he had his entire crew to think about, not just one man, not to mention the Frenchmen risking their lives to help them. After a moment, he turned and called Koenig over. Taking him aside, he explained Mallory’s plan and the problem. Koenig wasn’t exactly Krug’s size, and while the uniform might not be an exact fit, he thought Koenig could pull it off. He was perfect for the role: handsome, blonde and blue-eyed and spoke German like a native, which he was.  
 
    “What do you think, Mike? This is a very risky plan. If things go wrong and we’re captured, in that uniform you can be shot as a spy. I won’t order you. It has to be your decision.” 
 
    Koenig thought a long moment, then in answer, straightened himself, looked Banner hard in the eye, and announced, “Ich bin ein deutscher Offizier, und ein treuer Soldat. Ich werde meine Pflicht tun.” I am a German officer, and a loyal soldier. I will do my duty. 
 
    “I don’t know what you just said, Mike,” Banner laughed. “But it sounded impressive.” 
 
    “Impressive, indeed, General,” Mallory said from nearby. Coming over, he asked, “Wo hast du deinen Deutsch gelernt, Herr Feldwebel?” Where did you learn your German, Sergeant? 
 
    “Ich war in Deutschland geboren, Herr Hauptmann. In der Nähe von Stuttgart. Meine Familie zog in die Staaten, als ich vier war. Ich wurde aufgezogen auf Deutsch sprechen.” I was born in Germany, Captain. Near Stuttgart. My family moved to the States when I was four. I grew up speaking German. 
 
    “You’ll do,” Mallory said. “Yes, you’ll do very nicely.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Tom. Mike, are you sure about this, absolutely sure?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I think I have to if we’re all going to get home. I can do this, General… really.” 
 
    “All right but keep your dog tags.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now that that’s settled, Herr Hauptsturmführer,” Mallory said, “let’s see how your new uniform fits.” 
 
      
 
    Banner was still standing by the halftrack studying their route on the map when Harry Gardiner approached a moment later. “If you have a minute, sir, we… the guys and I were wondering what happens now. I mean, are we staying here or what?” 
 
    “Captain Mallory and I were just discussing that, Harry. We’ve come up with a plan that just might get us home. If you’ll gather the men over by that work bench, I’ll be over to explain everything. I want to check on Coop first.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “How’s he doing, Maddie?” Banner asked when he got back to the truck. 
 
    “Better, I think. We, Sergent Michel and I, made the hot chocolat. Henri and the others gave some sausage and cheese, but le Capitaine was not able to eat very much.” 
 
    Banner climbed up into back of the truck to find Cooper sitting up against the side of the truck bed, his hands wrapped around a tin cup and slowly sipping the contents. His face had a little more color to it, and he seemed more alert. “You look like you’re feeling better, Coop.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said with a grin. “Koenig made some hot chocolate from a D-Bar and dextrose tablets. I had a bite of a D-Bar once, it was god-awful bitter, but this is surprisingly good; thick, sweet and hot. Maddie brought me some sausage and cheese, too, but I’m not very hungry. I do feel better though and not so cold.” 
 
    “That’s good. But it’s important for you to eat, so try to get some of that sausage down. It’ll help keep your strength up until we can get you to a doctor, and remember not to move around more than you have to”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Then turning more serious he said, “Look General, I appreciate everything that you and the guys are doing. But I’ll just slow you down if I stay with you. Why don’t you leave me here? Maddie will see me someplace safe until our troops break through.” 
 
    Banner shook his head. “Not a chance, Coop. We’re a crew; no one is getting left behind.” 
 
    “But sir…” 
 
    “Coop, you let me worry about getting us out of here. As it happens, Captain Mallory has come up with a plan that with any luck will see us back in England by tomorrow morning. 
 
    “Honest? You’re not just saying that.” 
 
    “Honest. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, or without risk, but if things go right, by this time tomorrow, Doc Houser will have you all fixed up. Now why don’t you try to get some of that food down and get some rest. We’ll probably be moving out within the hour.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    Banner climbed back down from the truck and motioned to Maddie. “Once we leave here Sergeant Koenig won’t be able to look after Captain Cooper. Do you think you can?” 
 
    Yes, of course. I already doctor everyone in our group; I have treated much worse wounds.”  
 
    “Good, thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” She looked Banner over, then said, “Your side, it is bothering you.” It wasn’t a question. She had noticed how he winced when he stepped down from the truck, and the way he protected his left side with his arm. 
 
    “Just a couple of bruised ribs,” he replied. “I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “This was when that SS bâtard kicked you, yes? But they say you first bloodied his face,” she finished with an approving nod. “The ribs, they give you much pain?” 
 
    “I know they’re there, but aspirin helps.” 
 
    “The aspirin is good, yes, but your pain will be much reduced if I wrap your ribs. You will allow me to do this, yes?”  
 
    Banner’s ribs were bothering him more than he wanted to admit. Every bounce and lurch of the halftrack on the drive over had caused stabs of pain that almost took his breath away. He dreaded the trip they would soon start, so he nodded and said, “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Bon. Wait a moment while I get the bandage.”  
 
    Removing his jacket, Banner stripped to the waist and, as he waited for Maddie’s return, he examined and gently probed the extensive purple bruising and swelling on his left side. Krug must have had damn big feet. 
 
    He had barely finished the thought when Maddie returned with a thick roll of wide cotton bandage and, without a word began to wrap his ribs. After each turn around his chest, she pulled the bandage tight. He leaned against the side of the truck for support, but it was all he could do to keep from crying out.  
 
    “I am sorry,” she said, “but the bandage must be tight to support the ribs so it does not hurt so much when you move, but still loose enough that you can breathe.” By the time she finished, the pain had actually lessened, and he could breathe easier if not deeply. “There will still be a sharp pain when you take a deep breath.”  
 
    “I’ll try not to breathe too deep,” Banner countered jokingly. 
 
    “No! No. Even if the pain is great, you must take the deep breaths. The air must go deep into your lungs or you risk pneumonia. You must do this.” 
 
    “I will. I promise,” he said seriously as he tested his mobility, and was pleased to find that the pain was more bearable. “The pain is much less, Maddie,” he said. “Thank you. Did you learn this from your mother? 
 
    “Oui, maman taught me many things besides English.” 
 
    As he re-dressed, Banner asked, “Do you plan to become a nurse after the war, like your mother?” 
 
    “No,” she replied with a smile. “I will become a doctor.” 
 
    Banner laughed, then immediately regretted it. “Yes, I believe you will. Do you also know about infection and what to look for?” 
 
    “Of course. I examined le Capitaine’s wounds but a short time ago. They are a little angry… red, yes, but clean and dry. I have my medical supplies, and Michel’s first aid bag, so I have plenty of bandages and the sulfur powder should they be needed.” 
 
    “We have another first aid kit. I’ll have someone bring it over. And again, thank you.” 
 
    Maddie shrugged. “It is what I do, but you are welcome. And do not worry. If there is a problem, I will let you know.” 
 
      
 
    It was time to let his crew know the plan that would hopefully take them home. He briefed Gardiner and Lieutenant Rosen first, then went to tell the crew.  
 
    “As you were,” he said, “and gather around.” Looking at their faces, he said, “I expect you all want to know what’s going on, how we’re going to get home.” That got everyone’s complete attention, and for the next twenty minutes he explained Mallory’s plan. As he spoke, he saw a range of emotions fly across their faces. When he finished, he asked, “Any questions?” 
 
    There was considerable foot shuffling as his men cast uneasy glances at one another, then Wells spoke up, “To tell you the truth, sir, this whole thing sounds like something out of an Errol Flynn picture.” That brought a few chuckles and laughs from everyone, including Banner. “I mean it’s a crazy plan,” Wells continued, “but it’s so crazy, it just might work. From what I could see back at the Belle, those Wehrmacht regulars kept their distance from the SS troopers; there wasn’t no love lost there, so there’s a good chance we could bluff our way past the Wehrmacht checkpoints. But what do we do if we get challenged by another SS outfit? What if we get in a firefight? All we got are our .45s and a couple of magazines.” 
 
    “Good question, Joe. We’re hoping that the Germans will have better things to do today than bother with us, but in the event they don’t, there was a considerable cache of weapons and ammunition in the halftrack, and we’ll all be given instruction in the use of those weapons. We’d prefer to avoid any confrontation, but if it’s unavoidable, we’ll be able to give as good as we get. Does that answer your question?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Wells replied with a grin. At thirty and career Army with over eleven years’ service, Wells was an old hand both in age and experience. In addition to being top-turret gunner and flight engineer, he was the senior enlisted crew member, and Banner knew his question was for the benefit of the others. 
 
    “General? Sir? Can I ask a question?” This was from the young tail gunner, Rusty Wilson. 
 
    “Sure, Rusty. Ask away.”  
 
    “I just wanted to ask, sir,” he said nervously, his voice not much more than a whisper, “why couldn’t we just stay here. I mean, our guys must be getting closer. We could just stay in here until they get here, then identify ourselves. They could get us back to the beach and on one of those ships back to England.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Rusty,” Banner replied, trying to ease the boy’s fears. “If our people come this way, it’s likely they’ll be chasing Germans. There’s a good chance we could get caught in the middle of a firefight. The Germans might not have the time or the inclination to take prisoners, and our guys will probably shoot at anything that moves; it’s doubtful we’d have time to identify ourselves. No. If we stay here, we stand too good a chance of getting killed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” the young gunner said, embarrassed. “I just thought… Hell, I don’t know what I thought,” he continued, his head down as he kicked at the dirt floor. “I’m just plain scared, General. I don’t want to die here.” 
 
    Banner smiled, “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Rusty. We’re all scared,” he said looking from man to man. “And anyone who says he isn’t, is lying to himself. None of us want to die… I certainly don’t. My wife’s having a baby any day, and if I don’t come back,” he finished with a laugh, “she’s gonna kill me.” That brought a laugh from everyone, including Wilson. Banner didn’t normally talk about his personal life, but in this instance, it had the desired effect. 
 
    “General?” This time it was Ernie Ross. 
 
    “Yes, Ernie.” 
 
    “Sir, it sounds like we could be on the road for several hours before we reach this airfield. It’s been a long time since breakfast. Some of the guys and I were wondering if we could get something to eat and drink before we go.” 
 
    Banner smiled. “I think that can be arranged, Ernie. See Maddie. I’m sure she can round something up, and save some for me; I’m hungry, too.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “The rest of you,” Banner said, “as soon as you’ve had something to eat, I suggest you go mingle with our French friends; get to know each other. If we run into trouble this afternoon, and, God forbid, get into a firefight, we’re going to have to depend on them, and they on us, and that’ll be a lot easier if we know and trust each other.” As the crew moved off, Banner said, “Joe, stay a minute.” 
 
    When they were alone, Banner said, “Wilson.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s young and scared. This was only his fourth mission. He hasn’t been over here long enough to know the score.” 
 
    “I know. But I don’t know what we’ll run into this afternoon, Joe, and we can’t afford to have someone panic or make a wrong move at the wrong moment. I know what to expect from the rest of the men, but Wilson is an unknown, so stay close and keep your eye on him, and maybe Quintana, too.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll watch him. But Quint, he’s okay. I’ve flown with him a few times. He can be a bit prickly until you get to know him, but he’s a stand-up guy, and can keep his head when things start going south.” Grinning, he added, “He’s pretty handy with a knife, too.” 
 
    Banner laughed, “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    A few minutes after Ross left in pursuit of food, he returned carrying bread, cheese and a couple of bottles of red wine to wash the food down. 
 
    “Who’s hungry,” he called as he began to cut the bread and cheese into hunks, laying the food out on the top of the work bench. As men gathered around, he handed out a portion to each man. “I don’t have any cups, so you’ll just have to pass the bottles around.” 
 
    In less time than it had taken Ross to acquire it, all the food, except what he’d put aside for himself, Mike Koenig and General Banner, had been distributed, and the bottles of wine were being passed around as the men began to eat.  
 
    Looking around, Ross asked, “Anybody seen Mike or the General?” 
 
    Suddenly a voice shouted, “Hände hoch! Sie sind alle meine Gefangenen.” Hands up! You are all my prisoners. 
 
    Standing between the halftrack and the truck was an SS officer. For a split second none of the crew moved, then everyone went for their guns at once.  
 
    At that same moment, Banner came from behind the German and yelled, “As you were! Stand down! It’s all right. Put your guns down.  
 
    “It’s all right, Harry,” Banner said again as he approached Gardiner and, placing his hand over his .45, gently pushed the weapon down. “Take a good look at him, Harry.” 
 
    Gardiner did as he was ordered, and after a moment, said, “Jesus! It’s Mike Koenig.”  
 
    The rest of the crew also looked, still not believing until Koenig grinned and said, “Hey, guys. You save me anything to eat.” 
 
    Holstering his .45, Gardiner asked angrily, “What’s going on, General? And what the hell is Mike doing in that uniform?” 
 
    In response, Banner said, “Okay, everybody, listen up. When I explained Captain Mallory’s plan to get us home, I told you that he and his men would be disguised as SS troopers taking us to the POW cage in Évreux. That’s why they took the uniforms from Krug and his men. But there was a problem. Krug’s uniform didn’t fit Mallory or any of the German-speakers among his men. For the plan to work, we had to have an officer. You all know Mike was born in Germany and speaks German like a native, so I put it to him, and he volunteered.”  
 
    “Now why this little charade? I needed to know if Mike could pull it off, was he believable, and by your reactions, I’d say he was. Of course, the Germans are the real ones he has to convince, but I’m betting he can.”  
 
    Everyone crowded around Koenig and for a few minutes teased him good-naturedly, until Wells stepped in and said, “That’s enough. We’re going to be moving out shortly, so if you want that food, you’d better get at it.” 
 
      
 
    Some minutes later, when he’d finished his meal of bread and cheese, Banner called everybody to the back of the barn where the bales of hay were stacked. Jock stood off to the left, a Schmeisser slung over his shoulder; a pile of Schmeissers and a box of grenades on the floor by his feet. 
 
    “My name is Sergeant Jock Fraser.” Taking the Schmeisser from his shoulder and holding it up, he said, “I’ve only a short time to teach you people how to use these weapons, so listen up.” As he spoke, Henri and Jules handed the Schmeissers out. 
 
    Still holding his weapon up, Jock began, “This is an Schmeisser MP40 machine-pistol.” Pushing the release button on the left side of the magazine guide, he removed the magazine and held it up. “The MP40 takes nine-millimeter Parabellum ammunition in a thirty-two-round magazine and can fire over five hundred rounds per minute: that’s fifteen rounds a second. Its only mode of fire is fully automatic so do not hold the trigger back or in about two seconds, you’ll wish you hadn’t. With a little practice, you might achieve a lower rate of fire, even single shots, but for now just try to conserve your ammo with a quick squeeze and release of the trigger. The MP40 has a range of two hundred yards, but is rarely accurate at much over fifty, so don’t fire until your target is close, or you’ll just be wasting your ammunition. That’s assuming you have any left after forgetting about my warning not to hold the trigger back. 
 
    “The MP40 has a folding stock which opens easily,” he demonstrated by pressing the release button, unfolding the stock and snapping it in place. “When you’re ready to fire, pull the stock tight into your shoulder like this, with your body leaning slightly forward to compensate for the recoil. The Schmeisser does not have much of a recoil and is easy to control, but it will try to climb on you, so get a good grasp on the pistol grip and the magazine well to hold the barrel down as you aim and fire. The magazine has a double row of cartridges which narrows at the top to feed single rounds into the chamber. Be careful not to use the magazine itself as a handhold. If you do, the pressure of your hand on the magazine will cause the rounds to move out of the line of feed, resulting in stoppages.”  
 
    Jock folded the stock back under the Schmeisser. “You can also fire from the hip. It’s not as accurate as using the stock, but in close combat with grouped targets sweeping the weapon across the target field in a traversing fire is very effective. But remember your grip and to lean forward into the recoil. 
 
    “To use this weapon,” he said demonstrating, “first, grasp the charging handle and pull the bolt all the way to the rear, pushing the head up into the L-shaped slot cut into the receiver to keep it there. Then insert the magazine firmly into the magazine well and with the palm of your hand give it another good slap to insure it has seated correctly.” He paused to emphasize, “It’s important for the bolt to be all the way back and locked before you insert the magazine. If you insert it with the bolt forward in the resting position, it might not be completely seated… in which case the magazine won’t feed, and you probably won’t live long enough to correct your mistake.”  
 
    Jock pulled the charging handle on his Schmeisser all the way to the rear, made it safe, then inserted the magazine and gave it a tap. “My weapon is now loaded and made safe. To fire, all I need do is this.” He flicked the head of the charging handle out of the safety notch, allowing the bolt to snap forward until it stopped in the firing position. “My weapon is now cocked and ready to fire. 
 
    “When you are finished firing, pull the cocking handle back and push the head up into the safety notch. This leaves the weapon charged and locked in place. It only takes a second to be ready to fire again.” 
 
    Jock looked at their faces. A few looked uncertain, notably the three officers, but the rest, the gunners, seemed comfortable with their weapons. It would have to do. 
 
    “Next,” Jock said holding up what looked like a long wooden stick screwed into the bottom of a tin can, “is this little beauty. This is a Model 24 German Stielhandgranate,” he announced loudly. “A hand grenade, known to one and all as a ‘potato masher’.” Holding the grenade by its long handle, he said, “Its operation is very simple. This wooden handle is hollow. You just remove this cover,” he unscrewed the cap at the end of the handle, “and a little ceramic ball on a cord will pop out. Grip the ball and pull down sharply on the cord. This draws a rough steel rod through the fusing mechanism in the TNT-packed canister — that’s Tri-nitro-toluene, for those who want to know — which causes a spark igniting the fuse and arming the grenade. The fuse has about a five second delay. I say ‘about’ because sometimes it’s longer, sometimes it’s shorter, so get rid of it as soon as you can. You don’t want to be holding it, or even nearby, when it goes off. Just grip it by the handle and throw it. 
 
    “That’s all there is to it, gentlemen. You have now been trained in the handling and use of the MP-40 and the Model 24 ‘potato masher’. Make sure your weapons are loaded and made safe, see Henri for extra magazines, and collect your gear. We will be leaving shortly” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
    The Road to Valailles 
 
      
 
    Jock, wearing the uniform of an SS trooper, drove the halftrack out of the barn and back out onto the farm track they’d come in on, then turned east. Sitting beside him were Mallory in Sergeant Richter’s uniform and Mike Koenig in Krug’s. Banner and his crew — which now included Lieutenant Rosen — were crammed onto the back benches. Their Schmeissers, and their extra magazines in German rucksacks, were hidden under the benches where they could retrieve them quickly. The box of grenades, too big to fit under a bench, was put back into the rear compartment. Their SS guards, Armand, quiet with black hair and eyes and a scar that ran down the left side of his face, and Remy, wiry with the red hair and green eyes of the north-eastern French, perched behind them on the top of the rear compartment. 
 
    Following a short distance behind was the Wehrmacht two-and-a-half-ton truck driven by Anton, short and chubby, with wire-rimmed glasses and receding black hair, also in the uniform of an SS trooper. In the back of the truck, its canvas cover now rolled forward over steel bows to enclose the bed, were the rest of Mallory’s group: Henri, Jules, Paul and his sister Maddie, Cooper and, acting as their SS guards, Jean-Paul and André, an average-looking former schoolteacher with a hatred for Nazis.  
 
    The distant sound of small arms fire and the almost constant crump of artillery and/or naval shelling — it was difficult to tell one from the other — was nerve-racking and not knowing what lay ahead had them all on edge. 
 
    The N813 highway was less than two miles away as the crow flies but, on rough deep-rutted farm tracks that wound a crooked course between hedgerows, the going was very slow.  
 
    The halftrack’s benches were hard and uncomfortable. Banner’s head continued to throb, but at least his ribs didn’t hurt as much as before. Maddie’s wrappings had reduced his pain to a dull ache, except when he took a deep breath, or the halftrack lurched over a particularly deep rut.  
 
    When they turned south-east onto a narrow dirt road, the going was much faster and, having seen no sign of the enemy, everyone began to breathe a little easier. Not far along they came to a horse-drawn cart carrying a load of manure. An old man walked alongside the horse holding the lead rope. Jock honked the horn, and the old man maneuvered the horse and cart over to the side of the road allowing the vehicles to go by. As soon as they passed, the old man spit in their direction with a look of pure hatred.  
 
    Later they turned off onto their first paved road. They’d seen only the one old man and his cart since they’d started. Banner hoped that people had heard Eisenhower’s broadcast, and were staying inside and off the roads, but he knew it was only a matter of time before they found Germans… or the Germans found them.  
 
    Just short of where they would join the N813, Jock stopped the halftrack. Mallory had hoped the highway would be clear when they got there and was surprised when he found more than a break in the traffic. There was no traffic at all. Not a vehicle in sight, or sound, in either direction and panzers could be heard a long way off.  
 
    “I don’t understand it,” Mallory said as they quickly crossed to the other side and onto another country road. “There should have been a steady stream of vehicles, halftracks and panzers heading east. Yet there’s not a sign that tanks have been over this highway.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? Maybe they’ve already gone by,” Gardiner said.  
 
    “Because even though tanks’ treads are designed to distribute the tank’s weight to prevent it from sinking into the ground or damaging roads, tanks are seriously unkind to asphalt. If a division of panzers had been along here, there’d be some sign. So, the question is, where are they?” 
 
    “I think I can answer that,” Banner said with a knowing grin. “Our SS captors were unaware that Mike spoke German, and he listened in to their conversations. From what he overheard, Krug’s division and a couple of other SS panzer divisions are being held in reserve somewhere east of the Seine waiting for orders to counterattack. Only Hitler can give the order to release them, but he is, or was sleeping, and no one wanted to wake him with the bad news.” 
 
    “You mean those divisions are still sitting in place waiting for movement orders?” 
 
    Banner nodded his head. “Unless someone’s had the nerve to wake him up.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope that no one has, and he sleeps all day.” 
 
      
 
    In a few miles they would have to cross the bridge over the Dives river, and Mallory was worried. If the bridge collapsed under the weight of their halftrack, it would put a serious crimp in their plan. The halftrack was as essential to them as having an officer in command, not just for transportation, but for credibility. An SS unit supposedly escorting American POWs with both guards and prisoners crammed together in the back of a Wehrmacht truck wouldn’t wash; even the most gullible private would be suspicious. 
 
    They were making good time now, and the only vehicle in sight some distance ahead was a farm tractor towing a large hay wagon. As they got closer, they began to notice a particularly noxious odor. 
 
    “What in God’s name is that smell?” Collins asked holding his nose.  
 
    “That, mon amie,” laughed Remy, “is the smell from a Gazogene.”  
 
    “What’s a Gazogene?” Collins asked. 
 
    “A vehicle converted to run off of coal or wood,” Remy explained. “Petrol is scarce and strictly rationed. Most civilian vehicles, including farm tractors, have been converted into ‘Gazos’. What you are smelling is the methane gas created by the burning of the wood. The gas feeds a specially designed carburetor which makes the tractor run. Gazos can’t go very fast, or very far, only about thirty miles before you have to add more fuel, but it is better than nothing. You get used to the smell after a while.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Collins said as he held a handkerchief over his nose and kept it there until the tractor was well behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dives River Bridge 
 
      
 
    Coming over the top of a hill, they could see the Dives below. The river was narrow with steep banks and a strong current. Slightly down stream was the bridge, just as Jules had described it.  
 
    Turning off onto another dirt road, they paralleled the river until they came to the bridge. To their relief, there was no sign of a German checkpoint.  
 
    The bridge was not that long, maybe sixty or seventy feet across, and it looked sturdy enough, but to play it safe, and reduce weight, everyone dismounted and walked across. It was decided that Anton would take the truck over first. He crossed the old bridge without incident, going slow and steady and keeping his wheels in the ruts worn in the wooden planking. As soon as he was on the other side, he pulled the truck off the road, shut the engine off to save gas, and waited for the halftrack to come across. 
 
    When Jock was ready, he put the halftrack in low gear and slowly started across. Almost immediately the sound of splintering wood could be heard as the treads chewed up the old wooden planks. He was almost to the middle when the bridge began to creak and groan under the weight. The halftrack was almost as wide as the bridge, only inches separated it from the bridge railing on either side. If the bridge began to give way, Jock would have only seconds to climb up over the hood and jump for it.  
 
    Jock was committed, and as he continued, the groaning became louder, some of the creaks became loud cracks, and the bridge seemed to sag. Mallory shouted for Jock to put his foot down. But Jock kept on as he had and, seconds later, he and the halftrack were safely on the other side. The bridge had held though it now had a noticeable dip in the middle. 
 
    As Jock shut down the engine and jumped down, Malory ran over and clapped him on the back. “You crazy Scotsman! I thought the bloody thing was going to collapse for a second.” 
 
    “Aye, so did I,” Jock grinned. “Next time you can drive.” 
 
      
 
    Ready to go again, Anton climbed back into the cab of the truck to start it up. Pushing the starter button, nothing happened. He tried again, but still no joy. The engine turned over, but again failed to start. On his third attempt, he called Henri.  
 
    When Henri’s attempts failed as well, he climbed down from the cab, lifted the hood and looked inside. He couldn’t see anything wrong, no loose wires, broken belts. Nothing obvious, but then he knew next to nothing about engines.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” a voice asked from behind. Turning, he found Quintana looking over his shoulder.  
 
    Henri shrugged. “She will not start.”  
 
    “Okay. Get back in the cab and try it again.” 
 
    Quintana peered under the hood as Henri tried again to start the truck. After a minute he called, “Okay, that’s enough. Save the battery.” Removing the air cleaner, he worked the throttle linkage inside the carburetor. “It’s got gas,” he called out. “It might be the points or the plugs. Try to start it again.” As Henri complied, Quintana pulled the knife from his boot and used its blade to hold a spark plug wire away from the head. “It’s not getting any spark.”  
 
    Removing the distributor cap and rotor, he checked the points. “These points haven’t been changed in a while, maybe never,” he called as he took his knife and gently tried to insert the blade between the points. “The surfaces are fouled, and the points are stuck. I’ll have ‘em cleaned in a minute. 
 
    Quintana carefully scraped the surfaces clean with the knife blade, then re-gapped them using the edge of his knife; not perfect, but close enough. Checking the plugs, he found them fouled as well and scraped them clean, too.  
 
    Replacing the rotor and the distributor cap, he called out, “Try it now.” The truck turned over on the first try, and Henri gave it some gas, then let it idle. Quintana replaced the air cleaner and closed the hood. It wasn’t the best repair job he’d ever done, but it should last long enough for them to get where they were going. 
 
      
 
    They stayed on the dirt road for a while, then turned onto another paved back road. The countryside and farms appeared much the same as what they’d been seeing all morning. Some of the farms had been abandoned, their fields overgrown with rough grass and weeds, some had been destroyed by errant bombs, but others appeared well tended.  
 
    As they passed one farm with green pastures, a few milk cows were seen shading themselves beneath a small stand of trees. Most of the crew were city-boys and had never seen a cow. A little further on, an old man and two women were working in an adjoining field as if it were just another day. Atop a nearby hill, a picturesque farmhouse with a large stone barn overlooked the fields. Beside the house, a young girl was hanging wash on the line to dry. It was an idyllic scene, momentarily bringing to mind an earlier time before the war. Then it was gone. 
 
    Koenig turned to Mallory. “Almost everyone we’ve seen working in the fields have been old men, women or kids. Where are the men?” 
 
    “Most likely taken for forced labor on the beach defenses and sea wall,” Mallory replied. “Or in England with the Free French, or fighting with the Resistance, or dead. Take your pick. The few fields you see being worked are all those old men, women and children can manage. The rest have been left to go to seed.”  
 
      
 
    Headquarters, First Combat Bomb Wing 
 
    Bassingbourn, England 
 
      
 
    General Stone had set up shop in Banner’s office and was condensing the after-mission reports and strike photos from the Bomb Divisions to get an idea of the success of the morning’s bombing when there was a knock on his office door.  
 
    “Come,” he said, slightly annoyed at the interruption. 
 
    Colonel Durant entered, and announced, “I think we’ve found the Boston Belle, General.” 
 
    Stone stopped what he was doing. “What? Show me.” 
 
    “One of Fighter Command’s photo interpreters, Sergeant Maisie Hill, was reviewing the gun camera footage of a P-51 strafing German vehicles along the Cabourg road just east of Ouistreham. She knew a B-17 was missing, and a couple of frames caught her eye. She enlarged them and printed them out.”  
 
    He placed a still damp 8x10 glossy photo on the desk for Stone to see. “It’s not very clear, but you can make out the plane; it’s definitely a B-17. We lost some Forts today, but none in this area, and they’re all accounted for now.” 
 
    “Have you got a better picture?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” he said, placing another photo on the desk. “You can see the plane better in this one. It’s mostly intact, although it’s missing a piece of the tail section, and the vertical fin is laying on its side on the ground. You can clearly see the 503rd’s Triangle D tail markings and its tail number. It’s definitely the Belle.” 
 
    Stone looked up. “Good job, Colonel. Any sign of the crew?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he replied, laying the last photo down in front of Stone. “This one shows an area of the field slightly to the right of the Belle; you can just see the tip of her wing. I’m afraid this is the best Sergeant Hill could enhance it.” Handing Stone, the magnifying glass he’d brought with him, Durant pointed to what looked like several white splotches and said, “You can just make out seven bodies stripped to their underwear. We couldn’t tell if it’s the crew or…” 
 
    Stone studied the splotches now recognizable as bodies and said, “If that’s the crew, why would the Germans kill them and just leave them there like that? And the Belle had a crew of nine. Where are the other two?” 
 
    “If I might make an observation, sir,” Durant said. “I don’t think those are our people. Those men are all wearing white undershirts and drawers. I don’t know about the General or the officers, but our enlisted men would all be wearing brown Army-issue wool long johns, even in the summer. It’s cold up there.” 
 
    Stone looked up at Durant and said, “Good catch, Colonel. You’re right. But that still begs the question, if they’re not our people, who are they? And where’s the crew? Have we heard anything from SOE or the Resistance?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Durant replied. “The situation is still very fluid at the moment, and we’re having difficulty making contact with any groups in that area.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you, Marty. Get Intelligence working on this. Coordinate with the OSS and SOE. At least we know where to start looking. And thank Sergeant Hill for me, see she gets a commendation for those sharp eyes of hers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. If I may, sir. General Banner has a reputation for being lucky, and he always makes it back. I’m sure we’ll hear something soon.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure you’re right. Keep me informed. Leave the photos.” 
 
      
 
    Anne Banner’s Room  
 
    Base Hospital, 503rd Bomb Group  
 
      
 
    “That’s Etienne’s work,” Anne said as she studied the photos.  
 
    Stone had come to the hospital to give her an update on the search for the Boston Belle and her crew. The photos would at least let her know Banner had made a successful landing. He didn’t know where he and his crew were now, but it certainly appeared they were alive. He was taken aback, however, by her reaction to the photo with the bodies. Instead of being upset, assuming the worst, she had looked noticeably relieved. 
 
    “That’s definitely Etienne’s work,” she repeated, then explained. “That’s Tom Mallory’s SOE code name.” 
 
    “Mallory. The same Mallory that rescued Frank from the Germans last year?” 
 
    “Yes. You met him at our wedding.” 
 
    “But how can you be sure—” 
 
    “For two reasons,” she replied firmly. “First, Tom, his Sergeant, Jock Fraser, and a Free French officer recently completed Jedburgh training in Scotland. They would have been parachuted into Normandy a week ago to pair up with a Resistance group. So, they could be in that area.  
 
    “And secondly, when I first started with SOE, I was Tom’s handler. Whenever he got into a firefight with the SS, if he had time, he would strip the dead and lay them out in a row just like in this picture. I asked him why once. He said it was it was a form of psychological warfare. Said it gave Jerry the ‘willies’ seeing the bodies laid out like that. There’s not a doubt in my mind, Woody, Frank and his crew are with Tom Mallory! 
 
    “Another thing,” she said as she continued to examine the photos. “There are seven dead Germans in this photo. They must have had a vehicle.” Looking closely through Stone’s magnifying glass, she pointed and said, “Look here. It was a tracked vehicle, probably a small personnel carrier or halftrack. See where the tracks tore up the ground? That vehicle should be in the photo, but it’s not.” Thinking out loud, she continued, “Knowing Tom, he has that vehicle, and, since I don’t see any clothing by those bodies, my bet is that he and at least six of his men are wearing the Germans’ uniforms. He could be transporting Frank and his crew as ‘prisoners’ to someplace safe out of the area. In today’s confusion, I doubt he’d be challenged. The question is, which way would he go?” 
 
    “Anne,” Stone said, amazed at her deductions. “You may be right. Frank and his crew could be with Mallory, but don’t you think you’re reading too much into this?” 
 
    But Anne wasn’t listening. She was a trained SOE analyst, doing what she did best. “He wouldn’t take them toward the landing zones, too much confusion, risk of friendly fire. He could head east along the coast and try to steal a boat to take them back across the Channel. But that’s no good either. He’d know the Germans have every boat capable of making the crossing and every harbor under guard. I think his best alternative would be to head inland, east or south-east, away from the fighting and hold up somewhere safe until he can get to a radio and request instructions, or possibly arrange a pickup. And I’m betting on the latter.” 
 
    Stone was becoming a little concerned. Anne seemed to be grasping at straws and working herself up. “Anne, I don’t think we can assume anything—” 
 
    “Woody,” Anne interrupted, having a sudden thought. “You said these shots came from the gun camera of a P-51 strafing vehicle?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, as it’s possible Frank and his crew may be traveling in a German halftrack…” 
 
    “What? Yes! Yes, I see your point. I’ll notify Fighter Command of the possibility of downed aircrew travelling in a captured enemy vehicle and have them warn their pilots to verify all targets before they attack any tracked vehicle, especially one traveling away from the coast. If they—”  
 
    Anne suddenly cried out in pain, clutching at her swollen belly. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Anne!” 
 
    “I don’t know, I…” she stopped, suddenly feeling the flow of warm liquid between her legs. “You better send for Doctor Houser, Woody,” she said more calmly than she felt. “I think my water just broke.” 
 
      
 
    The Village 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to call attention to themselves, Mallory had been avoiding populated areas and going around German checkpoints, but it was inevitable that sooner or later they’d encounter a village they wouldn’t be able to go around. It happened sooner. 
 
    The village didn’t have a name. It was just a few houses with small gardens surrounded by low stone walls and a smattering of shops clustered along the road: a small café, pharmacie, boulangerie, and a Tabac, shops offering those essentials that the locals in the surrounding farms couldn’t provide for themselves. As they slowly drove along the road, every door was shut with a Fermé, Closed, sign in the curtained window. The village seemed devoid of people, except for a couple of old men sitting at a table outside the café sipping glasses of wine, but Banner was certain they were being watched from behind those windows; he could feel their eyes following them as they drove by. 
 
    There’d been no sign of a German presence in the small village. Set as it was in the middle of nowhere, it likely held no tactical or strategic value, and just wasn’t worth the Germans bothering with; nevertheless, everyone kept their hands on their weapons.  
 
      
 
    The day was wearing on the Belle’s crew. It had been long and tiring, and despite their attempts to remain alert, their exhaustion and the warmth of the afternoon sun was beginning to have an effect. 
 
    Having told Mallory, he could fly the Ju-52, Banner had been running through its specifications and instruments in his mind. Struggling to stay awake himself, he suddenly noticed the almost constant chatter among his crew was missing. Looking to his right, then back over his shoulder, he found everyone only half-awake, if not actually sleeping. This wasn’t good. They needed to remain alert. 
 
    “Sergeant Quintana.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Quintana answered, instantly awake and sitting up. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask, where’d you learn to fix a truck like that?” 
 
    “On the Rez, sir. I was a mechanic at the gas station there before I joined up. Most folks are too poor to buy new parts, even a nickel is a lot of money if you don’t have one, so we learned how to make do with what we had.” 
 
    “What’s the ‘Rez’?” 
 
    “Where I was born. The Jicarilla Apache Reservation in northern New Mexico.” 
 
    “You going back after the war?” 
 
    Quintana shook his head, “No, sir. There’s no future on the Rez; only poverty. My brother and I — he’s in the Marines — we want to start a ranch. We send most all our pay home, and our father deposits it in the bank for us. When we get back, we’re going to buy some land we’ve had our eye on just off the Rez and run cattle.” 
 
    “What about you, Joe?” Banner asked Wells. 
 
    “I’m a lifer, General, you know that. I’ll stay in til they carry me out.” 
 
    “Not me,” Collins said, putting in his two cents. “I’m going back to Boston and my job with the Police Department.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on them holding your position for you, Eddie,” Wells said. “Lotta guys’ll be coming home looking for work.” 
 
    “I’m not worried. My whole family is on the job, and I got pull,” he said with a grin. “My uncle is the chief of police.” 
 
    Understanding what Banner had started and why, Wells asked, “What about the rest of you guys, what are your plans?” 
 
    “I’m going to finish college and become a civil engineer,” Ernie Ross said.  
 
    Banner had been listening and chimed in, “Engineer, Ernie? I thought you were going to give that up to be a race car driver, at least that’s what you’ve been talking about for the last year.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But after all the destruction I’ve seen in this war, I think I’d like to build something. I’ll still find some time for the track.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Wilson offered. “I was drafted right outta high school. The only job I’ve ever had was delivering newspapers and jerking sodas at Dennison’s drug store after school.” 
 
    “You might want to think about it some, Rusty,” Gardiner put in. “I read in The Stars and Stripes that Congress is about to pass a bill, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act. It’s gonna offer tuition and expenses for veterans to go to college or trade school. It’ll be a great opportunity for us vets.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks, Captain. I’ll check it out.” 
 
    “Think I’ll look into that, too,” Ernie Ross said. 
 
    “What about you, Herr Hauptsturmführer,” Gardiner kiddingly asked Mike Koenig.  
 
    Koenig turned in his seat and replied, “I was apprenticing to be an electrician before the war. But that course on air combat first aid I took last year got me interested in medicine. If that new bill passes, I think I’d like to go to Med School.” 
 
    “You’re from Wisconsin, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Milwaukee.” 
 
    “Might be I could be one of your patients someday,” Gardiner joked. 
 
    “Aren’t you from Chicago, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, but Janet Kelly is from Wisconsin, and I intend to marry her.”  
 
    With everyone awake and talking, Banner had gone back to thinking about the Ju-52, but Gardiner’s mention of Janet Kelly caught his attention again. 
 
    “In fact,” Gardiner continued, “I’m gonna propose just as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “Nurse Kelly?” Wells asked. “I thought she had a thing for the—” Wells choked off what he was about to say as he remembered Banner was sitting on the bench in front of him. “I mean, congratulations. That’s great.” 
 
    “Thanks, Joe.” 
 
    Koenig asked, “You plan to settle in Wisconsin after the war, Captain?” 
 
    “Maybe so, Mike. I didn’t leave anyone or anything behind in Chicago, so if that’s what Janet wants, that’s fine with me. But not right away. I’d like to stay in, at least for a while, then put out some feelers to the airlines, they need navigators too. Commercial aviation might be a more stable career for raising a family, and Milwaukee is as good a place as any. Especially,” he added with a grin, “if I can get free medical. What about you, Nate?” 
 
    As he listened to the others, Rosen had been considering his options. He’d grown up on Orchard Street in the Lower East Side of New York City, living above his parent’s kosher deli. All he had to look forward to when he went home was working in the deli. There wouldn’t be many, if any, jobs for returning Jews outside of the Jewish community. Available openings would go to a gentile before a Jew. But he wanted more out of life than slicing salami now, and he’d discovered he liked flying and the Air Force. Even though he knew he’d still face a certain amount of discrimination — anti-Semitism was alive and well in the States — he’d decided he wanted to stay in. “I’m going to stay in, too, and make a career of it.” 
 
    Gardiner noticed that Remy had been listening, so he asked, “What about you, Remy? What will you and your friends do when it’s all over?” 
 
    Remy smiled. “I will go back north with Henri and Jean-Paul. Since I was a boy, I have worked on the Bertrand vineyard, as my father and his father had before me. For over two hundred years their vineyard has produced some of the finest champagne in the Reims area.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Gardiner said. “He makes champagne?” 
 
    “Oui. But no longer. Following the surrender in 1940, the Nazis appointed a weinführer over the major wine and champagne houses, specifying who they could and couldn’t sell to and demanding the delivery of large weekly quotas to the Nazis. The family decided they would rather destroy Château Bertrand than see their wine go to Nazi pigs. We sold or buried what stock we could and destroyed the presses and fermentation tanks. The family, Henri’s parents and old grand-peré, paid us what they could for the wages we would lose, then escaped to Switzerland. Henri, Jean-Paul, myself, and some of the unmarried men joined the Resistance. Henri, Jean-Paul and I are all that remain. 
 
    “The vines have been left untended, but some will have survived. The climate she does not change, the soil is the soil, and the workers will return. It will take time, but Château Bertrand will prosper again.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Gardiner said amazed. “What about you, Armand? What did you leave behind?” 
 
    “I was a gendarme… police… before the Nazis came,” he said with a shrug. “I do not think beyond the present. If I survive, I will think about it then.” 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “Who can say,” he replied. “André was a schoolteacher, perhaps he will teach again. Anton owned a café that no longer exists, and Jules was a farmer. One of those bombed-out farms we passed this morning was his; his wife was in the house when the bombs came.”  
 
    “Our bombs killed his wife, and he’s helping us?” Collins asked. 
 
    “Oui,” he replied and shrugged. “C'est la guerre.” 
 
    “What about Paul and Maddie?” Koenig asked. “What will happen to them?” 
 
    Armand just shook his head and shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    They had been following a dirt track through a long grove of trees when Jock pulled the halftrack over and stopped. Anton, following behind, pulled the truck over behind him, then jumped down from the cab and ran forward. 
 
    “We will come out of the grove in a few minutes,” Mallory said. “Then we turn onto a secondary road going north. After a few kilometers, we turn south again onto an old dirt road. Armand, do you know the place?” 
 
    “The one that goes by the Aubrac farm? Oui, I know it,” Armand agreed nodding.  
 
    “After we pass the farm, we come out on another secondary road that will take us to where we join the N815.” 
 
    Banner turned to Mallory. “You’re certain we can’t avoid this highway?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mallory replied. “I think it would take too much time to find another way.” Checking his watch, he continued, “It’ll be dark in another five or six hours, and we’re not even halfway there.” 
 
    “All right,” Banner replied, “but as long as we’re stopped, how about a short break. I want to check on Cooper, and I think everyone would like to get down for a few minutes.” 
 
    Still conscious of the time, Mallory reluctantly agreed, and while everyone stretched their legs, had a smoke or answered a call of nature, Banner climbed up into the back of the truck. He was surprised to see Cooper’s stretcher suspended by ropes a couple of feet above the truck bed. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    Before he could ask, Maddie said, “The bouncing and jolting over the rough roads has been very hard on him. He did not complain, but I could see the pain in his face, so when we were stopped after the bridge, Jean-Paul found some rope in the truck’s toolbox, and he and the others helped suspend the stretcher from the support bows. It sways a little, but I tie some rope under his arms and waist, so he does not fall out. He says it is much more comfortable.” 
 
    “Ingenious.”  
 
    Cooper appeared asleep, at least he hoped he was just sleeping, but he looked a little paler that he had. “How’s he doing?”  
 
    Noting the concern on Banner’s face, Maddie nodded and confirmed, “He is sleeping now. There’s been no new bleeding; his wounds are clean and dry. But he should be in hospital. He needs blood, even plasma would help.” 
 
    “I am aware of that, Maddie,” he said irritated by her response, then immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go off on you like that. I know you’re doing everything you can. I’m just frustrated because there’s nothing I can do. Trying to find a doctor would take time we don’t have and put everyone at risk. As much as I would like to get him proper treatment, I can’t endanger the lives of everyone else for one man.” 
 
    “I understand this. I will make a prayer to Le Bon Dieu; he will provide.” 
 
      
 
    Aubrac Farm 
 
      
 
    They were travelling south on the dirt road Jules had mentioned when they came to the remains of what had been a farm. The farmhouse, barn and outbuildings had all been burned to the ground, even the fields which now had been taken over by weeds and wild shrubs. Banner had seen several abandoned farms and those destroyed by errant bombs, but this was something else.  
 
    “What happened here?”  
 
    “Jacob Aubrac and his family were Juifs… Jews,” Armand replied. “One of the few Jewish families in this area. They mostly kept to themselves, but if a neighbor was in need, Jacob and his family were always there to help. After the German occupation, they were required to register at the Gendarmerie and wear the yellow star, but living out here, away from the cities, they had been left alone… until spring ’42 when a detachment of SS showed up one evening and arrested the entire family: Jacob, his wife, their son and his wife who was with child, and an elderly aunt. They were taken with just the clothes on their back and forced to watch as the bâtards looted their home, then set fire to everything.  
 
    “We found out what had happened from a neighbor who had come by to return some tools Jacob had lent him and had stayed for dinner. He had just left when the SS arrived. He saw everything from that grove of trees over there.” He pointed across the road. “A few months later our Gendarmerie received notification that they and the other Jewish families from around here had been sent to the Drancy internment camp near Paris to await deportation to a camp in Poland… Jacob and his family were good people,” he finished in anger. “I just hope one day the excellent records the Boche keep will help hang them.” 
 
      
 
    German Checkpoint 
 
      
 
    As soon they turned onto the secondary road that would take them south to the N815, they spotted a Wehrmacht checkpoint about three hundred yards ahead. It wasn’t much, just a long, counterbalanced barrier pole easily raised and lowered, but behind it blocking the road was a two-and-a-half-ton truck. As they got closer, they counted four guards: two stood by the barrier, while the other two were crouched behind sandbags on the left side of the road, manning an MG40 machinegun.  
 
    “Everyone, stay calm,” Mallory ordered. “And keep your hands away from your weapons. You’re prisoners, act like it.” 
 
    Banner turned in his seat and caught Wells’ eye, then nodded in Wilson’s direction, silently reminding Wells to watch the boy. Wells nodded back. 
 
    As they approached the checkpoint, one of the guards, an over-weight, gray-haired sergeant, the top two buttons of his tight tunic undone, stomped out the cigarette he’d been smoking and stepped out into the middle of the road with his arm up, his palm held out flat. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    Jock stopped a few yards back, pulling his Schmeisser closer to him and carefully flicking the head of the charging handle out of the safety notch, making it ready to fire. Mallory did the same as he quietly said, “You’re on, Sergeant. Checkpoints like this are often manned by garrison soldiers. He’ll be intimidated by an SS officer, so just play your part as you did back at the barn, and he’ll want to pass us through as fast as he can.”  
 
    Koenig, his face pale and feeling like he might faint at any moment, motioned impatiently for the guard to approach. 
 
    Buttoning and straightening his tunic, the sergeant slung his rifle loosely over his shoulder and started toward them. Nearing the halftrack, he took a good, long look at the occupants. He’d never seen Americans before, not live ones anyway. As he came abreast of the passenger side of the vehicle, he immediately stiffened to attention at the sight of an SS officer and raised his right arm in a rigid Hitler salute. 
 
    Koenig returned the salute. Then, with more confidence than he felt, arrogantly announced, “Ich transportiere amerikanische Gefangene nach Évreux.” I am transporting American prisoners to Évreux.  
 
    “Darf ich Ihre Papiere sehen, Herr Hauptsturmführer?” May I see your papers, sir? The sergeant asked nervously.” 
 
    Reaching into his tunic, Koenig removed Krug’s identification and orders and handed them to the sergeant.  
 
    The old sergeant barely glanced at the documents before quickly handing them back saying, “Alles ist in Ordnung, Herr Hauptsturmführer.” He started back toward the barrier. Then, remembering the other vehicle, reluctantly turned and started toward the truck.  
 
    If he looks into the back of that truck… “Ich habe nicht den ganzen Tag, Feldwebel,” Krug/Koenig called out with annoyance. I don’t have all day, sergeant. 
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Hauptsturmführer,” the sergeant responded, immediately turning again to run back toward the checkpoint, calling for the barrier to be raised as he ran.  
 
    The pole went straight up, and the German truck backed out of the way as Jock put the halftrack in gear and slowly drove on. As they passed, the guards stood at rigid attention. Without a glance in their direction, Koenig arrogantly rendered a casual Hitler salute, bent elbow, palm upward. 
 
    “Well played, Sergeant,” Mallory said when they were well past the checkpoint. “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” But he was talking to himself; Koenig had fainted dead away. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day)  
 
    Normandy, France 
 
    German Convoy 
 
      
 
    “The N815 highway should be around the curve just ahead,” Mallory said as Jock pulled off the road. To see if the highway was clear, he sent Jean-Paul ahead to reconnoiter.  
 
    Less than five minutes later, Jean-Paul came running back. “Boche,” he gasped, trying to catch his breath. “On the highway, a Boche convoy, heading east.” 
 
    “How many, what kind of vehicles?” Mallory asked.  
 
    “I counted at least a dozen, more coming. Staff cars, supply trucks, some towed artillery, but mostly troop carriers.” 
 
    “Damn!” Mallory said. “Looks like somebody finally woke the Führer up.” He thought for a few moments and studied his map, then he looked up, “Well, I guess we’ll just have to join the convoy.” 
 
    “Sir—” Jock started. 
 
    “Tom, is that wise?” Banner said, cutting in. “We’d be taking an awful a risk. Isn’t there some other way?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Mallory replied. “It’s taken longer than I thought to get this far. We don’t have the time to find another route, and even if we wait for them to pass; there could be another right behind it. If you think about it,” he said with grin, “we’ll be less conspicuous in the middle of that convoy than we would be traveling alone. They’ll never notice a couple more vehicles, and if they do, I doubt they’d challenge an SS detachment.” 
 
      
 
    When there was a slight break in the traffic, Jock quickly pulled out onto the highway, Anton following close behind in the truck. Just ahead of them was an open-backed troop carrier packed with soldiers. Some glanced at them, then quickly looked away when they saw the SS markings. 
 
    “Those Jerries got a good look, Tom,” Jock said as he kept his distance behind it. 
 
    “Not to worry,” he said with another grin. “Those soldiers probably don’t want to have any more to do with us than we do with them.” 
 
    “Well, hold that thought, Captain,” Gardiner said looking back as they went around a bend, “because there are a lot more of ‘em coming up behind Anton.” 
 
    “Sweet Jesus!” Quintana said. “We’re in the middle of the whole God-damned Kraut army.” 
 
    “Tom, isn’t this convoy going the wrong way?” Banner asked. “Shouldn’t they be headed west, toward the beaches?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mallory replied, “they should. But based on the columns of smoke we’ve been seeing over to the west; my guess is that the Canadians were successful in destroying those bridges over the Divas and its tributaries. This convoy had probably been heading west until they found the Troarn bridge gone, then had to backtrack. They’ll keep going east until they find a way going north to the Norman coast road.”  
 
    “You think they’ll turn off?” Banner asked.  
 
    Looking at the map, Mallory said, “Yes. And my bet is,” he said stabbing a spot with his finger, “it’ll be here at Annebault. It’s a secondary road, not a main highway, but it should be able to handle these vehicles, and it goes north all the way to Houlgate. From there they can proceed west along the coast road and cross the Divas at Cabourg.”  
 
    “Where are we now?” 
 
    “We’re here,” he said pointing. “Just west of Le Bourg. They should turn off north in a couple of miles. We’ll just continue east and hope nobody gets curious as to why two vehicles didn’t turn off with the rest of the convoy.” Folding the map again, Mallory turned and called, “Remy, tell Anton.” 
 
    Remy motioned to Anton to bring the truck closer, then jumped from the back of the halftrack onto the bumper of the truck and then over the bumper and along the running board to the driver’s door. A few minutes later, he returned the same way. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to be going well until the truck in front of them slowed, then stopped. A few moments later a motorcycle and sidecar came from behind and sped past heading for the front of the convoy. Several minutes past, then the motorcycle returned. It stopped at the truck in front of them, then continued on toward them. 
 
    The motorcycle stopped opposite Jock. Both the driver and the sergeant in the sidecar wore a polished steel gorget on a chain around their neck, identifying them as members of the Feldgendarmerie, or military field police, a unit almost as powerful and feared as the SS. 
 
    The sergeant gave Jock and the other occupants of the halftrack a long hard look before finally saying, “Die Autobahn ist blockiert. Sie arbeiten daran, es jetzt zu löschen. Wir sollten wieder in ein paar Minuten bewegt sein.” The highway is blocked ahead. They are working to clear it now. We should be moving again in a few minutes. With that said, the motorcycle moved on down the line.  
 
    Five minutes later, they were moving again, but slowly. Ahead, the road was pocked with craters and littered with debris, and a line of poncho-covered bodies lay along the shoulder. Vehicles strafed by Allied fighters were still being dragged or pushed off the highway. Some of the wrecks were still burning as they passed, which meant the fighters could still be in the area. If they should come back while they were with the convoy…  
 
    Suddenly Mallory leaned forward, pointing far ahead, “Look, they’re turning off.”  
 
    As they approached the turn, the motorcycle and sidecar they’d seen earlier was parked by the side of the highway. The Feldgendarme was standing in the middle of the highway directing the traffic through the turn. When the troop carrier in front of them turned off, Jock continued straight ahead keeping far to the right to safely pass by. 
 
      
 
    The Feldgendarme briefly wondered why the two SS vehicles hadn’t made the turn with the rest, but his orders were to see the convoy to their destination. Nothing was mentioned about getting involved with the SS, so he dismissed the thought and waved the next vehicle through the turn. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Firefight  
 
      
 
    With the convoy behind them, everyone breathed a little easier, but that relief was short lived. They were only minutes from their next turnoff and making good time when, rounding a curve, Jock suddenly braked to a hard stop. Not far ahead a Wehrmacht halftrack and a truck were stopped just off the left side of the highway. A few yards behind them another truck lay on its side, angled down an embankment. Soldiers appeared to be transferring its cargo to the other truck.  
 
    Mallory quickly surveyed the scene. The vehicles were about ten or so feet apart and another thirty feet from the damaged truck. On both sides of the highway, a narrow shoulder sloped down an embankment; beyond that was an estimated fifty-foot-wide strip of cleared ground, then woods. He quickly counted fifteen soldiers and an officer, but there could be others he hadn’t seen. If it came to a firefight, the woods would provide the best cover, but the open strip between the embankment and the woods was a killing ground. If they had to fight, it would be from the road in damn close quarters. 
 
    One of the soldiers stood out from their halftrack and motioned them to come ahead. Jock turned to Mallory. “How do you want to play this?” 
 
    “Well, we can’t stay here. If we don’t start moving, they’re going to wonder why. And we can’t make a run for it; they’d be after us in a minute. Whatever is going to happen, we’ll have to deal with it right here. All right, go ahead slowly, but be ready for anything.”  
 
    Turning to Banner, he repeated his intent, “We’re going to try to bluff our way through but be ready just in case.” 
 
    Jock drove forward slowly. When he was almost to the halftrack, the soldier motioned for him to stop.  
 
    Mallory nudged Koenig and in a low voice instructed, “Ask him why he stopped us. Be arrogant.”  
 
    Koenig stood and demanded, “Warum haben Sie uns aufgehört?” 
 
    A Wehrmacht officer, an oberleutnant, stepped out into the road and said, “Entschuldigen Sie, Herr Hauptsturmführer. Ich brauchte, um sicher zu sein, wer Sie waren.” My apologies, Herr Hauptsturmführer. I needed to be certain who you were. 
 
    Bracing himself, Koenig, stepped down from the halftrack and started around the front. The lieutenant met him in the middle of the road. After exchanging salutes, Koenig stated, “Krug. Zwölfter SS-Panzer. Was ist hier passiert? Wurden Sie angegrift?” Krug. Twelfth SS-Panzer. What happened here? Were you attacked? 
 
    “Weber. Versorgungsbataillon Zweiundzwanzig, Panzergrenadierbrigade Vierzehn. Kein Angriff. Nur eine gebrochene Achse. Obwohl, der Résistance ist heute sehr aktiv gewesen.” Weber. Twenty-second Supply Battalion, Fourteenth Mechanized Infantry Brigade. No attack. Just a broken axle. Although the Resistance has been very active today. 
 
    “Ja,” Koenig replied. “Ich traf einige früher heute. Sie versuchten, meine Gefangenen zu nehmen, wurden aber selbst Gefangenen, zumindest diejenigen, die lebten.” Yes, I encountered some earlier today. They tried to take my prisoners, but became prisoners themselves, at least those who lived. 
 
    “Amerikaner?” 
 
    “Ja. Eine amerikanische Flugzeugbesatzung und die Franzosen, die überlebt. Ich habe Befehle, die Amerikaner in den Käfig in Évreux zu nehmen. Die Gestapo kann die Franzosen haben.” Yes. An American aircrew and the Frenchmen that survived. I have orders to take the Americans to the cage in Évreux. The Gestapo can have the Frenchmen. 
 
      
 
    As Koenig and Weber talked, Banner noticed one of the soldiers, a sergeant, staring at Armand. He had the look of someone trying to recall a face. 
 
    Moving slowly so as not to attract attention, Banner leaned forward to Mallory, and in a low voice said, “I think that sergeant over to the left recognizes Armand. He’s been staring at him ever since we stopped. If he remembers where he knows him from, we may have a problem.”  
 
    As inconspicuously as possible, Banner leaned back in his seat and reaching inside his jacket, removed his Colt .45 from its holster. Keeping it down between his knees, he quietly pulled back the receiver to chamber a round, then leaving the hammer cocked, laid it close on the bench beside him half under his leg. As much as he’d have preferred the Schmeisser, reaching for it might have caused unwanted attention.  
 
    Gardiner had caught the gist of Banner’s warning and saw him position his .45 on the bench. With a nudge to Rosen and Ross on the bench beside him, he did the same 
 
    As the word passed to the rest of the crew, Mallory, his Schmeisser snug against his thigh, casually turned his head to observe the man Banner had indicated, following his gaze back to Armand. He had just turned back toward the sergeant when recognition came, and their luck ran out. 
 
      
 
    “Pass auf!” The sergeant shouted in warning as he raised his Schmeisser. “Sie sind keine Deutschen! Franzos—”  
 
    But Armand had also recognized the sergeant, and the words were barely out of the German’s mouth before Armand cut him down with a burst from his Schmeisser. Everyone grabbed their weapons and the rucksacks with the extra magazines and leapt from the halftrack, taking cover down beside it.  
 
    Koenig and Weber were still in the middle of the road. At the shouted warning, Weber reached for his sidearm, but Koenig grabbed his hand before he could get it out, then headbutted the German hard. As Weber fell to the road, Koenig ducked and ran for the cover of the halftrack.  
 
    Many of the Germans, their arms full of boxes and cartons, were caught in the open, and in the few seconds it took them to react, drop what they were carrying and run for their weapons and cover, two of them went down. One didn’t move, but the other, just wounded, crawled to safety behind the overturned truck.  
 
    Banner and his men down beside the halftrack were firing at anything that moved. But with the unfamiliar weapons, they were firing high in uncontrolled bursts. It was doubtful that they had hit anyone, but they were at least keeping the Germans’ heads down. 
 
    Anton took cover beside the truck’s cab, picking his targets with his bolt-action Mauser 98. At the back of the truck, Henri and the others crouched by the tailgate laying down covering fire for Maddie and Paul as the siblings wrestled Cooper’s stretcher from the truck bed and down the slight embankment. Cooper, still strapped to the stretcher, briefly struggled to get up before he passed out. 
 
    Bullets were flying in every direction, ricocheting off the steel of both halftracks and chewing up the wooden sides of the trucks. Mallory and his men fired in short effective bursts, but Banner’s men were still firing high. Gardiner, hurriedly inserting another magazine and pulling the charging handle back with his bad arm, accidently fired a burst into the ground at Jock’s feet, peppering him with dirt and gravel. 
 
    “Hell’s bells!” Jock yelled. “Watch what you’re doing with that thing!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Once the initial rush of adrenalin had passed, the firing became more sporadic as both sides settled down to the job at hand. Though initially caught off-guard, the experienced Germans demonstrated good fire discipline, as did Mallory’s Frenchmen. But while Mallory had seen Banner under fire before, Banner’s men were an unknown. However, as they became more comfortable with their Schmeissers, their shooting discipline and accuracy improved. Even the nervous young tail gunner, Wilson, once the shooting started, had proved to be calm, and accurate, under fire.  
 
    Mallory was surprised when Quintana, the young Indian, exchanged his Schmeisser for Anton’s bolt-action Mauser. He took a position beside the truck’s cab, then steadying the rifle against the hood, he calmly marked his target, then slowly squeezed the trigger for the kill. As Mallory watched, he killed or wounded two more of the Germans. After the third, the Germans became more careful in their movements. 
 
    Banner tapped home a new magazine and cautiously peered over the side of the halftrack, scanning for movement. Spotting a soldier edging slightly out beyond the front of the overturned truck, he fired short burst. He’d had trouble keeping the barrel from climbing, and, so far, hadn’t hit anything, but this time his target crumpled to the ground and lay there unmoving. As he stared at the young soldier, he felt sick. He’d probably been responsible for hundreds, if not thousands, of deaths after almost two years of bombing, but, at 24,000 feet, you couldn’t see the enemy’s face. But he’d seen the shock on that young German’s face when he was hit, and he knew he’d never forget it. Shaking the feeling off, he charged his weapon and searched for another target. 
 
    The Germans had lost several men, dead and/or wounded. But they had taken losses as well: Anton and Jules were both dead; Rosen and Henri, wounded. Anton had been killed when he exposed himself to get a better shot, and Jules was killed, and Rosen wounded in the side, attempting to retrieve the box of grenades from the halftrack’s rear compartment. Henri had been hit in the leg dragging Rosen to cover.  
 
    Below the embankment and out of the line of fire Maddie had set up shop and was quickly tending to Henri’s leg and Rosen’s side. Neither was serious, but Cooper was another story. His earlier struggling had re-opened some of his wounds, and he’d lost more blood before she’d been able to stop the bleeding and sew up the wounds. Unconscious again, his face was pale, his skin cold and clammy. Maddie worried that unless they could get him some blood soon… All she could do was keep his bandages clean and dry and offer another prayer. 
 
    Though it seemed much longer, it had only been about fifteen minutes since the shooting started, and Mallory was taking another count. Initially, he counted sixteen Germans, then amended that to eighteen when two more came out of the overturned truck when the shooting started. As best he could tell, only ten or eleven were still firing. Numerically, they still outnumbered the Germans, but the Germans were experienced soldiers, and the Americans were not.  
 
    “We’re basically at a stand-off,” Mallory told Banner. “They can’t get at us, but neither can we get at them. The surrounding area is too open for either side to try to outflank the other, but they have only to keep us pinned down until we run out of ammunition or help arrives.” 
 
    “They must be running low on ammo, too,” Banner countered.  
 
    Mallory shook his head. “That supply truck was carrying ammunition. When we first drove up, they were carrying ammo cans from the overturned truck to the other one. I’m afraid they have all the ammo they’ll need. They can just wait us out. Even if we had the ammo, we don’t have the time. We have to make another try for those grenades. They’re our only chance to break this stalemate. If they had any grenades, they’d have used them by now.”  
 
    “There’s no cover, Tom. Everyone that’s tried has been forced back. That first attempt cost Anton his life; Rosen is lucky he was only winged in the side.” 
 
    “I know, I know. But if we can move our truck up just past the rear of the halftrack—” From the corner of his eye, he saw a German jump out from behind the overturned truck’s cab and draw back his arm. “Grenade!” Mallory yelled as he fired a burst. “Everybody down.” 
 
    Mallory’s bullets cut the German down before he could throw the grenade, and it fell to the ground rolling back underneath the truck’s cab. A few seconds later it detonated; the blast lifted the truck off the ground and set off a series of secondary explosions from the truck’s cargo. 
 
    “I’d say that just bettered the odds a little,” Banner said grinning, “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Mallory shook his head. “That may have diminished their ammo, but I was obviously wrong about them not having grenades. It’s even more important now that we try for our grenades.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, gunfire erupted from the woods across the highway. The Germans were being attacked from their rear. Caught in a crossfire, an untenable position, they began a fighting retreat back towards the burning truck, carrying their wounded with them. Not visible behind the burning truck from across the road, and with the smoke providing some cover, they made for the trees away from their unseen attackers. One man remained behind, keeping up a steady fire from the rear of the truck to cover their withdrawal. When the last man disappeared into the tree line, he made a run for it. He didn’t make it. 
 
    With the Germans gone, Mallory ordered a ceasefire. In the sudden quiet, they could hear the sounds of a running firefight from deep within the woods. Soon the shooting trailed off, then stopped. Minutes later they heard movement along the tree line opposite. 
 
    When no one appeared, Mallory called out, “Dans les bois, qui es-tu?” 
 
    There was no response at first, then, “Who are we! Who the bloody hell are you?” 
 
    “British. Special Operations,” Mallory replied. 
 
    There was a pause, then the voice shouted, “Flash!” 
 
    Though Mallory recognized the challenge, he didn’t know the correct reply. But Banner did — Thank you, Woody! — and called out, “Thunder!” 
 
    Across the highway, a British sergeant called back the countersign, “Welcome,” then cautiously stepped out from behind a tree.  
 
    “Well, that’s all right then. Come on out, lads. We’re among friends.”  
 
    A dozen or so paratroopers in British battledress came slowly out of the woods half carrying four wounded German prisoners as well as a couple of their own. When they got to the German halftrack, one of the paras sat the wounded down and began to treat their wounds.  
 
    The sergeant quickly set a guard, detailed a couple of his men to collect all weapons and ammunition and check the dead for documents, then started across the highway toward what appeared to be a mix of SS troopers and Americans. He kept his Sten gun cocked, his finger on the trigger and his eyes focused on the man in the SS uniform. 
 
    Mallory, unarmed, stepped out to meet him and announced, “Captain Mallory, SOE. Ignore the uniform.”  
 
    The sergeant acknowledged with a nod, and, as he saluted, said, “Looked like you was in a bit of a pickle, sir. Thought you could use some help.” 
 
    “Yes, we could,” Banner replied coming out toward them from behind the halftrack. “And your arrival couldn’t have been better timed.” 
 
    The sergeant turned toward the speaker, then stomped to attention, saluting smartly, “Sah! Sergeant Harris, C Company, First Canadian Parachute Battalion attached to the British Third Parachute Brigade, Sixth Airborne Division.” 
 
    As Banner returned Harris’ salute, Mallory asked, “What are you doing out here, Sergeant?” 
 
    “I don’t exactly know where ‘here’ is, sir, but our objective was to destroy the radio transmitting station at Varaville, blow the town’s bridge, then link up with the rest of our battalion at the crossroads near Le Mesnil and neutralize any strongpoints there.” 
 
    “Well, that didn’t happen, did it, not by us anyway. God knows where the rest of the Company is. It’s been a right cock-up — if you’ll pardon the expression, sir — from the start. They brought us over in the wee hours this morning in converted Albemarle bombers. The sky was lit up with Jerry anti-aircraft fire; thick and bloody accurate it was, too. The bombers were catching hell. Then our plane was hit and on fire. The pilot shouted for us to get out while we could. Never even seen an Albemarle before last night, sir, let alone jumped outta one. Had to go out through this tiny hole in the floor. It was a bloody tight fit with our equipment and all, and bloody slow going. The pilot did his best to hold her steady, but she exploded before a lot of the lads could get out.”  
 
    “I didn’t know where I was when I landed, but knew it wasn’t anywhere near where I was supposed to be. We were scattered all over hell and gone, so I just headed west and eventually linked up with a dozen or so of the lads. We’ve been adrift trying to get back to the battalion ever since. Damn near drowned crossing some bloody river a while back. Anyway, when we heard your gunfire, we came running. Knew one of you had to be a friendly.” 
 
    “As General Banner said, your arrival was very timely, Sergeant,” Mallory said offering his hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Always happy to help, sir,” Harris replied taking the offered hand. “But now I have a bit of a problem. What do I do with these Jerry prisoners? I can’t very well shoot ‘em, can I. I don’t suppose you’d take ‘em of my hands, sir?” 
 
    Mallory shook his head, “Sorry, Sergeant. I’ve got my own problems.” Mallory thought for a minute, then said, “Tell you what, when you get those Jerries patched up, give ‘em a little food and water, then just turn ‘em loose when you leave.” 
 
    “Turn ‘em loose, sir?” 
 
    “They’re wounded, Harris. They have no weapons, and they’re miles from anywhere. They’re no longer a threat. When they’re eventually picked up, all they’ll be able to tell their superiors is that they were attacked by a superior number of Allied troops — I’m sure our numbers will grow with the telling. With a little luck, they’ll send troops that were meant for the beaches to investigate.”  
 
    Harris nodded. “I like it. About moving out, sir,” Harris said bringing out his map. “Where the hell we are?” 
 
    Mallory spread the map out across their halftrack’s hood. “We’re about here,” he said finding their location and pointing. “From smoke we saw earlier, I believe there’s a good chance your bridges have already been blown, so your people are probably somewhere around Le Mesnil, here. That’s about fifteen miles almost due west of here, and about two miles north-east of Ranville. This highway will get you there fastest. Take the Jerry halftrack. With the bridges blown, Jerry has had to go north to the coastal road so there shouldn’t be much, if any, traffic once you pass the Annebault exit. Keep going straight until you can’t go any further, then follow the sound of gunfire.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Harris said as he took back his map and folded it. He saluted and turned toward his waiting men, then, after a slight pause, turned back again. “If you don’t mind my asking, Captain, what are you doing way out here in that uniform with this lot?”  
 
    “Not at all, Sergeant. We’re on our way to a German airfield where we intend to steal a transport so the General can fly himself and his crew back to England.” 
 
    “Right,” Harris said with a grin. “Pull the other one, it’s got bells on.” Then seeing Mallory’s face, “Bloody hell! You’re not kidding.” 
 
      
 
    The paratroopers, resupplied from the remaining German truck, were waiting to depart in their halftrack when Banner approached Harris.  
 
    “When you make contact with your people, Sergeant, or any Allied unit that has a radio, I’d like you to have a message sent back to England for me.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “The message is for Liberty, copy to Arrowsmith. Message reads: ‘Shortstop, crew and Butcher Four with friends. Proceeding east’ and give this location. Can you remember that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Message to Liberty, copy Arrowsmith. Shortstop, crew and Butcher Four with friends. Proceeding east. And provide this location.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you, and good luck.” 
 
    “Best of luck to you, too, General,” Harris replied with another foot-stomping quivering salute. “I expect you’re going to need it.” 
 
      
 
    Shortly after Harris and his men had departed, Koenig came looking for Banner. “General… Sir, you need to come. It’s Captain Cooper.” 
 
    Fearing the worst, Banner followed Koenig down the embankment where several of the crew stood surrounding Maddie. Pushing past, Banner found her kneeling beside Cooper with her hand on his forehead. He had a needle in his outstretched left arm, and Paul stood over him holding up a half-empty wine-colored bottle; tubing ran from the bottle to the needle in Cooper’s arm.  
 
    Looking up, Maddie smiled. “You see, Le Bon Dieu has provided. C'est un miracle.” 
 
    “Where… How…?” 
 
    “That German supply truck,” Koenig explained. “Beside ammunition, it was carrying all kinds of medical supplies. Some of the supplies were destroyed by the explosion, but they’d already moved most of the stuff to the other truck. We found ice-filled containers packed with bottles of plasma and whole blood. There were also vials of penicillin and syringes… And General, they’re our medical supplies.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘our’ supplies?” 
 
    “All the crates were stamped with the Army Medical Corps emblem and the iced containers were stenciled ‘ETO Blood Bank’. Where would they get our supplies, sir?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Mike. Maybe from a downed transport. Where they got it isn’t important. The important thing is that Coop needed it, and now he has it.” Kneeling down beside Maddie, Banner asked, “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “Fortunately, most of the whole blood in those containers, it is Type O, the universal donor. This is his second unit. His pulse and color are much better, and just a moment before you came, he briefly opened his eyes. When this unit is gone, I will give him another, then see how he responds. We have enough blood if he needs more. But it must be kept cool, or it will deteriorate in a few hours.” 
 
    “Right,” Banner said as he stood. “Mike, take a couple of men and see if you can salvage any ice from those damaged containers and repack the good containers with as much as they’ll take.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And Maddie, Mike said there were vials of penicillin among the supplies.” 
 
    “Oui, but I do not know about this penicillin, and I have more than enough of the sulfa powder.” 
 
    “Use the penicillin. It’s a new drug and more effective than sulfa. I know. I had a bad infection last year. penicillin saved my leg and my life.” 
 
    “Va bien. If you say so, I will use it. I always worry about infection.” 
 
      
 
    Up on the highway, with the German prisoners watching, Henri’s remaining men had gathered the German dead and laid them out beside their truck, but this time, they hadn’t stripped the bodies of their uniforms.  
 
    “No mind games this time?” Banner asked Mallory as he watched Jock and Armand respectfully cover the bodies with their ponchos. 
 
    “No. Those men were Wehrmacht, ordinary soldiers like you and I, not Gestapo or SS. They fought well and honorably and will be treated with respect. That one over there,” he pointed to the first body on the left. “That was Weber, their officer. According to what Jock learned from those wounded prisoners, when he ordered their withdrawal, he stayed behind to provide covering fire. He had to know he wouldn’t make it, but he did it anyway to give his men a chance. He was a good officer.” 
 
    Banner nodded then, looking at the prisoners, asked, “Did Jock get any other information out of them?” 
 
    “Not much. Just that they were part of an earlier convoy. When that lorry overturned, they and another lorry were detailed to stay behind to transfer the cargo, then catch up. The travel orders Jock found on Weber said they were on their way to reinforce and resupply Caen. I’d bet a fiver that was the convoy we were with.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with the prisoners?” 
 
    “Leave ’em here, after we disable their truck, of course. Help will be along sooner or later.” 
 
    “Speaking of leaving,” Mallory said taking out his map and spreading it across the hood of the halftrack. “I’ve been re-thinking our route. It’s getting late. We need to take a faster, more direct route if we’re to get to Valailles before dark. Look here”, he said and began to trace the new route with his finger. “After we leave this highway, instead of proceeding south-east toward Le Breuil-en-Auge to cross the Touques, I propose cross the river much earlier, here at Pierrefitte-en-Auge. Once across, we immediately go south on the N179 and stay on it until we exit here at Maupas. From there we take this county road toward Firfol where we’ll intercept the N13, completely bypassing Lisieux. But here’s where it gets a little dicey.” 
 
    “Dicey is the word, all right,” Banner said. “Isn’t Maupas too close to Lisieux? I thought you want to stay well away from the bombing.” 
 
    “I did. But if you look off to the south, in the distance you can see some very large columns of smoke. I believe your bombers have already come and gone.” 
 
    Looking to the south, Banner nodded and said, “I hadn’t noticed, but you’re right, that could very well be Lisieux.” 
 
    “And if it is,” Mallory continued, “the entire area will be chaotic. Ambulances and emergency vehicles will be coming and going. I doubt anyone will notice one more vehicle. We brazen it out until La Mare du Val where we turn off as originally planned. From there, Valailles is only about a couple of kilometers south. This route will cut an hour, maybe two, off our time.” 
 
    Banner studied the map and considered Mallory’s proposal for a moment, then said, “I don’t know. That’s taking a hell of a chance. We’ve been doing okay so far. Why risk it? We could hit the airfield tomorrow.” 
 
    “I understand your concern, sir, but our best chance is to take the airfield today, before full dark if at all possible. Our odds won’t be as good tomorrow. Most of Jerry’s communication centers and telephone lines have been sabotaged, which means a serious lack of reliable information. The reason the roads aren’t choked with vehicles now is because he either isn’t able to communicate with his units or doesn’t know where to send them. But by tomorrow he’ll have started to get his act together… and that won’t be good for us.” 
 
    “All right,” Banner agreed reluctantly. “Let’s say we manage to get there without any trouble. Do we still have enough people to pull it off? With Jules and Anton dead, and Henri, Rosen and Gardiner wounded, that only leaves us fourteen effectives against an unknown number of veteran soldiers.” 
 
    “I grant you, things may have changed in the last few months,” Mallory replied, “and there may be more guards than before, but not regular soldiers, and not necessarily experienced. I’m sorry I didn’t make this clear earlier. When we scouted Valailles before, the guards there were not Wehrmacht; they were Luftwaffe. With the losses on the Eastern Front and elsewhere, Jerry has a serious manpower shortage, and rather than take experienced soldiers from the Army to guard airfields, especially small grass strips like this one, they’ve been training Luftwaffe ground personnel in airfield defense… mechanics, clerks, supply personnel, even cooks. It’s very likely those guards, regardless of how many, will have never had any actual combat experience.” 
 
    “If that is supposed to reassure me, it doesn’t. But once again, we really have no choice, do we?” 
 
    “Not really, sir. No.” 
 
    Banner nodded, then asked, “What about Jules and Anton? We’re not going to just leave them here.” 
 
    “No. We’ll wrap them in blankets and take them with us. We pass the village of Valtreau on the way. It has a church where we can make arrangements for their burial.” 
 
      
 
    The Touques River 
 
      
 
    Less than three miles down the highway from where they’d had the firefight, Jock turned south-east toward Pierrefitte-en-Auge where they would cross the Touques river. It was a short drive and, as they approached the bridge, they found the road blocked by a manned checkpoint. Everyone readied their weapons, but as the halftrack approached the barrier, the pole was quickly raised, and they were waved through without so much as a second glance.  
 
    Immediately ahead was the N179 highway that led to Lisieux and, as Mallory predicted, the road was crowded with cars, trucks and ambulances, military and civilian, all heading toward, or coming from, Lisieux where, in the distance, flames and heavy columns of smoke could be seen rising high into the sky.  
 
    No one paid them any attention, and they were making excellent time when a large black Mercedes-Benz 770 came up behind them, honked loudly, then pulled out to pass. This Mercedes, popular with high-ranking Reich officials, was flying the pennant of an SS-Obergruppenführer from each of its front fender guide poles and, as it began to pass, it slowed alongside as the passenger in the backseat took a long questioning look at them. 
 
    “He’s the equivalent of a three-star general,” Mallory said as he elbowed Koenig. “Salute him, for God’s sake! We don’t need his kind of attention.” 
 
    Koenig immediately turned toward the staff car and raised his arm in a stiff open-handed Nazi salute. 
 
    The SS officer continued to stare at the occupants of the halftrack for another moment, then flicked his baton in response to Koenig’s salute and looked away, motioning for his driver to move on. 
 
      
 
    Valtreau 
 
      
 
    At Maupas, they left the highway and turned onto a paved country road.  
 
    “According to the map,” Mallory said, “Valtreau is just a few kilometers from here. We’ll stop at the church there to arrange burial for Jules and Anton.” 
 
    A little later, as they topped a rise, they saw the tall spire of the village’s church standing out in the distance… along with wispy columns of dark smoke.  
 
    “Were there any other targets out this way besides Lisieux, General?” Mallory asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he replied. “But that smoke isn’t from any air strike.”  
 
    “I was afraid of that. That smoke’s coming from Valtreau, and that probably means Germans. Everyone, keep their weapons handy until we know what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    They weren’t far from the village, when they heard sporadic small arms fire. Not knowing what they might be driving into, Mallory again sent Jean-Paul ahead to reconnoiter. 
 
    After a wait of about ten minutes, he returned. “At the edge of the village, there’s a burning halftrack with several bodies, all Boche, in a ditch. I did not see anyone else. Maybe an ambush by another Resistance group. No Amis could be this far inland. I didn’t go any farther, but it looked like…” 
 
    Suddenly gunfire erupted, and machine gun bullets ripped across the road in front of them. Seconds later, both vehicles were surrounded by a large number of armed Frenchmen.  
 
    One man stood out from the rest and called loudly, “Jetez par terre vos armes!” Throw down your weapons! Then repeated it in German, “Werfen deine Waffen runter!” To emphasize his demand, he fired another burst from his Schmeisser over their heads… just barely over their heads. 
 
    Mallory stood up slowly with his arms raised. “Does anyone speak English?” 
 
      
 
    The Frenchmen were out for blood. The only thing that kept them from opening fire on the men in the halftrack was the American uniforms of Banner and his crew. But, as far as the angry Frenchmen were concerned, Mallory and the others were SS, and after ordering them out of their vehicles with their hands behind their heads, they had every intention of shooting them where they stood. It took Banner some effort to convince their English-speaking leader that Mallory and the others weren’t SS or even German. The fact that most of the Germans proved to be French, helped, but what saved them was when the leader recognized Henri.  
 
    Their tempers calmed; the Frenchmen led the way back to the village. Passing the burning SS halftrack and the bodies, they entered the Valtreau, then stopped, totally unprepared for the sight that confronted them. 
 
    There were bodies everywhere, French and German, men, women and children, dead and wounded. Villagers, mostly old men and boys helped the walking wounded to the church where the priest and women were doing what they could to treat their wounds. Others struggled to carry those that couldn’t walk.  
 
    Without a word, the halftrack and truck emptied as the men went to help. The villagers initially backed away at the sight of the SS uniforms, but word of who they were quickly spread, and they gratefully accepted their help.  
 
    Maddie and Paul, carrying all the medical supplies they could manage, went to help with the wounded. One of the women with some medical knowledge was directing the others, but what few supplies she had had were gone. They were working with little more than water and strips of linen for bandages. Maddie’s supplies and medical knowledge were a godsend.  
 
    Once the wounded were being taken care of, the villagers turned to the dead. Each body was carried to the churchyard, laid out and covered with a blanket. Staring at the row of blanket-covered bodies, Banner’s mind flashed back to a few months before he and Anne had married. Her street had been bombed and most of the buildings, including hers, had been reduced to rubble. Unable to find her among the dazed survivors, and fearing the worst, he’d frantically searched the covered bodies of the dead. He’d found her finally, injured, but alive. The sight of these covered bodies briefly brought those moments back.  
 
    As he turned away, Eddie Collins passed him carrying the body of a little girl no more than seven or eight. Tears were running down his face as he gently laid her beside the blanket-covered forms he’d been told were her mother and little brother. 
 
    Wiping the tears from his face, Collins angrily turned toward Banner. “As a cop, I’ve seen a lot of things, General, really bad things, but this… What kind of people can murder innocent women and little kids?” He looked back at the covered bodies of the mother and her two children. “I was wrong, what I said back at the Belle, about Henri and the others. I listened to their stories, but I couldn’t accept there were people that evil. But this…” he shook his head. “I know better now. These Nazis are monsters. They don’t deserve to live.” 
 
    The final accounting was twelve villagers’ dead: seven men, including the village’s old gendarme, three women and two children. Eight were wounded; three required hospitalization. The bodies of the SS were dragged to the outskirts of town and left in a pile in the ditch next to their still smoldering halftrack.  
 
    Standing with Giles Dubois, the angry group’s leader and Valtreau’s mayor, Banner looked down the street where all the bloodshed had occurred and asked, “How did this happen?”  
 
      
 
    “The SS. They came a little before noon,” Dubois replied, “and went to the Gendarmerie. They were all very drunk. They claimed one of their officers had been taken by the Resistance, and an informer had told them he was being held here, in our village. They demanded his immediate release. 
 
    “Our Gendarme, Jacques Moreau, an old pensioner recalled from retirement, tried to tell them he didn’t know anything about their missing officer, but they wouldn’t believe him. They beat him, demanding he tell them where their officer was. When he couldn’t, they shot him.  
 
    “After that, they grabbed a half dozen of our people as hostages and announced that if we didn’t turn their officer over to them in an hour, they would be shot. They left two men to guard the hostages, then split up and began to search the village, beating or shooting anyone who got in their way.  
 
    “I don’t think there ever was a missing officer; it was just an excuse. Anyway, two of them were searching the café, when one of them decided to search the cellar. But he was too drunk and fell down the stairs. Hervé Laval, the proprietor, was behind him and swears he fell, but whether he fell, or Laval pushed him, the repercussions would be the same. Laval said he grabbed his gun and beat his head in with it. When the other one went down looking for his friend, Laval shot him and took his weapons. There was so much shouting and shooting going on out in the street, the other Boche didn’t notice. 
 
    “I and several others in the café were keeping watch on what was happening in the street. We are not violent men, Général, but when Laval told us what had happened, we knew what we had to do. We had to kill them; all of them. There was no turning back. The men guarding the hostages were first; they were too drunk to put up much of a fight. We killed them and armed the hostages with their weapons, then sought out the rest. We found and killed all but four of them. They had been too busy searching for loot to notice what was going on. They tried to get away in their halftrack but didn’t get far. We had just finished them off when you showed up. We were afraid you were more SS. By then our blood was up, and well, you know the rest.”  
 
    “Yes. I’m glad we got that straightened out,” Banner said. 
 
    “Oui,” Dubois nodded. “Of course, when I got a good look, I recognized Monsieur Bertrand at once,” he laughed. “How could I not. Just before the war, I spent a pleasant afternoon with him sampling his wine and ended up buying a case of his Château Bertrand Brut ’36. I still have most of it buried beneath the floor of my garage.” 
 
    Banner returned his laugh. “Saved by a case of champagne.” Then more seriously asked, “What will you do now?” 
 
    “Care for the wounded as best we can and bury our dead. The girl with you, I’m sorry I do not know her name…” 
 
    “Madeleine Dufresne,” Banner said. “Everyone calls her Maddie.” 
 
    “Maddie, yes. Our doctor was among those killed, and the help she gave our sage-femme…” 
 
    “Sage-femme?” Banner repeated. 
 
    “Pardon. Our midwife, Madame Giles-Pierre. She has some medical knowledge and had often assisted the doctor in his surgery. She did what she could, but without your Maddie’s supplies, and her help, I don’t know… I think more would have died.” He looked over to where Maddie was packing a chest wound. “Such knowledge from one so young. Incroyable. Amazing.”  
 
    Banner smiled. “She is, isn’t she?” 
 
    Dubois nodded. “Madame Giles-Pierre says three of the wounded require surgery. We must take them to the hospital in Lisieux.” He paused. “I suppose I must also inform the Gendarmerie what has happened, although it is certain they will inform the Boche.” 
 
    “Lisieux may not be the best place to seek help,” Banner said. “The city was bombed this afternoon and is dealing with its own dead and wounded. Is there any other place you can take them?” 
 
    Dubois thought for a moment. “Yes. It is farther away, but they have a small hospital and a good doctor, and no Boche. I can report what happened to their Gendarmerie.” He paused, then asked, “Can you tell me, Général? Is it true? What Henri and the others are saying. Have the Allies truly landed in Normandy?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s no secret now. Our troops are ashore, but we still have to secure a defendable base before we can land enough men, equipment and supplies to push inland. It may take a few days, maybe longer, but we’re here to stay this time.” 
 
    “What can we do to help?” 
 
    “If any of your people are members of the Resistance, they already have their orders. If not, do nothing that would put yourselves in danger. I know it may be difficult after today but try to go about your daily lives as you have. You’ll know when the Allies reach this area.” 
 
    They’d done all they could. Mallory made arrangements with the priest, Father Laurent, for Jules and Anton to be buried with their dead, and Maddie had given Madame Giles-Pierre what medical supplies she could spare. It was time to go. 
 
      
 
    The N13 highway was only a few minutes’ drive from Valtreau, then another hour, maybe less, would see them to the forest above Valailles and the airfield. 
 
    They were making very good time again. Surprisingly, the further they moved away from the coast, the less traffic they’d encountered. The highway east of Lisieux was virtually open. The majority of German armor had been positioned east of the Seine to repel the invasion expected at Calais, and it appeared they still weren’t on the move, not even now that the Führer was awake. Operation Fortitude, the plan to mislead the German high command as to the location of the invasion, was apparently an unqualified success. 
 
    With no Luftwaffe to oppose them, the sky above was crisscrossed with the contrails of Allied fighters on the hunt. Trains, truck convoys and individual vehicles stood out as easy targets, and several times during the day Jock had had to pull off the road and find cover to avoid being spotted and strafed. This time they weren’t so lucky.  
 
    At the sound of the approaching aircraft, Jock looked back over his shoulder, then jerked the steering wheel hard right taking them off the road and down an embankment. A second later a P-51 screamed across the sky overhead. As he passed, his wing-mounted .50-caliber machine guns chewed up chunks of asphalt where they’d just been. 
 
    “Everybody out and find cover,” Jock yelled. “He’ll be back.” He didn’t need to tell anyone twice. 
 
    As expected, the Mustang climbed, then banked into a tight turn and came back around to line up with the halftrack, flying lower and lower as he headed straight for it. Suddenly, Banner, instead of finding cover with the others, stepped out into the middle of the road and with the Mustang only a few hundred yards away and closing fast, stood slowly waving his arms above his head. He hoped the pilot would recognize his uniform or at least wonder why some idiot was standing in the middle of the road waving. The pilot held his fire and at the last second rocked his wings and pulled up hard into another tight turn.  
 
    Shaking his head in disbelief, Mallory climbed out of the ditch he’d jumped into and dusted himself off. “Do you have a death wish, General? You took one hell of a chance. What if he’d fired? 
 
    “If he were going to strafe, he’d have started firing well short of where I was standing. I’d have had a second or two to get out of the way. Besides they’re not that accurate against individuals, and I doubt he’d waste his ammunition on one person, especially one waving at him.”  
 
    A minute later the fighter came back around again, this time slower and almost literally on the deck, his propeller kicking up dirt devils, as he flew right down the middle of the road. 
 
    “He’s making another run,” Banner yelled. “Everybody out onto the road and spread out so he can see you clearly.” 
 
    As the fighter closed on them, everyone looked up and waved. A second later the Mustang was gone, rocking his wings again as he left.  
 
    “At least they’ll know we’re alive,” Banner said. “And have an approximate location.” 
 
      
 
    Forest Clearing near Valailles 
 
      
 
    As planned, Jock turned right off the N13 at La Mare du Val and headed south. After about a kilometer, he made a left turn off the road onto a dirt track leading into the forest. He kept on until the track opened onto a small clearing, then made a tight U-turn so the halftrack was facing back the way they’d come. André followed suit and parked the truck beside him. 
 
    “We’re here. Everyone out,” Mallory said as he dismounted.  
 
    “Here?” Banner asked looking around at the bare clearing as he climbed down.  
 
    “Well, almost. The airfield is not far, straight through those trees,” he said pointing. 
 
    “You’ve been here before,” Banner said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Mallory nodded, “When we were preparing for that op a few months ago.”  
 
    “So how are we going to do this?” 
 
    “That’s why we’ve stopped, to work that out. But first Jock and I need to do a little recce, see if everything is as we remember it, or if there’ve been changes.” 
 
    Banner reached back into the halftrack and retrieved his field glasses from under the seat. “These might be helpful,” he said handing the glasses to Mallory. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, admiring the Afrika Corps glasses. “They will. Thanks.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do while you’re gone?” Banner asked. 
 
    “Put a lookout on that track. We should be all right here, but you never know. Jerry has a nasty habit of unexpectedly appearing at the most inconvenient times, so stay alert. And check your weapons and ammo. We won’t be gone long.”  
 
    As Henri limped over from the truck, Mallory asked, “How’s the leg, mon ami?” 
 
    “It is a little stiff; I have had worse.” 
 
    “Then a short walk is just what you need to loosen it up. Jock and I are going to make a quick recce of the field. Care to join us?” 
 
    “Bien sûr.” 
 
    They hadn’t been gone very long when Mallory returned though the break in the trees. Jock followed with Henri, his limp more pronounced. 
 
    “The numbers have changed,” he told Banner. 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Not bad,” he replied with a grin. “Good. We counted six, although there could be some in the huts. Other than that, the field is just as I remembered it, and at the moment, there’s very little activity. You’d think,” he added with a big grin, “they didn’t know there was an invasion on.” 
 
    Banner recognized the gleam in Mallory’s eye. “You have a plan.” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
      
 
    Mallory called everyone to gather round, then kneeling he scraped clear an area in the dirt, then scratched the layout of the airfield with the point of his knife.  
 
    When he had everyone’s attention, he pointed at the break in the trees. “The airfield is just a short walk through those trees in a clearing carved out of the forest. It’s a small satellite field supporting the main airfield at Bernay a few kilometers or so south of here. It has a grass strip runway, similar to the field you flew us out of last year, General, and at the moment, the only aircraft there is the Ju-52 transport we intend to borrow.” 
 
    “Length?” Banner asked. 
 
    “About nine hundred meters.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “More than enough.” 
 
    “All right,” Mallory said. “Everyone, listen up and memorize this layout… Henri, translate for the others.”  
 
    Pointing with his knife as he went, he said, “We’re about here. We’ll return to the main road and go south for almost a kilometer—” 
 
    “Sir,” Wilson interrupted. “Could you give us the distances in English? I mean American. This kilometer stuff is confusing.” 
 
    “All right. As I was saying, we’re about here,” he pointed again with his knife. “We’ll return to the main road and go south for about half a mile, then turn left onto another dirt road that leads back into the forest. About quarter mile down that road is the airfield.”  
 
    “The entry point to the field is here. There’s a guard shack on the right with a simple lift gate.” 
 
    “How many guards?” someone asked. “What kind of defenses?”  
 
    “One guard on the gate,” Mallory replied. “No organized defenses. Most small airfields like this depend on camouflage for protection and, as they aren’t usually worth a ground attack, they have no assigned defense force other than the basic infantry skills taught to assigned ground personnel.”  
 
    “Anyone else? Right then. Straight in the gate to the right are two vehicles, a kübelwagen and a medium utility truck. About fifty yards further is a small repair hanger under camouflaged netting. The transport, also under netting, is parked in front of the hangar. There’s a small, camouflaged fuel dump of fifty-five-gallon drums about fifty yards to the right behind the hangar, and about here,” he marked the spot with his knife, “at the west end of the field, concealed among the trees, is a small munitions dump. 
 
    “About a hundred yards to the left of the gate is a small hut that serves as field Headquarters. About fifty yards past that hut, set just inside the tree line, is an outhouse. The field is rarely used, or for very long, and Jerry didn’t waste any effort on the creature comforts. Just beyond that is another larger hut: a combination dispensary, mess hall, and quarters for assigned ground personnel.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this place?” Wells asked. 
 
    “Earlier this year Sergeant Fraser and I scouted this airfield for another operation that was cancelled. We just took another look. Nothing has changed, except there are fewer personnel now.”  
 
    “How many Krauts are we talking about?” 
 
    “We counted six just now, and there’ll be an officer in charge, but there could be more.”  
 
    Wells nodded. “Okay, we should be able to handle that. So, what’s the plan? We just going to drive up to the front gate and ask ‘em politely to let us in?” 
 
    “Basically, yes. Getting in won’t be a problem, but making off with their aircraft will required a bit more effort—” 
 
    “You said it, brother!” Collins exclaimed. 
 
    “Quiet, Eddie,” Banner cautioned. “Let Captain Mallory finish.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” 
 
    “As I started to say,” Mallory continued, “acquiring the aircraft will require a little more subterfuge. Nothing Jock and I haven’t done before, as General Banner can confirm.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Wilson said. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “‘Subterfuge’,” Mallory repeated for everyone, “is a ruse, like play acting. We enter the airfield as an SS unit with American prisoners. Our Hauptsturmführer here, Sergeant Koenig, will inform the field commander that he has an important American officer who has knowledge of the Allied invasion plans, and he requires immediate air transport for himself and his prisoners to Field Marshal Rommel’s Headquarters at La Roche-Guyon for interrogation.” 
 
    Everyone except Jock looked stunned, and other than one rather loud, “Holy Crap!”, the silence was almost deafening. Then everyone started speaking at once.  
 
    Holding up his hand for quiet and shaking his head in amazement, Banner said, “I thought we were going to take the field by force? Talking the Germans out of an airplane is pretty ambitious, Tom.” 
 
    “Not really,” Mallory replied. “No more than spiriting a dozen French Resistance members, and an American Army Air Force general, away from a Wehrmacht prisoner compound.” 
 
    Banner grinned. “I guess when you put it that way it doesn’t sound so insane, but…” 
 
    “Why risk getting into a fight if we don’t have to? Let me explain what I have in mind.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “As I said, Valailles is a small auxiliary field, infrequently used and only minimally manned as needed. A junior officer will likely be in command; the last time we were here it was a lieutenant. If that’s still the case, unless he’s an exceptionally self-confident junior officer, he won’t want to take the responsibility for providing said aircraft, not even to the SS, without orders from his superior officer at Bernay. But he won’t be able to get through because the telephone lines are down. Just in case they’re not, we’ll cut them on the way in. At this point, our Hauptsturmführer will emphasize the need for immediate action, and offer to give him a written order and receipt for the aircraft. That should do it, but if it doesn’t, Koenig will have to take it up a notch and explain to said officer that if he continues to be obstructive, he, Koenig, will commandeer the aircraft and place him under arrest for failing to do his duty and subversion of the war effort under military penal code as amended by the Nazi Decree of 1938. The least punishment in his case would most likely be transfer to a Strafbataillon.” 
 
    “I’d be very surprised, and impressed,” Mallory continued, “if that doesn’t bring him around. The threat of being sent to a penal battalion on the Eastern Front is usually enough to put the fear of God in the most obstinate. However, if he does continue to be uncooperative, then Koenig will just have to carry through with his threat and arrest him.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “This wouldn’t be as difficult as you think, General. Germany is a militaristic society. Germans are brought up to respect and obey without question military authority. As Waffen-SS, and a superior officer, Koenig has the authority to arrest anyone he believes is politically unreliable.”  
 
    “Okay, we’ve arrested him,” Collins said. “What does that get us?” 
 
    “It puts us in control of the field, Sergeant, and that gets us our transport. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    Turning back to Banner, Mallory said, “General, I’m afraid this plan requires you and your men to surrender your weapons.” 
 
    The response from Banner’s crew was immediate. “What? No way! … How are we supposed to defend ourselves? … I’m not giving mine up! … Are you crazy—” 
 
    “All right!” Banner yelled. “That’s enough. Captain Mallory is right. We’re prisoners. We can’t very well drive onto a German airfield bristling with weapons.” 
 
    “We can hide them under the seat, sir, like we’ve been doing,” Wilson offered. 
 
    “Sorry, Rusty,” Banner replied. “That worked while we were moving, and no one could get that good a look. But we’ll be parked at the airfield. What happens if we have to leave the halftrack? Those weapons would be visible to anyone that cared to look and wonder why prisoners had weapons under their seats. No. The weapons have to go, so turn ‘em in.” 
 
    “Remember,” Mallory said as Armand started to collect the weapons, “there are only six or seven Germans, and five of us are armed. Your weapons will just be in the back storage compartment. If we need them, we can get at them quickly. You don’t have to give up your sidearms but keep them well hidden under your jackets.” 
 
    Mallory motioned Koenig aside. “Sergeant, you’ll be the leading man in our little ruse. Everything is going to depend on how convincing you are. You know what we need. There’s no script; just improvise, whatever comes to mind that will get us that aircraft. Stick to the truth as much as possible and keep it simple. Think you can do that?” 
 
    Koenig looked a little unsure for a moment, then said, “I think so. Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Good man. I knew I could count on you. And don’t worry, I’ll be right there to back you up if you run into difficulty. Now, I need a word with General Banner and Henri.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe this plan has an excellent chance of success,” Mallory told Banner. “It has less risk than trying to take the field by force as I’d originally planned, but I’m afraid it requires that we split our forces.” 
 
    “Seems to me that would put us more at risk,” Banner said shaking his head in disagreement. “Especially as we just gave up our weapons.”  
 
    Before Mallory could reply, Henri spoke up, “Pardon, Général, but le Capitaine is right. An SS halftrack driving onto the field carrying a few Ami prisoners might not attract much attention, but that halftrack and a truck full of Frenchmen would almost certainly raise question, if not suspicion. No, it is better this way, and you will still have your sidearms.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Mallory said nodding. “But that’s only part of it. It’s been said that no plan survives the first shot. It’s an old cliché, but none the less true. I wouldn’t have survived as long as I have without always having a Plan B in the event things go wrong.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Armand and André are our best German speakers; they’ll go with us in their guise as SS troopers. That will give us four men armed with Schmeissers in the event were blown.” 
 
    “Henri, you and Maddie and the rest of the men will stay behind in the clearing with the truck. After we leave, you, Jean-Paul, Remy and Paul make your way through the woods to the edge of the field to keep watch. If all goes well, once Banner and his people are in the air, I and the others will return to the clearing, ditch the SS uniforms and halftrack, and we all leave in the truck. If things go wrong, you will provide covering fire to either assist us in taking the field or providing cover for our escape. Maddie will remain in the clearing with the truck. At the first sound of trouble, she is to start the truck and be ready for a quick exit. If we aren’t back here within fifteen minutes, you all take off.” 
 
    “Bon. This is a good plan,” Henri said with a nod. “What of Capitaine Cooper?”  
 
    “Cooper will come with us in the halftrack.” 
 
      
 
    As Henri left to explain the change of plan to his men, Banner said, “You said ‘once we were in the air’, you’re not coming out with us, are you, Tom.” 
 
    “No,” he said with a grin. “Jock and I have more work to do… you know, friendlies to rescue, Jerries to ambush, rail lines to sabotage, that sort of thing.” 
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    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Valailles Airfield 
 
    Normandy, France 
 
      
 
    The Luftwaffe guard at the gate, an Obergefreiter, the equivalent of a corporal, stepped out from behind the barrier. His right hand rested on the MP-40 slung over his shoulder, as his left raised to stop the approaching halftrack. He walked over to the passenger side of the vehicle, then came to attention and saluted.  
 
    “Darf ich Sie helfen, Herr Hauptsturmführer.” May I help you, sir? 
 
    “Bring mich zu dem Feldkommandeur.” Take me to the Field Commander. 
 
    “Zu Befehl, Herr Hauptsturmführer.”  
 
    The corporal quickly raised the barrier, then ran around to the driver’s side and jumped up on the running board. 
 
    Following the corporal’s instructions, Jock put the halftrack in gear and slowly drove through the gate, then turned left. Banner looked over his right shoulder toward the grass airstrip. The hangar was covered by camouflaged nets to blend it into the surrounding landscape. Sitting in front of the hangar was an aircraft painted in dark green and black-green camouflage with German Balkankreuzen, black core crosses with white flanks, painted on the wings and fuselage; a black swastika was painted on the tail. This was their ticket home: the Ju-52. But the plane showed signs of recent battle damage and that worried him. 
 
    Banner surveyed the field: two ground personnel were rolling a barrel of aviation gas into position at a refueling stand by the side of the grass runway; three more were working inside the hangar. Five men plus the corporal at the gate. Everything was just as Mallory had described.  
 
    A moment later, Jock stopped in front of a small hut. Hopping down from the driver’s running board, the corporal ran around to the passenger side. “Das Hauptquartier, Herr Hauptsturmführer,” he said as he saluted. Headquarters, sir.  
 
    “Danke, Obergefreiter. Sie könn zu Ihrem Post zurückgehen.” Thank you, Corporal. You may return to your post. 
 
      
 
    Headquarters was little more than a small dispersal hut, about 18x30 feet, common to most auxiliary airfields. The hut had three windows, one on each side of the entrance and another on the east wall. A few chairs were scattered about in front of the hut, most likely for pilots waiting to scramble between sorties. About a hundred feet to the right of Headquarters was the larger hut, the combination dispensary, mess hall, and quarters for the other ranks that Mallory had described. Any officers assigned, he knew, would be quartered in Valailles. Both huts were set back toward the tree line and covered by large, camouflaged nets. 
 
    As Koenig and Mallory dismounted from the halftrack, Mallory quietly reminded the crew that they were supposed to be prisoners and cautioned them again to keep their sidearms out of sight. Then, for the benefit of any curious onlookers, he loudly ordered two of his troopers — Armand and André — to guard the prisoners. With a nod from Mallory, the third trooper, Jock, went to check out the other hut. If challenged, he would be looking for food. Then, adopting their SS personas, Mallory and Koenig proceeded to the hut. Opening the door, Oberscharführer Mallory stood aside as Hauptsturmführer Koenig entered. 
 
      
 
    As Koenig stood in the doorway, he surveyed the room. The hut was one large open space with a wooden floor and, except for a large picture of Hitler and a map of France and the English Channel, bare walls. Furniture consisted of two old wooden desks and their chairs, a battered file cabinet and a couple of other chairs for visitors. A black Bakelite phone sat on each desk, but there would be no calls in or out. Though communications in the area were down, as planned, Jock had cut the phone lines on their way in. A small wood stove, vented through the roof, sat in the rear of the room. Nearby was a canvas collapsible cot, made-up with a Luftwaffe grey-blue blanket and pillow and a small table on which rested an oil lamp, a chipped porcelain pitcher and wash basin for the officer-in-charge should he have to spend the night. 
 
    At the desk facing the door, a Luftwaffe officer was hunched over, engrossed in Der Adler, a Luftwaffe propaganda magazine. The only other person in the room was an enlisted clerk, rummaging through a drawer in the file cabinet.  
 
    Neither, apparently, had heard anyone enter until Mallory closed the door forcefully behind him. The clerk, seeing an SS officer, came to rigid attention. The officer, an oberleutnant by his epaulets and collar tabs, the equivalent of a first lieutenant, looked up from his reading, then taking hold of the cane hanging from the side of his desk, awkwardly stood to acknowledge the presence of a superior officer. 
 
    Probably in his mid-twenties, he was the personification of the ideal German: tall, blonde and blue-eyed. His tailored uniform tunic displayed a full ribbon bar above his left breast pocket and, above that, the gold Operational Flying Clasp of a Day Fighter pilot; the gold, Mallory knew, indicated he’d flown over a hundred combat missions. The black, white and red ribbon of the Iron Cross Second Class was sewn into a buttonhole on his tunic and pinned on the left breast pocket was the Iron Cross First Class medal. Below the pocket was his Pilot’s Badge and a black wound badge. On his right breast pocket was the Bronze Spanish Cross with swords and sewn onto the cuff of his right sleeve was the title ribbon of the Legion Condor. A junior officer, yes, but not an inexperienced one. If he had served in Spain, he’d already seen more war than most, and his medals attested to his capabilities. Mallory took all this in at a glance as he stood at rest beside the door. 
 
      
 
    “Oberleutnant Otto Brinkmann, Herr Hauptsturmführer,” the officer said. “Wie darf ich der Schutzstaffel behilflich sein?” How may I be of service to the SS? 
 
    Koenig raised his right arm in the Nazi salute and announced, “Krug. Zwölfter SS-Panzer. Heil Hitler.” Then after a second, said, “Sprechen Sie Englisch?”  
 
    “Ja. Yes, enough to get by,” Brinkmann replied, puzzled by the question  
 
    Koenig looked the Luftwaffe officer over as if taking his measure, though he was actually wondering what to do next. The English question had just popped out, and now he was trying to come up with a reason why he’d asked. After a moment, affecting a German accent, he said, “Good enough. I do not want the reason for my presence to be overheard. There are traitors everywhere these days.” Having said this, he pointedly looked over to his right where Brinkmann’s clerk still stood at attention. 
 
    Brinkmann shook his head. “Mein Schreiber, … sorry, English. My clerk neither understands nor speaks English.” 
 
    “You are certain?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied then turned to the clerk and said, “Weitermachen, Steiner.” Carry on, Steiner.  
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Oberleutnant.” 
 
    “If you have no objection, Herr Hauptsturmführer, might we sit?” He tapped the cane against his left leg below the knee and was rewarded with a hollow metallic sound. “I am still getting used to this new leg of mine.”  
 
    Koenig nodded, but continued to stand, his eyes surveying the room and frantically thinking, What the Hell do I do now? 
 
    “That’s better,” Brinkmann said as he carefully settled back into his chair taking the weight off his leg. “You were about to tell me why you are here,” he said as he picked up the letter opener on his desk — a miniature of the dagger worn by all Luftwaffe officers — and, leaning back in his chair, began to slowly twirl it in his fingers. 
 
    Koenig froze. Improvise, Mallory said, but stick to the truth as much as possible, and keep it simple… Stick to the truth and keep it simple. “I am here,” he began as he grabbed a nearby chair and dragged it over in front of Brinkmann’s desk, “because,” he continued as he sat down, “I need to borrow that transport you have sitting out there.” 
 
    “What?” Brinkmann dropped the letter opener and sat straight up in his chair. “No! I mean, I am sorry, sir, but the Luftwaffe isn’t in the habit of loaning out its aircraft without authorization. I’m sure if you submit a request through proper channels—” 
 
    “I don’t have time for proper channels. My mission is too critical. You are aware that the invasion has finally come, that Allied forces have been landing along the Normandy coast since early this morning?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. Communications have been down, but I received word mid-morning by messenger from Bernay. My 109s were ordered on an armed reconnaissance patrol to get an aerial view of the unfolding situation along the Normandy beaches and report back. I’ve not heard anything since. But by now I’m sure we have counter-attacked and are pushing them back into the sea.” He paused for a moment, then added bitterly, “If not for this verdammte leg, I would be up there. I have more experience, more victories than any of those pilots. But I’m grounded, stuck behind this verdammte desk.” 
 
    Mallory was listening from his position by the door and heard the bitterness in Brinkmann’s voice. The war, his war, was passing him by, and he didn’t like it. He wasn’t the dashing young fighter pilot anymore; he was just another useless cripple shunted aside. If played right, we can use that bitterness, he thought. Sensing someone behind him, Mallory turned to find Jock quietly standing in the now partially opened doorway. With a shake of his head, he indicated there were no Germans in the other building, then stepped back and quietly closed the door behind him. A quick glance told Mallory no one had noticed  
 
    But I digress,” Brinkmann said, “What does the invasion have—” 
 
    “The invasion,” Koenig said interrupting, “is the reason I require your aircraft. I’m afraid it is not going well for us.” 
 
    “How can this be? The coast is well fortified. The Atlantic Wall—” 
 
    “The Amis have thousands of ships bombarding the coast, thousands, and hundreds of thousands of troops are coming ashore. The Atlantic Wall has been overrun.” Not exactly true, but Brinkmann had no way of knowing that. 
 
    “But what about our armored reserves, the Panzer Divisions, the Panzergrenadiers?”  
 
    “They are still being held in reserve,” Koenig said affecting disgust. “Our leaders believe Normandy is just a diversion, that the real invasion will come at Calais, so there has been no counter-attack, and the Amis are landing in waves virtually unopposed along a fifty-mile front from St Martin de Varreville to Ouistreham. This is no diversion.” 
 
    “Mein Gott!” 
 
    “Exactly. That is why I need your aircraft. Earlier this morning my unit captured the crew of an American bomber that had crash landed near Merville. There was an American two-star general on-board.”  
 
    Brinkmann whistled, “Ein Generalleutnant! Quite a catch.” 
 
    “Yes, one more important than I first thought. My original orders were to deliver them to the prisoner cage at Évreux, but on the way my Oberscharführer,” he nodded at Mallory, “he understands English and overheard one of the crew complaining about his bad luck. He wasn’t supposed to fly today, he said. He’d been a last-minute replacement gunner when the general commandeered their aircraft to fly over the Normandy coast. He wanted to observe the landings, to see if everything was progressing as planned. Progressing as planned! The young fool didn’t have any idea what he was saying.” Koenig was laying it on thick to get Brinkmann’s interest, and he got it.  
 
    “This General must know the Allies’ plans, their strength and objectives!” Brinkmann said, immediately recognizing how important that information would be to the General Staff. “Have you informed Group B Headquarters?” Army Group B, commanded by General Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, covered northern France and the Netherlands and contained General Dollman’s Seventh Army, defending Normandy and Brittany, and General von Salmuth’s Fifteenth Army, positioned north of the River Seine. 
 
    Koenig shook his head. “I have not been able to get through. Communications are down everywhere; sabotaged. After I learned of the General’s importance, I decided on my own authority to disregard my orders and take them on to Field Marshal Rommel’s Headquarters at La Roche-Guyon. They would have drugs — and other means — to get the information out of him. With knowledge of their plans and strength, we could counter-attack and push the Amis back into the Channel.”  
 
    “We’ve been traveling since early afternoon,” Koenig went on, “staying on the back roads to avoid their fighters, and it has taken much longer that I anticipated. Resistance groups are openly attacking any of our forces they see. Only a few kilometers from here we were ambushed by a group. We managed to fight our way through, but I lost my other vehicle and most of my men. I have only my sergeant and three troopers left. Then I remembered this field and that there was a transport plane here.” 
 
    “Yes, a Junkers Ju-52,” Brinkmann replied, fully engaged now and nodding. “But even if I authorized the flight, I have no pilot, and the transport made a hard landing last week after being attacked by a Jabo.” German slang for Allied Jagdbombers, or fighter-bombers. “She was all shot up, lost her hydraulics, communications, and most of her navigation equipment. It was a miracle Heinz made it back. He’ll be in hospital for months.” 
 
    “What about his co-pilot?” 
 
    “It was just a short supply run. He didn’t have one.” 
 
    “Verdammt!” Koenig cursed. “I was counting on that airplane.”  
 
    “A replacement aircraft and pilot are due in a few days, but that won’t help you. But don’t worry, Annie is a tough old bird.”  
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    “The transport. Officially, her designation is Ju-52, but within the Luftwaffe, she is known as Eisen Annie, Iron Annie, because she is so versatile and reliable. There was no damage to her engines,” he continued, “and except for some bullet holes in her fuselage and a few shot-out windows, my maintenance people tell me she is fully operational.”  
 
    “The controls, hydraulics, communications… everything?” 
 
    “Repaired or replaced. But if you prefer, I can escort you over to Bernay, and you can fly out from there. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Koenig said. “It has taken too long to get this far. It’ll be dark soon and with every hour that passes the Amis will become more entrenched.” Koenig didn’t know what to do. They needed that airplane, but without a pilot… “Wait! You’re a pilot. Why can’t you fly us?”  
 
    “My leg…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, but surely a cargo plane isn’t as difficult to fly as a fighter.” Grabbing at straws, Koenig recalled an article he’d recently read in The Stars and Stripes. “I’ve heard about pilots who have lost both legs and are still flying. There was that Englander, Bader. He was able to fly all too well, at least until we shot him down. And if I remember correctly, there is even an Ivan. You’ve only lost half a leg. Surely a good German pilot can fly better than any Englander or verdammter Russian!”  
 
    “Yesss, but…” 
 
    “And the American general is a pilot,” Koenig added as if an afterthought. “He could help with the flying. Of course, he might refuse, but with a gun to his head, or to the head of one of his crew, I’m sure he’d cooperate, and with you navigating…” 
 
    Brinkmann was silent for a few minutes, then nodded slowly. “Yes. This is possible. The rudder pedals and brakes would give me the most trouble. I haven’t flown a Ju-52 since Spain, but, as I remember, it has rudder trim levers and rudder pedals that reduce the load. And the main wheel brakes are operated by a compressed air supply, not toe brakes. With a co-pilot, I should have no difficulty.” Taking his cane, he tapped his leg again and laughed. “If a Russian can do it, I can.” 
 
    “Think of it,” Koenig said, continuing to work on Brinkmann’s ego, “with the general’s information, we could turn the invasion back or at least stop their advance long enough to regroup. Think of our reception when we deliver him. We’ll be national heroes. Knight’s Crosses at the very least, with swords and oak leaves, maybe even diamonds, and pinned on by the Führer himself.” 
 
      
 
    That did it. Brinkmann was hooked. Grabbing his cane, he limped over to the wall to the right of his desk and studied the detailed map of England, the English Channel and France affixed to it. After a moment, he said, “La Roche-Guyon is here, on the Seine in the Île-de-France region north-west of Paris.” He spread the fingers of his right hand wide, then using his little finger and thumb as an improvised divider, he walked his hand back across the map to Vallaise. Checking the map’s scale. “It’s about eighty kilometers from here,” he said as he turned back to Koenig. “A twenty-minute flight.”  
 
    “Ausgezeichnet! Excellent! How soon can we leave?” 
 
    “In good time, Herr Hauptsturmführer. First Annie must be fueled and have a pre-flight inspection. Then I have to file a flight plan with Bernay Operations.” 
 
    “Is all that really necessary? Of course, I understand the need for the fuel, but you say La Roche-Guyon is only eighty kilometers from here. Can’t we just gas up and go?” Koenig knew these things were normal and necessary, but he wanted to get Brinkmann into the air before he had a chance to change his mind.  
 
    Brinkmann laughed. “Not if you want to get there in one piece. Annie hasn’t been flown since she was repaired and, regardless of what the mechanics say, I have no intention of taking her up without a complete pre-flight. And then there’s the matter of the flight plan. There are a number of fighter stations between here and La Roche-Guyon, not to mention flak emplacements, that don’t react well to unannounced flights over their locations. With a top speed of only 290kmh, Annie is particularly vulnerable to both. And then there’s the matter of local tower frequencies and…” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I get the idea. How long will all this take? Every minute is critical.” 
 
    “Not long. I can work up a flight plan while she is being fueled. With communications down, I’ll have to send Steiner, my clerk, to Bernay with it and hope they can get word to the fighters and those flak emplacements. If they can’t,” he said with a grin, “we’ll just have to take our chances. As soon as I finish the pre-flight, it’s just a matter of loading your prisoners onto the plane. I would say we could be in the air in less than an hour.” 
 
    “If that’s the soonest, I guess it will have to do. While you’re doing all that, I will bring the Americans inside. The Amis will certainly suspect that we have their general by now and will be looking for him, and they are too visible from the air sitting out there.” Koenig had no idea if anyone was looking for them, but it was as good an excuse as any to get them inside and away from curious German eyes.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Brinkmann replied absently as he searched through the drawers in his desk. Not finding what he wanted, he called to his clerk, “Steiner, bring mir die Luftfahrtkarte für Nordwestfrankreich.” Bring me the aeronautical chart for north-western France. 
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Oberleutnant.” 
 
    “Dann,” Brinkmann continued, “sag Unteroffizier Schmidt auf, Annie zu betanken und begin die vorflug check. Und mach schnell!” Then tell Sergeant Schmidt to refuel Annie and begin the pre-flight checks. And make it fast! 
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Oberleutnant.” 
 
    Koenig exchanged a quick look with Mallory, then said, “Bring die Gefangenen hinein.” Bring the prisoners inside. 
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Hauptsturmführer.”  
 
      
 
    Mallory smiled to himself as he left the hut. He’d worried about Koenig at first when he’d seemed to freeze, but he’d pulled himself together and was playing his role better than he could have hoped. But they were running out of daylight, and they needed to move quickly. 
 
    Outside at the halftrack, Mallory gave Banner and his crew a quick update. “Everything is going well so far, though not exactly to plan. The officer in charge is a Oberleutnant named Brinkmann. He could have been a problem, but fortunately for us, he was recently wounded and lost the lower part of his left leg. He’s pretty bitter about being grounded and sidelined from the action. Koenig is using that bitterness and has him eating out of his hand with visions of new glory by delivering you to Rommel’s Headquarters himself.”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Banner said. “So why aren’t you smiling?” 
 
    “Because the bloody plane was shot up last week, and its pilot is in hospital. But Koenig has convinced Brinkman that even with his bad leg, he can fly the thing with you as his co-pilot. He’s in there working up a flight plan now.” 
 
    “I noticed the transport looked a little beat up when we drove in. Is it flyable?” 
 
    “Brinkmann says it is… that is, he’s been told by his mechanics that it is. But with no pilot for a check flight…” 
 
    “Okaaay. What else?” 
 
    “I’m worried that if Brinkmann has a chance to think it over, he’s going to have second thoughts and want to send us over to Bernay. He’s already suggested that once. Koenig talked him out of it, but he just might revisit the idea. If that happens, we’ll have to fall back on my original plan and takeover the field. We can do it, but it could get messy, and if anything happens to that aircraft… So, I was thinking that if he was kept distracted…” 
 
    Banner was ahead of him. “By a very difficult and demanding senior officer?”  
 
    “Exactly,” Mallory finished. “I don’t want him thinking about anything except getting into the air and on his way to Rommel’s Headquarters.”  
 
    Noticing some of the Luftwaffe mechanics had paused to watch, Mallory instructed Armand, the most fluent in German, to stay with the halftrack and discourage anyone that got too curious. “Now,” Mallory said, “let’s get you and your men inside.” 
 
      
 
    Banner surveyed the room as he led his men into the hut. Seeing the officer hadn’t noticed his entrance, Banner stood quietly for a moment, then thinking this was as good a time as any to begin being difficult, he impatiently folded his arms across his chest and, looking annoyed, stated loudly, “I realize the war has not been going well for you lately, but has it gotten so bad that the Luftwaffe no longer observes the military courtesy of a salute… Lieutenant?” 
 
    Reviewing his completed flight plan, Brinkmann was annoyed at the interruption, but as he looked up, he automatically snapped to attention, saluting formally with a slight bow and an awkward click of his heels. “My apologies, Herr Generalleutnant.” 
 
    “Take no notice of him, Brinkmann,” Koenig said, knowing what Banner was doing after a quick word from Mallory. “The Herr General has had a hard time remembering that he is a prisoner now and no longer gives orders. He has done nothing but complain all afternoon.”  
 
    “And I shall continue to do so,” Banner responded, “until my men are given the food, water and medical attention required by the Geneva Accords. We have had nothing to eat or drink since we were captured, and three of my men are wounded; one with a serious chest wound. He should have received medical treatment hours ago instead of being driven all over France as this fool,” glaring at Koenig, “has had us doing.” 
 
    Brinkmann briefly glanced over at the prisoners crowded just inside the door. “I can do nothing for your wounded at this time, Herr General. I have no medical personnel or supplies, but I will see that your men receive treatment as soon as we arrive at our destination.”  
 
    Addressing the SS guards, Brinkmann pointed toward the back of the room. “Setzen Sie die Gefangenen dort zurück.” Put the prisoners back there. 
 
    “Jawohl, Herr Oberleutnant.”  
 
    Banner watched as Jock and André roughly herded his men to the back of the room and motioned for them to sit on the floor. Gardiner and Wells eased Cooper down onto the cot, then joined the others on the floor.  
 
    “As for food and water,” Brinkmann continued, “I will send someone to see if there is anything left in the mess. That will have to do until we get—” 
 
    “You mentioned ‘final destination’ before,” Banner interrupted. “Just when and where might that be?” 
 
    “La Roche-Guyon. Generalfeldmarschall Rommel’s Headquarters. As soon as the transport can be made ready, you will assist me in flying yourself and your men there.”  
 
    Banner barked a laugh. “Now why would I want to help you fly us further away from our advancing troops?” I’ll be damned, we might just pull this off. 
 
    “Because, General, while I am an excellent pilot, due to an encounter with a pair of your P-47s, I now have trouble with rudder pedals,” he tapped his bad leg with his cane in explanation, “and require a co-pilot. Unfortunately, you are the only other pilot available.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. But I think my men and I will just wait here for some of our Pathfinder troops to come by.” There can’t be any paratroopers this far inland, but he doesn’t know that.  
 
    “Fine,” Koenig said, interrupting. “If you do not want to cooperate, we will just have to continue our journey to La Roche-Guyon in the halftrack. That will be very hard on your pilot and delay his medical treatment by many hours. I’m sure you don’t want that.”  
 
    “No, I don’t,” Banner replied. “But you don’t want to go back out on the road either. That ambush by the Resistance was just a few miles from here. You lost the other halftrack and all but four of your men getting away. They could see we were prisoners, and I’ll bet they know where we are and are just waiting for you to come out again… or…,” he said turning to Brinkmann, “they may even be planning to attack the field, just waiting for dark. From what I saw when we arrived, you don’t have many men here.” That should give him something else to think about. 
 
    Brinkmann turned to Koenig. “You don’t think they’d actually attack the field, do you? The general is right. I have only six men here, and they’re ground support, mechanics, not infantry. We wouldn’t stand a chance. Even if the telephone lines were working, help couldn’t get here in time.” 
 
    “Relax, Brinkmann. The General is just winding you up. When you are ready to takeoff, he will cooperate.” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “Then,” Koenig said very convincingly, “I will shoot one of your crew, then another, and another until you agree.” 
 
    “That’s murder!” Banner exclaimed angrily. “You’ll be hung for that.” Mike is getting a little too comfortable in his role. I almost believe him. 
 
    “Perhaps. But not now,” Koenig replied smugly. “And who knows when the war will end, or if any of you will still be alive when it does. So, what shall it be, Herr General? Will you be Oberleutnant Brinkmann’s co-pilot, or shall I shoot one of your men right now?” To emphasize his threat, he lifted the flap on his holster and drew out his 9mm Walther P-38 sidearm. 
 
    “Nein!” Brinkmann shouted. A threat, a bluff, was one thing, but he wouldn’t be a party to murder. 
 
    “All right! All right,” Banner said. “I’ll do it.”  
 
      
 
    Brinkmann quickly traded his uniform tunic for his black leather flying jacket, grabbed his hat and left to start his pre-flight. Steiner, his clerk, had already departed for the main base at Bernay to deliver Brinkmann’s flight plan and shouldn’t be back for at least an hour. Jock took a position by the front window to watch for unwanted visitors. They had the hut to themselves. 
 
    Banner called to Koenig, “Mike, you see where the clerk got that aeronautical map?” 
 
    “The filing cabinet, General. Third drawer, I think.” 
 
    “Harry, go through that cabinet. See if you can find a map, we can use for the flight home.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    A few minutes later, Gardiner had finished going through the cabinet’s drawers. “Got one. An RAF aeronautical chart of the Dover Strait. Probably left behind when the Brits evacuated in 1940.” He spread the map across Brinkmann’s desk. “What’d you have in mind, General?” 
 
    “Well, we’ll want to stay well away from the landing areas and friendly fire, so I think our best bet is to fly north toward the Channel, then follow the coast north-east until we can find a place to cross over to England. As short a crossing as possible but out of range of those batteries at Calais. 
 
    Gardiner studied the map for a moment. “This is a likely place, sir,” he said pointing to a spot. “Le Touquet, a small fishing village. It’s just west of the outer edge of Calais’ defensive ring, probably doesn’t have much of a defense force, maybe just a small garrison and a patrol boat to keep guard over the fishing boats.” 
 
    “All right. It’s a little closer to Calais that I’d like, but it’s probably as short a place to cross as we’ll find, but let’s keep our eyes open for a better spot.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Gardiner had been marking the route on the map as they discussed it. Now it was a matter of determining the headings, speed, distance and time.  
 
    “Rosen, you still have your E & E kit?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “I need the compass.” 
 
    Rosen reached down into the right leg pocket of his flight suit and removed a rubberized khaki pouch stamped with a large ‘F’ on the side. Opening the pouch, he laid the contents on the desk: a thick bundle of French Francs, hacksaw blade in a sheath, and a small dime-sized brass compass about a quarter-inch thick. He put the other items back in the pouch, then handed the compass to Gardiner. “Here you go.” 
 
    With the major points of the compass printed on the circular bezel, Gardiner approximated each heading and marked it on the map. Using the map’s scale where each division mark in the border equaled ten miles, he approximated the distance.  
 
    “This is just a rough estimate, but to the Channel, then following the coastline to Le Touquet looks about one hundred and thirty-six miles, plus or minus, then another forty-two miles across the Channel to England. We could save some miles by going cross country instead of following the coastline…” 
 
    “No,” Banner said cutting him off. “If we run into trouble, I want to be able to quickly turn into the Channel.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Stick to the coastline.” 
 
    Banner nodded. “All right. Now, if I remember correctly, the Ju-52’s max speed is about 290kmh. Its gauges will be in kilometers per hour, so that’s,” he quickly did the conversion in his head, “about 180mph. For cruise speed figure about 210kmh or 130mph”. 
 
    Gardiner ran the numbers in his head. “It should take us about an hour and a half… give or take.”  
 
    “If we can get out of here without raising an alarm — and we should be able to as the personnel here will think we’re on our way to La Roche-Guyon — I don’t think we’ll draw any fire over land. The Germans might be curious, but I doubt they’ll shoot at one of their own planes. It’s our own fighters we need to worry about.” 
 
    At the window, Jock whistled. “Company coming.” 
 
    Mallory looked out the window. One of the Germans was approaching the hut. “It’s the corporal from the gate. I’ll take care of him, but, just in case, everybody get back in your positions.” 
 
    As Jock watched, SS Oberscharführer Mallory stepped out of the hut and intercepted the German. They spoke for a moment, then the corporal handed Mallory the mess tin and canvas bread bag he’d been carrying. Coming to attention, he then turned and jogged back toward the gate. Mallory watched him for another moment, then went back inside. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Banner asked. 
 
    “He brought some food and coffee and a message from Brinkmann.” 
 
    “What was the message?” 
 
    “That as soon as the prisoners had eaten, Hauptsturmführer Krug should bring his prisoners over to the grass strip by the plane and be ready to board as soon as he finishes his pre-flight.” 
 
      
 
    The food consisted of a half loaf of German Schwartzbrot, black bread, and a tin of cold coffee. The crew cast dubious looks at the bread.  
 
    “Black bread is good, guys,” Koenig said as he pulled off a piece from the loaf. “I grew up on this stuff.” He took a bite, then quickly spat it out. “God, that’s awful!” 
 
    Mallory laughed. “The Germans have had a serious shortage of flour for some time, Sergeant. They add tree flour to compensate and add substance to the dough.” 
 
    “Tree flour? What’s that?” 
 
    “Sawdust.” 
 
    “Yuck!” 
 
    “It’s actually not too bad if you dunk it in coffee. Of course, that’s not real coffee either. Real coffee is almost impossible to come by. Everyone, troops and civilians alike, make an ersatz coffee from just about anything they can find… roasted barley, oats, chicory, even acorns. You get used to the taste, especially when it’s all you have. This,” Mallory continued indicating the food, “is probably that corporal’s dinner.” 
 
    Wilson grimaced. “I appreciate his generosity, sir, but I’ll pass. I’m not that hungry.”  
 
    Neither was anyone else. 
 
      
 
    Anne Banner’s Room,  
 
    Base Hospital, 503rd Bomb Group 
 
      
 
    We know where they are!” Stone announced as he entered Anne’s room waving a message. “Or, at least, where they were. You were right, Anne, he’s with Mallory. Intelligence received this message almost two hours ago; it took a while to get to me. It doesn’t say much, just that they’re safe and heading east.” 
 
    “Let me see.” Anne quickly read the message, then read it again slowly. “He’s safe,” she said, relieved. “It says they’re with friends. Do we know where?”  
 
    Stone retrieved a map from his briefcase and spread it across the bed over her legs. “The message came from a Canadian paratroop outfit near Varaville, just east of Ouistreham. How they came by the information I don’t know, but the coordinates they provided put Frank and his people miles away on the N815 highway, about here,” he placed his finger on the spot on the map. “And before you ask, I haven’t any idea what they’re doing over there, or where they’re heading.”  
 
    Anne studied the map for a few moments, then shook her head. “They’re not just driving around. They’re heading somewhere, but where? Do we know for sure he’s with Tom, and who is this Butcher Four?” 
 
    “Butcher Four is the call sign of a P-51 pilot reported missing about the same time and area the Belle went down. And yes, it’s confirmed. He’s with Mallory and his Resistance group.”  
 
    “Just before I left to come down here,” he said as he removed several 8x10 black and white photos from his briefcase and handed them to her. “Marty Durant gave me these. They’re from a P-51 making an inland sweep for targets of opportunity. Fortunately for us, in addition to his gun camera, the pilot had another camera with slightly better resolution modified for use as a handheld. Unauthorized, of course, but in this instance…” 
 
    Anne studied the grainy photos that showed a German halftrack and truck just off the road and a dozen or so men standing in the middle of the road waving. Handing her a magnifying glass, Stone said, “The photo interpreter enlarged the frames and cleaned them up as best she could, but they’re still a little hazy, however, with this magnifying glass…” 
 
    Anne accepted the glass and placed it over the photos. Her heartbeat faster as she easily made out Banner’s face. He was all right. Looking further, she also recognized Mallory, Jock Fraser and Ernie Ross. She didn’t recognize any of the others, but counted nine in flight gear, the rest in a mixture of German uniforms and civilian clothing. 
 
    “How long ago were these taken,” she asked. “And where?” 
 
    “A little over an hour ago, here, on the N13 near Thiberville, a few miles east of Lisieux.” 
 
    Anne studied the map again. Following the highway further east, until, “Oh, my God! I think I know where they’re going.” 
 
    “What! Where?” 
 
    Anne ran her finger across the map following the N13 highway, then stopped. “Here,” she said. “Valailles.” 
 
    “What’s in Valailles?” 
 
    “A few months ago, SOE received credible intelligence that Rommel was planning to secretly meet with Generals Dollmann and von Salmuth, his 7th and 15th Army commanders, to discuss placement of their panzer divisions when the invasion came. He was to fly into a small out-of-the-way airstrip near Bernay and travel by staff car from there to an unknown meeting location. His itinerary was kept very close hold, but we had an agent in place and, while he couldn’t provide the meeting place, he was able to give us the date and the airfield where Rommel would land.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Stone interrupted. “There’s a Luftwaffe field near Valailles.” 
 
    “Yes. A small dispersal field in the forest just north of Valailles and manned by a small cadre of Luftwaffe personnel.” 
 
    “What does this have to do…” 
 
    “Bear with me… Back in ’41, Number 11 Commando attempted to snatch Rommel in Libya, but missed. We thought we might have another opportunity here. The plan was to send in a small team of German-speaking agents reinforced by a local Resistance group, take the airfield before Rommel’s plane landed, then capture him and fly him and the agents out again in Rommel’s own airplane.  
 
    “The plan was deemed feasible and worth the attempt to take Rommel out of play before the invasion. Unfortunately, the night before Tom and four other agents were to be dropped in, we received word from our agent that Rommel’s plans had changed. The meeting was off, so the operation was scrubbed.” 
 
    “This is all very interesting, Anne, but what—” 
 
    “I think Tom is heading for that airfield,” she said interrupting.  
 
    “What? Why?” Stone said. “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Because of its isolated location, the field has a Ju-52 transport stationed there for re-supply. I don’t know how, but I think Tom plans to steal that transport for Frank and his crew to fly back to England.” 
 
    “Anne…” 
 
    “No, Woody. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Where else could he be heading? There’s no other reason to be where he is. And think about it. Tom knew everything there was to know about that airfield, its personnel and defenses, and I doubt much has changed. If he’s heading there, it’s because he believes they can pull it off. 
 
    “Assuming I’m right,” she continued, “and I believe I am, the question now is what, if anything, can we do to help.”  
 
      
 
    Iron Annie 
 
    Valailles Airfield 
 
      
 
    The Ju-52, or more accurately the Ju-52/3m, was a low cantilever wing tri-motor monoplane, powered by a nose- and two wing-mounted BMW nine-cylinder radial piston engines. It had a domed Perspex cockpit with a rectangular fuselage covered by a corrugated duralumin metal alloy skin, fixed main landing gear, and a tailwheel. A crew access door was located just aft of the port side wing, with a larger cargo door opposite on the starboard side. Windows stretched from the cockpit back to the doors on both sides.  
 
    Ground personnel were still hand-pumping avgas into Annie’s tanks from fifty-five-gallon drums as Brinkmann began his exterior walk-around. Making his way around the aircraft, he worked all of the control surfaces: flaps, ailerons, elevators and rudder, looked for any sign of oil or fuel leaks, and checked that the pitot tubes, necessary to determine the aircraft’s airspeed, were clear. Finally, with his good leg, he kicked her tires.  
 
    During his walk-around he’d noted the fresh bullet holes that ran from the left side of the cockpit along the fuselage to just aft of the access door had not been patched, and, while the pilot’s shot-out side window and an adjoining panel of windscreen had been replaced, some of the cabin windows had only been covered with plywood. But these were minor discrepancies and would not impact his flight. Everything was satisfactory. 
 
    Brinkmann was just entering the aircraft to begin his engine pre-flight when Koenig and his men arrived at the grass strip with their prisoners. After what to the anxious crew seemed an interminable wait, but in actuality had probably been only ten or fifteen minutes, Annie’s engines began to turn over. When all three engines were running smoothly, Brinkmann leaned out the cockpit window, waved Koenig over, and shouting above the engines’ roar, told him to get everyone on-board.  
 
    One by one, the crew, trying not to appear too eager, grabbed the opposite sides of the doorway and pulled themselves up into the aircraft. Last in line, Banner and Rosen handed Cooper, on a stretcher Jock had found in the Germans’ dispensary, up to waiting hands in the aircraft. Rosen followed. 
 
    Just as Banner was about to board, Mallory came up behind him. Prodding him with the muzzle of his Schmeisser, he said loudly, “Hurry up and get inside, we haven’t got all day.” Then softly whispered in his ear, “We’ll hang about until you’re in the air and well on your way.” 
 
    Pushing the muzzle aside, Banner replied just as loud, “Keep your hands off me.” Then said quietly, “Are you sure you won’t come with us, Tom?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. We have more work to do. As soon as I can get to a radio, I’ll let them know you’re coming. Have a safe flight,” then roughly pushed Banner up into the aircraft. 
 
      
 
    Configured for cargo, Annie’s interior was bare, except for a pull-down bench running the length of each side of the aircraft. The crew took seats close to the cockpit; Gardiner, Wells and Rosen on the right, Ross, Collins, Quintana and Wilson sat opposite. Cooper’s stretcher was securely strapped along the bench opposite Wilson. 
 
    Banner made his way along the narrow aisle toward the cockpit. As he passed Cooper, he said, “Almost home, Coop.”  
 
    Cooper smiled and gave him a thumbs up. The rest of the crew were smiling as well, hardly able to believe they could be home in a few hours.  
 
    Koenig was last to board, making a show of ordering Mallory and his remaining men to return to their unit as soon as he was safely airborne. That done, he climbed up into the plane and, with a wave, shut the door, then made his way up the aisle to the cockpit. 
 
    “Everyone is on-board,” he told Brinkmann. “You can take off anytime.” Then he stepped back down out of the cockpit and took the radio operator’s seat the other side of the bulkhead behind the co-pilot’s seat. Out of Brinkmann’s line of sight, he put on the radio operator’s headset and throat mic and began to check out the radio. 
 
    As soon as Banner had settled into the co-pilot’s seat, he put on his headset, and plugged its cord into the junction box and adjusted his throat mic. Brinkmann did a quick interphone check, then began to identify, and translate, the various dials, switches and controls. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant, but that won’t be necessary. I’ve flown this aircraft before and am familiar with its instruments and operation.” 
 
    Brinkmann looked skeptical, but said only, “Take-off checklist.” 
 
    Banner nodded. 
 
    “Brakes,” Brinkmann said.  
 
    Banner advanced the throttle controls to just above twenty-five per cent. “Brakes released, engines at idle.” 
 
    “Elevator trim minus one point five degrees.” 
 
    “Set.” 
 
    “Rudder.”  
 
    Only the pilot had rudder pedals, and as Brinkmann worked them, he confirmed, “Rudder neutral.” Continuing, he called out, “Stabilizer trim neutral.” 
 
    “Set,” Banner replied. “Flaps twenty-five degrees.” 
 
    “Mixture.” 
 
    “Mixture full rich,” Banner replied, pushing the mixture controls located beneath the throttles all the way down.  
 
    “Cowl flaps and oil radiators?” 
 
    “Open.” 
 
    “Advancing throttles to max power.” Brinkmann gradually moved the bank of throttles forward, and Annie began to roll. 
 
    “Speed.” 
 
    “twenty… forty… sixty… kilometers per hour,” Banner called out as they began to gain speed down the grass field. 
 
    At 70 kmh, Brinkmann nudged the nose down just a bit to raise the tailwheel off the ground.  
 
    “Ninety kilometers per hour.” They were committed.  
 
    Banner continued to call out their speed. At 115, Brinkmann applied a slight backpressure on his yoke, and the nose wheel lifted off the ground. Annie took to the air, gaining speed until they were climbing at a rate of 140 kmh. At 5,000 feet they leveled off.  
 
    Banner retracted the flaps, and trimmed the elevators for level flight, as Brinkmann trimmed the rudder, leaned the mixture and inched the throttles back to a cruising speed of 215 kilometers per hour.” 
 
    “New heading one-two-two degrees,” Brinkmann announced as he began a slow turn to the right. 
 
    “That is not correct, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Of course, it is. That is the heading for La Roche-Guyon.” 
 
    “Yes, but that is not where we are going.” Banner fingered his throat mic, “Mike, time to explain things to Lieutenant Brinkmann.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Valailles, Normandy, France 
 
    Iron Annie Change of Pilots 
 
      
 
    Koenig appeared in the cockpit entrance, Krug’s 9mm Walther P-38 in his hand, but it wasn’t pointed at Banner as Brinkmann expected, but at him. 
 
    “Was bedeutet diese? Warum richten Sie Ihre Pistole auf mich?” What is the meaning of this? Why are you pointing your pistol at me? 
 
    “I’m afraid, Lieutenant,” Koenig said, “things are not what they seem. We are not going to La Roche-Guyon. We are going to England.” 
 
    “Verräter!”  
 
    “I’m not a traitor. I’m an American. Sergeant Mike Koenig, United States Army Air Force.” 
 
    “Mein Gott…! This was all just a trick to escape.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Now, stand up, please, and slowly back out into the cabin.” 
 
    Brinkmann hesitated, then stood and backed out into the main cabin. Koenig quickly relieved him of his sidearm and handed it to Wells.  
 
    “Have a seat, Lieutenant,” Wells instructed as Ernie Ross and the others across the aisle shifted to make room for the German. “Will you give me your word you won’t cause any trouble, Lieutenant?” 
 
    Brinkmann said nothing. 
 
    “If you don’t, I’ll have to take away that tin leg of yours. What’s it to be?” 
 
    Brinkmann took in the situation and, after a moment, nodded. “Very well, I give you my parole,” he said defiantly. “It will make no difference. You have no chance. If our fighters don’t get you, yours will.” 
 
    “Maybe so, Lieutenant. Just remember, if they get us, they get you too.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosen, get up here,” Banner called from the pilot’s seat. As soon as he appeared, Banner asked, “How’s your side, giving you any trouble?” 
 
    “No, sir,” he replied placing his hand over the bandage on his left side. “Like they say in the movies, it’s just a flesh wound. I hardly notice it.” 
 
    “Good. I need a co-pilot, and you’re it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    As Rosen settled down into the co-pilot’s seat, Banner asked, “Have you ever flown a multi-engine before?” 
 
    “Not since flight training.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s mostly the same instruments, just a lot more of ‘em in different locations.” He started to point out the instruments and controls, and what they were, but Rosen interrupted almost immediately.  
 
    “General, I’m a New York Jew. I grew up speaking Yiddish and German. I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “All right, take a couple of minutes to familiarize yourself, then take over for a while. Head north. Speed, 210 kmh.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. North; two-one-oh kmh.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Rosen tapped Banner on the shoulder. “I’ve got her.” Then began a slow turn north, back toward the coast. 
 
    Banner nodded and removed his hands from the control column, then closed his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. His ribs weren’t bothering him much thanks to Maddie’s tape, but the throbbing in his head wouldn’t let up.  
 
    “Your head still giving you trouble, sir?” Rosen asked. “I’ve got some paracetamol. My girlfriend says it’s better than aspirin. It sure works for me.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll try anything. Mike’s aspirin haven’t helped much.”  
 
    Rosen fished a small bottle out of his jacket pocket, shook out a couple of pills and handed them to Banner. 
 
    Swallowing the pills dry, Banner muttered, “Some of that ersatz coffee would have been nice right now.” Closing his eyes again, he leaned back in his seat to think. He was reasonably certain he had a concussion. He’d had one last year when he crash-landed in France, so he knew the symptoms. But he didn’t think it was as bad this time. There was the throbbing, yes, and the ringing in his ears, and an occasional double vision when the pain was really bad, but there’d been no nausea, vomiting or blackouts… so far.  
 
    Feeling himself starting to drift off, he jerked back awake and sat up in his seat. He was tired, very tired. Whether it was from the concussion, or just from the day’s events, he didn’t know, but he couldn’t allow himself to let go now, not until they were safely back in England. Looking back into the main cabin, he observed most of the crew, with the exception of Koenig and Wells, were slumped in their seats dozing. 
 
    Shaking himself fully awake, he fingered his throat mic, “Does that radio work, Mike?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve been checking it out.” 
 
    “Pick up any friendlies on it?” 
 
    “Not yet. Nothing but a lot of German chatter so far. Nothing about us.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good. Have you tried this morning’s frequencies?” 
 
    “This radio doesn’t have the range of the Liaison set. But I’ve been trying the short-range frequencies and some fighter frequencies Lieutenant Rosen gave me. Nothing yet.” 
 
    “Okay. Continue scanning the band and let me know if you pick up anything.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner wasn’t worried, not too much anyway, about the Luftwaffe. He was reasonably certain they wouldn’t bother another German aircraft without reason. But he was worried about being bounced by an Allied fighter.  
 
    “What about flares. Do we have any?” Colored flares were used by aircrews for a number of purposes, including as a means of identification with friendly fighters and requesting fighter aid. 
 
    “Yes, sir, but they’re all red. Today’s recognition code was green-yellow-green.” 
 
    “Aldis lamp? Flashlight?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “All right. Keep the flares handy, they might be useful. Let’s just hope we don’t run into any ‘unfriendly’ friendlies. And Mike, have Wells wake everyone up back there. We’re not out of the woods yet. I want someone at every window looking for bandits, theirs and ours.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    They’d been flying north for about five minutes when Banner called back to Gardiner, “Where we are, Harry?” 
 
    “That river just ahead, General, is the Seine.” The navigator had been following their course on the map as best he could, calculating the plane’s position by dead reckoning and landmarks. “After we cross, we’ll pass over Lillebonne, then it’s just another eight or nine minutes to the coast. Once we sight the Channel, we’ll change our heading north-east to follow the coastline.”  
 
    “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    As they crossed the Seine, everyone, except Gardiner, was at the windows scanning the skies for aircraft. Gardiner was looking below for landmarks when he spotted a ferry crossing over to the west side of the river. The ferry was overloaded with military vehicles and troops. Checking the map, he identified the crossing point. 
 
    Sticking his head into the cockpit, he said, “General, there’s a ferry down there carrying German vehicles and troops across the river. The bombers must have missed that one. I’m pretty sure it’s the ferry at Port Jérôme.” 
 
    “Okay, Harry. Mark it and anything else you spot on the map for intelligence.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “General,” Rosen asked a little while later, “what happens when we run into a fighter… theirs or ours?” 
 
    As if in answer to Rosen’s question, Wells called out, “Single P-51, eleven o’clock high, about six thousand. I don’t think he’s seen us.” 
 
    “Keep your eye on him, Joe.”  
 
    Banner gave Rosen a look. “You just had to ask. Okay, the big question is will he attack if he spots us? Or will he figure an unarmed transport isn’t worth the ammo and give us a pass? What would you do?” 
 
    “Depends, sir,” Rosen replied. “If I were on my way home and still had some ammo, I’d go for the easy kill; for all I’d know some VIP might be on-board. But if I were just starting my sweep, I’d want to save my rockets and ammo for something better, like an ammo train or a truck convoy. It could go either way.” 
 
    “General,” Wells called again, “he’s made us. He’s dropped his wing and diving.” 
 
    “I’ve got her,” Banner yelled as, without hesitation, he took the controls from Rosen and pushed the yoke forward, putting Annie into a steep dive. The P-51 followed, rapidly closing the distance between them. Much faster than the transport, he throttled back, but not enough, and only managed one quick burst from his .50-calibre machine guns before he overshot. As he pulled up to go around for another try, Rosen got a good look at the mustang’s fuselage.  
 
    “General, he’s from my group.’ 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There was an ‘VF’ on the side of the cockpit; that’s the 336th’s squadron marking. I’ll bet he was heading home. His rocket tubes looked empty, and he’s probably low on .50-caliber. If we can just stay out of his sights long enough…” 
 
    “Well, we sure as hell can’t outrun him. All we can do is go low and reduce our speed as much as possible.” Speed, or the lack thereof, was their only edge. At full throttle, the P-51 could top 400mph; the best the Ju-52 could do was 180. 
 
    Banner leveled off just above the treetops. Reducing his speed to 125 kmh, just above stall speed, he called to Rosen, “Flaps down.” This would reduce his stall speed even more. At 120kmh, about 75 mph, he was as slow as he dared go; at that speed, there’d be no chance to recover from a mistake that close to the ground. Then he began to zigzag. 
 
    Throttling back as much as the Mustang pilot dared — the P-51 stalled at 95mph — he came at them again from six o’clock where they were virtually blind. With short, controlled bursts he fired at the zigzagging unarmed transport, but once again he overshot. Suddenly, as he pulled into a tight 60 degree turn to come around, he was bounced by two FW-190s, their guns blazing, coming to the aid of one of their own.  
 
    Over-matched and taking several hits from the FWs’ 20mm cannons and 13mm machine guns, the P-51 pilot pushed the throttle through the gate and took off, his supercharged Rolls-Royce Merlin engine easily leaving the pursuing FWs behind.  
 
    About 400 yards out, the P-51 began a vertical climb into an inverted half loop, then at the top rolled out into level flight heading in the opposite direction. Diving back down with all six of his wing-mounted .50-calibers spitting fire, the pilot flew right at the enemy fighters. It was a game of chicken, who would break off first. Firing back, the FWs continued on for a few seconds, then broke away, climbing in different directions. The P-51 went after the closest FW, his incendiary and armor-piercing explosive rounds tearing into the German’s fuselage and wings. Then, just short of a kill, his guns stopped firing. Out of ammunition, the P-51 pulled into another vertical climb and disappeared into a nearby cloud layer. 
 
    The crippled FW was making grey smoke and, as he turned away, flames began to spread from his engine. As the flames shot back toward the cockpit, the pilot slid back his canopy and bailed out. His wingman followed him down to mark his position, then flew back to the transport.  
 
    As he came alongside, Koenig called, “He wants to know who we are, General, and where we’re going.” 
 
    Expecting this, Banner said, “Tell him we’re carrying a senior officer and his staff back to his Headquarters. And thank him for his assistance.” 
 
    The FW pilot remained alongside for another moment, then waved and broke off.  
 
    “Wells,” Banner shouted back into the main cabin, “anybody hit back there?” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of new ventilation, General,” Wells replied as he stuck his head in the cockpit, “but none of our guys were hit.” 
 
    “What about Brinkmann?”  
 
    “Oh, he’s okay,” Wells grinned, “but he’s gonna need a new tin leg. Had it stretched out in the aisle, and one of those .50-calibers took the foot right off. He’s a little PO’d right now. Damn, what a war. I never thought I’d owe my life to a couple of Krauts.” 
 
    “We just got lucky, Joe, so make sure everyone is keeping their eyes open.” Fingering his throat mic, Banner called, “Mike, Rosen says that Mustang was from his group, try those frequencies he gave you again.” 
 
    “I’ve been sending, sir, no go. But he might not reply even if he heard me, thinking it’s a German trick.” 
 
    “Well, if he did hear you, he’ll report it during Interrogation, and they’ll pass it on. So, keep your fingers crossed.” 
 
    “I always do, General.” 
 
    Banner tapped Rosen on the shoulder. “It’s your airplane. Take us back up, same heading.” Banner lifted his hands away from the yoke, as Rosen took the controls and slowly advanced the throttles back to cruising speed, then pulled back on the yoke to begin a climbing turn to 5,000 feet and their original heading.” 
 
    “General,” Rosen asked later as they neared the coast, “I hate to say anything, especially after what happened the last time, but we’ve been in the air almost thirty-five minutes now, and Brinkmann filed a flight plan for a twenty-minute flight. He would also have given a passenger manifest and a reason for the flight.” 
 
    “Yes, go on.” 
 
    “Well, sir, don’t you think they’ll be wondering where we are or, more importantly, where you are? And those FW pilots will report their encounter with a Ju-52 heading for the coast.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Banner replied. “They could be looking for us, and on any other day, they would be. But I think they’ve got much bigger problems today. I don’t see them expending time or resources looking for one missing transport, even one carrying an escaping B-17 crew. Do you?” 
 
    “No, sir. I guess not.”  
 
      
 
    “There’s a sight I didn’t think I’d ever see again,” Wells said, the first to sight the English Channel. The cockpit’s domed Perspex windscreen offered the best visibility, and, after the P-51 attack, Wells had stood watch between the pilots’ seats scanning the skies for enemy aircraft which, in their current circumstances, meant any aircraft.  
 
    “That should be Fécamp down there, General,” Gardiner said, leaning over Banner’s shoulder to look out his side window. “We’ll pass over Dieppe in about fifteen minutes; then Le Touquet in another twenty-five. Doesn’t it feel weird, flying above Hitler’s vaunted Atlantic Wall, and no flak.” 
 
    “Don’t complain, Harry, they’ll be shooting at us soon enough. Once we turn into the Channel, everyone will be shooting at us.”  
 
    Banner checked his watch, 1928. They were still a good forty minutes from Le Touquet, then another twenty across to England. Once in the Channel, the Germans would have to start wondering why one of their aircraft would be heading for England; the answer would be obvious. Banner’s only question was would they send fighters after them. They were slow and unarmed, a sitting duck, which was why he continued to look for some place where they wouldn’t be noticed making the turn north. 
 
    High tide in Normandy had come and gone. Looking below a few minutes after they’d passed over Dieppe, Banner observed a large estuary that fed into the English Channel. With the tide out, it consisted mostly of small channels of water, shallow pools, exposed sand dunes and mudflats and, further inland, marshland. There was nothing around it for miles.  
 
    “Harry… what is that down there?”  
 
    Gardiner stepped into the cockpit. Again, looking down over Banner’s shoulder, he checked his map. “That’s the Somme river estuary, sir.” 
 
    With the tide almost out, the row upon row of mine-tipped obstacles and barbed wire, designed to discourage any invasion, were clearly visible. What he couldn’t see, for as far as he could see, were any German defensive positions, no bunkers, pillboxes, or gun batteries, not even houses. This was what he’d been looking for. They’d cross here. 
 
      
 
    Anne Banner’s Room  
 
    Base Hospital, 503rd Bomb Group  
 
      
 
    Despite her increasing discomfort and anxiety, feeling the baby twist and squirm inside her was reassuring, thinking he — she was certain it was a boy — was just as eager as she was for him to arrive, though sometimes it felt like the little brute was becoming impatient and trying to punch his way out. She was impatient, too, wanting it over with, wanting to get her life back. It couldn’t come too soon.  
 
    She’d had visitors off and on all day. There’d been no sign of Don Houser, or Doctor Pierce, since her water broke; she was told that was normal. But Nurse Kelly, Janet, had come by almost hourly to keep her company, encourage her to eat, help her to the bathroom — she needed to pee all the time — and monitor her contractions. Phillip and Mitch had come by whenever they could, even Frank’s secretary, Vera Phillips, had called, several times, to cheer her up and offer advice. Mrs D, Mildred, had appeared as soon as she learned the General’s plane was missing and had stayed until a couple of hours ago, when Anne had insisted, she go home to fix Davis’ dinner. 
 
    The contractions were coming more often now. They lasted longer and were more intense, some leaving her drenched in sweat and almost unable to breathe. The ache in her back had intensified and, no matter how she moved or changed positions, it wouldn’t go away. And the mood swings; one minute she was relaxed and happy, the next depressed and unable to stop crying. Where was Frank! 
 
    She’d thought he’d been content with his new command and second star. Thought they’d been happy. But since he’d agreed to do this thing, fly this insane mission, she’d seen a light in his eyes, an eagerness, she hadn’t seen since before they were married. Now he was missing, and she was furious. Why aren’t you here? You promised. 
 
      
 
    It was getting dark outside when Woody came again. Nurse Kelly was there timing her contractions — the intervals between were getting shorter now — and to check her vitals. 
 
    “Sorry,” Stone said as he entered. “I’ll come back later.” 
 
    “No, that’s all right, General, I’m finished,” Kelly said as she wrote in the clipboard hanging at the end of Anne’s bed, then went to sit in a chair in the corner of the room. “But I will need to stay. Please try not to get her too upset.” 
 
    Stone took the chair by Anne’s bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like a woman who’s about to have a baby. How the hell do you think I feel!” she replied angrily. “I’m tired, I hurt and I’m mad as hell. If Frank were here right now, I’d kill him!”  
 
    “You don’t really mean that. You’re just tired.” 
 
    “I meant every word.” 
 
    Stone laughed. “You think you do, but… Let me tell you something. When my Martha was having our daughter, Kathy, her nurse told me that just before she went into delivery, she was screaming at the top her lungs to anyone who’d listen that she was going to kill me.” 
 
    “She didn’t!” 
 
    “Yes, she did. Of course, once the nurse placed Kathy in her arms, everything was forgotten. When you see your baby for the first time, you’ll forget everything else, too.” 
 
    Anne laughed. “I’m sorry, Woody, I don’t mean to bite your head off. You’re right, I’m just tired of waiting for something to happen, and I’m worried about Frank.” 
 
    “Well, this should cheer you up. They went for the transport plane at Valailles, just as you thought.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Intelligence passed on an Interrogation report from a P-51 pilot in the 336th Fighter Squadron, that’s part of Don Blakeslee’s 4th Fighter Group. He reported attacking a Ju-52 near the coast north-east of Le Havre but was driven off by a couple of FW-190s. He said that the transport tried to contact him on the radio. Claimed they were a B-17 crew in a captured German aircraft trying to get back to England. They used the call sign ‘Shortstop’ and requested the information be passed to Intelligence. He ignored it, thinking it was just more Luftwaffe spoofing, but reported it anyway. It has to be them… ‘Shortstop’ was Frank’s call sign.” 
 
    “Thank God!” she said with obvious relief in her voice. Looking over at Janet, she said, “Did you hear? Harry’s on that plane, too. They’re on their way home.”  
 
    Janet just nodded, unable to reply, then put her hands to her face and quietly cried. 
 
    Anne had been crying off and on, all day, but she couldn’t cry now. Forcing herself to think, she said, “If that pilot heard the message, it’s possible the Germans did, too; they could be looking for them. What’s being done to bring them home?” 
 
    “As it happens, Butcher Four, that downed pilot with Frank, is one of Blakeslee’s. Don has a squadron over there now, just starting another sweep. He’s radioed them to send a flight back to the coast to look for the transport and escort it back.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of area to cover, Woody. How will they know where to search?” 
 
    “Don and I thought about that. Frank will be looking for a less defended area to cross. We figure he wouldn’t go as far east as Calais, it’s too well defended, so he’s probably somewhere between Le Havre, where he was attacked, and Calais. They’ll search that area. Air Sea Rescue has also been notified. They’ll patrol the Channel from Beachy Head to Dungeness. All we can do now is wait.” 
 
    “Wait for what?” Air Vice Marshal Markham asked as he entered the room. Walking over to Anne, he kissed her on the cheek. “How are you feeling, my dear?” 
 
    “Better now that Woody’s brought word that Frank and his crew are on their way home.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Markham asked Stone. “You told me Anne believed Mallory was planning to steal an aircraft from some auxiliary field near Bernay. You mean they actually followed through with it?” 
 
    “They’ve not only followed through, Phillip, they’re in the air heading for the Channel.” 
 
    “Good God! Tell me everything.” 
 
    Neither man noticed Anne’s face suddenly tighten or the change in her breathing, but Janet did. Another contraction was starting. She checked her watch: three minutes apart. 
 
    “Tell him outside, General. I’m sorry, but I have to ask you both to leave now.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie  
 
    Entering the English Channel 
 
      
 
    Banner made a banking turn over the Somme estuary taking them out into the Channel, then took Annie down to the deck, leveling off at just under 100 feet. Even though they would expend more fuel at this altitude, he wanted to stay well under the radar, English and German, as long as possible. It was an exhausting job flying that low for an extended period, but it was safer. 
 
    He wasn’t worried about the guns of the invasion fleet; they were a good 70–80 miles west of them in the Bay of the Seine. When they got closer to England, however, there was a better than even chance they’d be targeted by the destroyers and coastal forces patrolling the Channel for the follow-on convoys, but, by then, they’d be flying at an altitude beyond the range of their guns. There was still the Luftwaffe, but he’d all but written them off; they had bigger and better targets than chasing an unarmed transport across the Channel.  
 
    His biggest worry was the many roving Allied aircraft. There wouldn’t be any FWs to the rescue this time. They needed to be able to identify themselves, or failing that, with no means of defense, they’d have to surrender, but how? The universally accepted sign of surrender. No, that’s no good. Annie has fixed gear. He was having trouble concentrating and shook his head to clear it. 
 
    Rosen noticed and asked, “You okay, General? Want me to take it again for a while?” 
 
    “I guess I could use a spell, Nate. Thanks. Just keep her on the deck, same heading.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Rosen smiled as he took the controls. That was the first time the General had called him by his first name. 
 
    Banner sat back, closed his eyes and tried to think. If that P-51 pilot heard Mike’s message and reported it, help could be on the way; if not, they were a sitting duck for any Allied fighter. They needed some way to make contact and identify themselves.  
 
    Banner fingered his throat mic, “Mike, you hearing any chatter out there?” 
 
    “Plenty, General, but all German. It’s kinda funny. Nobody seems to know what’s going on, where to go, what to do. No radio discipline at all.” 
 
    “Okay. Try sending out a short ‘any Allied aircraft’ message over the guard frequency. It’s a risk, but we need to make contact with a friendly before some hot shot fighter pilot takes another crack at us.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner turned to Rosen, “No offense, Nate.” 
 
    “None taken, sir.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Flight of three P-51s  
 
    Over Normandy, en route back to the English Channel  
 
      
 
    “Red Dog One to Red Dog Leader. How come you pulled us off the sweep, Bobby? What’re we doin’ out here? I had my sights on a nice fat munitions train.”  
 
    “I’d like to know the answer to that, too,” put in Red Dog Two, Second Lieutenant Jack Atwood. 
 
    “Leader to Flight,” replied First Lieutenant Robert Wade. “Colonel’s orders. Said to pick some volunteers, then head back to the Channel to locate and escort back to England a Ju-52 transport, a friendly.” 
 
    “Oh, well, if we volunteered,” Red Dog One, Second Lieutenant Mark Tucker, muttered over his mic. “So, what’s so special about this transport, Bobby?” 
 
    “Leader to One. The crew of a downed B-17 and one very VIP apparently ‘borrowed’ it from the Huns, and they want it, and the VIP, back. Our job is to make sure that VIP gets home. And FYI… Nate Rosen is on-board, too.”  
 
    “Two to Leader. I heard he was missing. So, how’re we supposed to recognize this transport?” 
 
    “As it happens, Phil Rogers, in the 336th, reported bouncing a Ju-52 at the end of his last sweep. Lucky for him it got away when he was jumped by a couple of FWs. Claimed a kill on one of the FWs, then ran out of ammo and headed for home. Said the transport was painted in dark green and black-green camo, had a line of fresh .50-cal holes down the side of the fuselage, and some boarded over windows. Shouldn’t be that hard to identify, besides how many Ju-52s do you think are out flying in the Channel today? But just in case, nobody get trigger happy, Rosen owes me a double sawbuck from last night’s game.” 
 
    “He owes me a couple of bucks, too.” This from Red Dog Two, Lieutenant Atwood. 
 
    “Leader to Flight. Cut the chatter and listen up. Rogers bounced that transport just north of Lillebonne heading toward the coast. Once he makes the Channel, he’ll probably look for the shortest crossing west of Calais and stay under the radar.  
 
    “Rogers said the transport’s heading when he jumped him was almost due north, so I want to run low sweeps from Fécamp to Le Touquet and back, moving deeper into the Channel with each sweep. Anyone spots them, report in.” 
 
    After the other pilots had confirmed his instructions, he continued, “Okay, spread out but stay in sight of each other and check in after each sweep. It’ll be dark in another hour or so, and those night fighters will come out to play, so keep your eyes open.” 
 
    “Two to Leader. What about those ships down there? Like you said, it’s gonna get dark soon. They might not be able to see our invasion stripes. They’ve been having a hard time telling us from a Me-109. I’ve heard those swabbies tend to get a little trigger happy and aren’t always real certain who they’re shooting at, just ask some of those C-47 drivers who were over Sicily last year. Word was they shot down a dozen of ‘em full of paratroopers before they found out they was friendlies.” 
 
    “That’s enough of that kind of talk, Atwood. Those ships will be miles west of us. You just worry about finding that transport, got that?” 
 
    “Roger, Leader.” 
 
    “How long do we keep at it, Leader?” Red Dog One asked. 
 
    “Until we find ‘em or run out of gas, Tuck.” 
 
    “Hell, Bobby, you need twenty bucks that bad, I’ll give it to you.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie  
 
    Over the English Channel 
 
      
 
    They were well into the Channel, when Wells called out, “Two Me-109s, one o’clock high, about a mile, mile and a half out at three thousand and closing really fast.” 
 
    “Got ‘em,” Rosen said looking up out his side window.  
 
    Wells pulled out his government issue .45 and looked at it with disgust. “What I wouldn’t give for my twin .50s right now.” 
 
    “Keep going, Nate,” Banner instructed. “Don’t deviate. They might not have seen us. We’d be a fly speck down here.” 
 
    “No such luck, General,” Rosen replied looking up out his side window. “One of ‘em just peeled off and is coming down.” 
 
    “Wells, get everyone down under those benches. They’re not much protection, but it’s all we’ve got.” 
 
    “On it,” Wells said as he stepped down into the main cabin. “Everyone, listen up,” he shouted. “We’ve got two 109s closing on us, so everyone, get under those benches.” Seeing Brinkmann hadn’t moved, Wells shouted, “That includes you, Lieutenant, unless you want to lose your other leg, too.” But Brinkmann just glared at him and remained where he was. “Okay, it’s your life.” 
 
    As soon as Wilson and Quintana unstrapped Cooper’s stretcher, wrestled it down under the bench as far as it would go, then squeezed under the bench near him, Wells reported back.  
 
    “Everybody’s under cover, General; however much good that’ll do.”  
 
    “You, too, Joe. Get under a bench.” 
 
      
 
    The Me-109, camouflaged in grey-green, his spinner, tailfin and rudder painted a bright yellow, leveled off a hundred feet above the transport while his wingman maintained his altitude. The pilot had throttled back uncomfortably close to his stall speed to match the speed of the slow transport and was just keeping pace above them.  
 
    “What’s he doing, General?” Rosen asked. “Why isn’t he firing?” 
 
    As if in answer, Mike Koenig called over the interphone, “That German is on the radio, General. He’s ordering us to turn around and head back to France.” 
 
    “Did you acknowledge, Mike?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Let him think we didn’t hear him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well, Nate, it seems I was mistaken about them not coming after us. Just shows generals can get it wrong sometimes. Keep going, maybe he’ll think our radio is out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “No good, General,” Koenig reported a moment later. “He says if we do not acknowledge and turn back immediately, he’ll fire on us.” 
 
    “All right. Wait a minute, then acknowledge. Tell him we’re operating under secret orders from the Führer, and he’s interfering with our mission.” Turning to Rosen, he said with a grin, “If you have to bluff, might as well bluff big. The longer we can keep them off us, the closer we get to England.” 
 
    Koenig was back. “He’s not buying it. He says you — he thinks you’re Brinkmann — he says you’re a lying traitor. Turn back now, or he will shoot us down.”  
 
    “General,” Rosen said looking up out the Perspex windscreen, “that other 109 is coming down. I think they’re through talking.” 
 
    Almost immediately the lead fighter began his attack. Opening fire from six o’clock high, rounds from his 13mm machine guns punched holes along Annie’s starboard wing and engine. Large pieces of cowling flew off, some penetrating the cockpit’s thin duralumin skin, including one long narrow piece of metal that embedded itself deep into Rosen’s right shoulder. 
 
    As the engine began trailing smoke, the 109 broke off his attack. A moment later flames shot out from the rear of the engine. Within seconds the wing was also in flames. 
 
    “Fire in number three!” Rosen yelled. 
 
    As Banner shut down the starboard engine, he shouted, “Fire extinguisher. Red valves below the mixture controls. The one on the right.”  
 
    His adrenaline pumping and seemingly unaware of the piece of shrapnel sticking out of his back, Rosen found and opened the valve releasing the carbon dioxide to smother the fire. Looking out his side window to verify the flames had been extinguished, he saw streams of fuel running back over the wing edge.  
 
    “General. We’re losing fuel over the starboard wing.” 
 
    “Fuel tank selector. Center panel bottom,” Banner ordered. “Selector all the way to the left.” 
 
    “Got it,” Rosen called as he switched the fuel feed to the port wing’s fuel tanks. 
 
    But now they had a bigger problem. With the starboard engine gone, Annie had lost altitude and her starboard wing had dropped perilously close to the water. The Junker’s fixed undercarriage was designed to shear off if obstructed in a bad landing, but if they hit even a wave at their speed, and the undercarriage failed to shear off, which in this situation was doubtful, Annie’s nose would be dragged down, raising her tail up, effectively flipping them over.  
 
    All too aware of the danger, Banner applied left rudder to compensate for the uneven thrust and raise the wing. At the same time, he advanced the throttles of the two remaining engines to full power as he and Rosen applied back pressure on their control yokes. Fighting for altitude, it seemed an eternity before Annie responded and began to climb.  
 
    They were at 500 feet when the second fighter began his attack from eleven o’clock high. Using only his machine guns, he stitched a double line of 13mm holes down Annie’s left side high along the fuselage and continuing through the tail fin and rudder. Like the first fighter, he broke off after the one pass, then, dropping two red flares, pulled up into a steep climbing turn to join his leader several hundred feet above.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on, General?” Rosen asked with a grimace. The adrenaline gone, the piece of metal in his back was making its presence known. “Either one of those jokers could have put us in the water. Why weren’t they using their 20mm cannons, not that I’m complaining… And what was with the flares?”  
 
    “I don’t know what the flares were about, but I’m guessing their orders were to bring us back alive,” Banner said, thinking he understood what they were doing. “They don’t want to shoot us down. They just want to damage Annie enough that we have to turn back. If I’m right, this may give us a little breathing room, to do what I’m not sure. Maybe keep going long enough for some friendlies to find us. For now,” he said as he began to nudge the throttles forward, “let’s see if we can increase our speed a little without him catching on.”  
 
    Rosen watched the air speed indicator and called out their speed, “two-oh-niner kmh… two-one-four… two-two-oh… two-two-five.” 
 
    “That’s enough for now.”  
 
    Banner waited a minute, then grinned and said, “Well, nobody’s shooting at us yet.” Turning to Wells who’d returned to his self-designated station in the cockpit, he said, “Joe, check the status of the crew. See if anyone was hurt during those attacks? And check around back there for anything that will float in case we have to get wet.” 
 
      
 
    “General, he’s back,” Koenig called. “Says he wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “Me Brinkmann?” 
 
    “No, sir. I explained that Oberleutnant Brinkmann was our prisoner. He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll take it. Come forward and see what you can do for Rosen. He caught a piece of shrapnel in his shoulder.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “He’s all yours, General,” Koenig said as he entered the cockpit carrying his medical kit.  
 
    “Thanks, Mike,” Banner replied as he turned the selector switch from interphone to radio, then fingering his throat mic called, “Ju-52 to Me-109. You wanted to speak to me?” 
 
    “Ja. You are Generalleutnant Banner, yes?” 
 
    “You have me at a disadvantage. You know my name, but I don’t know yours.” 
 
    “Major Günter Clausen, Herr General.” 
 
    “All right, Major. It’s your nickel.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “My orders, sir, are to take you back to La Roche-Guyon.” 
 
    “And if we don’t want to go?” 
 
    “I am sure you recognized that we could have easily shot you down just now.” 
 
    “Yes. You’re trying to make us turn back.” 
 
    “Exactly. So, you see you have no choice but to return to France.” 
 
    “There is always a choice, Major. We could put her in the water ourselves and take our chances that Air Sea Rescue will find us first.” 
 
    “Ja. But one of our Schnellboots, what you call E-boats, was in the area and redirected to support me as soon as I was given my orders. The flares we dropped were to give Käpitanleutnant Müller our position. He just radioed he has our position and is only a few miles away. He will catch up with us very soon. So, you must see, General, there is no escape; you must return with us. You have until the S-Boot arrives to make your decision, then I will put you in the water.” 
 
      
 
    Where the hell did they find an E-boat this far east? The closest E-boats were supposed to be at Le Havre.  
 
    “Well, that was enlightening… You copy all that, Nate?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rosen said, then gave a yell of pain as, without warning, Koenig pulled the metal sliver from his shoulder in one quick yank. 
 
    “Sorry, Lieutenant. Best to get it over with quick,” Koenig said as he sprinkled sulfur powder over the wound. Slapping a pressure bandage over the it, he looped the ends under Rosen’s right arm and over his left shoulder, then tied it off. “That’ll do to get you home. The sliver lodged in the muscle wall of your shoulder. Don’t think it did much damage, but that arm isn’t going to be much use for a while. You were lucky.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rosen replied as Koenig helped him put his arm back into his shirt and flight jacket.  
 
    As soon as Koenig left, Rosen turned to Banner. “What are we going to do, General? Maybe we should try a water landing. We can’t be too far from England. There could be some Air Sea Rescue flying boats out looking for downed aircraft, and we’ve got flares.” 
 
    “If it comes to that,” Wells added as he returned to the cockpit, “I found a couple of four-man rubber rafts in the tail. They each have an emergency kit with the usual lifeboat-type stuff. Of course, the last inspection date on ‘em was 1938, so I don’t know if their carbon dioxide cartridges are still good, or if the rafts will even float.” 
 
    “You can forget a water landing, both of you. Even if we didn’t flip over and break up, it’s not an option. Cooper wouldn’t make it. And let’s don’t forget about that E-boat. But even if it doesn’t show up, do you think those 109s are just going to let us float away. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I didn’t think it through.” 
 
    “All right, enough said. Wells, how’s the crew? Anybody hit?” 
 
    “No, sir. These Krauts gotta be the worst shots in the Luftwaffe. Our guys didn’t get a scratch. Tell you what, though, Captain Cooper’s stretcher only went under the bench about halfway. When the attack started, with nobody prompting him, Wilson covered him with his body.” 
 
    “Wilson did that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The boy’s grown a little today. … The only casualty was Brinkmann. He stayed in his seat again through the first attack, refused to take cover with the rest of us. Then just as the second 109 attacked, he stood up. I could see him holding onto one of the ribs to steady himself. He just stood there like he was asking for it. Took a couple of rounds through the chest; probably never knew what hit him. Musta had a death wish or something.”  
 
    “Or something,” Banner replied. Death might have seemed preferable to spending the rest of the war as a prisoner and the rest of his life as a cripple. 
 
    “So, I guess that means we turn around and go back,” Rosen said.  
 
    “As it stands now, yes. But we’ll delay as long as possible. Clausen isn’t going to shoot us down as soon as that E-boat shows up. He’ll continue to try to make us turn back. He doesn’t want to put us in the water unless he has to. You can’t predict what’ll happen in a forced water landing, especially with our fixed undercarriage, and he needs us — me, anyway — alive. So, we’ll keep going until we can’t.” 
 
    “Okay. Wells, go back and explain what’s going on to the crew. Tell ‘em to keep their eyes open for that E-boat… friendlies, too. I still think help could be coming. And move Brinkmann’s body into the tail storage area.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
      
 
    They’d been flying on the deck since they entered the Channel and, even now at 500 feet, had been consuming fuel faster than Banner liked. For whatever reason, he had failed to check the fuel gauge when he took over and didn’t know, with the German fuel shortage, if Brinkmann had had the tanks filled or just topped off for the short flight.  
 
    Both the exterior fuel gage on the port engine and the one on the instrument panel indicated just under four 400 liters, between a quarter and a half of the fuel in the six 200-liter tanks located in wing. The starboard fuel tanks might still have a few liters, but probably not enough to make any significant difference. Figuring 87 liters, or 23 gallons, of fuel per engine per hour, he estimated they had a little over two hours flying time. More than enough to get home; providing Clausen didn’t shoot any holes in the port wing. 
 
    “Harry,” Banner called. “You been keeping track of how far we’ve come?” 
 
    “Roughly, sir,” Gardiner replied as he leaned into the cockpit. Checking his watch, he said, “It’s now twenty hundred. We entered the Channel at about nineteen forty-five and, until a few minutes ago, our air speed in miles per hour has been a reasonably constant one hundred and thirty. The distance across the Channel from the Somme Estuary on this heading is about sixty miles. So, at about two miles per minute, for fifteen minutes, puts us at thirty miles, or about halfway across… plus or minus.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Not as far as I’d hoped. 
 
      
 
    Red Dog Flight 
 
    Over English Channel  
 
      
 
    The P-51s were several miles into the Channel on their fourth pass with no sign of the transport, when Red Dog One called the Leader’s attention to the distant white wake of a boat making speed on a south-westerly course out of Boulogne. 
 
    “Bobby, ten o’clock low, about eight, maybe ten miles out. Check out that wake. Where do you suppose that E-boat’s heading in such a hurry?” 
 
    “Good question, Tuck,” Wade said as he began a climbing 90-degree turn to the left. “Why don’t we find out. Form on me.” 
 
    “Leader to Atwood. Form on me.” 
 
    “Roger, Leader.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie Holding Course 
 
    The English Channel 
 
      
 
    The Germans didn’t seem to notice, or, maybe expecting the imminent arrival of their E-boat, didn’t care that their speed had increased.  
 
    We’re running out of time, Banner thought. When that E-boat shows up, I’ll have to turn back. If I were alone, I’d keep going, make a run for it, but with my crew aboard… 
 
    Ernie Ross stuck his head in the cockpit and said, “General, there’s a boat down there, approaching from three o’clock, still quite a way back.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ernie… Nate, take a look.” 
 
    Rosen looked back over his shoulder out his side window. “Could be an E-boat all right. Moving fast, making about fifty knots. But if it is, at our speed, I don’t know that he can catch up.” 
 
    “Clausen may not have factored in the differences in speed,” Banner said. “Let’s hope he doesn’t get tired of waiting and decides to put us in the water now.” 
 
      
 
    Red Dog Flight 
 
    Over English Channel  
 
      
 
    They’d been following the E-boat for several minutes when Wade called, “Tucker, Atwood, look up ahead, twelve o’clock, on the deck. Do you see what I see?” About eleven miles distant, he’d spotted a slow-moving transport being harassed by a pair of Me-109s. 
 
    “You bet,” Tucker replied. “That has to be our missing transport.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for,” put in Atwood. “Let’s go get ‘em,”  
 
    “All right, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie Holding Course  
 
    The English Channel 
 
      
 
    “General,” Koenig called over the interphone. “It’s the German again. He says the Schnellboot isn’t closing the distance with us fast enough, so unless we reverse course now, he will shoot us down. Says we can tread water until the Schnellboot catches up … or drown for all he cares. He sounded really pissed off, sir.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mike.” Banner didn’t say anything for a moment, then ran his hand over his face. “Well, that’s it, then.” 
 
    “Maybe not, General,” Wells said a moment later as he tapped him on the shoulder and pointed up to his right. “Look. They’re bugging out.” 
 
    Banner looked up to see the two 109s, their throttles wide open, climb away to the east. “What the Hell?” 
 
    “Bogeys,” Wells yelled. “Two, no three, make that three unidentified aircraft, eleven o’clock high, about eight miles out and closing.” At that distance all anyone could see were little black dots. 
 
    Three of ‘em. That should just about do it, Banner thought. Unless…  
 
    “Disregard!” Rosen yelled as the dots became clearer. “I see invasion stripes. They’re friendlies. They’re P-51s!” 
 
    Banner slumped back in his seat. Thank God. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Red Dog Flight 
 
    Over English Channel  
 
      
 
    “Leader to flight. Looks like the Huns have spotted us and are hightailing it out of there. Tucker, you and I will take the 109s. Atwood, see if you can take out that E-boat. Remember, those boats are armed with a thirty-seven millimeter in the stern and at least one twenty-millimeter in the bow, plus machine guns. So, keep your distance. Use your rockets and watch yourself… Meet back at the transport.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie Holding Course 
 
    The English Channel 
 
      
 
    Banner could hear the cheering in the cabin above the roar of Annie’s engines as the P-51s screamed pass high overhead chasing the fleeing Me-109s, but he wasn’t ready to join in just yet. Were those P-51s looking for us, he wondered, or just looking for enemy fighters to bounce? When they return, if they return, will it be to escort us home, or shoot us down? 
 
    Fingering his throat mic, he called, “Mike, have you tried making contact with those Mustangs?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. No luck so far.” 
 
    “Okay. Keep trying.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Banner turned to Rosen, “How’s the shoulder, Nate?”  
 
    “Hurts like a son of a bi… gun, sir, but I’ll live.” 
 
    “Okay… I’ll take it for a while. Save your shoulder.”  
 
      
 
    Banner pulled back on the control column and began a slow climb. Leveling off at 5,000 feet a few minutes later, he said, “All right, now that we’ve got some altitude, let’s see how much speed Annie will let us have with one of her engines out.” 
 
    The Ju-52’s top speed with three engines and a standard load was about 290kmh, or 180mph. What her top speed would be with the two remaining engines, he didn’t know, but would soon find out. Re-trimming the ailerons and rudder, Banner began to inch the throttles forward, adjusting for the asymmetrical thrust. “Call out our speed, Nate.” 
 
    Rosen, his eyes on the air speed indicator, called two-two-five kmh… two-four-one…two-five-oh … two-six-six… two-eight-two. 
 
    Monitoring the tachometers and other gauges as they increased speed, Banner noted a rise in the revolutions as well as an increase in the oil and cylinder head temperature in each engine at 250kmh; at 282, both engines were pushing design limits and overheating. Slowly retarding the individual throttles, he watched the engine temperatures begin to drop. At 272kmh, 169mph, both engines were operating almost within normal limits.  
 
    “Okay, Nate. Looks like this is all she’s going to give us.”  
 
      
 
    “I’ve got ’em, sir!” Koenig called over the interphone. “The P-51s. I’ve made contact.” 
 
    “Good work, Mike. Transfer it up here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Call sign is Red Dog Leader.” 
 
    Banner turned the selector switch from interphone to radio, then fingering his throat mic said, “Ju-52 to Red Dog Leader. Ju-52 to Red Dog Leader. How do you read? Over.” 
 
    “Red Dog Leader to Ju-52. I read you five by five. Identify yourself. Over.” 
 
    “Red Dog Leader. We are a B-17 crew with three wounded making for home in a borrowed enemy aircraft. We are very happy to see you. Over.” 
 
    “Thank you, ’52. Can you confirm Arrowsmith Actual is aboard? Over.” 
 
    “Roger. Call sign Shortstop. Over.” 
 
    “Boy, are we glad to find you, sir. We weren’t having any luck until we spotted the wake of that E-boat and followed it. We splashed one of those 109s, the other limped home trailing smoke. The E-boat got away, turned tail as soon as he saw us. We’d have gone after it, but our orders were specific: find and escort you home. Over.” 
 
    With Red Dog flight on station at 8,000 to provide fighter cover, Lt. Wade dropped down to 5,000 and, slowing to keep pace with the transport, came abreast the left side of the cockpit. Making eye contact with the pilot, Wade saluted. “Shortstop?” 
 
    “Roger,” Banner replied and returned the salute. 
 
    “Thought you looked a little old for a B-17 pilot. No offense intended, sir.” 
 
    “None taken, Leader.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Wade, sir.” 
 
    “All right, Lieutenant. If you’ll take station overhead, I think my crew and I would like to go home now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Sir. Is Butcher Four aboard?” 
 
    With a nod from Banner, Rosen replied, “I didn’t know you cared, Bobby, or is it just that twenty bucks I owe you?” 
 
    “You wound me to the quick, Nate,” Wade laughed. “You really do.” 
 
    “All right,” Banner interrupted. “Take your station, Lieutenant, and let’s go home. And by home, I mean the 503rd at Walsham.” 
 
    “Sir, you’ve lost an engine and have wounded. Wouldn’t it be better to land at the first field we encounter?” 
 
    “Your orders are the 503rd, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    As the Red Dog flight escorted the crippled transport over the Channel, Lieutenant Wade radioed the control tower at Debden, the home of the 4th Fighter Group.  
 
    “Red Dog Leader to Debden Tower. Red Dog Leader to Debden Tower. Over.” 
 
    “Debden to Red Dog Leader. What is your traffic? Over.” 
 
    “Red Dog Leader to Tower. We have located and are escorting missing transport back to their home field. ETA forty minutes. Over.” 
 
    “Red Dog Leader. Confirm destination Walsham. Over.” 
 
    “Roger, tower. Shortstop’s orders.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, 6 June, 1944 (D-Day) 
 
    Commander’s Office  
 
    Headquarters, 503rd Bomb Group 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    It was almost sunset. General Stone was discussing the day’s missions with Colonel Peters in his office when the intercom buzzed. 
 
    “Yes. What is it?” 
 
    “Corporal Kiefer, sir. There’s a call for General Stone from Colonel Blakeslee.”  
 
    “All right, Kiefer. He’ll take in here.” 
 
    “I told Blakeslee to call me here if he had any word on General Banner,” Stone said as he stood and picked up the phone receiver. “Stone.” 
 
    “Don Blakeslee, General. I just received word. General Banner’s aircraft has been found and is being escorted back to England as we speak. ETA within the hour.” 
 
    “That’s great news, Don. Do you know where they will land?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. General Banner intends to land back at the 503rd. I’m told he was quite adamant about it.” 
 
    “Yes. He can be a little single-minded at times, but in this instance, I can understand his reasons. Is there some reason he should land sooner?” 
 
    “His plane was shot up by a couple of 109s. He has an engine out and wounded on-board. But when it comes right down to it, he’s the pilot; the decision is his.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. All right. Keep me posted if you would, Don, and thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Stone replaced the receiver in its cradle. “They’ve found him,” he said smiling. “He’s on his way in with an escort of P-51s. Blakeslee says he’s lost an engine, has wounded on-board and intends to land here. He’s less than an hour out.” 
 
    “That’s good news, sir,” Peters said with a broad smile. “Truthfully though, I’m not that surprised. The general’s been given up for lost three times since I’ve known him, and each time he’s brought his plane and crew back. When he commanded the Group, everyone, including me, thought he was indestructible.” 
 
    “Better not let him hear you say that.”  
 
    “No sir, not a chance,” he said with a laugh. “Are you going to tell Mrs Banner?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s still early yet, and I’m not sure it would be wise to get her hopes up right now. I want to talk it over with Doc Houser. In fact,” Stone said checking his watch, it was 2030, “I’d better do it right now. If you’ll excuse me, Colonel.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Peters said as he picked up the phone. “I’ve a few calls to make myself.” 
 
    Stone headed for the door, then turned. “You’ll tell Mitch?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  
 
      
 
    Hospital, 503rd Bomb Group 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, General. Would you repeat that?” Doc Houser said. “I don’t think I heard you right.” 
 
    “I said, Doctor,” Stone repeated, “that General Banner and his crew have been located and are on their way here in a stolen German aircraft. His ETA, from what I’ve been told, is within the hour.” 
 
    “He’s done it again. I swear that man has more lives than a cat,” he said shaking his head. “Is he all right? Any wounded?” 
 
    “I don’t know about General Banner, but I believe he has wounded. I don’t know how many or the nature of their wounds. My question, Doctor, is what, if anything, should we tell Anne?” 
 
    Houser thought for a moment. “Her contractions are coming every two or three minutes now, the baby could crown any time.” He shook his head. “No. I don’t think we should distract her with this. She needs to focus on the delivery.” 
 
    “That’s kind of what I thought.” 
 
    “When did you say they were due to land?” 
 
    Checking his watch again, Stone said, “In about thirty minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll have a couple of ambulances standing by at the control tower.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie 
 
    Approximately Five Minutes Out 
 
      
 
    They weren’t more than fifteen miles from the base when Rosen, his eyes fixed on the engine gauges, called, “General, we’re losing oil pressure on number one.” 
 
    Banner looked out his side window at the port engine. There was no sign of an excessive amount of oil on the cowling or wing which might indicate a broken oil line. But a quick look at the gauges showed the oil temperature in the engine was climbing as fast as the oil pressure was dropping. The last thing he needed was an engine failure on landing. 
 
    “Shutting down number one,” he said as he pulled the engine’s throttle back to idle and shut the engine down. He’d come in on one engine before, and he could do it again, especially as he knew the Ju-52 had originally been designed, and flown for several years, as a single engine aircraft.  
 
    “Do you have the landing procedures down, Nate, know where everything is?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Okay. Good. Time to call in.” Fingering his throat mic, he called, “Mike, set the radio on the tower frequency.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
      
 
    Control Tower, 503rd Bomb Group 
 
    Walsham, England 
 
      
 
    “Shortstop to Walsham Tower. Shortstop to Walsham Tower. How do you read? Over.”  
 
    “Walsham Tower to Shortstop. I read you five-by-five. Glad to have you back, sir. Over.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tower. I am approximately five minutes south of the field at eight hundred feet and descending. Request landing instructions. Over.” 
 
    “Roger, Shortstop. You are cleared for a straight in approach on runway three-one-five. I say again, you are cleared for a straight in approach on runway three-one-five. Visibility is clear and unlimited. Wind is from the east at four miles per hour. You will have a slight crosswind. Over” 
 
    “Roger, Tower. Runway three-one-five. Visibility unlimited and a slight crosswind from the east.” 
 
    “After you land, Shortstop, please follow the jeep to your parking area. Tower, out.” 
 
    “Roger, Tower. Thank you. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Shortstop signed off, Sergeant Brian Stevens, the duty controller, picked up the tower telephone. “Get me Colonel Peters.”  
 
    After notifying the group commander, Stevens picked up the phone again. “Get me the Flight Line… Flight Line, this is the tower. Notify Sergeant Russo that General Banner is on his way in. You heard me right, I said General Banner.” 
 
    The word spread around the base like a wildfire, and in no time a crowd had formed at the base of the tower scanning the sky for the approaching aircraft.  
 
      
 
    Red Dog Flight 
 
    Over Debden, Essex County, England 
 
      
 
    Debden was the home of the 4th Fighter Group, and not more than five miles, as the crow flies, from Walsham.  
 
    “Red Dog Leader to Shortstop.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Leader.” 
 
    “This is where we leave you, Shortstop. Time to go home.” 
 
    “Thanks for the escort, Lieutenant. I’ll be sure to pass a on word or two to Colonel Blakeslee.” 
 
    “Thank you, General… Ah, sir, you, that plane and all… Well, you appear to have had a very interesting day. Any chance of hearing the whole story some time?” 
 
    “Come by the 503rd O’Club next week, Lieutenant, and I’ll buy you a beer.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Safe landing. Red Dog out.” 
 
      
 
    Iron Annie 
 
    On Approach, 503rd Airfield 
 
      
 
    The field was in sight. Banner reduced his air speed to 135kmh, about 84mph, and set the fuel mixture to rich as he descended in a shallow glide.  
 
    “Horizontal stabilizer trim to plus two degrees,” he called to Rosen. 
 
    “Trim set.” 
 
    “Cowl flaps and oil radiators open.” 
 
    “Cowl flaps open. Oil radiators open.” 
 
    “Flaps forty per cent.” 
 
    “Flaps set, forty per cent.” 
 
    “Mike,” Banner called to Koenig. “When we’re past the outer marker, fire off a couple of those red flares to let them know we have wounded on-board.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Annie glided lower and lower as they passed the outer marker, then they were over the runway. When her wheels were just inches above the concrete, Banner pulled the power back, careful to keep it slightly above twenty-five per cent. He didn’t want the wheel brakes to engage as he set down. 
 
    As Annie’s wheels touched the runway, he applied full back pressure on the control column, letting the plane slow to a roll. Then pulled the throttle back to idle and applied the wheel brakes to come to a complete stop. 
 
    A jeep sped toward them, then slowed to a rolling stop as it came alongside the cockpit. The driver, Sergeant Russo, waved a ‘follow me’, then made a tight turn back the way he came. Banner reset the stabilizer trim and flaps to zero then, inching the throttle forward, taxied after the jeep. 
 
    Iron Annie came to a stop in front of the control tower, where a couple of ambulances waited as well as a small crowd being held back by a unit of MPs. 
 
    You don’t see a German aircraft land at the 503rd every day; I’d be curious, too, he thought as he set the parking brake and shut off all switches. Then leaning back in his seat, he massaged his fingers against his temples in an attempt to stave off the throbbing ache in the back of his head that was starting again.  
 
    Funny, he thought, my head hasn’t bothered me since we got jumped by those 109s over the Channel. I guess I didn’t have time to worry about it then. 
 
    “Nate, you have any more of those headache pills?” 
 
    “The paracetamol? Yes, sir.” Rosen shook out two pills from his bottle and handed them over. 
 
    “Thanks,” Banner said as he popped them into his mouth, chewed and swallowed them dry. After a moment he stood.  
 
    “You ready, Nate? Need a hand up?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you. I’ll be okay once I get on my feet.” 
 
    Banner helped Rosen up out of his seat and into the main cabin. Wells had opened the cabin door as soon as they stopped, and the cabin was empty except for Cooper on his stretcher and Rusty Wilson who’d stayed by him. 
 
    “You did good today, Rusty,” Banner said. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Wilson replied embarrassed. “Captain Cooper says I can be his tail gunner when he gets a new ship.” 
 
    “I think that can be arranged. Now, why don’t you go find a couple of corpsmen to carry him out to the ambulance?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a good kid, General,” Cooper said after Wilson left. “He just needs to grow a little more.”  
 
    Banner nodded, then said, “Go ahead out, Nate. I want to talk to Captain Cooper for a moment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “How’re you doing, Coop,” Banner asked as he sat on the bench across from him. “Things didn’t go exactly as planned.”  
 
    “No, sir. But I’m okay. Despite everything, I’m still glad I came along. I wouldn’t have missed what I saw today for anything, even had I known it meant getting wounded and shot down. But, to tell the truth, sir, I don’t think I’d care to do it again, so if you’re ever looking for a crew for another mission like this one…”  
 
    “Coop,” Banner said with a laugh. “There will never be another mission like this one, not for me. As far as I’m concerned, this was my last operational flight.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” Doc Houser said as he entered the cabin. “You look terrible, but better than you usually do when you return from one of these missions. At least you’re not on a stretcher this time.”  
 
    “Thanks, Doc. I’m glad to see you, too.” 
 
    “There’s dried blood on the front of your jacket.”  
 
    Banner looked down. “I hadn’t noticed. We ran into some trouble. The blood isn’t mine.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. Who’s this?” he said looking at Cooper. 
 
    “My pilot, Captain Cooper. He took some shrapnel in his chest and shoulder. Mike Koenig removed what he could, and a Wehrmacht doctor—” 
 
    “Wait… what German doctor?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Anyway, the doctor removed the rest of the shrapnel, except for one piece that was too close to his heart. Said he’d need a hospital with an X-ray machine and a good surgeon to remove it.” 
 
    “I think we can handle that. How’re you feeling, Captain?” 
 
    “Actually, not too bad, Doctor.” 
 
    “Good.” Turning back to Banner, he asked, “How many wounded? Any dead?” 
 
    “Three wounded, including Cooper, and one dead.” 
 
    “I know about Gardiner. Left arm, a simple through-and-through. Kelly is taking care of him and, from what I saw,” he added, “they seem to have a closer than usual nurse/patient relationship. She’d been crying and moody all day. I thought it was because you were missing, but now,” he said with a grin, “I think you’ve been replaced. As she was bandaging his arm, Gardiner appeared to be proposing, and from the way she reacted, I’d say she said yes.” Turning, he shouted out the door, “I need a couple of corpsmen in here, STAT!” 
 
    “That lieutenant out there, he your third wounded? Puncture wound in the back of his right shoulder. I don’t recognize him.” 
 
    “That’s Lieutenant Rosen, a P-51 pilot we picked up. He also has a bullet wound in his left side. Koenig fixed him up as best he could.” 
 
    “Speaking of Koenig,” Houser interrupted, “he gave everyone quite a start when he came out wearing that SS uniform and speaking German. I think he thought it was funny until the MPs pointed their guns and grabbed him up. He tried to explain, pulled out his dog tags, but the MPs weren’t buying it until the crew and several others, including me, vouched for him. I assume his being in that uniform is part of your long story. You said you had one dead.”  
 
    Banner walked over to the tail storage area and opened the door. “He’s in here.”  
 
    Houser looked in and saw a body wrapped in a tarp. “Who is it?”  
 
    “Oberleutnant Otto Brinkmann. He was the pilot before we took control.  
 
    “Did you—”  
 
    “No. He caught a burst when we were attacked by a pair of 109s. I’ll give you all the information you’ll need to report his death to the International Red Cross later.” 
 
    “Any more surprises?” 
 
    “No. I think that’s it. How’s the rest of my crew?” 
 
    “They’re on the way to the hospital to be checked over. It’s about time,” Houser said as two corpsmen appeared. “Carry this officer out to the ambulance, then come back with another stretcher. There’s a body in the tail compartment.”  
 
      
 
    Banner waited until the corpsmen had carried Cooper out, then asked, “How’s Anne?” 
 
    “She was being taken to delivery as I left to come out here.” 
 
    “Delivery? She’s having the baby now. No,” he said shaking his head. “It’s not time. She told me it would be another day, maybe two, before anything happened.” 
 
    “Well, she was wrong. The baby is coming now. You timed it pretty close, Frank. Now, we need to go.” 
 
    As Banner exited the airplane, he saw Russo still sitting in the ‘follow me’ jeep. “Give me a minute, Doc,” he said as he walked over to the jeep. 
 
    “Glad to see you made it back, General.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m very glad to be back.” 
 
    “The Belle?” 
 
    Banner shook his head. “But she went down fighting.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I’d have hated to see her cut up for scrap.” 
 
    “So, would I. I don’t have your field glasses. I made good use of them, but later the Resistance group we were with needed them more.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I have another pair. They were just my way of wishing you a safe return.” Looking over Banner’s shoulder, he said, “I think the Doc is getting impatient. If the rumors going round are true,” he said with a wide grin, “you’d better get over to the hospital, and I mean in a hurry… sir.” 
 
      
 
    As Banner climbed into the back of the ambulance, Houser noticed a bump on the back of his head. “What’s this,” he said as he reached up and probed it.  
 
    “Ow! Watch it, will ya, Doc.”  
 
    “What you have there, General, is a large spongy, obviously painful lump, the cause of which is…” 
 
    “The butt of a Mauser rifle. I also have several bruised ribs caused by an SS jackboot.” 
 
    “And you’ll explain it all later.” 
 
    “Right” 
 
    “I’ll want X-rays and to give you a complete examination.” 
 
    “You always do. Later, okay?” 
 
    “Everything with you is later. All right, but that later had better not be any later than tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    Woody Stone was the first to notice Banner enter the small waiting area. “Frank!” he said as he came over and grabbed Banner’s hand with both of his. “God, but I’m glad to see you. When they reported you missing… How are you? You look awful. You have blood…”  
 
    “I’m okay, Woody. The blood isn’t mine. Nothing's wrong a little sleep and time won’t fix. Houser said they’ve taken Anne to delivery. Have you heard anything?” 
 
    “Nothing yet,” Sir Phillip Markham said as he came forward to shake Banner’s hand. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thanks, Phillip. Believe me I’m glad to be here.” 
 
    “Well,” Markham asked, “how did it go? What was it like?” 
 
    Banner hesitated, knowing he could never adequately describe what he’d seen to anyone who hadn’t been there. “I don’t know how to describe it. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I doubt I ever will again. The Channel was so crowded with ships and boats and landing craft, it seemed you could almost cross the Channel stepping from one to another. And the aircraft, the bombers and fighters, streams of ‘em filled the sky coming and going, all the way back to England.” 
 
    “The landings, man,” Markham pressed. “What about the landings?”  
 
    “We’ve established an almost fifty-mile-wide beachhead. We’re there to stay,” he said. “But the men on those beaches, especially Omaha, paid a heavy price for that expensive piece of real estate.” 
 
    “Tell us,” Woody said softly. 
 
    Banner didn’t want to talk about what he’d seen on those beaches, but knew they wouldn’t let it go, and maybe they should know.  
 
    “There were five beaches,” he began. “But the one in the middle, Omaha, was the key. If Omaha stalled, the beaches on either side could be isolated or forced back into the sea, collapsing the entire front. Another Dunkirk, only a hundred times worse. 
 
    “There was varying opposition at each of the beaches, but Omaha was the worst. The first few hours were chaos. Before the first wave of boats got even close to shore, they were blown out of the water by mines or shore artillery. Hundreds of men were thrown into the water and drowned under the weight of their packs. The boats that made it through ran aground on sandbars far from the beach. They dropped their ramps only to have the men rush into water chest high and deeper. I don’t know how many drowned or were mowed down as they struggled through the water trying to reach the beach. Of the ones that made it to shore, most were cut down by a withering crossfire from German machine gun emplacements on the cliffs above. The ones that survived burrowed into the sand behind the sea wall unable to move in any direction. The water’s edge and the beach were littered with the remains of landing craft, burned out tanks, discarded equipment and bodies. Hundreds were slaughtered, maybe thousands, I don’t know. It was a blood bath.” 
 
    “My God.” 
 
    Mitch Stanton listened as Banner was pressed for more details that he clearly didn’t want to remember or discuss. “Frank, come sit down,” he said casting looks at Stone and Markham. “You’re tired. You don’t have to talk about this right now.” 
 
    “No. It’s all right, Mitch. Everyone should know what those young men went through, what they did today. Those first few hours were a blood bath, but then something happened. More waves, reinforcements were on the way, but I don’t think that was it. I think those scared, cowering, beaten men had taken all they could and just got mad. I watched as soldiers left cover to retrieve abandoned weapons and equipment. Small groups became large groups, and those groups got larger still. At first it was just sporadic fighting, then they became more organized. For hours, they took heavy losses, but they kept going, and eventually fought their way off the beach. When I turned for home, there was a steady stream of men and equipment moving inland.” 
 
    “What about the bombers?” Jim Peters asked. He’d come in a few minutes before and had been listening.  
 
    Banner shook his head. “They were bombing at 25,000, Jim, but there was solid undercast from about 12,000 down to 1,300. Everyone, except the 9th’s Marauders, had to bomb blind off their Pathfinders. It went just as we feared it would, the possibility of hitting the men on the beaches, the required delayed releases, caused almost every bombardier to drop his bombs miles inland. The German defenses were left virtually untouched.  
 
    Only the Marauders assigned to Utah were able to get the job done. They went in parallel to the beach, not head on, and didn’t release their bombs until they were almost on the deck. The men landing on Utah encountered minimal opposition and were moving inland by my second pass.” 
 
    “What about the Luftwaffe?” 
 
    “There was no sign of the Luftwaffe… other than a pair of FWs that made a single strafing run along Sword beach, and the three 109s that shot us down.” 
 
    “I’ve been getting the same reports from my crews,” Peters said. “They didn’t see any fighters.” 
 
    Banner paused for a moment as he reached down into both of his flight suit leg pockets and brought out the five film cartridges Koenig had saved from the Belle. He handed them to Stone. “Ike will probably want to see these pictures.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Stone replied. “That’s enough for now, Frank.”  
 
    “Yes. Sit down and try to rest,” Markham said. “They’ll be plenty of time to talk of this later.” 
 
    Banner let himself be led to a chair and sat down, but unable to let go, immediately stood again. “You know, when I briefed my crew on this mission, one of them asked if it would be worth the trip. I told him it would, but now I don’t know. Was it worth it, Woody? I almost got my entire crew killed, and I can’t see that our being there made any difference in the way things turned out.”  
 
    “You’re wrong, Frank,” Stone replied. “Your initial reports on the conditions at Omaha indicating that the landings there were badly stalled caused great concern. In fact, word was that Bradley was seriously considering withdrawing from Omaha and diverting all follow-on forces to Utah beach. He had just about made that decision when you reported that the troops were fighting their way off Omaha and moving inland. That report gave him the confidence to continue as planned. Without your reports, today’s outcome might have been very different.  
 
    “I suppose…” 
 
      
 
    Before Banner could finish the thought, Doc Houser appeared. “If you’ll come with me, General, your wife is asking for you.” 
 
    “She’s had the baby. Is it healthy, has all its fingers and toes? Is she all right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, and she’s fine. But she knows you’re back and wants to see you.” 
 
    “He can’t go to her looking like he’s just come from the trenches,” Markham said. 
 
    “Phillip is right, Frank,” Stone said. “You need to clean up first.” 
 
    “You don’t smell that sweet either, General,” Houser added. “There’s time. She’ll be in recovery while the… baby is given an examination, weighed and measured. It’ll be at least another ten or fifteen minutes before she’ll back in her room.” 
 
    Banner looked down at his blood-spattered jacket, dirt-and sweat-stained flight suit, his grimy hands. “Where can I clean up?” 
 
    “Come with me. You can use one of the vacant rooms near Anne.” 
 
    “You’ll want a clean uniform,” Stanton said as he produced a small bag from beside his chair. “I sent Kiefer over to Markham Hall for a change of clothes as soon as I heard you’d been found and were on your way in.” 
 
    Banner laughed. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “As I’ve said many, many times before,” Stanton replied with a straight face as he handed him the bag. “It’s an adjutant’s job, even an acting one, to anticipate.” 
 
      
 
    It was déjà vu. Anne looked exactly as she had that morning when he’d left, her hair spread out over the pillow as if it had been arranged, her face so peaceful in sleep. He walked over to her bed as quietly as possible so as not to wake her, then leaned down and, as he had that morning, gently brushed away a stray strand of hair and kissed her lightly on the forehead. 
 
    “Frank?” she said sleepily, then as she became more aware, relief swept over her, and her face lit up in a wide smile, all her earlier anger gone. “Frank!” 
 
    “I told you I’d be here.” 
 
    “And you are,” she said as she struggled to sit up. “With a little help from Tom Mallory, from what I hear. You look terrible, you know.” 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he said as he placed a pillow behind her back to make her more comfortable. 
 
    “I don’t,” she said with a pout. “I’m all sweaty and my hair is a mess, but I love you for saying it.” 
 
    Banner glanced around the room. “Where’s our baby? Is it a boy or a girl?” 
 
    “Frank, there’s something I need to tell you…” 
 
    “It’s all right, isn’t it? Houser said it was healthy and had all the right parts…” 
 
    “He does, in fact, he’s perfect,” Doc Houser said as he entered the room, carrying a blanket-wrapped baby. “Like his father, he just needed to be cleaned up a little,” he said as he placed the baby in Anne’s waiting arms. 
 
    “Frank,” she said. “Come, meet your son, Woodrow Phillip Banner.” 
 
    “He’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Do you want to hold him?” 
 
    “You’re sure it’s all right?” he asked as Anne handed the baby up to him. He took his son and instinctively tucked him into the crook of his arm. As he began to gently rock him back and forth, a little hand worked its way out from under the blanket and grabbed hold of Banner’s finger. He looked down to see his son staring at him wide-eyed and smiling; mesmerized, he smiled back. “There’s never been a baby as beautiful as this,” he said aloud.  
 
    Houser chuckled, “I’ll bet you can’t say that again.”  
 
    Startled, Banner looked at him questioningly, “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Just wait for it,” Houser said with a knowing grin. 
 
    At that moment, Nurse Kelly came into the room carrying another blanket-wrapped bundle and brought it over to Anne.  
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, Frank,” Anne said. “I’ve just been trying to tell you… we have twins.” Holding out the bundle and parting the blanket a little so Banner could see, she said, “This is your daughter, Marjorie Elizabeth Banner.” 
 
    “Twins?” he repeated stunned. Then he smiled. “We have twins!” 
 
    Suddenly the hospital loudspeaker came to life.  
 
      
 
    This is the BBC. In a few moments, His Majesty the King will broadcast to his people at home and overseas. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” Janet Kelly said. “Listen. The King is going to speak.” 
 
    Everyone stopped talking as they heard.  
 
      
 
    Four years ago, our Nation and Empire stood alone against an overwhelming enemy, with our backs to the wall. Tested as never before in our history, in God's providence we survived that test; the spirit of the people, resolute, dedicated, burned like a bright flame, lit surely from those unseen fires which nothing can quench. 
 
    Now once more a supreme test has to be faced. This time, the challenge is not to fight to survive but to fight to win the final victory for the good cause. Once again what is demanded from us all is something more than courage and endurance; we need a revival of spirit, a new unconquerable resolve. After nearly five years of toil and suffering, we must renew that crusading impulse on which we entered the war and met its darkest hour. We and our Allies are sure that our fight is against evil and for a world in which goodness and honor may be the foundation of the life of men in every land. 
 
    That we may be worthily matched with this new summons of destiny, I desire solemnly to call my people to prayer and dedication. We are not unmindful of our own shortcomings, past and present. We shall ask not that God may do our will, but that we may be enabled to do the will of God: and we dare to believe that God has used our Nation and Empire as an instrument for fulfilling his high purpose.  
 
    I hope that throughout the present crisis of the liberation of Europe there may be offered up earnest, continuous and widespread prayer. We who remain in this land can most effectively enter into the sufferings of subjugated Europe by prayer, whereby we can fortify the determination of our sailors, soldiers and airmen who go forth to set the captives free. 
 
    The Queen joins with me in sending you this message. She well understands the anxieties and cares of our womenfolk at this time, and she knows that many of them will find, as she does herself, fresh strength and comfort in such waiting upon God. She feels that many women will be glad in this way to keep vigil with their menfolk as they man the ships, storm the beaches and fill the skies. 
 
    At this historic moment surely not one of us is too busy, too young or too old to play a part in a nationwide, perchance a worldwide, vigil of prayer as the great crusade sets forth. If from every place of worship, from home and factory, from men and women of all ages and many races and occupations, our intercessions rise, then, please God, both now and in a future not remote, the predictions of an ancient Psalm may be fulfilled: ‘The Lord will give strength unto his people: The Lord will give his people the blessing of peace’. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    While this is a work of historical fiction, several well-known senior military officers are mentioned, such as Generals Dwight D. Eisenhower, Henry ‘Hap’ Arnold, Omar Bradley, Theodore ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt, Air Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, Admiral Sir Bertram Home Ramsay, Colonel Donald Blakeslee, and others. Other than the positions they held, however, their involvement in any part of this story is purely fictional and a product of the author’s imagination. For purposes of the story, the timelines and descriptions of the beach landings were compressed but described as accurately as possible. 
 
    Several of the events described in this book, however, were inspired by actual events. 
 
      
 
    The idea for my book came while researching the air war in the European Theater of Operations. I stumbled upon the fact that, on the morning of D-Day, Lieutenant General Jimmy Doolittle, at that time 8th Air Force commander, had flown over the invasion beaches.  
 
    Having just dispatched some 1,350 of his bombers, together with the 8th’s entire fighter force, to provide air cover and support for the invasion, Doolittle was anxious for information. Not one content to sit and wait, he decided to see for himself what was happening. Commandeering a P-38 Lightning — chosen for its distinctive profile so as not to draw friendly fire — he flew across the Channel arriving over Normandy during the early moments of the landings. For almost three hours, he flew back and forth over the beaches assessing how the invasion was progressing, then returned unscathed to England where he provided Eisenhower with the first real intelligence he’d received on the progress of the invasion. I thought this had the making of a good story.  
 
    [Source: https://warart.com/taylor-robert-all/doolittles-d-day, Google and Wikipedia various articles] 
 
    Invasion Stripes. D-Day planners ordered that the aircraft of the Allied Expeditionary Air Force and supporting units be painted with invasion stripes, alternating black and white stripes on wings and fuselage, eighteen inches wide on single-engine aircraft, and twenty-four inches wide for twin-engine craft. Because they were so well known, however, stripes were not to be painted on the AAF and RAF four-engine heavy bombers, e.g., the B-17, B-24, RAF Lancaster. This plan was kept secret lest the Luftwaffe become aware of it and paint stripes on their own aircraft. Thus, the actual order to paint the stripes wasn’t given until 3 June for troop carrier units, and 4 June for the fighter and bomber squadrons.  
 
    The stripes were to avoid the repeat of a friendly fire incident that occurred during Operation Husky, the Allied invasion of Sicily.  
 
    On the night of 9 July 1943, preparing the way for the amphibious landings that were to begin early the next morning, C-47 and C-53 troop transports successfully dropped the 2,200 paratroopers of Colonel James Gavin’s 505th Parachute Infantry, 82nd Airborne Division, into the harbor city of Gela, Sicily. 
 
    The morning of the 10th, 170,000 Allied troops, the largest amphibious operation to that point in history, began. As the landings were going well, it was decided that a second airborne drop, consisting of the 2,000 paratroopers of Colonel Reuben Tucker’s 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division, was unnecessary and hastily rescheduled it for the next night, the 11th.  
 
    An order was issued to inform the ships in the harbor about the change of date for the second paratroop drop, and recognition slides were shown to the gunners aboard ships to help them distinguish between the C-47 and the German Ju-88 bomber which were similar in appearance. That should have ensured that the gunners identified their targets before they opened fire, but German dive bombers had spent the entire day attacking the invasion fleet, and the gunners on those ships were very tired and jumpy. 
 
    After dark on the 11th, 144 C-47 and C-53 transports took off from Kairouan, Tunisia, flying in radio silence, their lights out, and in nine-plane V formations, flying at 400 feet, the altitude at which the paratroopers would jump. Approaching the Allied ships offshore Gela, the first two nine-plane formations discharged their paratroopers squarely on target. But these would be the only airborne troops to safely land in the correct drop zone.  
 
    When the next formation appeared over the shoreline, it was just after another German air raid, and a never identified nervous gunner began shooting. Within moments, it seemed as though every Allied gun battery on the Sicily beachhead and the ships offshore were blowing C-47s and C-53s out of the sky.  
 
    At the time, the shoot-down over Gela was the worst friendly-fire incident in US history. Three hundred and eighteen American paratroopers were killed or wounded. Twenty-three transport planes failed to return.  
 
    [Source: http://www.americainwwii.com/articles/friendly-fires-deadliest-day/, Google and Wikipedia various articles] 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s Hospital Visits. When Dr Pierce allowed Charlie, Anne Banner’s Cairn terrier, to visit her in the hospital, the story he told Banner about a female Yorkshire terrier allowed into the hospital in New Guinea was a true story. That Yorkie’s name was Smoky, and she is credited by the Animal Planet as being the first therapy dog on record. 
 
    In early 1944, a small full-grown female Yorkshire terrier, weighing only four pounds and standing seven inches tall, was found by a soldier in an abandoned fox hole in a New Guinea jungle. When Corporal William Wynne, 26th Photo Recon Squadron, 6th Photo Recon Group, saw the dog, he bought her from the soldier and named her Smoky.  
 
    Smoky flew on air/sea rescue and reconnaissance missions with Wynne and survived numerous air raids on New Guinea. On Luzon, she helped engineers build an airfield by pulling telegraph wire through a 70-foot-long pipe that was 8 inches in diameter, saving the engineers from having to dig up a taxiway to place the wire.  
 
    In July 1944, Wynne developed dengue fever that sent him to the 233rd Station Hospital, New Guinea. Wynne’s buddies brought Smoky to the hospital to visit him. After seeing her, the nurses said Smoky could sleep on Wynne’s bed — if their commanding officer gave the OK. 
 
    The commanding officer, Colonel Charles Mayo, MD, son of Mayo Clinic co-founder Dr Charles Horace Mayo, not only approved the dog to sleep on Wynne’s hospital bed but allowed her to accompany nurses on rounds to visit and entertain the patients. To cheer up the wounded, during these rounds, Smoky would do tricks Wynn had taught him. Once recovered, Wynn and Smoky continued to visit the wounded in military hospitals. 
 
    When the war ended, Wynn smuggled Smoky home to Cleveland, and in the years after the war, they continued to entertain at veterans’ hospitals and were very popular. 
 
    Smoky died unexpectedly in February 1957, at the age of fourteen. Wynne and his family buried her in a World War II .30 caliber ammo box in the Cleveland Metroparks, Rocky River Reservation in Lakewood, Ohio.  
 
    [Source: https://pontevedrarecorder.com/stories/nationally-known-dog-expert-credits-son-of-mayo-clinic-co-founder-with-helping-launch-modern-era,4663; Google and Wikipedia, various articles.] 
 
      
 
    Delay in Bomb Release on D-Day. For everything that went right on D-Day, there were some areas where it went very wrong. The aerial bombardment of the German coastal defenses along the invasion beachheads was just such an area. 
 
    A week before D-Day, due to the possibility of heavy cloud cover obscuring targets, Eisenhower agreed to permit, if necessary, ‘blind bombing’ using Pathfinders with H2X radar to pick out the shoreline and target locations.  
 
    Then on the night of 5 June, at the request of 8th Air Force, concerned over accidentally hitting friendly forces on the ground, he authorized another abrupt change: bombardiers would delay dropping their bombs for an additional five to thirty seconds beyond the initial aiming point, the H2X-scope’s indication of the water line. 
 
    Accordingly, in order to provide this extra margin of safety, keeping the Mean Point of Bomb Impact no less than one thousand yards from the water line and forward wave of landing craft, the bomb release delay schedule below was created: 
 
      
 
    Zero minus 75 to zero minus 20 min, no delay 
 
    Zero minus 20 to zero minus 15 min,  5 second delay 
 
    Zero minus 15 to zero minus 10 min, 10 second delay 
 
    Zero minus 10 to zero minus 5 min, 15 second delay 
 
    Zero minus 05 to zero hour, 30 second delay. 
 
      
 
    At the combat crew briefings that morning, to avoid hitting the assault craft carrying GIs to the beaches, everyone was warned not to release their bombs prematurely. This stipulation had the effect of producing overcautious bombardiers, some adding additional seconds to the delays already imposed.  
 
    As the weather would have it, the targets over Normandy that morning were completely obscured by cloud cover. The only choice for the bomber formations was either to bomb blind off their radar-equipped Pathfinders with the required bomb release delays or return to base with their bombs still hanging in their shackles. Some took their bombs home, but most chose to bomb. Consequently, nearly all payloads fell a mile or two from the coast, and some even farther.  
 
    The only positive aspect was that some of the minefields behind the beach defenses, as well as phone lines and rocket pits a mile or more inland were obliterated. But, overall, this one ‘delay’ error alone likely contributed many hundreds of additional casualties, if not more, on Omaha and the British and Canadian beaches.  
 
    [Source: https://www.b24.net/D-day.htm; Google and Wikipedia, various articles.] 
 
      
 
    USS Corry (DD-463). The destroyer seen by Sergeant Wells sinking off Utah beach in Chapter 6 was the USS Corry, the lead destroyer of the Normandy Invasion Task Force, escorting ships and transports across the English Channel.  
 
    Upon arriving off the coast of Normandy, she headed for Îles Saint-Marcouf, her station for fire support at Utah Beach. Maneuvering as close as 1,000 yards from the beach, the Corry fired several hundred rounds of 5-inch ammunition in an attempt to take out the heaviest artillery battery on the shore. 
 
    As 0630 neared, when troops would begin fighting their way onto the beaches, the plane assigned to lay smoke for the Corry to conceal her from enemy fire was shot down, leaving her fully exposed to the German gunners of that shore battery. The Corry suffered direct heavy-caliber artillery hits in her engineering spaces amidships and, in the course of evasive maneuvering, she may also have struck a mine. With her rudder jammed, she circled until all power was lost. Within minutes, she had broken amidships, her main deck under two feet of water. Still taking heavy fire, the Corry began sinking rapidly.  
 
    At 0640, the ship’s captain, Commander George Dewey Hoffman, gave the order to abandon ship. As the Corry was going under, one crewmember, never identified, rescued her American flag. The Corry sank in shallow water near the shore. As her main mast and upper bridge remained above the surface of the water, the crewmember with the flag swam back to the ship and ran the flag back up the mast.  
 
    The crew floated in 54-degree water for more than two hours under constant enemy fire from German shore gunners. When the gun was finally put out of action, they were rescued by US Destroyers Fitch, Hobson, and Butler, and PT-199. Of her crew, 24 were killed and 60 wounded. 
 
    The Corry’s main mast remained above the surface; all day her flag could still be seen, proudly waving in the wind.  
 
    [Source:https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/histories/ship-histories/danfs/c/corry-ii.html; Google and Wikipedia, various articles.] 
 
      
 
    Teddy. The ‘Teddy’ Sergeant Koenig overheard on the radio  was Brigadier General Theodore ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt, III, Assistant Commander, 4th Infantry Division, and senior officer on Utah Beach, communicating with the USS Bayfield, the Force U flagship. 
 
    Roosevelt, son of Rough Rider and President, Teddy Roosevelt, was the only general officer on D-Day to land by sea with the first wave of troops. At fifty-six, with arthritis that required him to use a cane and undisclosed heart trouble, he was also the oldest man in the invasion. 
 
    One of the first off his landing craft, Roosevelt led the 8th Infantry Regiment and 70th Tank Battalion landing at Utah Beach. Informed that their landing craft had drifted a mile off course, and that they were well south of their objective, Roosevelt, his only weapon his government issue .45, personally made a reconnaissance of the area immediately to the rear of the beach to locate causeways from which they were to advance inland. 
 
    Returning to the point of landing, he conferred with the commanders of his two battalions, Lieutenant Colonels Conrad C. Simmons and Carlton O. MacNeely, coordinating an immediate attack on the enemy positions confronting them. 
 
    Opting to fight from where they had landed rather than trying to move under fire to their assigned positions, Roosevelt’s famous words were: “We’ll start the war from right here!”  
 
    [Source: https://www.insidehook.com/article/history/teddy-roosevelt-jr-toughest-old-man-wwii; Google and Wikipedia, various articles.] 
 
      
 
    Point Du Hoc. A one-hundred-foot cliff overlooking the English Channel on the coast of Normandy, situated between Utah Beach to the west and Omaha Beach to the east. Fortified in 1943 with six captured French 155 mm guns mounted in concrete gun pits, it had the ability to target both beaches, as well as the ships offshore, causing heavy casualties to the Invasion forces.  
 
    In the spring of 1944, in anticipation of the invasion, the Germans began to improve Point Du Hoc’s fortifications by building thick concrete casemates over the open gun pits. As the casemates were built, the guns were removed. But, by June, only four of the casemates had been completed, and none of the guns had been replaced. 
 
    On D-Day, when Companies D, E and F of the 2nd Ranger Battalion, a landing force of over 255 men under the command of Lieutenant Colonel James E. Rudder, scaled the cliff and attacked, they found stiff resistance from the German defenders, elements of the 352nd Infantry Division, but no guns. 
 
    Once the Rangers had successfully secured the cliff top, Rudder regrouped to defend against counterattacks, and sent patrols in search of the guns. Two different patrols found five of the six guns nearby (the sixth was being repaired elsewhere) and destroyed their firing mechanisms with thermite grenades. For the next two days, the Rangers fought off repeated counterattacks by the German 914th Grenadier Regiment.  
 
    On the morning of 8 June, Colonel Rudder’s Rangers, reduced to about 90 fighting men, were relieved.  
 
    [Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pointe_du_Hoc] 
 
      
 
    German Strafing Run over Sword Beach. In the days and weeks before the Invasion, the Luftwaffe had begun to reposition their fighter operations closer to the coast for rapid response. D-Day caught Oberstleutnant (Lieutenant Colonel) Josef ‘Pips’ Priller, commander of Jagdgeschwader (Fighter Wing) 26, in a transitional period of shuffling his aircraft around several airbases. Notified of the Allied invasion, Priller had only two FW-190s with which to mount an immediate attack. 
 
    Given the general location as the Normandy beaches, Priller, and his longtime wingman, Unteroffizier (Sergeant) Heinz Wodarczyk, took off at 0800 in their two FW-190a-8s from Lille-Nord, near the Belgium border. They headed west at low altitude. Near Le Havre the duo climbed into a solid cloud bank. When they emerged, they saw below them the ships of the largest assault landing in history.  
 
    After shouting “Good luck!” to Wodarczyk, Priller dove for the beach at 400 mph. The British soldiers on Sword dove for cover as the two FWs, weaving in and out between the barrage balloons, roared overhead at fifty feet, their machine guns and cannon chattering. The fleet’s antiaircraft guns opened fire with every gun that could track them, but the Focke-Wulf’s flew through the barrage unscathed. After traversing the beach, the two pilots climbed back up into the clouds. Honor satisfied; they flew home. 
 
    [Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josef_Priller; Google and Wikipedia, various articles.] 
 
      
 
    Valtreau. The event described in Chapter 10 at the fictional village of Valtreau was inspired by the massacre at Oradour-sur-Glane, a village near the city of Limoges in west-central France.  
 
    Following the Allied landings in Normandy in June 1944, the 2nd SS Panzer Division, ‘Das Reich’, stationed in the Southern French town of Valence-d’Agen, was ordered north to help stop the Allied advance. One of its units was the 4th SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment, ‘Der Führer’.  
 
    Early on the morning of 10 June, SS-Sturmbannführer (Major) Adolf Diekmann, commanding the Regiment’s 1st Battalion, informed the Regiment’s incoming commander, SS-Standartenführer (Colonel) Sylvester Stadler, that he had been informed by two members of the Milice, a Vichy Regime collaborator paramilitary force, that a Waffen-SS officer, SS-Sturmbannführer Helmut Kämpfe, commander of the Das Reich Division’s 2nd SS Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion, had been captured by the Resistance and was being held prisoner in Oradour-sur-Vayres, a nearby village. Diekmann requested permission to go and rescue him. Stadler is said to have agreed, but added that if Kämpfe was not found, then Diekmann was to take thirty or more hostages to force the Resistance to release him.  
 
    Probably due to erroneous intelligence, Diekmann, commanding the 3rd company of his battalion, proceeded to Oradour-sur-Glane, the wrong village — Oradour-sur-Vayres being 35 kilometers to the south — and sealed it off.  
 
    Diekmann told the Mayor, Jean Desourteaux, that there was to be a check of identity papers and that everyone must assemble on the village square while this took place. After rounding up all the inhabitants they could find, the SS then changed their story from that of an identity check to one of searching for hidden arms, explosives and prohibited merchandise. There was never any mention of a kidnapped officer. The soldiers then said that while they searched for the arms, the women and children were to wait in the church, the men in nearby barns. 
 
    As the women and children were herded to the church and locked in, the men were led to six barns and sheds where machine guns were already in place. According to a survivor’s account, the SS began shooting, aiming for the men’s legs. When the men were unable to move, the SS covered them with fuel and set the barns on fire. Only six men managed to escape. In all, 190 men died. 
 
    While the men were being killed, the SS guarding the church set it on fire. The women and children tried to escape through the doors and windows, only to be met with machine gun fire; 247 women and 205 children died. The only survivor was 47-year-old Marguerite Rouffanche who escaped through a rear sacristy window. Wounded in the process, she hid in some bushes until she was found the next morning.  
 
    After killing all the villagers, they could find, the SS set the whole village on fire. Early the next day, laden with booty looted from the houses, they departed, leaving 642 men, women and children dead, and the village destroyed. Several days later, the survivors were allowed to bury their dead. 
 
    Adolf Diekmann said the atrocity was in retaliation for the partisan activity in nearby Tulle and the kidnapping of SS commander, Helmut Kämpfe. Disapproval at Diekmann’s unilateral action was voiced by both Field Marshal Erwin Rommel and General Walter Gleiniger, German commander in Limoges, as well as the Vichy Government. SS-Standartenführer Stadler began an investigation for a court-martial. However, Diekmann and many of the men of the 3rd Company, which had conducted the massacre, were killed in action shortly afterwards in the fighting around Normandy. The investigation was then suspended. 
 
    After the war, General Charles de Gaulle decided the village should never be rebuilt, but would remain a memorial to the cruelty of the Nazi occupation. The new village of Oradour-sur-Glane was built north-west of the site of the massacre. The ruins of the original village and its memorial museum remain as a memorial to the dead.  
 
    [Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oradour-sur-Glane_ massacre; Google and Wikipedia, various articles] 
 
      
 
    Bradley considered Omaha withdrawal. On D-Day, the first wave to land on Omaha beach, the first elements of the US 29th and 1st Divisions, ran into stiff opposition. Without armor support — most of the DD ‘swimming’ tanks had floundered and sunk in the Channel — the infantry, especially those landing in front of the beach exits, were pinned down and being cut to pieces by heavy German fire. 
 
    An immense traffic jam of landing craft and amphibious vehicles was building up offshore. By 0900, the beach was packed with thousands of dead and wounded men, while hundreds of bodies floated in the surf. The situation on Omaha Beach was in such doubt that General Omar Bradley, the American operational commander observing from the bridge of the heavy cruiser USS Augusta positioned offshore, considered withdrawing those ashore and diverting further waves to Utah Beach.  
 
    As conditions continued to deteriorate, Bradley made the decision to evacuate. However, his request to Eisenhower was lost among the day’s radio traffic and by time it reached Eisenhower, the tide had turned, and the landings at Omaha continued as planned.  
 
    [Sources:http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/dday_beachhead_01.shtml#:~:text=The%20American%20operational%20commander%2C%20General,the%20Germans%20from%20the%20bluffs, and https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/dday/; Google and Wikipedia, various articles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading my book. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading it, as much as I did writing it. 
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