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About the Book

When eccentric industrialist William Potts and his wife, Mildred, adopt Rosie, orphaned in a railway crash, they almost rue the day. Born in the East End, Rosie is pugnacious and difficult. But one summer day, standing on a Kentish hillside, she sees a kite rise high into the sky, and knows that in the future she too must fly.

William Potts becomes involved in the race to conquer the science of flight, and with his gentle daughter Polly interested only in painting, it is the hoydenish Rosie who works indefatigably alongside him in the workshop. But William will not countenance the idea of a woman flying. The ambitious and skilled Harry Clairville Jones brings further tensions to the venture. By 1906 their flying machine, Pegasus, is almost ready.

Into this smouldering situation comes a man with a hard upbringing and bitter-sad memories, who has as deep a love of the air as Rosie herself. Jake Smith’s arrival sparks off a deadly rivalry. And the triumph of flight twists inexorably into tragedy and a harrowing world war.
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Prologue

William Potts eyed with distaste the accumulated cigar butts on the floor of the first-class compartment of the London, Chatham and Dover railway. Surely there was a way to combat man’s less attractive characteristics? His fertile mind began to dream . . .

‘It wouldn’t work, William,’ said his wife calmly, following his train of thought with the ease of long experience.

He presented a face of bland inquiry towards her, to hide his guilt. Had he not promised to devote more time to the factory, and less to his workshop, or ‘shed’ as Mildred persisted in calling it?

‘But if the spittoon had a hole at the bottom covered with a lid, and a light spring which was connected by a rod to a button, so that with the touch of a finger it might empty itself on to the permanent way, surely—’

The words ceased abruptly as the carriage lurched screeching into the air, and William was flung across the carriage, amid tumbling luggage, on top of his wife. A moment’s eerie silence then, replacing the hiss of steam and steady rhythm of the wheels, there came shrieking and noise of breaking glass, indistinct cries for help. A last puff of steam drifted by the crazily angled window, and still the screaming, children’s cries of terror. With a lurch of fear, as his senses reasserted themselves, William saw a black leg-of-mutton sleeve splayed out and realised that his wife must be pinioned beneath him by splintered wood, fallen luggage and the rack itself which had been dislodged and was lying under him.

‘Mildred,’ he said sharply, at the same time trying to ease himself from the debris without further harm to her. The second that it took her to answer was frightening, never-ending. Then her voice, comforting, strong, reassuring: ‘I’m all right, William.’

‘Don’t move. Not till I tell you.’ Time to take stock of the situation. Thank God Pollykins hadn’t been with them. He cautiously flexed all his muscles; he was all right. Speedily now, he tore the debris from his wife with one hand, clinging to the door jamb with the other, helping her into a sitting position. Her blouse, where her coat had ripped open, was splashed with blood and she was still dazed. Then he realised the blood was coming from himself not her, and his panic subsided. Without wasting effort on more words he wedged her into a corner of the seat, her feet suspended in space, and wiped the blood from the cut on his chin caused by the shattered glass of a gas lamp.

‘Are you sure you’re not hurt?’ he asked anxiously.

‘No, but—’

‘Then stay there, my love, while I see what’s happening.’ Taking off his frock coat he manoeuvred himself nimbly, despite his middle-aged girth, through the door now hanging off at an angle, and down on to the embankment by the side of the permanent way.

His plump face paled at what he saw ahead where the third-class carriages had been. Now they were only a tangled heap of wood, metal and glass spilling down the steep embankment. Only five minutes earlier he had seen crowds of laughing, swearing, singing hoppers clambering into the railway train at Sittingbourne Station to return to the East End after their six-week holiday, surrounded by pots, pans, children, perambulators and battered boxes. Now those same belongings lay spilled like their owners over the green grass: a bright red skirt, a child’s windmill still turning in the breeze, caught in a wheel spoke. And the hoppers themselves were silenced into mangled flesh and blood.

Bewildered, shocked groups of survivors huddled silently together or numbly clawed at unrelenting metal, tearing at wreckage. Overhead the telegraph wires chattered their message of disaster; porters and guards from Newington Station were already running up to help with rescue.

‘What can I do?’ Potts hurled at the train’s guard. With glazed eyes, the guard shook his head impotently. What could anyone do? Impatiently, Potts took charge himself, seizing the guard’s whistle and blowing it hard. ‘Here,’ he yelled. ‘You, you, you,’ he commanded in his factory-floor tones.

Glad of the easing of responsibility, men pulled themselves together to form groups, and Potts set off down the embankment, detailing some men to shore up wreckage so that no future damage might occur to the injured, others to search for survivors still buried. The front carriage was the worst hit, a mass of twisted wreckage. William Potts took a look inside what had been one compartment and retched. An arm flung out from the bottom of the pile of jagged wood, metal and heavy luggage, no longer attached to a body; a man, dead, hung draped over the heap, pierced through by a deadly sliver of wood from the roof, his shabby boots at a sharp angle to his body. A baby lay dead outside, thrown clean through what had been the window.

‘Nothing to do here,’ said the guard hurriedly, choking. ‘Nothing could survive that lot. Better move on, there’s more we can do at the back.’

‘There’s a movement,’ William said sharply. But the guard, galvanised now with the urgency of the situation, was already moving on.

William couldn’t help, he’d only make things worse. But he was sure, almost sure, that slowly, incredibly, the heap was moving. Wriggling, burrowing, a pair of bootless feet emerged soles upwards, scratched and bleeding, then a tiny bottom hunched in the air, then the remains of a grimy torn yellow frock.

‘William, come—’ Mildred Potts, in defiance of orders, her black-braided coat torn and muddy, had come to assist her husband, and wondered at his still absorption. She followed his gaze to what appeared to be a bundle of rags in the midst of horrific carnage. Then she saw the bundle was moving. It clambered to its feet and glared at them out of dark, angry, lost eyes.

‘I’m Rosie,’ it said defiantly. ‘I want to go home.’


Chapter One

Where had it all begun, the quest, the passion? Sometimes it seemed it had been born in her, yet she knew this could not have been so. It had played no part in that other life, the life that had changed so radically when she was six years old, a life of dirt and laughter, of hunger, and close family togetherness, of two dim figures she knew must have been her parents, and other smaller figures further off in that distant landscape. So if not then, when had it begun?

Not the day William and Mildred Potts had taken her into their home, nor for some time after as, pitchforked into a new world, she wept inside for the old.

Where had it all begun? It had exploded into being on a hillside, long before the twentieth century had dawned with its radiant promise, long before the shadows of war had crossed the serene and confident Edwardian skies, long before he had come . . .

‘You help me hold the string now, Rosie,’ said William kindly.

High, high in the sky. It was a bird, like the bird she’d seen on the privy roof at the dark place one day and tried to capture, only it flew away, right up into the sky where she couldn’t reach it. This one couldn’t fly away. It had a long cord, held firmly by that man – any time he wanted he could pull the bird back to earth. She’d like to be a bird flying away for ever. High, high – what was up there, behind those clouds? Was it her Ma and Pa just like Polly said? No, she wasn’t going to think of them, just like she hadn’t since it happened. They were waiting for her – at home perhaps. What was home? She didn’t quite know, but she had heard Uncle William and Auntie Mildred talking about how much she was missing home, so she knew it was important. Surely home could not be in that dark place she couldn’t remember very clearly, but which filled her with a strange fear when she thought of it?

‘Run, Rosie, let’s run.’

‘Shan’t.’ She stood mutinously, trying to pull away while William insisted, enclosing her tiny hand in his large one. The cord was pulling at her, hurting. She hated it.

William sighed as he pulled the kite in. It had been nearly six months now since Rosie had come to live with them in the October of 1893, and they were near to giving up. It seemed a good idea at first, company for their little Pollykins who was clearly going to be an only child, and who, at six, was exactly Rosie’s own age, since both had been born in July. But they had lived to rue the day.

The Fisherbutts, shaken for the first time from their usual placid tolerance of the eccentricities of life at Brynbourne Place, had given notice twice. Horrified, William had appealed man-to-man to Horace Fisherbutt, who had reluctantly agreed to speak to the missis. Mrs Maud Fisherbutt, housekeeper and head cook, had twice been persuaded to change her mind. But on the second occasion a firm probationary period had been set. Yet Rosie still refused to obey anybody, wet the bed nearly every night and despite all Mildred’s efforts refused to speak to anybody save Polly. Her rough accent made it difficult even for Polly to understand sometimes. She had never seen a bath, daily washing was a strange and unwelcome idea and she had little idea of the purpose of a Potts Pedestal Water Closet. Once she had got over her initial awe, she’d been the very devil, William gloomily reflected. She’d run away twice. Goodness knows where she thought she was going. Home, she said. Anyone would think they ill-treated her, William thought irritably. They’d tracked her down once at Manning’s hop farm, and once at the carrier’s in Bredhill trying to stow away in the hope of reaching London. Never at a railway station, he noticed. How to explain to a six-year-old that there was no home to run away to? They’d discussed finding an orphanage for her, but without enthusiasm. William Potts believed in going on, not back. Yet Rosie was upsetting the whole household. Mildred was at her wits’ end. Polly, an enigma to William at the best of times, now flatly refused to accompany him on kite-flying days, preferring as usual to play with her painting box. She took after her mother, and Mildred took her side. Suddenly every woman in his life seemed bent on defying him. Especially this one.

‘Try again, Rosie,’ said William, with sudden resolution, grasping her hand again, and firmly putting the string in it. ‘Make it go up. Run!’

Whether it was the sudden sharpness in his voice, or the urge to feel the turf under her feet, or the feel of the kite cord in her hand, but, casting one scared look behind her, Rosie obeyed, running, running, spinning out the cord, feeling the wind grasp it and take it for its own, spinning round to look at it. There it was now, fluttering, dancing, and she had done it; she was part of it.

‘That’s right, now play out the string,’ came William’s encouraging shout.

But she didn’t hear him. It was alive, this magic thing of wood and paper, and wanting to be free, free. The breeze was pulling and the kite dived and rose again; she looked up to see it soaring and sweeping, making faces down at her, calling to her. ‘Come up, Rosie,’ it was saying, ‘come up here. It’s so easy.’

She stood on tiptoe, stretched her arms as high as she could. It wanted to go higher, it must go higher . . .

‘Up,’ she shouted, perhaps to the kite, perhaps to William, perhaps to herself. ‘Up, up, up.’ She jumped up and down in her excitement, her brown curls bobbing, and the kite dancing and jerking on the end of the cord.

William panted up to her.

‘I want to be with it,’ she shouted at him, her eyes bright. ‘Oh, I want to go up with it. Come on, let’s fly—’

At the very end of its cord now, the kite weaved and danced, then suddenly, caught by an air current, spiralled and fell to earth.

Rosie screamed, and buried her head in Potts’s waistcoat. He felt her thin body heaving, the dampness of her tears. ‘There,’ he said, understanding. ‘Let’s pick it up together. Poor kite.’

‘Don’t want to.’ That thing on the ground, so still, so dead, was that the magic that had soared above?

But William pulled her after him, picked up the kite and placed it once more in her unwilling hands. When she threw it from her, he replaced it. ‘Fly it,’ he ordered sternly. Unwillingly, disbelievingly, Rosie obeyed. The kite failed to rise twice, then on the third time hesitantly it lifted in the breeze, almost fell, then caught the current again, soaring triumphantly upwards.

A happy smile crossed Rosie’s face. ‘I want to go too,’ she announced, jumping up and down. ‘Why can’t I?’

William shook his head and laughed. ‘Man has been trying to fly for centuries, Rosie, and very soon he’ll do it. But not quite yet.’ There’d been so many attempts, so many broken dreams, but one day . . .

‘Want to. I want to go higher and higher and higher and higher.’

‘Man mustn’t go too high, Rosie. He’ll end up like Icarus,’ said Potts absently. He was thinking about kites. If one added several together to share the load, with a tail of course for directional stability . . .

‘What’s Icarus?’ Rosie inquired with interest.

‘He was a young man in an old story who wanted to escape from an island. His father built wings for them both and flew upwards and escaped. But Icarus flew too near the sun and the wax that held the wings together melted, and down he came, just like your kite.’

Rosie thought this over. ‘But my kite went up again,’ she pointed out.

‘So it did, Rosie, so it did,’ he said kindly. Perhaps these kites, if big enough, could carry a load, perhaps even a man . . .

Brynbourne Place stood proudly on the top of the North Kentish downs looking towards Sittingbourne and the Swale in the distance. An old mediaeval hall-house, it had been added to haphazardly over the generations, until it was firmly taken in hand by the Georgians and encased into well-proportioned, red-brick elegance. Shielded by its guardian oaks and with exceptionally large grounds and farmland, it had remained in the hands of one family for generations. When the last of the family, an old lady, died in 1890, the house was found to have been unaltered in a hundred years.

It was promptly acquired by William Potts, to the great perturbation of local society who regarded the industrialist and his wife as vulgar by definition. They were ambitious traders, bringing the unwelcome tang of commerce into the midst of their civilised circle – this without having met them. There was anxious consultation as to whether or not the Potts should be called upon. It was unanimously decided in the end, not. There was, by their standards, a large element of truth in their judgements. What confounded them was the Potts appeared not only not to mind one jot, but not even to notice they were being ostracised. If the artistocracy, and in particular the Bellowes of neighbouring Court Manor, did not call, there were plenty of people in the village of Bredhill for Mrs Potts to befriend, and William Potts, living in a dream world of his own, did not care one way or the other. He spent much of his time at the Sittingbourne factory of Potts Pedestal Water Closets and most of the rest in his workshop at Brynbourne, erected behind the stables, and when the noise grew too great, in a barn further afield.

Potts Pedestal WCs had originally been simply Potts Plumbing, started by William’s father in a modest way to take advantage of the growing public awareness after the Chadwick Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Classes, and became firmly established after the 1875 Act making sanitary facilities obligatory in all new houses.

Algernon Potts had branched into valve closets, calling his model the Rose after the old custom of going into the garden ‘to pluck a rose’, and then into fulfilling a steady market with the cheap Hopper Closet for servants. However, it had taken young William, as he was known in the firm although he was already nearly thirty, and impatient with the limiting demands of the life to which he was consigned, to pioneer the new wash-out closet in the late ’seventies. By 1890, the year his father died, Potts Ltd had soared into untold realms of success with over 100,000 sold of the Potts Albion Closet. Having then acquired Brynbourne, his quick mind remained at work, and in the following year the Potts Marigold Pedestal Closet had stormed into being. Wash-down closets with the flush directly aimed at the water in the basin were clearly the path to the future. Business boomed. Thus in 1894 William Potts found himself with more money than he knew what to do with, but a sense that life held more for him than bigger and better water closets. They were necessary, they could even be beautiful, but, frustrated, he knew he had more to offer mankind.

Having driven his staff half mad with persistent inventions, an effective ball valve to replace the Croyden vertical, a low-level cistern to increase pressure on the discharge, and by campaigning for the repeal of the Act limiting the flush to two gallons, finally baulked of inspiration he invented a seat that played ‘The Lost Chord’ when sat upon. Mildred, like her monarch, had not been amused and the offending article had been consigned to the Fisherbutts’ quarters and then vanished completely. He then dabbled in his workshop, deflected to new fields of endeavour.

‘Why can’t someone invent expanding waistcoat buttons?’ he muttered after a particularly important and lavish luncheon. He promptly did so, and from there he went on to invent a dozen ideas for the easing of life’s little problems. But this too he found dissatisfying after a while.

‘It’s all very well, Mildred, but I still can’t help feeling I’m not contributing to life,’ he pointed out.

Mildred was contributing quite sufficiently to life herself at the time, by running the new household, Mr Potts and the then four-year-old Polly, and had grown to rely on the times William spent in the shed for the organisation of the domestic affairs.

‘Then invent something to help others, William,’ she suggested practically.

She was to rue the day. Fired with missionary zeal, William Potts studied the needs of others with anxious, loving concern. Spying the sufferings of a mouse caught in a trap, he promptly invented a non-harmful mousetrap, whereby the mouse would step on a seesaw which would precipitate it into a closed box beneath.

Seeing old Jobbins working with increasingly arthritic joints in the gardens, and too kindhearted to turn him away, he invented a weeding tool that required no bending. But it was Albert Cobham the postman who paved the path to the future. He had been far from well, and seeing him puffing up the slight incline of their drive one day, William set his prodigious mind to thinking. Mildred saw little of him, but heard much of the sound of saws and drills from the shed, until one day she spied William seated precariously upon a strange velocipede riding in triumph up their drive.

‘Why,’ he asked Mildred rhetorically, resting a hand on the governess cart in which she sat ready to set off for the village, ‘do I have to push to cycle forward, and harder going up an incline? It’s because of the resistance,’ he answered himself, ‘resistance from the air in front.’

‘If,’ he continued eagerly, ‘we multiply the surface presented to the wind by the square of the speed and multiply that by the co-efficient we then have the measure of the resistance. Now if I pedalled twice as hard, the resistance is quadrupled, and if three times the speed nine times greater. But what if I use this resistance to help me go forward, eh?’ He waved a lordly hand.

Mildred Potts regarded the contraption in silence. The bicycle was flanked on each side by what appeared to be two thin, angled wooden planks, a foot apart, rounded at the ends and braced together for support each with a wire attached to the handlebars for control.

‘You see,’ he said confidently, ‘it will catch the wind as I angle each one. Watch.’

It did indeed catch the wind. He bowled off down the drive, followed by an apprehensive Mildred in the governess cart; as he yanked on the wire, the wooden wings caught the wind and bowled him along in fine style, finally depositing him with great loss of dignity into old Jobbins’s mulch placed ready to assist the rhododendrons. Not a whit dismayed he climbed out, brushed a hand absentmindedly over the sticky mess on his trousers, and admired his invention.

‘You see?’ he said. ‘It works.’

‘I doubt whether Mr Cobham will be so impressed,’ commented Mildred drily.

‘All inventions grow from little ideas,’ said William, hurt. And he remounted and bowled back to the shed with some difficulty, going in the opposite direction, to resume thought.

It had been at this point that Rosie had erupted into their lives.

‘Uncle William, there’s no wind today,’ Rosie cried, staring out of the huge bay window of Brynbourne’s drawing room, willing the breeze to stir the leaves of the huge oaks. Today was the experiment with the big kite that would lift Papa up in the air to go sailing with the birds. Papa? It had come quite naturally to her thoughts. Papa, like Polly called him.

‘We’ll make our own wind,’ William replied confidently, putting his finger to his lips conspiratorially. Mildred knew nothing of today’s adventure. Intent on his own concerns, he overlooked the fact that Rosie should be in the schoolroom with Polly, and Rosie had no intention of reminding him. A figure of awe though Auntie Mildred was, the temptations of kites outweighed all such considerations – even if it led to yet another stormy clash of wills.

Soon William, Rosie, Harris the coachman and Mr Fisherbutt were assembled round the thirty-foot kite. Mr Fisherbutt, a man of fifty, as long and lean as his wife was short and plump, wore his habitual long-suffering look, which he had less opportunity to practise, as he spent more and more time in the workshop and less and less at Mrs Fisherbutt’s beck and call. He remained half fearful, half fascinated by the Master’s odd ways, developing decidedly firm views of his own on scientific progress, and the sounds of altercation could often be heard emanating from the workshop.

Potts had an instinct he was barking up the wrong tree with this hexagonal approach in this all-important kite, but he was too much the novice to take great risk at this stage and Major Baden-Powell who had lifted himself off the ground in January had championed hexagonal kites, he’d heard.

Rosie danced round the winch while Harris and Mr Fisherbutt sent one kite after another up the cable in their allotted positions. Harris held the control wires as Potts clambered into the precarious basket seat, surrounded by his own controls. He checked the wind speed on his anemometer.

‘Go, go,’ shouted Rosie, dancing perilously near the kite and having to be restrained by Mr Fisherbutt.

William signalled. The kites billowed above him, straining on their cable, but William did not budge from the ground.

‘What,’ said a stentorian voice, ‘do you think you are doing?’ Mildred had arrived unexpectedly and unnoticed and far from pleased.

‘An experiment, my dear,’ said William happily. ‘Another try, if you please, Mr Fisherbutt.’

‘Stand away, Mr Fisherbutt,’ said Mildred grimly. ‘That’s enough of this nonsense. Do you want to break your neck, William?’

‘I could go up,’ interjected Rosie hopefully. ‘Papa’s too heavy. I’m light enough.’

‘That you will not, young lady,’ said Mildred, rounding on her. ‘You’re supposed to be at your lessons and you’re coming with me. Now.’

Miss the kite? Miss the great moment when this beautiful dancing contraption would rise in the air and take Papa with it? Her eyes were horrorstricken.

‘I won’t, I won’t,’ she shouted more in terror than temper. ‘I want to fly with Papa.’

‘Flying’s not for little girls,’ said Mildred, trying to keep her voice reasonable. ‘Come along now.’ She laid her hand on Rosie’s arm.

Seeing her as the enemy now, Rosie screamed, and screamed again. ‘I’ll go home. This isn’t home. I hate lessons. My ma and pa’ll take me home.’

‘Rosie!’ Papa’s voice made her suddenly quiet. ‘This is your home now. Do you understand?’

Rosie blinked through tears. Home? With Auntie Mildred, so unlike her ma with her hugs and thumps. This wasn’t home any more than it was the dark place. But it was where kites were – and that was where she wanted to be for the moment. She nodded doubtfully.

‘I won’t fly any more today,’ said William reassuringly, as Mildred took Rosie’s hand to take her back to Brynbourne.

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Mildred scathingly. ‘Talk about “Down will come baby, cradle and—” ’

‘That’s it,’ cried William suddenly, dancing up and down with excitement. ‘My love, you have given me the answer,’ he announced grandly. ‘Of course it won’t lift me, with the basket slung between two cables. No stability. A single cable is what we want. And steeper dihedral – the angle’s wrong! My love, pray accompany us to the workshop. Forward, Mr Fisherbutt, if you please!’

‘I have no doubt you are right, William,’ said Mildred composedly, ‘but I have walked far enough. It would not be good for the baby.’

‘But—’ William stopped and stared at her.

‘Yes, William, early next year.’

‘By heaven,’ he roared, enfolding her in his arms. ‘Another Potts invention. We shall launch the new kite on his birth. We will make a start to—morrow,’ he hastily amended, seeing the look on Mildred’s face.

A pink frock. How she hated this frock, with its high neck and smocked front, with the dark woollen stockings, and the hat crammed on to her rebellious brown curls and kept there by a ribbon under the chin.

‘Look at Polly,’ Mildred said in despair. ‘She knows how to be a little lady.’

Rosie enviously eyed Polly in her neat primrose-coloured dress. She wanted to be a little lady too but somehow there was never time. There were more interesting things to do. Especially in Papa’s workshop. But for all that the day was a glory. The day when Rosie became seven years old, and Mildred had for once relented in her efforts to keep Rosie’s mind off aeroplanes. It was the day she saw man fly.

31st July 1894 started badly, with that frock, and Polly refusing to come at the last minute and Auntie Mildred sympathising with her. It got worse on the long ride in the railway train to Bexley, during which Rosie was sick over Mildred’s new spotted lawn dress. Only the inducement that something very special in the way of kites lay at the end of the journey had made Rosie climb on board that puffing monster of death. She shut her eyes tight, hoping that once she opened them the railway train ride would be over, just like a magic carpet in The Arabian Nights that Mildred read to them on special occasions.

But once they were there: ‘Where are the kites?’ she cried, disappointed, looking round the huge Baldwyn’s Park. None to be seen, only a funny set of railway lines going into the distance. They were raised a little off the ground and encompassed by a taller, higher set of rails.

‘There’s your kite, Rosie,’ William pointed.

Disgusted, Rosie had been gazing at the rails. Now she looked up and along them. There was the biggest, strangest kite she’d ever seen, so big she’d missed it. It was towering in the air, a huge big kite on wheels behind something like a tractor engine.

‘It’s a flying machine, Rosie.’

She clutched William’s hand in excitement. ‘Like our kite?’

‘Just like it, only bigger, much bigger, and it doesn’t need a cable. One day soon it will fly just like a bird.’

‘Like Icarus?’

‘Just like Icarus. Only this machine will stay up as long as it likes. It will have its own little engine like a horseless carriage. Not today, but soon. Today it’s just going to fly along the rails.’

Mr Hiram Maxim’s flying machine. He was a manufacturer too, of guns, and this was his hobby. William had met him at a meeting of the Aeronautical Society which he’d joined unknown to Mildred. He had a feeling Mildred would not approve. Kites were one thing, flying machines another. Yet all over Kent, pioneers were beginning to think of powered flight. They’d had near misses. Cayley had been the first, fifty years ago, then Henson, Stringfellow and a score more. Lighter-than-air flight had been mastered with airships and balloons. But heavier-than-air flight remained still unconquered. He’d gone as a boy in 1868 to the Crystal Palace to see the Exhibition of Machinery connected with Aeronautics, and there his interest in kites had been kindled, to remain dormant till Rosie came.

At the exhibition they had offered £100 for an aeroplane capable of lifting a man to 120 feet. No one had won it. Engines were the problem for powered heavier-than-air flight, for steam engines were too heavy. Since then William had kept a vague eye on what was happening in the aeronautics world. He’d heard with interest about Kaufmann’s machine with its flapping propeller; heard about Thomas Penn who had set up a wind tunnel for measuring pressure at speed. Many attempts, but no breakthrough. Then the first flush of enthusiasm vanished, and membership of the society was down to forty now, but they were all keen; he remembered a project for using jet propulsion for aeronautical purposes in the eighties. Came to nothing, but interesting. Now Maxim was really on to something at last.

Those big wings made it look like a great big seagull, thought Rosie, ready to flap towards them. It looked like Auntie Mildred’s new dress, with its huge, huge sleeves bulging out on either side. Perhaps Auntie Mildred too would fly. Fly away and not come back . . . An uneasy feeling grew inside her. The big bird thing even had a sort of beak, was it going to fly right over their heads? Then huge windmills began to turn, there was a hissing of steam and people beginning to shout. Suppose it wasn’t a flying machine? Her terror grew. Suppose it was a railway train roaring towards them. It would crash, crash! Now men were shouting far behind the machine, marking something on a large board, then the noise increased, and the bird was running towards them, the wind in its wings, like a huge bird of prey. It was a railway engine. She screamed, shutting her eyes as the monster roared past them, hiding her face against the nearest object, which was Mildred’s skirt. Then she opened them cautiously to see everyone running after the monster. Suddenly brave, she joined them, following the thing with its huge wings roaring along the track. No – yes, it really was a seagull . . .

‘Mildred, look, air!’ William cried.

Something had happened to the big bird, the upper track it was running along had broken, and Rosie could see air under the machine. It wasn’t on the track any more, it was a bird flying to its nest – flying. But the steam subsided, and the machine sank down, heavily, a wounded bird, on to the ground, with splintering and crashing of wood.

‘Don’t cry, Rosie,’ said William, surprised she did not share his joy. ‘It lifted. You saw it, didn’t you? It lifted itself into the air. Now we know it’s possible.’

Polly had refused point-blank to go to Baldwyn’s Park, arguing that Rosie had not been forced to go to Polly’s birthday treat two weeks earlier – a visit to the National Gallery. Polly was a dreamer. She’d welcomed Rosie’s arrival into the household, for everyone was so occupied with her, they didn’t have time to wonder what Polly was doing. As soon as lessons were finished she would collect her paintbox and pad and disappear into the gardens, wandering all over the estate and into the adjoining fields. She had her own hideaways, some quite near the house where no one would find her, especially Rosie. She liked Rosie but she did have a way of storming into her solitariness and disturbing her concentration that was very irritating. Mama understood, and never bothered her, but she was a little frightened of Papa – scared of the way he would scoop her up and say heartily, ‘Now, little Polly, why don’t we go and fly a kite?’ She didn’t want to fly kites – they were a waste of time. She wanted to paint. Nothing, but nothing, was going to stop her.

The winter of 1894/5 was long and hard, with piercing never-ending cold, and snow. They huddled round the fires at Brynbourne Place, and the fisher merchants brought tales of how the sea itself had frozen over. Mildred Potts bore her second pregnancy stoically. Patience was a virtue of hers much exercised after her marriage to William, but even her resolute spirit quailed with Rosie in the house. Polly quietly went her own way, and when with them was biddable and loving, but even her influence could not always calm Rosie who, despite her passionate devotion to William, remained intractable and opinionated, until Mildred reached the point of explosion. It was a battle of wills: Mildred intent on turning Rosie into a model little girl; Rosie resisting all such endeavours. Rosie was intelligent, but having learned precious little in her six years in Bethnal Green, she was at first more concerned to cover this fact up in front of Polly than to rectify it. In their free time they separated, Polly to paint or watch birds, Rosie to make a beeline for the workshed, constantly getting under Mr Fisherbutt’s feet. Sometimes she could be found in the stables, not with the horses which at first scared her, but with the carriages themselves, particularly the old ones mouldering away in the barn. She was forbidden to go as far as the farm, but the sound of a tractor was a magnet. Anything with an engine attracted her, and it was this led to the worst conflict yet with Mildred.

Investigating too closely the workings of the fascinating steam engine and boiler with which William was experimenting in the workshop, inspired by Mr Maxim’s experiments, Rosie’s serge skirt became entangled in the casing and her tiny hands got badly burned in her efforts to remove it. Her screams brought William and Mr Fisherbutt running, and her arrival home in the former’s arms in search of help made Mildred as white-faced as Rosie herself. When the wounds had been dealt with, the time of reckoning came.

‘No more,’ said Mildred. ‘Either you give up these ridiculous experiments, William, or you forbid the worksheds to Rosie.’

‘My dear, they are not ridiculous experiments. Man is on the threshold. I cannot – Rosie my dear, I think for the moment, you had better do as your mother wants and—’

‘She’s not my mother,’ bawled Rosie, shock setting in and settling on Mildred as the scapegoat. ‘I’m going to Home! I want to—’

‘You can’t. There is no home,’ snapped Mildred, more cruelly than she intended, hurt by the rejection.

‘There is – There is—’ And Rosie set out to prove it that night.

She trudged three miles to the railway station, convinced that if she could find the dark place then she would be taken to Home. Home was a place where the sun shone all the time and birds and kites flew, and Ma and Pa were there and – that other dark thing was not. She escaped the stationmaster’s notice, and bravely climbed aboard the London train, before her absence was discovered by Mildred, and William set the telegraph wires clacking all the way to London in a shrewd guess as to her whereabouts. He collected her at Victoria railway station next morning, and bore her back to Brynbourne. A compromise was decided upon. Workshop visits were allowed provided lessons were attended and due study given to the niceties of femininity.

‘I’ve got something for you, Rosie,’ said Mildred one afternoon, as Rosie prepared for her usual afternoon dash from lessons to the workshop.

Facing the inevitable fact that Rosie was never going to be parted from her workshop completely, Mildred constructed Rosie a pair of coverall bloomers for safety, so that her petticoats should not get caught in machinery.

‘Oh,’ Rosie said when she saw the blue serge baggy pantaloons. Her eyes shone. ‘Look at me, look at me, Mama.’ She danced around when she had donned them. She ran to Mildred and threw her arms around her. A pair of bloomers had achieved what the last eighteen months had failed to do.

Rosie did not mention home again, but she did not forget it.

Fleeting, isolated moments, passing shafts of sunshine on a pathway to the sun . . .

‘How shall we make our flying machine, Rosie? Shall it have rounded wings like a bird, or look like our old box kites?’

Seven and a half years old, several pairs of blue bloomers worn shiny now: ‘Like the kite, the kite.’

‘Then wood, wire and warp, if you please, Mr Fisherbutt. Let us commence. Mr Fisherbutt, if you please, we require a wind tunnel . . . Follow me.’

Eight years old: ‘It had forty wings one above another. What do you think of that, Rosie? It had a steam engine, and was tethered of course, but it flew a load, so the Aeronautical Society tells me. Yet the French did that in ’79 with the compressed air models of Victor Tatin. It’s not the answer. Oh no. Not steam. Steam is too heavy for our Pegasus. We require an engine such as drives the new horseless carriages—’

Ten years old: ‘The gliding aeroplane is complete, Rosie. I shall glide like Mr Wenham in ’66, like Otto Lilienthal. I shall soar like a large bat. Like Percy Pilcher at Eynsford. All it needs is for Mr Fisherbutt and Mr Harris to run down the hill. And we must hurry. I hear Mr Ader in France has constructed two powered machines now, and one, I believe was successful in rising from the ground.’ Then William’s face fell. ‘But I’m being selfish,’ he cried. ‘To you, Mr Fisherbutt, should go the honour of the first flight. Just lie down with the controls in your hands, then tilt yourself forwards, till the balance is shifted. I will cut the cords, and you glide down adjusting the—’

‘Me, Mr Potts?’ Fisherbutt interrupted, alarmed.

‘Why yes, you deserve it.’ A pause. ‘Ah,’ said William Potts. ‘It should be me, for there is, some might say, an element of risk.’

‘Oh no, Mr Potts, I like to help in any way I can.’

‘If you’re sure, Mr Fisherbutt—’

This duet continued to Rosie’s intense fascination until the glider was in position at the top of Bourne Hill. It did indeed look like a large bat – or a bird. One day she’d fly . . .

‘William, what are you doing with poor Mr Fisherbutt?’ Mildred demanded, appearing in the donkey cart with two-year-old Michael beside her and observing Mr Fisherbutt lying precariously, white-faced, in the contraption.

Mr Fisherbutt was removed. ‘I should never look Mrs Fisherbutt in the face again,’ declared Mildred and William eagerly took his place.

But the glider failed to rise, despite Mr Fisherbutt’s and Harris’s best efforts. William climbed disconsolately out. He and Mr Fisherbutt conferred, while Harris, the coachman, stood by nervously, awaiting his fate. A brief discussion, then the problem was solved.

‘Mr Harris – a moment of your time.’

Four months later: ‘The wing fabric, Mr Fisherbutt,’ moaned William. ‘It is not taut enough. The varnish is not sufficient.’

Mr Fisherbutt inspected the problem carefully.

‘Tapioca,’ he remarked presently. A man of few words.

Rosie clapped her hands in glee, she hated tapioca.

William Potts eyed him doubtfully.

‘Very drying, tapioca,’ added Mr Fisherbutt, seeing his word was doubted.

‘Rosie, pray run to the house and request Mrs Fisherbutt’s entire stock of tapioca—’

‘I only record the sunny hours,’ proclaimed the old sundial in the walled vegetable garden. What did that mean? Rosie often wondered. She did not discover for some years, but when she and Polly were twelve, a cloud crossed the sunny skies that had set fair on their childhood. A cloud that started small, and gathered momentum . . .

‘Where are you going, Polly?’ Rosie asked plaintively. She was bored. William was at the factory, Mr Fisherbutt was otherwise occupied and, forbidden the workshop without them, there was nothing, but nothing, to do.

‘Just out,’ said Polly, flushing slightly.

‘Can I come?’

‘If you like.’ Polly eyed her crossly, then, since she was kind-hearted, she grew more friendly, gathered together her paints and sketchbook and they went out in the grounds. Intrigued by the prospect of this rare excursion into Polly’s life, Rosie followed her across the gardens and fields, then into the woods, until they came to a part where Rosie had seldom been. She and Polly had been companions, never close. They were too different. Polly came from another world. Polly, who always knew how to use her knife and fork properly, who knew how to speak properly, had been born into this life, not had to learn it bit by painful bit as had she. Looking back now, she saw how difficult it had been for Polly, yet she had been always kind, always helpful, never showing any resentment of this intruder thrust into her life without her say-so. As Rosie grew older, she wondered at it, and realised gradually that it came naturally to Polly, that she saw no need to fight with life, as Rosie did – not outwardly at any rate. Of her inner struggles, however, Rosie came to glimpse a little that afternoon.

‘Where now?’

‘We follow the stream now,’ answered Polly matter-of-factly. Rosie was still a little in awe of Polly with her lovely, long, fair hair, and blue eyes and composed serene features, so different from herself. Their cambric dresses were identical save in colour, but Polly’s always managed to look neat and tidy, whereas Rosie’s frills managed to get caught up in every bush they passed. The stream was hung over with willows and bushes and, following the direction of Polly’s pointing finger, she saw a screen of misty greens and yellows that hid the stream from further view.

‘Where does it go when it disappears?’ asked Rosie curiously.

‘Come on,’ said Polly, ‘I’ll show you.’

Galvanised and almost excited now, as if on a voyage to a far unknown country, Rosie plunged after Polly as she scrambled along the bank of the stream, pushing through clumps of meadowsweet and willowherb, through straggling willows, through a fringe of trees bordering fields which deepened into woods. There was no sound save the trickling water, the occasional cry of a distant bird and the sound of crackling undergrowth as they pushed forward.

‘Here,’ said Polly finally, pushing through some bushes and halting. They were in a small grassy glade, by the side of the stream, surrounded by trees and clumps of rosebay willowherb. ‘Do you like it?’

Rosie nodded, entranced, suddenly envious of Polly whose place this was. They threw themselves down on the ground, and Polly produced two apples.

‘It’s so hot,’ complained Rosie, wriggling inside her warm dress. ‘Let’s take our stockings off. Or better still,’ greatly daring, ‘we could take everything off. Wouldn’t it be nice to feel the sun all over?’

‘We couldn’t,’ said Polly scandalised.

‘There’s no one to see,’ said Rosie. ‘Don’t look, if you’re embarrassed,’ and she tore off her clothes, flinging the hated frilly dress carelessly aside. Why didn’t Mama understand she hated frills? And these horrid black stockings and boots! Polly followed suit hesitantly.

‘There, isn’t that better?’ proclaimed Rosie, wriggling luxuriously. ‘It’s all part of today. It’s a sort of Garden of Eden here, isn’t it?’

Polly hugged her knees to her chest, and then gaining confidence, the sun warm on her back, she lay down.

‘What do you do here?’ asked Rosie.

‘I paint, of course.’

‘But it’s always the same scene. Don’t you mind?’

‘Oh no, it’s never the same. It’s always changing. Lie down and close your eyes and I’ll show you.’

Rosie obediently did so.

‘Now open them quickly, look towards the stream and tell me what you see.’

Rosie opened them, the sun put a haze before her eyes, a filter between her and the stream. She saw a blur of greens and yellows and greys, and patches of pink from the rosebay. A flash of blue of a dragonfly. It was a sea of misty colours.

‘That’s what I try to paint,’ said Polly. ‘It’s very difficult,’ she added wistfully. ‘I’d like to learn properly how to do it. I’ve been reading a book about the painters in Paris who just paint impressions, not shapes. One day I’ll be able to paint too.’

‘But you paint now,’ said Rosie.

‘Not really,’ Polly said impatiently, languidly stretching out in the sun. ‘Not properly.’ She changed the subject. ‘What do you want to do?’

‘I want to fly.’

Polly laughed.

‘I really do,’ said Rosie, hurt.

‘You’re as bad as Father.’

‘But there’s a big future for it, it’s so exciting, don’t you see?’

‘Let’s promise each other,’ said Polly suddenly, ‘that we’ll help each other get what we want if we can.’

‘All right.’ A pause. ‘Do you want to get married and have babies, Polly?’

‘Some day I suppose we’ll both have to, that’s what Mother says,’ said Polly practically. ‘I’d like to have a little baby like Michael was.’

‘I wouldn’t,’ said Rosie decidedly. Four-year-old Michael had a passion for Rosie, following her around, and she quite enjoyed playing with him now. But babies, ugh. Aeroplanes were much more interesting. ‘And what about a husband?’

‘He’d have to like painting,’ Polly said firmly, wriggling luxuriously as the sun beat down.

Rosie frowned. ‘If I had a husband he wouldn’t stop me doing anything I wanted. So perhaps he’ll have to want to fly too. Or else – Polly,’ she screamed, simultaneously rolling over on to her stomach. ‘Someone’s watching us.’

There was a scampering, rustling in the bushes, trampling as somebody tried to get away. Rosie seized her dress, pulling it quickly over her head and rushed into the wood. There were sounds of altercation, and Rosie came back dragging a short tubby boy of about their own age, pink-cheeked and definitely smirking. By that time Polly had hurriedly dressed and was pulling on her boots, regardless of stockings.

‘You were peeping, yer scuffy squirt,’ words dimly remembered from Rosie’s early years came back in her rage.

‘What if I was? It’s my land.’

‘Your land,’ Rosie retorted. ‘Who’d yer think you are then? The King of Kent?’

‘I’m Robert Bellowes and my father owns all this land. So let me go!’ With a jerk he freed himself from Rosie’s grasp. ‘You’re the tenement child old Potts took in, aren’t you?’ he jeered. ‘That’s why you don’t speak properly.’ Rosie went white. ‘Hopper, hopper, hopper,’ he chanted.

A gasp, and Rosie flew at him; they tumbled together on the ground, rolling over and over, as she endeavoured to pull out fistfuls of his hair, pummelling and averting his retaliatory weak fists with ease.

Polly rushed up. ‘Don’t, Rosie,’ she cried, pulling her off. ‘And you,’ she turned to Robert as he scrambled to his feet, ‘you ought to be ashamed of yourself. You’re supposed to be a gentleman. Peeping like that and being rude about my father. Fine gentleman you are.’

Robert opened his mouth to retort, then something about Polly’s face made him shut it again. ‘You’re trespassing,’ he pointed out sullenly, then turned and ran off.

‘Ugh,’ said Rosie graphically. ‘He’s a horrible, horrible slug. If that’s a gentleman, I’m glad they never call on us. Let the toffs keep themselves to themselves.’ She was trembling. What did he mean, ‘tenement child’? Was that – could it be something to do with that tiny pit of fear that still recurred like a dark shadow every so often? Father had explained to her about the accident long ago, and that her father and mother had died in the crash, that her real home now was at Brynbourne, and in the daylight she no longer wondered about another home, lost long ago. But at night sometimes, when she awoke and saw the branches of the trees waving black against a midnight sky, the moonlight turned certainty to doubt and safety to shifting sand. Then, oh then, she recalled the dark place, and buried her head in the pillows as if by so doing she would be safe from it for ever.

‘He’s away at school, so Father said,’ Polly was saying, as she did her best to tidy the ruins of Rosie’s dress. She looked round the glade sadly. ‘I don’t think I shall want to come here again,’ she said.

Rosie hugged her. ‘Don’t worry, Polly. We’ll find another secret place. Even nicer than this. It will be ours. Magic places are wherever you want to find them, you know.’

‘This, Rosie, is an elevating rudder on the same principle as Major Renard used in La France, his airship of some years ago. This little beauty will go up and down as it moves on its axis.’ Potts’s hand moved over it lovingly. ‘And here is the steering rudder. Now the problem is, should we place the elevator at stern or the bow?’ He bent over the drawing board worriedly.

‘And the wings. We still have to discover how to prevent lateral incline on turning. To offset the effect of turning, we must provide counter-resistance. If we had something like a set of birds’ feathers in a fan shape that could be controlled by the pilot – unless, of course, one could provide that the corners of the wings be pushed up to offset the difference in thrust . . . I wonder . . . A wooden batten perhaps—

‘I think perhaps the fan first, to enlarge the surface of the inner wing as it dips, and reduce the outer. You follow my reasoning, Mr Fisherbutt? Rosie?’ He broke off as someone came in, someone he vaguely recognised. ‘Good afternoon,’ he greeted him courteously. William did not like uninvited guests in his workshop, but was prepared to be polite. Besides, hadn’t he seen the fellow before? Then his face brightened. ‘Ah, you’re the cooper, aren’t you?’

Sir Lawrence Bellowes almost danced with rage. He was no taller than Rosie, certainly no more than five foot. But what he lacked in inches he made up for in pugnacity. Ginger-haired and bearded, he was like an overgrown leprechaun, Rosie thought, amused. But a fearsome one.

‘I have the misfortune to live at Court Manor, Potts,’ he barked, ‘as you well know. Misfortune in that we border your estate and I demand to know why my son has been attacked in his own home by this – er – person,’ he pointed disdainfully at Rosie.

Potts absent-mindedly wiped his hands on one of his pocket handkerchiefs, vast quantities of which were newly imported every year by Mildred.

‘My daughter, Sir Lawrence,’ he pointed out mildly.

‘A hopper’s child,’ Bellowes snorted.

‘No, Sir Lawrence. My daughter. Suppose you tell me what happened, Rosie?’

Somewhat shamefacedly, Rosie explained. William listened in silence, then remarked, ‘It seems to me, Sir Lawrence, your son got somewhat less than he deserved.’

Sir Lawrence grew purple. ‘She’s an evil influence,’ he almost screamed. ‘Keep her away from our land and—’ he cast a scathing eye round the workshop ‘—kindly recall we’re used to decent living round here. These dangerous things you’re tampering with could contaminate our land, if they ever worked. I’ve seen warnings in the newspapers. I’ll put a stop to it one way or other. Oh yes.’

They didn’t take him seriously. That was a mistake, for Sir Lawrence took himself very seriously indeed. After a while, however, Rosie came to suspect that Papa almost enjoyed his feud with the Bellowes, glorying in his regular visits to the Canterbury offices of Messrs Foggett, Whistle and Featherstone, solicitors, to discuss the latest summons by Sir Lawrence.

Her first flight, drifting above the green fields of Kent in a tethered balloon basket, was a treat for her fourteenth birthday. Despite the brown woollen coat and scarf Mildred had insisted on her wearing for all it was high summer (‘It’ll be cold up there, my love’) it was just as she had imagined it would be. A deep sigh of satisfaction, and knowing beyond all doubt that this was where she needed to be. High, high above the world. Unafraid, Rosie peered over the edge of the basket, hanging on to her cream straw hat as she felt the breeze catch at the ribbon strings. Down below her stretched the patchwork fields, the streams snaking across their green magnificence, a picture that never ended. She exulted in her Olympian position, as the balloon swayed with the breeze.

If it was so wonderful in a balloon, how much more glorious would it be to be in a real flying machine? William had talked to her for hours about flight and its possibilities. Ever since the glider had at last achieved some measure of success in controlled flight six weeks ago, William had beavered away every spare moment, with Rosie and Mr Fisherbutt as eager apprentices.

‘The clay is there, Rosie,’ he’d roared. ‘We have but to breathe life into it, like Pygmalion into Galatea. And in this case life is power. Balloons can achieve much, Rosie; look at Colonel Brine, who crossed the Channel in one, nearly twenty years ago now. Look at the use to which they can be put. But we need speed and power to progress. And that means heavier-than-air flight. We’re in a whole new century now, and a whole new world beckons to be conquered. As the great poet Browning said, “Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp or what’s a heaven for?” Reach, Rosie, always reach upwards.’ He sighed a little wistfully. ‘It will be for you to do it. Not me. There’s not enough time.’

‘You won’t die?’ cried Rosie.

He laughed and patted her hand. ‘You’ll have to find your own wings eventually. Always remember a great privilege has been granted to us: a lease on the skies. You must never abuse it, Rosie.’

‘Abuse? I don’t understand.’

‘This country rules half the world, yet it seems to me we can’t rule ourselves properly. War will come sooner or later. They’ll need these balloons then, and aeroplanes too. They’ll use the skies as a new element in war.’

‘Use aeroplanes for warfare!’ Rosie cried horrified. She looked down once more at the peaceful landscape slipping away beneath them. A shiver ran through her, as though the dark place had suddenly reached out a tentacle to remind her that the night was not its only kingdom. ‘No,’ she cried fiercely. ‘We’ll never do that, will we, Father?’

‘No, Rosie, no, but it’s already beginning. They used balloons and kites in South Africa. And now everyone it seems is busy building airships and man-carrying kites.’

‘We’ll only use them for happy, lovely things, won’t we, Father?’ she cried.

‘Yes,’ William said decidedly. ‘But be careful, Rosie. For the world has a way of forcing its will on those who stand against it.’

‘Not on me,’ she said confidently.

The Pegasus was Rosie’s name for it, the winged horse of mythology. William said horsepower would be needed, and so Pegasus was born. A new century, a new horizon of man’s achievement. Pegasus grew to dominate their lives, a new and intrusive member of their family to be discussed endlessly until Mildred rebelled. She had never been fully reconciled to Rosie’s absorption in the ridiculous goings-on in William’s workshed, and now that Rosie was growing up, redoubled her efforts to mould her in ladylike activities. But painting, music and embroidery were dismal failures which Mildred ascribed to lack of attention, not ability, and the atmosphere grew strained. Rosie did not notice. Pegasus, however unpromising to look at, took all her attention.

How proud she was when after months of work they gave Pegasus, then only a boxwood frame, its wings, which she was allowed to help construct. Squat, with its two wings on each side braced together with ugly wire, Pegasus looked less like a flying machine than a monstrous set of square bookshelves. But to Rosie it was a thing of beauty, and when the fabric was added to the wings and tautened with the ever-faithful tapioca, it flew already in her vivid imagination, no longer a passive object on the workshop floor, but a winged living creature soaring through the heavens.

William worked from instinct, not from books or mathematical calculations. Rosie, on the other hand, could be found poring over issues of the Aeronautical Society journals, reading learned papers sent from France and America, her French, hitherto deemed by her to be pointless, suddenly improving.

‘Listen, Papa, it says here that Colonel Renard claims that if one could find an engine weighing less than five kilogrammes for every horse power then the problems of heavier-than-air flight would be conquered.’

‘Patience, patience,’ William murmured. ‘Let us make our Pegasus ready first. Now I need a foot-rest to place my feet on—’

‘Won’t you lie on your face like in the glider?’

‘Far too undignified. I’m too old. No, I shall—’

‘I’m not,’ she cried eagerly.

William regarded her indulgently. ‘Leave something for us men, eh Rosie? It’s far too dangerous for ladies to fly.’

‘Why?’ The word shot out, challenging William. ‘You can’t know – you haven’t flown yourself yet. Why should it be more dangerous for ladies than gentlemen?’

‘Because I say so,’ said William, boxed into a corner in bewilderment. Perhaps Mildred was right – perhaps he was encouraging Rosie too much.

‘But Father, what about all we talked of? You said the future would be mine,’ she cried, unable to leave well alone.

‘Yes. Knowledge – that’s what’s important. Knowing how to build—’

‘But what’s the use of building without flying?’ she retorted impatiently. ‘I want to fly, you know that,’ unable to believe that indulgent, kindly Father was so short-sighted.

William busied himself with his tool chest, turning away from conflict. There was no question of Rosie flying; his womenfolk had to be protected. That was his role, and he wasn’t going to be able to protect them by letting them fly around in aeroplanes.

‘Answer me, Father! You can’t, can you?’ came her triumphant voice behind him.

Flustered, William flew into a rare rage. ‘Your mother’s right. This is no place for a girl. You can spend some time at home learning to run a household, that’s where a young lady’s future lies—’

‘What about Charlotte Dod, Isabella Bird, Florence Nightingale?’ she challenged.

‘Don’t you Dod me,’ William roared, shaken. ‘Go back to the house at once!’

She was in disgrace for a month, only Polly sympathising with her. At the end of the month she was allowed back into the workshed on sufferance, and on condition that she spent as much time studying to be a young lady as to be an engineer. Ever-optimistic, Rosie put Father’s strange attitude down to a touch of dyspepsia, and if any slight apprehension remained, it was buried deep – as deep as that dream of home.

As the months went by, William felt his way towards a solution of one problem after another on Pegasus. Weeks of tension, during which everyone, especially Rosie, learned to creep about quietly, would be followed by a triumphant, ‘By George I have it. To the workshop, Mr Fisherbutt, if you please.’

In after years she would think of him standing in front of Pegasus for hours, pondering. ‘One propeller, or two, Rosie, do you think?’

‘How many engines?’ she asked practically. ‘One or two?’

He turned a look of surprise on her. ‘Why, I—’ he paused. ‘You’re right, Rosie. One engine. One propeller, I think. Suppose after all one propeller were to break. Would not the one still working cause serious inbalance? Yes, my love, one propeller. I shall ask Mrs Fisherbutt for muffins for tea. We shall celebrate our decision.’

But it was not all muffins. Much of it was feud. In 1902 Sir Lawrence brought a case for actionable nuisance, and lost on the grounds that he had not objected earlier and that any aeronautical device must necessarily carry the implication of an engine being added at some stage. But it had been touch and go.

Mr Featherstone mopped his brow as they emerged from court. ‘Mr Potts, pray take care, I beg. I do not share your taste for such exciting life. A third case might easily go the other way.’ The first case, also brought on grounds of actionable nuisance, had centred on Sir Lawrence’s hastily repaired eighteenth-century belvedere on the edge of his property, the view from which, he claimed, was now impaired by the new workshed William had erected some way from the house on the large flat Bred Field on the top of the downs.

‘Calm yourself, Mr Featherstone, if you please. I am caution itself.’

He would not think Papa was caution itself if he saw what went on at home when he and Sir Lawrence met, thought Rosie, giggling to herself.

By 1903, however, Pegasus still lacked a workable engine. Steam was completely ruled out; early experiments in motor engines had been disappointing. In the summer, however, this last and vital problem was overcome.

In June the Aeronautical Society held a meeting on the downs in Sussex at which a prize was offered for man-lifting kites. William had now lost his competitive instinct so far as kites were concerned, but at Rosie’s pleading, they went. For her, kites symbolised the beginning. However, William’s interest was rekindled when he met Colonel Samuel Franklin Cody. ‘He should have won,’ said William sadly, shaking his head. ‘The wind just wasn’t strong enough, but he’s the only one knows what he’s doing.’

Long hair, big hat, long moustache, Cody looked like the buccaneer showman he had been rather than a famous aeronautic who was greatly respected for his work on kites and balloons.

‘Now if he were to build an aeroplane, we might get somewhere,’ said William. ‘I’ll have a word with him—’

‘Don’t you want us to be the first?’ said Rosie curiously.

He paused. ‘Do you know, I don’t think I mind. Provided someone does it, and does it soon. And provided I get up in the air sometime. Now Colonel Cody,’ he said, reverting to practical matters, ‘would have the problem of engine weight solved in no time. Five kilogrammes horsepower, that’s what Renard says, that’s about eleven pounds. But it doesn’t work,’ William said crossly.

‘It needs less, much less. Three, two perhaps,’ broke in a voice at their side. A tall, thin, serious-looking young man, impeccably attired in boater and blazer, was listening to their conversation with intense interest.

‘Two’s impossible,’ said Rosie immediately, annoyed at the intrusion, especially by someone of his patrician air.

The young man regarded her worriedly, pushing his gold spectacles up his nose. ‘It’s not, you know. Perhaps not yet. But we could work towards it.’

Half impressed that this elegant young man was taking her seriously, half annoyed by ‘we’, Rosie was about to answer when William forestalled her.

‘Tell me more, young man. If you please.’

Harry Clairville Jones became a frequent visitor, and then part-time paid employee. Jealous of her own preserves, Rosie objected until William had pointed out his role was solely engines. She was the general assistant on whom he really depended. After that, she got on well with him, and was impressed by his possession of one of the famous Clairville motor cars, the product of the Clairville factory in Chatham owned by Harry’s uncle and his partner. They had taken Harry on as a poorly-paid apprentice to learn the trade and reaped their reward when he developed a keen and rapidly expert interest in petroleum engines. Now at the age of twenty-two he was solely responsible for engine design. Restless, he strove for more, but his father, although the son of an earl, had made the mistake of being a penniless younger son, and a younger son who saw no reason why his more industrious brothers should not support him in the way to which life should have entitled him. Harry, repelled by a childhood of patronising hand-outs and dismissive shrugs, resolved that the world would remember only one Clairville Jones: himself. No matter how.

William’s eyes gleamed when Harry told them he was working on a new six-cylinder engine for the new model Clairville Lion for 1904. Yet Harry’s passion was the air, not the ground. He longed to build aeroplanes, and preferably to build and fly the first aeroplane. But his finances did not allow this, and to build engines for an aeroplane – even someone else’s – would be the next best thing. His own ambitions must be laid aside while he did the next best thing. Learn.

‘Harry?’

Rosie looked up, calling out, as she saw the familiar two-seater red Clairville arriving with a squeal of brakes. Harry’s lean lanky figure leapt out in great excitement as he whipped off his goggles and deer-stalker, brandishing a newspaper at her, his studious face unusually animated. It was cold for mid-December, but she stood transfixed, regardless of anything but these stark all-important words tucked away in a corner of the newspaper: Balloonless Airship. From our own correspondent, New York, December 18th. Messrs Wilbur and Orville Wright of Ohio yesterday successfully experimented with a flying machine at Kittyhawk, North Carolina . . .

And so it had happened. It was no longer a dream. It was within man’s power, he had reached towards the stars. Now Pegasus too might fly. The skies were opening before her and the players in the drama that lay ahead had taken their places on the stage.

Only one was yet to come – and he the explosive force that lit the powder keg.


Chapter Two

Excitement battled with reluctance as Rosie forced herself just for once to acknowledge a social world where aeroplanes were not all-important. On that warm July night on which Brynbourne Place was to celebrate the eighteenth birthdays of the daughters of the house, the future seemed an enchanted, exciting adventure. How strange, Rosie thought, that although Polly was oblivious to everything save a paintbox and she herself immersed in aeronautics, here they were preparing for a ball. To Rosie, it was strange in itself that William and Mildred had insisted on this grand gesture, since social functions were not high on their list of favourite occupations, but they had thrown themselves with their usual energy into its organisation. When in fact Mildred decreed the ball should be given, William had acquiesced without protest for to him it went without saying that the ladies of his household should be introduced formally into society. It was his duty to ensure the rules were followed.

‘I think I’ve got more underpinning than Pegasus,’ Rosie complained, twisting this way and that to see herself in the mirror to the despair of Trott. Trott was nearly of the same vintage as Mrs Fisherbutt and as much of a fixture. Where Mrs Fisherbutt was plump and apparently approving, Trott was thin and apparently disapproving. Both assumptions were liable to be proved wrong without warning. The corsets required for the correct fall of Rosie’s hand-embroidered satin skirt came hard after the freedom of her breeches, which, to Mildred’s impotent despair, had long since replaced the coverall bloomers.

‘I’m going to give up trying to look like a Gibson girl. You look like the swan, and me the gosling,’ Rosie sighed, admiring Polly’s statuesque golden slenderness, and the fair hair piled high on the head as she disappeared into one petticoat after another dropped over her head by Trott.

There was a muffled reply.

‘What?’

‘I said,’ Polly emerged flushed, as the last blue folds of her skirt, bedecked in frills and flounces, swirled round her slim figure, ‘that that pink dress suits you. Harry won’t be able to take his eyes off you.’

‘Huh.’ Rosie grimaced at her lively reflection in the mirror, the heart-shaped face surrounded by its curly mop of brown curls, more battered than swept into shape by Trott. ‘He’d only notice me if I had wings, and then they’d have to be biplane design. I don’t think he knows I’ve got shoulders.’ She gazed at the unfamiliar sight of her thin shoulders emerging from the rose-pink satin bodice, and began to feel excited. Perhaps there was something to be said for all this fussy feminine attire after all. She tugged at a recalcitrant shoulder strap. Would it really stay up? Then Polly took quick advantage of Trott’s bustling out of the room for flowers.

‘Do you mind – about his being so serious, I mean?’

‘Mind?’ Rosie threw back her head and laughed. ‘Poor Polly, you see romance everywhere. Harry and I work together on Pegasus, that’s all. We both love aeroplanes. If I marry, I won’t marry till I’ve got what I want,’ she explained matter-of-factly.

‘But what if Father and Mother insist?’ asked Polly wryly. ‘Mother is always on about it.’

‘They can’t force us to,’ Rosie pointed out. ‘Anyway you wouldn’t mind marrying, if you met someone nice, would you?’

As so often she spoke unthinkingly, and was totally surprised by Polly’s strong reaction. Red spots of anger flushed into her pale cheeks. ‘Mind?’ Polly cried angrily. ‘Of course I’d mind. Just as you want to fly aeroplanes, I want to paint. Don’t you remember what I told you?’

‘But you do paint—’ Rosie said in bewilderment.

She was so used to Polly’s apparent placid acceptance of the daily vicissitudes that this exposure of a different Polly – a Polly who might care as deeply and passionately as she did herself about life – was disturbing.

It was the wrong thing for Rosie to have said.

‘You’re just like Father,’ Polly choked. ‘I don’t paint, I – I dab, doodle, that’s all. I want really to paint, really to draw, really create. That’s what he always says: I can paint here. He doesn’t understand. And nor do you,’ she added simply.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Rosie, dismayed and helpless. To her, painting was simply creating a drawing. She tried hard to put herself in Polly’s place. ‘Can’t you do something about it? I would. There are schools, aren’t there? Or what about Paris?’

‘Not for gentlewomen, Father says. I asked him. He refused. And as I cannot pay for myself, that is that.’

‘But he’s always so reasonable with me,’ Rosie blurted out, then wished she hadn’t. Rosie could never understand why she (usually) got on with Father so well and Polly so badly. Polly was his real daughter, and she was adopted. And yet there was always tension between Polly and Father. Polly went her own way. Mother seemed to understand that, whereas Father did not. With her it was the other way about; Mother had never been fully reconciled to Rosie’s ambitions and persisted in believing it was an aberration of youth which would vanish once young men replaced aeroplanes in Rosie’s consciousness, and she would turn again to the traditional pursuits of a young lady. Polly’s painting was after all acceptable within that classification and Mildred blinded herself to – or perhaps did not appreciate – her ambitions.

‘With you, yes,’ snapped Polly. ‘You can talk about aeroplanes. All the same,’ she said, calming down, ‘I should take care, if I were you. He won’t let you too far off the reins, you’ll see. He’ll tether you like one of your blessed kites. You’ll see.’

‘Nonsense,’ Rosie retaliated. ‘You just have to discuss things with him, that’s all. And you never do. You just accept anything he orders.’ Her words were sharper than she intended, perhaps to still the unease that Polly’s accusations had left.

‘Don’t you think we have to, while we’re still living at home?’ Polly said quietly.

That was Polly’s way, not her way.

They finished dressing in silence, donning thin long silk gloves and doing up the twenty buttons, picking up their lace fans, adjusting the bows in their hair. Then Rosie broke the silence by giving Poly a quick hug and the misunderstanding was over. But that last word lingered: home.

Neither Mildred nor William had made Rosie feel she was less dear to them than Polly. Yet somehow, long after she had forgotten the language of the costermongers, there was still within her a sense of difference, a tough inner core. It consisted of a concept of home that had nothing to do with that crowded damp house in Bethnal Green that had at first filled her dreams with a mixture of attraction and repulsion. A concept that never entirely vanished with the years.

Brynbourne Place was flaunting itself, bedecked in unaccustomed finery. The drawing room doors were open on to the terrace, to enlarge the dancing space. Later it would be candlelit. A huge marquee in the gardens had been erected to house a lavish buffet supper. Roses blossomed everywhere, between balustrades, draped round aspidistras, in huge tubfuls in every corner. Rosie had wickedly suggested they might be placed in Potts Pedestal Wash-down WCs and William had been on the point of taking her seriously when Mildred firmly vetoed it. In compensation, William, diverted for once from Pegasus, had invented a platform for the orchestra, whereby each of the eight players was arranged at varying heights and in such positions that they resembled the figure eighteen. The conductor’s remonstrances when he saw it were swept aside with a ‘You’ll manage, my dear fellow’.

Brynbourne Place in its Georgian heyday had often entertained the gentry of the neighbourhood, but it had never hosted an event such as this. Tonight the local gentry had come, startled by the unexpected invitation and unable to resist attending this den of iniquity. Even the Bellowes had received an invitation. Sir Lawrence had seen in it a deep dark plot by William, but his wife had insisted on acceptance. As her friends were going, she must perforce follow suit if she were to participate fully in the inquest afterwards. The gentry, however, were first surprised, then shocked, then titillated, to discover that the majority of their fellow guests were local traders and factory workers. Mr Featherstone was similarly horrified at the unprofessional sight of suer and sued under the same roof (the latest writ had been delivered but yesterday).

The Sittingbourne factory staff, uncomfortable in their dress suits and white collars, were standing rigidly at the side of their stiffly corseted wives, the younger men painfully aware that etiquette demanded they ask Miss Polly and Miss Rosie for a dance. Miss Rosie was all right, but Miss Polly – what could they say to her? They would have been surprised to know that Mildred had no less rigidly drummed their social obligations as hostesses into Polly and Rosie. And on no account, no account whatsoever, were they to commit the solecism of refusing a dance to anybody.

Michael, banished, partly to his disgust, partly to his relief, to bed, was compromising on direct disobedience by leaning over the landing balustrade into the well of the hall to gaze down on the colourful dresses of the arriving guests. It was here that Rosie spied him, and he shrank back sheepishly at having been discovered. She sped up the stairs, aware of just how strict Mildred’s ruling had been.

‘You’ll be part of Pegasus’s bracing if you don’t watch out,’ she warned him. ‘Off to bed with you.’ Then she laughed as she found herself leaning over the balustrade at his side, watching a particular fat vision in yellow enter the front door.

‘I’ll go, if you dance with me first,’ he declared. His slavish devotion to her had not slackened over the years.

‘Very well, my lad,’ she surrendered, and with the music now clearly audible from below, performed a spirited cakewalk with him. She planted a kiss on his cheek and ran back downstairs, disregarding his ‘I don’t want anyone else to dance with you – ever’. What a child he still was, she thought idly. Of average height for his age, thin and with nondescript brown hair, it was hard to remember that Michael was ten years old, and that childhood was passing. Only those intense eyes made him look any different from hundreds of other boys, and they, had she thought about it more often, were always fixed on her.

Where was Harry? thought Rosie impatiently. Her card was already nearly full. Surely tonight he’d dance, though she knew he didn’t like it as a rule. She wanted him to see how different she looked in her ball dress. She pirouetted on the last step, ridiculously pleased with herself in this pretty rose-pink dress with the lace bows dotted everywhere.

As she entered the drawing room she saw Polly. How beautiful she was looking, almost ethereal, as she waltzed in the arms of a young man as fair as herself, and with brown eyes, an unusual combination. He was a stranger – he must be the friend staying with that boring young man from Meadow House in Borden. He was as startlingly good-looking as Polly, and Rosie wondered what he could be saying to her that she looked so alive and absorbed.

Ah, there was Harry; he was standing in a corner with a group of men, earnestly talking. She frowned. She could distinctly hear the words ‘dihedral’, ‘bracing’ and ‘wing-warping’. Normally she would have joined in with alacrity, but tonight was a little different. Harry looked up, his long serious face dissolving into a smile. He left the group and came towards her, taking both her hands.

He grinned, his eye running over her. ‘I didn’t recognise you without the grease and tapioca. Are you going to give me a dance?’

‘Considering,’ she answered with dignity, obscurely offended because he had said nothing complimentary on her appearance, ‘that Mother says I can’t refuse anybody, I can hardly say no.’

‘That’s all right then,’ he said blandly. ‘I see you’ve left the supper dance free.’

‘Only because I want to talk about something sensible during supper, that’s all. There’s a problem on the propeller and—’

‘I can’t talk about propellers while you’re wearing pink satin – it’s ridiculous.’

‘Maybe I’ll be wearing it to fly in one day,’ she laughed unthinkingly. ‘You’ll see.’

He stared in amazement. ‘Fly in?’ he repeated slowly. ‘What on earth do you mean?’ His voice was oddly flat.

‘Just what I say. Pegasus in pink satin. I shall look rather splendid.’

‘You’re ribbing me, aren’t you.’ It was a statement, rather than a question. ‘You don’t seriously think you’re ever going to fly Pegasus yourself?’

‘Of course,’ she said, surprised. ‘Why else do you think I’ve spent all these years helping to build Pegasus, if not to fly it myself one day? Father doesn’t know, of course,’ she added blithely.

‘I should think not. It’s a man’s sport,’ he muttered, his face suddenly flushed.

‘It’s not anyone’s sport yet,’ she said, puzzled at his reaction. ‘Apart from the Wrights, no one has left the ground in a machine fully under control. Papa and I might be the first. Harry, what on earth’s the matter?’

She stared at the muscles beating in his cheek, a sure sign that something was displeasing him.

He made an effort and grinned at her. ‘Nothing. I keep forgetting you’re a New Woman. We’ll see you marching with these suffragists soon. I can see it now—’ he slipped back into the Harry she knew ‘—Vote for Rosie. Your member for Much Dreaming in the Air.’

‘Well, why not?’ Rosie came back vigorously, nettled at his jesting.

Not for a moment would she let him see that his approval meant anything to her. Ever since the day when he’d first come up to them at the air show, she’d been slightly in awe of him, though she would have died rather than let him see it. Flattered that he treated her as an equal, although she had then been only sixteen to his twenty-two, she had come to depend on him now as one of the team, far more than just the supplier of an engine. She enjoyed riding in the smart red Clairville Lion, motoring round the Kentish lanes, its horn honking at every rabbit. He’d even shown her how to drive the motor car and on the straight roads would sometimes let her take the wheel. Why therefore should he be surprised that she wanted to fly Pegasus? Odd that you could work with someone for two years and not know something as basic as that.

A small unease grew within her. She glanced at him. Was it a trick of the light? Or were his eyes watchful, rather than warm, behind the spectacles. No, it must be imagination because the next moment he was saying to her easily, ‘Remind me to talk to you about castor oil, Rosie. Not here. I’ll come over next week.’

‘What?’

‘Castor oil,’ he repeated laughing. ‘Castor oil and engines. I’ve had an idea.’

The fair-haired young man had managed the impossible – a second dance with Miss Potts. They were dancing very slowly and talking very hard.

‘You should see the light in Cornwall, Miss Potts; it’s different every day, in the rain, in the sun, in the mist – Oh, it’s like no other place in the world. It’s hewn of granite, its people carry the past with them, reflect the sea in their blue eyes – Miss Potts, I wish I could describe it to you properly.’

‘And you attend the famous painting school?’

‘Yes, Newlyn School. Oh, Miss Potts, if I am still for a moment, I can hear the seagulls calling, I hear the sound of the sea crashing on the rocks; it’s a place of dreams set in a blue bay with a castle rising out of the sea. Miss Potts, if you wish to paint, you should come to Cornwall. Come to attend the school. There are several single young ladies there.’

Her face lit up with a sudden wild hope.

Gabriel hesitated. ‘Perhaps if you would allow me to call, Miss Potts,’ he continued, ‘I could tell you more.’

She flushed. ‘That would be very nice, Mr Marriner,’ she said coolly, trying to keep the tremble of excitement from her voice.

‘To the workshed, gentlemen. Home to the future.’

William, swept away with champagne and the exhilaration of the evening, waved a lordly hand to the gentlemen guests, many of whom were eager to view Pegasus. The flying machine and the dreadful doings at Bred Field were a byword of the district, and they could not miss a rare opportunity to gain first-hand knowledge.

Rosie frowned. ‘I don’t like it,’ she said to Harry uneasily. ‘They’re just going to mock. If they don’t do it to his face, then they will afterwards. Just like all the newspapers. Poor Papa, he doesn’t realise. I think we should go to stand by him.’

‘If you like.’ Harry shrugged. ‘It hardly matters. They’ll change their minds soon enough when Pegasus flies.’

‘Yes, but look, Sir Lawrence is going with them. We must go.’ She tugged Harry’s arm and they followed the band setting off for the workshed.

‘I sometimes think,’ she commented, watching the small red-headed man in front, ‘that the entire British Government is composed of Sir Lawrence Belloweses. They’re so blind, Harry. I just don’t see how they can be so foolish as not to see that heavier-than-air flight is the way to the future.’

‘They’re only interested in war, that’s why,’ said Harry. ‘They don’t think that flying machines will ever have sufficient strength or stability to drop bombs, so they’re not interested.’

‘Well, that I’m glad of,’ declared Rosie forthrightly. ‘They show some sense there. That’s not what we’re doing all this for, is it?’

He glanced at her, knowing her views. ‘Of course not,’ he agreed. ‘All the same, until they come to their senses, I’m afraid the Press will go on laughing us out of court. Laughing at people like Mr Potts.’

Rosie glanced ahead to where William was animatedly chatting to Sir Lawrence. He was so innocent, she thought fiercely, protectively. Didn’t he realise that everything he said would be pounced upon secretly by Bellowes and used against him afterwards?

‘The Wright brothers apparently offered the Goverment the chance to develop their Flyer – the new one they’re just testing now. They’ve turned the offer down because they see no future for aviation,’ Harry was saying. ‘They’re going to regret their lack of interest, I fear. Just as they let France and Germany get ahead in developing the motorcar by their ridiculous legislation about the need for a man to walk in front of the vehicle with a red flag, they’ll let them shoot ahead in aviation development,’ he said gloomily. ‘In other countries, the Government’s given the pioneers their official blessing. Yet here, where we’ve had an Aeronautical Society for forty years, where we invented the wind tunnel, where Stringfellow, Cayley, Henson all worked, we get people like him—’ He jerked his head towards Sir Lawrence, now sniggering openly with his son. ‘Well, they’ll know soon enough,’ he said with satisfaction as William opened the doors of the shed.
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