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Chapter 1

Flight into Trouble

Allied Airspace near Le Bourget Field, France

WWII


The Sun hung warmly and confidently over the sparse clouds. The late morning sky was being protected by America’s top secret elite fighters; The S-1 Squadron. The S-1 was patrolling for a squadron of German Messerschmitts who had been attacking the Allied supply lines keeping much needed equipment, food and medicine from our boys at the front. The   S-1’s mission was one of Search and Destroy!
 “Hey Cap, how long we gonna stay out here?” questioned Tut Jones.

Lt. Aristotle “Tut” Jones was a tall, lanky light-hearted man and youngest of the team. He was the wingman of Capt. James Charles Albright, the leader of the top secret S-1 Squadron. 


“Tut, our orders are to guard these supply lines and that’s exactly what we’re going to do! Now quit griping!”  Came Captain Albright’s response.


Albright was a natural born leader who demanded perfection out of his team but also knew when to cut up with the gang. He had a friendly yet stern countenance with dark hair, steel gray eyes. The features of his rounded face showed the confidence of command.


“But I’m starting to get a crimp in my neck from all this looking for a needle in a haystack,” whined Tut.


Albright replied with a chuckle, “Yeah, you’re a pain in my neck too”. 

“Kinda makes you wish you were still pushing a broom at Lexy’s don’t it, Sam?” added Lt. Ralph Badger rhetorically.

Ralph was the wingman of Lt. Samuel Hedges. They had been friends since before the war and were original members of the S-1. They followed each other everywhere and were best described as the Abbott and Costello of the air. The third pair of the squadron was newcomer Lt. Sandra Shank and the squadron trainer, Lt. Donald Carr.  Sandra was a blue eyed blonde with a medium build. The scuttlebutt around the base said there was something going on between her and Albright. Don Carr was the eldest of the group and was gruffer than the roughest drill sergeant. He never admitted to having a softer side but was known to care for the occasional stray dog or cat. Tut, Sam and Ralph had a contest going to see who could make him smile first.

“I hate to interrupt you, boys”, interjected Sandra “but there is a group of Gerry’s comin’ in fast out of the sun at 10 o’clock”!

“Alright let’s go to work!” Albright commanded partially blinded by the sun.

With nerves of steel, the S-1 Squadron charged to the attack. Albright and Tut broke hard left and barrel rolled out of the turn to get under the approaching German Messerschmitts. The maneuver would have been difficult for any other pilots but Albright and Tut were the best dog-fighters in the Army Air Forces and it was a walk in the park for them.  Their Mustangs were pushed to their limits as the fiercely driven planes soared under the diving attackers. The other four Mustangs of the S-1 Squadron broke right and went after the incoming enemy’s flank. 

Captain Albright clearly saw ten German Messerschmitts diving out of the sun at top speed to the attack. Albright and Tut had been building up speed coming out of their dive. The eager pilots nosed their ships into a half loop. They executed a perfect Immelmann turn which brought them into range for the kill. With their guns blazing, Albright and Tut tore into two of the enemy craft from the middle of the pack, then a third, and then a fourth. The German ships death spiraled trailing smoke and flames to the ground below. The two American air aces banked out of their attack just as the remaining S-1 Squadron separated into two teams. Ralph and Sam went high while Sandra and Don went for the approaching lower enemy planes.  Both teams struck with precision and threw three more enemy planes to their doom. 

The remaining Messerschmitts broke off and went after their original prey which had turned predator. Tracer rounds whizzed past Ralph’s cowling as Sam dove in for the kill and lit up the German cockpit.  The attacker was sent to the ground in flames. The S-1 regrouped and headed in for more, hopeful that there were still more enemy birds that needed to be downed. 

Albright angled his crate toward the rest of the squadron.  Tut was lower and followed at a distance. Without warning, flaming red hot tracers screamed within inches of Tut’s cockpit! A Messerschmitt had latched onto Tut’s tail and the vengeful enemy was hell bent on Tut’s destruction. Tut instinctively side-slipped away but was too late in his response. Hot lead sank into his left wing.

“Cap, I’m hit!!” Tut yelled.

“Hang on kid, I’m coming!” Albright reassured.

The fearless leader of the team jerked his controls and threw his plane over into a steep power dive to save his wingman from certain death. He pushed his Mustang harder than he had ever pushed before and the plane groaned with agony as it went beyond its tolerances. Albright banked onto the fiend’s tail and let his guns roar with revenge.

The sky was alive with bullets like bees swarming after a prey. Every enemy bullet came closer and closer to finding a resting place in the already injured Mustang. Tut tried to work miracles to stay away from his attacker but his damaged plane was sluggish in response. Hot lead and tracers whisked past the busy pilot’s head as he tried to wing away from the enemy. He kicked his injured Mustang into gyrations in a final attempt to save himself and then heard an explosion from behind as a final few rounds found a home in his fuselage. 

“We got ‘im, kid, you ok?” came Don’s relieved voice.

Tut turned and saw that Albright and Don had caught the enemy bird in a cross-fire and there was nothing left except a burning wing falling to the ground. The German’s fuel lines were hit in the attack and the crate’s fuel tanks exploded signaling the end of the problem!

Ralph and Sam played cat and mouse with the final enemy as Sandra soared in from above for the kill. She sent the last Luftwaffe crate into a smoky death spiral with her guns.

“Didn’t your Mother ever tell you not to play with your food?” She questioned. 

Sam and Ralph smiled in their cockpits and fell into formation to aid Tut’s plight. 

By the time they made it to their trouble wingman, black ooze had spewed onto the windshield. Oil was leaking from the engine throwing off heavy black smoke and soot. Tut was flying blind! Albright and Don were on opposite sides of Tut’s badly damaged plane guiding him back to Le Bourget. He dared not bail out because if the terrain did not get him the German patrols would!

 “You three high tail it back and clear the field!” Albright demanded as he saw the remaining squadron's member’s fall into formation, “And make sure they are ready to stretch the net”!

Ralph was the senior ranking pilot and acknowledged the order. He took point and the three Mustangs motored toward home. Albright stayed in constant radio contact with Tut and Don. He kept a steady eye on the injured plane as it limped back to base. The flight took mere minutes but to Tut it seemed like hours as the toll of the affair was wearing him down. 

Finally, Tut heard words which were music to his ears. He was on final approach. The strained warrior took a deep breath and swallowed hard. The only thing visible was the dismal smoke burning from the oil leaking from the engine’s battle wounds. Tut watched as Albright and Don stayed on his wingtips every grueling inch of the way.

Suddenly, the engine sputtered and metal parts screeched together as the engine seized and died. The bullet riddled Mustang was now a glider and was losing altitude fast. 

Albright saw Tut’s predicament, “Stay with me kid, we’re goin’ in together, just watch me and we’ll land in one piece”.

“But Cap”, Don protested, “That runway isn’t big enough to set two Mustangs down side by side”!

“I know! That’s why I’m going to use the tarmac.” Cap responded coolly.

“That tarmac isn’t made for landings it doesn’t have the reinforcement that the runway has, you’ll fold up like a suitcase, its suicide Cap!” Don pleaded with his leader.

“I’m Tut’s eyes and I’m not going to abandon him and that’s it! When we get within 400 feet, pull up Don!” Albright ordered.

Don reluctantly shook his head in agreement, “Good Luck to you both”.

He watched his altimeter and the landing indicators on the field and pulled away from the other two craft at 400 feet.

Terrified, Tut hoped these were not his final words and glanced to his leader, “Cap, I’ll fly with you any day”.

Albright shook his head with confidence and reassurance for both,” Me too kid, here we go, almost ready for wheels down in 5… 4… 3… 2…1...” 

Both planes jerked as their front landing gear hit the runway at the same time. Albright’s plane only had one wheel on the runway, the left wheel was on the tarmac and when it hit the thinner tarmac cement the pavement buckled. The left landing gear was viciously ripped off the plane and the craft jerked sideways as it skidded on its metal belly! The aircraft threw off sparks in a violent battle with the ground. Albright braced himself against the inside of the cockpit and rode out the rough landing.

Tut, unable to control his forward momentum jammed his controls and held on for dear life. His plane came to a forced stop as it hit the netted barricade strung by the ground crew. At nearly the same time, Albright’s skinned and sparking hull slammed into Tut’s tail section. Both planes burst into flames in protest of the added insult to injury. 

The pilots leapt from their cockpits and before they hit the pavement the ground crew latched onto them and dragged them far from the burning wrecks. Exhausted from the ordeal with medical corpsmen poking and prodding them for injuries, the twin heroes finally got a chance to rest. They watched as their planes disappeared in the inferno.

Tut was out of breath and looked appreciatively at his panting leader, “Well they say, any landing you can walk away from …”

Albright laughed as he slugged his troublesome wingman in the arm.

