
[image: Cover]


Freddy nodded slowly. It was not quite the truth. In fact, he had offered Ann the choice in very much the same spirit as, long ago, he had walked down the marble steps after Clive had thrown the bomb into the fire – quite convinced of his own immortality. Ann’s response had surprised him.

Clive shrugged – total defeat. ‘You’re a clever bloody man then. One day you’ll beat us all.’ He spoke scornfully, as if it would be a dishonourable achievement.

‘Yes,’ Freddy said, ‘I will.’ Though he smiled, his heart was angry; this cold admiration was blunting the sting of his triumph.

‘Yes!’ Clive echoed. His tone was openly contemptuous now. ‘You know when to trust an instinct. Unlike me! I don’t even know when to resist it.’

He turned on his heel and strode rapidly away.
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PART ONE

THE FLIGHT OF THE GRAND SOARER


CHAPTER ONE

“THIS’LL MAKE THEM JUMP,” Clive said as he rammed the gunpowder even harder into the copper pipe. “Let them dare call it ‘childish amusement’ after this!”

Freddy looked on and smiled. He tried to lick his lips, to wet them, but the tip of his tongue was dry with excitement. A small, sensible voice within told him this latest “experiment” was folly; but too many forces were pulling him onward.

Above all he wanted to see how mighty an explosion they could make if they really tried. For the past month or so, ever since that wonderful day when he had spotted The Pyromaniac’s Delight among a grubby heap of secondhand books on a stall in Aston market, life had been all bangers and rockets and smoke bombs. From feeble little squibs that hardly woke the cat, from puny indoor mortars whose crimson flares could barely reach the low rafters of the potting shed roof, they had progressed – alarmingly as grown-ups saw it, stupendously in their own estimation. Now, as easy as pie, they could make a soaring skyrocket whose charred remains fell so far off they were never found. And the terrible cannonades of one of their thunderpots had ruined at least one shooting party.

That was the day on which the grown-ups had forbidden them all further pyromania; the day on which Clive had said, “Let’s go out in a real fire of glory!” and Freddy had answered – shyly, slyly – “Yes! Let’s make a Sebastopol special!” And they had looked at each other in a trembling kind of excitement, daring themselves to go back on this resolve, which neither boy had meant to be taken quite so literally.

Too late now, for here they were, actually making the bomb.

In Freddy’s case a more subtle force urged him onward: the force of class – for this was England and the year was 1863. Freddy was socially the inferior of the two boys; indeed the gap between them was so great that they ought not to have been companions at all. For Clive was Clive Mortimer, the squire’s son, while Freddy was only Freddy Oxley, son of a local tool and diemaker who worked in one of the Mortimer factories. So whatever Clive did was right. Freddy was relieved of the ultimate decision. He might share the blame but Clive alone had the responsibility.

True, it was Freddy who had found the book in the first place – Freddy who had suggested they should put its experiments into practice – Freddy who had bought the sulphur and carbon black and Chile saltpetre that made the bangs – and Freddy who had later extended their chemistry into the glorious and multicoloured realms of cadmium and cobalt and strontium. But Clive was a Mortimer and there was an end of it. The Mortimers ruled everything hereabouts. This was Sir Toby Mortimer’s garden, all twenty acres of it. The casing of their bomb was of copper pipe from a Mortimer rolling mill. And it was Sir Toby’s marble steps, all the way from Carrara in Italy, under which they were going to place and explode the charge.

The choice of this site had been practical enough. A badger had recently begun to dig out an earth under one of the steps; it made a convenient place to kindle a fire and, when the ashes glowed red, throw in the tight-packed, tight-sealed copper tube and run. At least, that was how they justified it later. Truly, though, both knew in their hearts that if the badger had not been so obliging, they would themselves have dug the hole. That great sweep of marble, from the fountains on the terrace above to the carefully manicured formal gardens below, was the only conceivable setting for this last, spectacular experiment.

“It can’t possibly ram any tighter than that,” Clive said. He turned to his young companion and added generously, “Give it one for luck?”

The copper tube, pinched and folded at the bottom, was clamped tight in the vice by that fold. Freddy took the wooden tamper, placed it firmly in the open mouth of the tube and gave it a ritual but expert blow with the mallet. The gunpowder, already tamped as hard as oak, yielded not at all. Freddy nodded his approval.

As if he had waited for that signal, Clive said, “We’d better close it off then.”

Working together, with few words, they gingerly flattened the open end against the workbench, folded it, pinched it in the vice, folded it again … and so on until Freddy feared that one more tightening of the handle would burst the copper seam. “That should do it,” he said.

“Enough!” Clive confirmed. “You slip ahead and see how the fire’s going.”

Freddy ran out of the shed and down one of the paths toward the formal garden, slowing to a walk only when he spotted Hawkins, one of the senior undergardeners. The man saw him and changed direction. “If you was going to feed that fire under the steps,” he said crossly, “you may turn about now. You must be mad.”

“You didn’t put it out?” Freddy asked anxiously.

“No point. It’s nearly out anyway. What was you thinking of? Did you suppose there was a badger there?”

“Isn’t there?”

The man spat disgustedly. “You could have cracked the marble.”

Clive came sauntering up, his arm stiff from the concealment of the copper bomb. “Race you to the lakes!” he said, to rescue Freddy.

They broke back into a walk as soon as they were beyond Hawkins’ sight. Clive took out the bomb, big as a policeman’s truncheon and twice as fat. He hefted it contentedly, whacking the palm of his hand – living dangerously, as he supposed.

“I’ve just thought of something,” Freddy said, looking at it. “It’s a pity we couldn’t have got some sort of round container. I mean spherical-round.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I just have a feeling it’d be more compact and would give a bigger e x p l o s i o n.” He loved the word explosion and always lingered over it.

“The Fenian bombs in Punch are always round,” Clive agreed dubiously.

“Too late now,” Freddy said. “But it’s something to think about.”

The fire was not “almost out,” it was glowing a fierce orange, dulled only by the strong sunlight, and perfect for their purpose.

Now that the moment had come they were both too scared to consummate it. There was at least ten times as much powder in this charge as in the biggest of their previous bangs – and all those earlier charges had been tamped in cardboard tubes, not in stout copper. The suppressed voices of good sense clamoured louder than ever to stop, to turn back – even now.

“I’ll just peep over the top of the steps,” Freddy said. “Make sure there’s no one around.”

“Good egg.”

Freddy had intended this move as an honourable postponement, a sop to reason – and even a hint that, in the few moments his scrutiny would occupy, the wiser counsels of conscience might indeed prevail. Yet in some curious way the effect was opposite. His words, his creeping up the broad expanse of marble steps, his peeping out over the acre of empty terrace, all somehow committed them to the action.

The house, a stately and much altered Elizabethan manor, shimmered in the August afternoon sun. The quiet of centuries seemed to hang about its ivied walls. The ballroom windows stared out over the terrace, somnolent and blank. The water, playing listlessly in the fountains, laid a drowsy, splashing hiss upon the air. Not for the first time Freddy imagined the comforts and luxuries of such a home, and he envied his friend.

His lips pressed tight together. He turned and rose to his feet. “Safe enough,” he said. “Chuck it on.” He began to saunter down the steps.

“Don’t be a fool. You come back down here first.”

“No! You chuck it on.”

Clive half-obeyed but just prevented himself at the last moment. He held the bomb like a pointer, its tip toward the glowing recess.

“Go on!” Freddy gave a wild, challenging laugh that – Clive was never able to explain it properly – commanded obedience. Like a felon destroying some incriminating evidence he threw the tube beneath the steps and ran.

He ran like a demon.

Nothing happened.

Freddy, moving through the unreal air of a dream, continued his slow progress down the steps. The Lord of Creation, unable to fear.

Still nothing happened.

Clive watched, half-aghast at the certainty of Freddy’s death, and half in awe at his coolness.

For Freddy the universe had become a kind of dream. There was no sensation beneath his feet; the steps were made of whipped cream. His body had no substance; the breezes chased one another through his frame. No birds sang. The flowers trembled in their efforts not to vanish. All at once he saw the world as a kind of painted backdrop, of which he and Clive – and everyone – were mere mechanical elements. At any moment now the real actors would come on and the real drama begin.

If he was smart, he thought, he could slip out of this half-world and join them, and they might not notice.

He reached the bottom of the steps, ten feet below and thirty away from the glowing badger hole and the reluctant bomb. He turned to look – perhaps to find a long pole and poke the bomb to life? “For Christ’s sake!” he heard Clive shout from another time and space.

The great marble steps lifted. He heard the explosion not so much in his ears as in the pit of his lungs. The marble lifted, cracked asunder, shattered, rose, and spun.

The shimmering arcs of splintered, sunstruck marble held him entranced. He knew what danger he was in, yet the knowledge was somehow arcane, like the knowledge of Latin grammar. It seemed to have no practical bearing on the here-and-now. Its remoteness liberated him from all fear. He stood and watched the explosion unfold before him as if it, and he, and all the world were immersed in clear golden treacle.

Small chunks of stone whizzed lazily by his charmed head. Larger fragments rose, spinning and wheeling, suddenly black against the brilliant afternoon as they soared over the terrace. There was an almighty shattering of glass, which frittered itself away into a gentle pitter-patter of descending stone. The envoi was sung by a chorus of protesting jackdaws, specks of fright upon a newly livid sky.

Eternity passed in approving silence. Freddy knew true ecstasy at last.

“What a stunner!” Clive said, breathless from his return sprint up the formal garden.

Freddy still forgot to breathe.

“You’re not hurt are you?” Anxiety edged Clive’s tone. “You were mad to stand there like that.”

Still awestruck, Freddy shook his head.

“What a stunner!” Clive rekindled his joy. “Let’s go and see the damage.”

Freddy did not move. He wanted the pleasure to last forever. Clive’s rough push broke the spell. “Come on!”

Together they clambered up the tangle of marble steps and gazed in awe at the gaping hole, large enough now for a whole colony of badgers.

What had that simple mixture of sulphur and carbon and saltpetre done! That splendid geometry of the steps – surely it was gone now – gone beyond recovery. And all in a fraction of a second!

They leapt the gap and hastened upward to the terrace.

At first it seemed nothing had changed. The fountains still splashed; the ivy still hung upon the walls; the old leaded windows still gleamed blankly in their shrouded quietude.

Then the two pyromaniacs saw the gashes in the red tiles of the roof, and the gaping hole, black on black, in one of the ballroom windows.

“Oh Christopher!” Clive said, all joy gone. The damaged roof might not have been so bad but the new ballroom windows were his father’s pride and delight – his great legacy in the evolution of the stately old home.

There were twenty of them – massive affairs of teak and polished plate glass almost half an inch thick; designed to last for ever, one of them had not even reached its first anniversary.

“Cut along home, Freddy,” Clive said in sepulchral gloom. “I’m bound to get it in the neck, now. No need for two of us to face the cannon. I’ll say I did it all by myself.”

Disconsolately he walked across the terrace toward the shattered window. Freddy was at his side.

They entered the ballroom to find it full of housemaids and footmen, standing aghast, waiting for the housekeeper or butler – or anyone with majesty enough to cope with this enormity.

The flying marble slab that had shattered the plate glass had gone on to plough a huge furrow clear across the gleaming parquet floor; the ballroom was a ruin.

Clive was marvellous, Freddy thought. The sight of the servants reminded the young master who he was. His head came up. His back stiffened. His eyelids drooped. “Don’t just stand there,” he said with languid majesty as he sauntered toward them. “Get buckets and things and start cleaning up this dreadful mess.”

It was sheer bravado, of course; everyone knew that. But they admired him for the way he carried it off – none more than Freddy. One day, he thought, I shall behave like that.

The young master swept out past them and went upstairs to soak the cheeks of his backside in spirit, a vain bid to harden them against the wrath to come. Freddy just hung around, knowing he was bound to be flogged as well, and wanting to avoid the ignominy of being dragged by the ear from his parents’ home by one of Sir Toby’s undergardeners.

And so it proved. The pain of the flogging was excruciating, of course, Sir Toby being both angry and powerful. It was the most dreadful torment either boy had ever had to endure. But the blood that was drawn by that pliant and screaming horsewhip forged between them a brother-bond that was to endure all their lives – through hurt and betrayal, both real and imagined.


CHAPTER TWO

THE HORSEWHIPPING, for all its terror, was soon forgotten. The sting went in minutes; the last dull ache in days; the final blue-brown marbling of the bruise in weeks. What then remained, for both boys, was the memory of an awesome power, a power they had for a moment controlled, a power they had unleashed – but a power which from that moment on had become unstoppable.

There were other, similar moments in their lives, of course. Once they dammed the Blythe, the stream that flowed through the garden. It was no ordinary boys’ dam, either; as Sir Toby later said to Lady Mortimer, “When that pair go at it, they go at it, by Hades!” No, this dam was large enough to drive a small mill. The boys had not intended anything so utilitarian; they merely wished to create a Little Venice beside the Elysian Grove. To get the dam built had cost them the sovereign that Clive’s Great Aunt Maud had given him for Christmas, and, a greater sacrifice, Freddy’s birthday shilling from his grandad; for that guinea a gang of diddicoys with donkeys and scoops had agreed to build their dam. In a single morning they had scraped up enough sand and gravel to pen back many thousand gallons. By late afternoon the stream had obligingly delivered that quota of water. By evening an angry band of flooded cottagers, living upstream at Sandal’s Cottages, had waited in deputation upon Sir Toby. The boys had tried to abate the flood by cutting an overflow channel to one side of the dam wall. The spirit of the waters, keen to show off his new might, had gone rushing out, scouring away the dam, and bringing a second, even angrier deputation of wet cottagers to Sir Toby’s back door, this time from downstream.

Those moments while the little rivulet of clear stream had gouged and swelled to a massive, unstoppable flood of churned-up headwater had been like a slowed-down reenactment of the Great Explosion. A pale echo, to be sure, and yet an equal reminder of those unseen and wilful forces in the world around us, forces that skilled men may tap and turn into wealth but that quickly slip beyond the grasp of the unskilled and then are free to whistle up the spirits of havoc.

Not all their ventures ended in disaster. They made a Robinson Crusoe raft that lasted several weeks, and though both of them nearly drowned several times, that was more to do with the places and distances to which the vessel carried them than with any essential defect in the craft itself.

With two diaphragms of tinplate and a length of taut copper wire they made a talking machine that enabled one of them in the potting shed to talk to the other in the hothouse. True, they ought not to have stretched the wire at the height of the average human neck – but then Hawkins ought also to have looked where he was going. And the talking machine was an undoubted success. Anyway, the wound soon healed.

Their only absolute, total failure was the experimental recreation of A Day in the Life of Ug the Prehistoric Ironsmith. But, as Clive often remarked in later years, the events of that afternoon did point up several deficiencies in the organization and equipment of the local volunteer fire brigade, the remedying of which had undoubtably saved a great deal of property – and, of course, lives – in subsequent years. What was one small plantation of balsam poplars, however beautiful, to set beside that?

For each of these disasters and near-tragedies they received the usual stigmata of boyhood. Time and again they were forbidden to have anything to do with each other – a prohibition that their differences in class and prospects ought to have made unnecessary in any case. But neither rewards nor punishments – nor even simple reasoning – could prevail against the delight of their mutual company. Clive had only to see the sprightly, cocky shape of Freddy, leading with his left shoulder as he walked, bursting with some grand new scheme and grinning as if it were already achieved … and all his promises and fear of retribution flew to the winds. Freddy had only to think of the tall, languid outline of his partner in so many past adventures, had only to remember how his easygoing calm had made many an awkward moment negotiable … and he could more readily have “given up” gravity than he could Clive.

“It’ll be different when he goes to Eton,” Sir Toby told Lady Mortimer. “He’ll mix with his own sort and develop some judgement.”

Clive did in time go to Eton. His recounting there of his adventures ensured that at least a dozen O.E.s regretted all their lives they had never known Freddy Oxley in their youth. And Clive’s attempt to introduce the Wall Game to the village – or, more specifically, to the wall at the end of the Rose Garden – was just one more of what his mother came to call “those sal-volatile moments of life.” Eton proved no cure for boys suffering from boyhood.

“That awful little Freddy Oxley will be apprenticed soon,” Sir Toby next assured his lady. “I’ll put him to Dixon – the hardest, surliest man I know. That’ll curb him.”

Freddy was in time apprenticed, and to Dixon. But in the remainder of his forecast Sir Toby was wrong. Dixon was not so much a hard and surly man as an average socialist. The angry political animal was all Sir Toby had ever seen. The man himself was something more complex. He was hard, all right. The smallest unevenness in a bit of filing, the slightest weep in a hand-forged weld, the faintest trace of bloom on a piece of supposedly annealed copper – and the curses and blows would rain down. But he appreciated good work, too; for him good craftsmanship and honest socialism were the two great moral forces in the world.

Once, when Freddy’s ears were still red-raw from Dixon’s corrective hand, a philosophic mood came over the man. “I know what you’re thinking, lad. You’re thinking it’d’ve done the job, that weld of yourn. And so it would!”

Freddy looked up in surprise.

“Aye,” Dixon confirmed. “It’d’ve stood till the Last Trump. But that’s not the point. It’d’ve been wrong until the Last Trump, too – that’s the point! There’s enough folk in the world think like that as it is, wi’out me fashioning one more out o’ you.” He looked around and lowered his voice, drawing Freddy closer to him in conspiracy. “You get them here. ‘Can’t you make it quicker?’ they ask. ‘Aye,’ I tell them. ‘If you’re willing to make it wrong.’ Or ‘make it thinner,’ they say. ‘Use less metal – it’ll still be strong enough to get by. Don’t use six studs, use four …’ All that caper. Cutting corners all the time. ‘It won’t last even one man’s lifetime,’ I answer. ‘Bugger that!’ they say.” He imitated “their” wink. “‘Half a lifetime’ll do us. Then they’ll have to throw it out and come back to us and buy another. More profit for us. More work for you.’”

Beginner though he was, Freddy realized that these conversations had never actually taken place; they were part of some token moral dialogue that went on endlessly in the fellow’s mind. As if to confirm it, Dixon went on: “That’s capitalism for you, lad. They’re just the same with folk. They want to get the most out of you for the least they can put into you – the least into your pocket, the least into your belly. They don’t mind if they make you thinner and you last only half a lifetime. They’ll just throw you out and buy another of you. That’s what we’ve got to fight against. And making things properly is one of the champion ways of doing it.”

Another time he said, “There’s justice for things as there’s justice for people, see? You forge a hinge badly, you make it so the rain can enter or all the wear goes on one of the knuckles – and you’ve not done right by that hinge. You’ve not done it justice.”

Hinges were on Dixon’s mind that week because the firm had taken delivery of a new machine that could stamp out cheap iron hinges from plate only half as thick as a man would need if he was to forge it “justly.”

Freddy took in all these arguments, saw the points the man was making, conceded their probable rightness, and yet felt he himself was somehow always going to live in a world where they didn’t quite apply – a parallel world where they would nearly apply but where there would always be some extenuating or exceptional circumstance to bend them aside. He never said so, of course; he simply nodded sagely and got on with the immediate practical business of avoiding Dixon’s verbal and physical scoldings. Once the skills began to grow in his fingers, which is the only proper place for skills to grow, it became easy enough, and the work, though long and hard, enriched him with its own rewards.

Clive Mortimer was a “capitalist,” of course. Freddy had discovered as much the first (and, after seeing Dixon’s response, the only) time he introduced that name into their conversation. The thought of dear old Clive “grinding down the poor” – or, rather, the impossibility of such a thought – merely strengthened Freddy’s conviction that he was going to live in that parallel world, more complex, less navigable, than Dixon’s simple universe, where it was always dawn and unknown flowers were always just in bud.

These experiments in human apprenticeship – Clive at Eton, Freddy at the mill – had precisely the opposite effect to that for which Sir Toby, his wife, the servants, Hawkins and the other gardeners, the cottagers (both upstream and downstream), and every other victim of their development had prayed. Clive had always been coolest under fire. Eton confirmed him in that and now, when his vacations and Freddy’s days off coincided, it began to rub off on Freddy, too.

For his part Freddy had always been a most ingenious young man. Whenever they came to some practical impasse, he was the one who said, “We could get over it like this.” And when Clive said, “Come on then. Let’s do that,” Freddy would say, “Or, another way …” until there were so many solutions to their problem, all of them sound and sensible, that Clive would resign the confusion to him and his decision. Now that native resourcefulness began to be backed by adult skills – craft skills handed down over centuries – some of it could not help but rub off on Clive, too.

The Mortimers were in despair.

“It’s your own fault,” Sir Toby’s younger brother unfeelingly pointed out. “Should have given young Clive a full complement of brothers and sisters.”

Sir Toby could hardly go into the gynaecological origins of this deficiency, but he did provide Lady Mortimer with an alternative paraphrase of his brother’s rebuke. “Perhaps it’s a bit unfair to blame the lad entirely,” he said. “Every growing boy needs the companionship of his fellows. Only natural for him to turn to scruffs like young Oxley. Let’s invite two of his schoolfellows down for Easter, eh? They’ll soon elbow the little tyke aside.”

And so it was ordered.

The two thus favoured were Tony Knox-Riddell (who was rumoured to be sired, on the wrong side of the sheets, by a now elderly royal duke) and the Hon. Howard Gray (whose father governed places here and there about the empire).

Alas for Sir Toby, he was as dazzled by what his capitalist friends said about Eton as was Dixon by what his socialist friends said about the upper classes; neither could see the truth for the Truth.

Tony Knox-Riddell and the Hon. Howard Gray were far keener to meet the famous Freddy Oxley than merely to stay at the fabled Mortimer Hall, for all its pleasures and treasures. The three young men, as they now were, came up to Birmingham by train, where the family coach met them and brought them out through Solihull to the Hall. They made all the right sounds of appreciation, of course. They admired the Rubenses and the Hogarths and the great ceiling by Sir James Thornhill, Hogarth’s father-in-law; but what they really wanted to see was the repaired cracks in the grand marble staircase out in the garden … the tidemark of the Great Diluvium on the cottages, both upstream and downstream … the charred memorials to Ug the Prehistoric Ironsmith … and all the other fabulous sites associated with the legendary Freddy Oxley.

That evening they met the legend himself. It had to be arranged with care for the entire staff were on pain of dismissal for any failure to prevent such a meeting. The Elysian Grove was the most easily defensible location. Every avenue to it led straight to its heart, where stood a marble reproduction of Pallas Athene, her arms, conjecturally restored by the copyist, welcoming the unwary from all points of the compass. To one side of the grove, invisible from anywhere beyond its confines, was a small folly of a temple, built with its domed roof frozen in the very act of collapsing; the tumbling stones were cunningly held in space by a concealed binding of iron straps and pegs, converting them into a makeshift staircase to the stars – or, at least, to the uncollapsed portion of the dome above. There the meeting had been arranged.

“Capital place to bring a wench!” Gray said, looking around knowingly. “Those Georgian squires knew how to do things.”

“I say!” Knox-Riddell exclaimed, pointing into the great, sunken basin of water that occupied most of the floor of the folly. Three huge goldfish were swimming lazily around in it. All were deformed.

“The defect is inherited,” Clive said. “My uncle brought them from China.”

“How do they feed? How did they get so big?”

“They swim in here from the lake. There’s a concealed pipe. Hush a moment!” He looked up at the evening sky, through the artificial gape in the dome. “Foxy?” he called.

“Gone to earth!” came back the challenge.

Clive smiled. “Code,” he explained. The others were thrilled. One by one they climbed the precarious stairway and emerged into the chill light of the fading evening sun.

As so often happens when anticipation magnifies an event out of all proportion, the moment of meeting was an anticlimax. Freddy Oxley did not bristle with bombs – or secrets; he carried no astounding scars; short said, he entirely lacked the air of a fellow to whom other boys would gladly sacrifice an entire holiday. Indeed, with his handed-down artisan clothing, his hobnail boots, his cropped hair, his work-blackened hands, and his common accent, he was a distinct let-down.

Freddy could feel it. He understood exactly what had happened – how Clive had built him up into some sort of hero, how they had been lured here by the promise of an adventure sandwiched somewhere between the lethal and the downright criminal … How dreadfully ordinary he must seem after all that. He was ashamed of himself.

Even Clive could feel it, though loyalty was his other name. “Well,” he said with a light laugh, after all other conversational resources had been exhausted, “what have you planned for us this hols, young ’un?”

More than all the world Freddy wanted not to let his friend down. Desperately he racked his brains for some scheme of ultimate devilment. He remembered how calm Clive had been after the explosion. It helped him now to keep a cool outward face to the world, and even to put a light smile on its lips. How the idea finally came to him he could never say. True, while he was waiting for them he had fashioned an aerial dart out of a piece of paper in his pockets – some announcement of a trade union meeting. True, he launched it on the air at that moment. But as they watched it spiral gracefully down and park itself in the shrubbery, he was almost as astonished as they to hear himself saying, in laconic tones that only Clive could have taught him: “I thought we might have a go at building a Grand Soaring Machine. Big enough to carry one or two of us, you know.”

The last of the sun was golden on his polished cheeks as he looked from one to the other and smiled. They digested his words, took in the enormity of the proposal – and spontaneously they all began to laugh and cheer.


CHAPTER THREE

FREDDY’S SUGGESTION that they build and fly a soaring machine did not come entirely out of the blue. Only the previous week he had been down at the Mechanics Institute, leafing through some old bound volumes of The Mechanics Magazine, and there he had seen the drawings of Sir George Cayley’s original soarer. This contrivance of cloth and springy timber – really a giant kite, some five hundred square feet in area, with a little canoe on wheels slung beneath it – had actually flown across a small valley at Brompton Hall in Yorkshire in 1853 with a rebellious coachman at the controls. And I was only three … Freddy had thought. What had happened in the intervening fourteen years? Had Sir George given up all interest in flying? Perhaps his coachman had been killed in some further experiment?

No one at the Institute seemed to know. Anyway, who wanted to fly? It could never be more than the hobby of a rich man, and an eccentric rich man at that. So when Freddy found himself among the sons of three very rich men and under some pressure to produce an idea of daring and originality, it was hard for him not to remember Sir George Cayley’s wonderful soaring machine.

He produced a piece of charcoal from his pocket and sketched its outlines on the curve of the dome. The other three risked their footholds, and the secrecy of their hiding place, to crowd the parapet and watch.

The overall shape was something like a fanciful skate (the fish not the ice shoe), “a chineesey sort of skate,” as Knox-Riddell put it.

“We could make these of willow,” Freddy said, as he drew the last of the struts, “and bind them with jute.”

“And we can steal some bedlinen for the sails,” Gray said.

“And there’s that explorers’ wagon we made a couple of years ago,” Clive remembered. “We could take the wheels off that.”

“We’d have to soak the bedsheets in linseed oil or something,” Freddy said. “Just like a kite. Or they’ll spill too much wind. It’s going to need weeks to harden.”

The longer they thought about it, the more obvious it became that one brief vacation would never suffice for the building of the Grand Soarer, as their imaginations now pictured it; and yet the idea was so marvellous that none of them would even dream of abandoning it.

“We can come back in the summer,” Knox-Riddell said. “We’ll all have left Eton by then. And you” – he nodded at Clive – “won’t be going up to Balliol for a couple of months.”

Grinning at this salvation they considered it from every angle and found it flawless. “And the intrepid Oxley can be building the thing meanwhile,” Gray pointed out.

“Why intrepid?” Clive asked.

“Well, I’m bloody sure I’m not going to sit in the helmsman’s seat! Aren’t you?”

Freddy felt a subtle kind of disappointment. By their conversation they were demoting him to a mere mechanic; they had taken over his idea. “At least the frame could be built before you all vanish,” he said.

Accidentally he had hit on the right words to restore his position as the founder of this feast. His suggestion – that they, three young lords of creation, by returning to Eton, the country’s foremost seat of learning, would be “vanishing” – struck them all as quaint and even laughable. Yet they felt the truth at the heart of it; for the first time in their lives they envied someone like Freddy.

And indeed, when the time came, when they took their last look for several months at the sturdy willow framework whose manufacture had cost them the entire holiday, it did seem that they were the ones who were vanishing and that the centre of the world remained here with Freddy.

The seeming completeness of the framework was, however, an illusion. Freddy still had to bind every joint in several layers of raffia, each one held in a skin of boiled linseed oil that would take weeks to harden properly. The wheels, which had belonged to a child’s toy cart before they were purloined for the “explorer’s wagon,” were merely pushed onto wooden axles. They probably wouldn’t survive a single outing. Freddy would have to make proper bearings and sweat them onto heart-of-oak or lignum vitae, if he could steal some from the mill. And several forays around Mortimer Hall in search of bedsheets had proved abortive. Clive had thought all he needed to do was accidentally rip a pair and they would become available; but not a bit of it. The ruined sheets were turned sides-to-middle and handed up to the menservants’ quarters. And what happened when they became threadbare, he asked? Why then they were sent out to The Poor or sold to the rag-and-bone man. Clive and his friends began dimly to grasp that there was an economy at work which they, up near its fountainhead, had never even glimpsed.

In the end they had to wait until they returned to Eton, where theft, or “poaching,” came more easily. Whether or not the sheets actually belonged to Queen Victoria herself the boys never knew; certainly they bore no royal monogram. But equally certainly they came from the drying yards at Windsor Castle; Gray had once been a pageboy to the Order of the Garter and knew his way around the royal household. They were still barely dry when a mystified Mrs. Oxley untied the parcel and put them out to air.

“The sheets are of excellent quality,” Freddy wrote back in unwitting endorsement of the royal taste. “They should oil up well and carry us to the clouds this summer.”

His letters to Eton were more eagerly awaited than any the three boys had received there before. Not even when Knox-Riddell had suspected he would get his Honourable had he run with such anticipation to the windowledge where letters from home were laid out. But then, early in June, Freddy’s literary efforts became vague, scrappy, and – worst of all – infrequent. It was some weeks before the explanation for this change was forthcoming.

It all happened after he was sent one evening to fetch some papers for Mr. Wilde, the factory overseer. Now Mr. Wilde was not just the overseer of the one small mill where Freddy was apprenticed, he was the general overseer of all the Mortimer factories in the Midlands. He was also a justice of the peace. So it was no surprise to Freddy to learn that Mr. Wilde lived in a grand new house in the grand new crescent terrace overlooking Heronfield Park – at number twelve, to be precise.

Night had fallen by the time Freddy reached the terrace. It was early summer and the cloudless sky had drawn a thin mist from the still-cool earth; the gaslamps stretched around the curve of the terrace, laying a crescent of lighted islands strewn like an opulent necklace along the broad pavement. The park itself lay beyond the feeble reach of the yellow gas fishtails, but its presence could be felt whenever the night breeze stirred in the shrubs and still-young trees. He could just make out the high palisade of green-painted iron spears that railed it off from dogs, courting couples, and other threats to good order. He knew those spears; the final batch of them had been forged at the mill in the very week he had begun his apprenticeship there. He remembered how they had looked, black from the forge, lying in counted piles on the mill floor. It was hard to believe they were the same objects that now ranged with such mathematical precision all around the park.

There was a kind of wonder about the transformation. It was the same with the Grand Soarer, he realized – everything these days came back to the flying machine. Take the willow switches he and the others had spent days selecting and cutting and unbarking and shaving … looking at them now, bent out of their natural form, disciplined to the outline of the machine and bound with all the precision and strength he could muster, it was almost impossible to remember that these had once been free-growing branches, dipping with haphazard charm beside the river.

These amazements occupied him until he found number twelve – its “gothick” letters lifted straight from the hymnbook and magnified upon the fanlight over the door; the spiky outlines were softened only slightly by the gentle glow of gaslight from within. Distractedly, lost for the ten-thousandth time in pleasurable anticipation of his first flight, he wandered up the front steps and rang the doorbell.

The front steps! Whatever was he thinking of? The jangle of bells from the area below reminded him with a jolt who he was. Working so much on the Soarer he had begun to think of himself as one of the local Eton set. He thought of fleeing but already he could hear a footman coming into the lobby.

Tell the fellow that the gate on the steps leading down to the area was stuck! No – the house was too new for that. Tell him Mr. Wilde ordered him to use the front door. Impossible.

The door opened inward. A young footman of around seventeen, Freddy’s own age but taller, looked him up and down suspiciously. Freddy put the best face possible on it. “Mr. Wilde has sent me for the papers he left upon his desk,” he said. He tried to sound as much like Tony Knox-Riddell as possible. His success was only partial but it was enough to throw the footman into a quandary.

“Be so good as to wait,” he said, only just managing not to add sir. In his confusion he left the door slightly ajar as he turned for advice from the butler.

But for that carelessness the whole of Freddy’s life might have taken an entirely different course. For through the crack of the door, and on through the crack of the inner door as the footman opened it, he saw such a vision of loveliness that his heart stood still and his mouth fell open and all thought of his errand, and even of the Grand Soarer, deserted him.

She was about his own age, an upstairs maid, just bringing down a warming pan from the sheets of some early-to-bed. She had fine, fair hair, and though it was neatly combed up inside her cap the bulge of it showed its length. She was no slim and slank little sapling, either; her figure was generously feminine and yet her face had an elfin delicacy that won his heart at this very first glance. She turned her eyes upon him, great searching pools of an almost violet blue, and from that instant he was in thrall to her. The soft, tender lamplight made even the air about her seem desirable. She swept out of sight, though he craned to follow her. A door swished on two-way hinges.

She had seen him, hadn’t she? She had paused? For the merest fraction of a second something had passed between them – surely?

There was a sudden darkness before him. He looked up into the eyes of a minor god, a towering cliff of disapproval, the butler. But the god’s voice came straight off some barrack square: “If you don’t get off my front steps toot sweet, laddie, I’ll have your last drop of blood.”

Alone on the pavement, suddenly chill, he felt as Lucifer cast down from heaven. Disconsolately he set his feet to the steps that his class and errand should have dictated in the first place, down to the servants’ hall. A scullery maid answered his knock. Committed now to the voice of Knox-Riddell, he repeated his message. It impressed her into a suspicion of a curtsey as she let him into the boot lobby. Then, seeing how dank and cheerless it was there, she added, “Come in where it’s more comfortable, I’m sure.”

The servants’ hall was brighter and better furnished than many an artisan’s home. The equivalent at Mortimer Hall, being of a much earlier age, was ruder by far – and in any case it was years since Freddy had been welcome there. The room into which the little skivvy had shown him was unoccupied except for a coachman, fast asleep by the boiler; the gentle mewing of hot water wove in and out of his snores. Freddy’s observant eye was busy taking in every detail, trying to imagine her living and moving among it all, when the door opened. He expected the footman with the box of papers but his stomach turned a new somersault when he saw it was herself, the fair vision from above.

“Hello,” he said, knowing that if he had left it a second later, his voice would have shattered under the hammer of his heart. She paid him no heed. What an awesome power she had – to stand over there, at the very far side of the room, ignoring him, ignoring his greeting, and yet to stoke his blood to such a fever, to pull a trapdoor beneath his innards, to dry his throat, to set his every muscle ashiver, to rivet his eyes to her. She made him aware of himself as never before. His hands were twice their usual size, and hot, and clammy. How long since he had cleaned his boots, for heaven’s sake? His clothes felt shabby and threadbare.

She rescued him, again without being aware of it. She could fill the most trivial, everyday acts with magical appeal. Surely he had never seen a drawer opened with such grace. Never had anyone taken out a teaspoon with such delicacy, nor examined it with such style, nor polished it with such tenderness, nor replaced it with such an elegant kind of hesitancy – nor stood just so, in such heartrending uncertainty.

A monstrous thought then struck him – a thought so wonderful, so terrifying, he could hardly bear to repeat it even to himself. Her only purpose in coming down here was to see him. No! To see him again! Was it possible? Was it even thinkable? She an upstairs maid and he a mere apprentice?

True, his time was all but out, yet – even so … was it possible? “Mere” apprentice was not his own self-portrait, mind; rather it was the conventional description in all the penny dreadfuls. He had never actually felt terribly “mere” – until now. After all, how many apprentices could boast three close friends at Eton – not alone that, but three friends who really rather looked up to him and took something of a lead from him? No, he could think of a lot of people who were “merer” by far.

He cleared his throat, testing, really, to see whether or not his voice had deserted him. She turned sharply and stared at him. He gulped, and melted all over again. Those eyes! That perfect little face! Those tiny, adorable ears!

“Did you speak?” she asked.

He knew it was a command, not a question. “Yes. When’s your day off?” he asked.

She tossed her head and swept from the room. “You’ve got a nerve!” she said.

But he had seen the smile she tried so hard to suppress, the glance she had been powerless to prevent. Their eyes had met and some brief, urgent plea had passed from her to him. Persist! it begged. Only persist! He knew some of the ways of girls by now. He had horsed around with the ones down at the mill for years – not, of course that he would compare … no, even to think the comparison was … no!

Still, he knew the glance that meant persist.

The footman came at last with the wanted papers, securely held in a legal briefcase. “It’s locked,” he warned pointedly, risking as much rudeness as he dared, for he was still a little uncertain of Freddy’s class.

His bluntness angered Freddy, but he contained it, thinking he might gain the greater advantage if he increased the fellow’s uncertainty rather than by a straight challenge. Besides, he wanted to learn at least the name of his angel. Inspiration suddenly gripped him – he could do both in one and the same stroke.

He remembered the tones in which Clive and his friends had discussed women – not women of their own class, to be sure, but those of the humbler sort. “That little filly who was down here just now …” he began, still in his borrowed Eton tones.

“Ann?” the other was startled into saying.

Ann! Ann-gelic … Ann. What an unimaginably beautiful name! It soared far above all other women’s names. Why had he never seen it before when it was so obvious now? Ann, Ann … he could repeat it for ever and never grow tired of it.

“Ann,” he said with a dismissive insouciance, the pretence at which cost all his powers. “Pretty little thing.”

“She’d match you,” the fellow sneered. “You’ve both got guinea ideas on a farthing’s income, I’d say. Aye, you and that Ann Howard – two out the same mould.”

Almost too angry to speak Freddy made for the door. As a parting shot he looked around and said, “Interesting. I’ve never actually been in a servants’ hall before.”

But he no longer deceived, or even half-deceived, the footman. “I could tell that,” the fellow said. “Mebbe you’ll remember to wipe your boots next time.”

As he ascended once more to the street Freddy had ruefully to admit he had come off second best. But what did it matter? What did anything matter beside the single, great, wonderful, amazing discovery that such a beautiful young woman existed outside the imagination of poets, that she had been interested enough at the mere sight of him to come down for a second look, and that, despite all her flouncing away, she wanted to see him again.

Ann … Ann … he murmured the name all the way back to the works. And when the great Mr. Wilde cursed him for a loafer he hardly even heard.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE IDLE APPRENTICE was a figure of Hogarth’s time. A century later, in Freddy’s time, an idle hour was a rare luxury. What few he had he should have been spending in the abandoned barn behind the derelict gamekeeper’s cottage in the neglected corner of the Mortimer estate. Instead he polished his boots, scoured his hands red raw, slicked his hair down with water, and went scurrying off to Ferndown Crescent by Heronfield Park. There he would stroll up and down, and count the railings, and kick small stones, and watch the courting couples making the best of the unlocked hours, and sigh his heart toward the attic windows of number 12.

From time to time he tried to resume his work with the Grand Soarer but it was no use. Darkness would fall upon the old barn before he realized he must have been standing there, heavens knew how long, remembering her voice, the shade of her cheek, the sweep of her hair, those astonishing eyes … while the linseed oil dried upon his hands. And his next free moment would bring him once more back on watch at the park palisades.

Every servant in the house knew he was there, of course. Now and then he would see one of them, drawing a curtain, raising a blind, adjusting a sash. Usually it was the young footman, who would glance cautiously about him and then make a rude gesture. Sometimes it was the other upstairs maid; she would notice him, turn from the window, and beckon at someone deeper in the room. But only twice did that someone draw close enough to the daylight for him to see; and both times it was, of course, herself, the sweet tormentor of his days and dreams. Oh they all knew he was there, well enough.

Did she never take an hour off? Probably it was in the afternoons.

One evening the pattern was different. In addition to the usual comings and goings at the windows, there was a face – or, rather, a brow and a glimpse of an eye – that kept peeping up over the kerb around the basement area. It was the face of a woman, but its exposures were too brief for him to identify her. He was fairly certain it was the scullery maid, the one who had first let him in. He racked his brains for some errand that might gain him admittance for the second time. Just when he had screwed up his courage to the point where he was ready to march across the street, down the steps, and boldly announce that he desired a word with Miss Ann Howard, who should come leisurely up those same steps but Miss Ann Howard in person; and at her side was the other above-stairs maid. Both were gorgeously dressed in summer finery, for the evening was warm and the sun was still an hour short of setting.

He expected, or hoped – that is to say, he fervently desired – they would cross the street and enter the park by the gate to his left. But they hesitated; and he realized he’d stationed himself a little too close to it. If they were to go to it straightway now, it would betray a shocking want of deviousness, which is the very etiquette of courtship. Their hesitation was brief. Impelled by that unwritten code they strolled off in the other direction, arm in arm, chatting amiably, as if he were invisible – had always been invisible.

Freddy took off his hat and wiped his brow as he began, awkwardly and unhappily, to follow them, matching his pace to theirs but keeping to his side of the road. The welcoming coolness of the damp hatband as he replaced it was like a douche of common sense.

Why? he asked himself. Why am I doing this? What sort of figure am I cutting in their eyes – in her eyes?

He saw that his obsessive behaviour marked no real change of character, however drastically it had altered his habits. He wanted to know Miss Ann Howard, and when he wanted a thing he always pursued it singlemindedly, either until he got it or until he drew close enough to see it was not worth the wanting. But he realized, too, that outwardly he must seem a very different sort of person, especially to her. An outcast dog hoping for one kind glance.

He turned on his heel and began a purposeful walk toward the first gate – the one they had spurned; he suspected that they were making for the other entrance, farther up the crescent. As soon as he was inside the park he chose the path that linked the two entrances. It meandered somewhat, and the shrubs were at the peak of their summer luxuriance, so there was no place in all its length where he could gain a view of the farther gate, watch them enter, and thus pick his moment.

In any case such fine calculation would have run quite against his present mood, which was brash and full of purpose, kill or cure. As he strode along he hammered out his thoughts between the fist of one hand and the palm of the other. Yet to call them “thoughts” is to exaggerate; they were more like exhortations. He did not plan a single word of what he would say when they met – only that he would be plain, blunt, courteous, and manly.

He was walking rather fast, he realized. There is a nice gradation between a stride that is hasty and one that is resolute. He slowed himself down and took off his hat to mop his brow yet again. And don’t frown so, he commanded himself when he felt the ridges beneath his damp kerchief.

“I don’t know why you even notice him,” Sally, the companion, was saying to Ann.

“How many other apprentices did you ever hear old Wilde mention by name?” Ann challenged. “Go on – tell me one.”

Sally was still scornful. “But I mean – an apprentice! Oil under their fingernails. Iron filings in everything.”

“Well, it’s happened anyway.”

“What’s happened? What are you talking about? Nothing’s happened.”

“He noticed me. I noticed him. That happened.”

Sally looked about her in bewilderment. “Well, all I can say is that some people are very easily satisfied.”

“No!” For a fleeting moment Ann felt it important to get her meaning across. “Don’t you see? If something happens, it’s more important than something that didn’t happen. Like dreams. I mean – this really happened.” She saw that Sally was not grasping the point and gave up. What did it matter? She herself knew perfectly well what she meant.

And anyway, at that moment they almost ran into the young apprentice himself; their mutual approach had been masked by a sharp bend and a huge clump of bamboo and deutzia.

Freddy smiled and raised his cap. She could see he was all nerves. She wanted to say something to help him, though she was overwrought herself.

Freddy knew that if he delayed a fraction of a second longer his voice would desert him, and anyway, the momentum of their walking would carry them past each other. “What a pleasant evening,” he said. And then he added, “Miss Howard.”

“Oh,” she said, and smiled at him in what she hoped looked like encouragement.

He was transfigured. He wanted to touch her face, her lips, her hair … to stare into her eyes while she stared into his and let no words pass between them because none would be necessary. He wanted to leap forward to that moment now.

“Why, ’pon my soul, he’s dressed little better than a beggar,” Sally said, looking him up and down as if he were a waxwork. “But what did you expect – he’s nought but an apprentice!”

His impulse was to insult her back but he checked it and smiled instead. His eyes danced as he replied, “Set beside two such beauties, the Prince of Wales himself wouldn’t look up to much.”

Sally pressed her lips tightly together but he could tell by her eyes that she was pleased. Emboldened he went on, “In fact, I can’t understand why the whole park hasn’t come to a standstill, just to look and wonder.”

Ann turned triumphantly to Sally and, referring to some previous conversation about Freddy’s character, said, “Bashful, eh! My eye!” She laughed.

Freddy laughed.

People nearby stopped momentarily and turned to look. They smiled: knowing smiles, melancholy smiles, happy smiles, pitying smiles – at those siren trills of youth and innocence.

“Won’t you present me to your friend, Miss Howard?” Freddy asked.

Ann drew breath but Sally cut in quickly, “Perhaps if she knew your name she might consider it.”

Freddy saw the nudge she gave Ann as she spoke and understood that Ann did, indeed, know his name. He grinned to show he was not being serious; he allowed his voice to stray toward the tones of his friends from Eton; and he said, “Do forgive me. I thought everyone knew. I’m Frederick Mortimer. I’m sure you’ve heard of my older brother Clive?”

Sally was scandalized. “The cheek!” She turned to continue their walk.

Ann lingered, in half a mind to go. He could see he had disappointed her. He had broken one more of those unwritten conventions. “Only joking,” he said. “I’m Freddy Oxley – as I’m sure you know.”

“Oh hark!” Sally said. “You’re sure of yourself.”

“Miss Pickering,” Ann said, “let me present Mr. Frederick Oxley.”

Freddy bowed his head at Sally, who gave him a brief, cool smile in return.

“Miss Pickering’s right,” Ann reproved him mildly. “You shouldn’t ought to assume we knew your name.”

He hung his head and glanced mischievously at Sally, determined to win her over. “Even in these matters,” he said, “I’m nought but an apprentice. Still” – regaining his usual cheerful composure – “it would be odd if a beautiful and charming young lady, seeing some idiot making a fool of himself outside her house evening after evening, didn’t make some inquiry.”

“You’re forgiven,” Ann said brightly. “Shall we walk about a bit?”

He looked at Sally, as if seeking her permission. “Perhaps Miss Pickering would find that too uncongenial?”

The direct approach took Sally by surprise. She just stared back blankly.

“And much as I would hate to be deprived of her company …” he went on.

But Ann was swift to head him off. “Oh, don’t mind Sal. Her bark’s always worse than her bite.”

So he stepped nimbly between them, spun himself about, and took each by the arm, propelling them gently forward. Ann was softly pliable, Sally, a stick insect of unwillingness. “You’ll get into trouble,” she told him, “going about saying you’re a Mortimer.”

He laughed. “Old Clive wouldn’t mind. Anyway, we are brothers of a kind.” He remembered the hesitant razor nicks in their forearms, how little pain there had been, the raspberry jam of their mingled blood, the sense of growing three years older in half a second.

Sally’s arm was as tense as steel. “There you go again!”

But Ann said, “Wait a minute! Are you that one?”

“What one?”

“The floods up at Sandal’s Cottages? And that fire in the … and the bomb? Did you blow up …”

He wanted to let her know they had moved on from such childish pranks, and yet she was so excited by the possibility that he was the perpetrator of all those outrages that he didn’t want to belittle them, either. So all he said was, “We’ve set out upon something really big now. Important, I mean.”

But Ann leaned forward and said to Sally, “You weren’t around here in those days, Sal. It was the talk of the district for weeks.” To Freddy she said, “What’s he like? I’ve seen him, of course. He looks … well, very nice.”

“We’re building a soaring machine now.”

“For sawing wood?” Sally asked.

“No – soaring.” He withdrew his arms and imitated a gull. “Like a kite, you know, only without a kitestring.”

Sally understood. “A big paper dart.”

“Very big.” He took their arms again. Ann was now the more tense of the two. He went on: “Big enough to take a man. And it’s not made of paper. Come and see it if you like. How much time have you got?”

“Is Clive Mortimer going to fly in it?” Ann asked. “I’ll bet he’s brave enough.”

Freddy sniffed. “I’m going to be the first. After all, I’m the one who’s building it for them.” Then, realizing he had made himself sound like a mere mechanic, he added, “Well – with them, actually. They spent all their Easter hols helping me.”

“Who’s they? He hasn’t got any brothers, has he?”

“Oh, just a couple of other friends of ours. The Flying Four we call ourselves. The Honourable Howard Gray, the Honourable Tony Knox-Riddell, Clive, and yours truly.” He smiled at Sally. “Three schoolboys and a mere apprentice.”

He added the self-deprecation to avoid being bowled over by Ann’s enthusiasm. “You really really know these people?” she was asking. “What are they like?”

Sally was distressed at her. “They’re like the simpering idiots who come to us At Home and make the dullest, emptiest conversation in the world. That’s what.”

Freddy remembered the yams the four of them had spun while making the framework of the Grand Soarer. Knox-Riddell was going to cross Africa, from Cape to Cairo and open up the Lost Civilizations of the interior; he told them the tale of it as if it had already happened. Clive, inspired by this, described the buried city he had discovered after a sandstorm in the Great Arabian Desert. Gray, for variation, had described Une Grande Horizontale Tour of Europe – a different fabulous woman each night. Freddy had learned much, without being as stimulated by it as the others. And then, to bring them back to the work in hand – though not back to earth – he had given them a birdseye tour of Birmingham and the Midlands as seen from the cradle of the Grand Soarer.

Simpering idiots with dull, empty conversation, indeed! What a stupid woman this Sally Pickering was; eaten alive with sourness and criticism. He forced himself to swallow his impatience with her; indeed, it became something of a challenge to win her over.

“They’re all first-class fellows,” he said, in exactly their tones.

Ann giggled. “Ooh I love it when you talk like that. Doesn’t he do it well, Sal?”

“Yes, like Ma Wilde’s pug dog walking on his back legs for a nibble of fancy cake.”

“Oh Sal!” Ann was getting cross.

“No,” Freddy said tolerantly. “Miss Pickering’s right. We shouldn’t try to be what we aren’t – except as a joke, of course.” He leaned forward and looked up into her eyes. “You do know I was joking.”

She tried not to smile. He saw that winning her over was quite possible. Perhaps he shouldn’t overdo it? He realized how much a little mild opposition from her had helped him with Ann – who felt obliged to compensate for her friend’s coolness.

“But,” he went on, “if the unusual thing happens, if we find ourselves close friends with people who would not normally give us the time of day – well, we should be grateful. That’s all.”

“You mean you and these fellows?” Ann said.

With his smile he tried to say that he thought her by far the most wonderful person in the world. “I also mean a mere apprentice and two of the most scorching beauties ever, Miss Howard.”

Sally laughed at last. She gave him a daring little push with her hip, adding, “No one’s going to keep you down for long, are they!”

He gave her arm a squeeze but it was to Ann that he said, “One unkind word could do it. Or even a glance.”

At that moment her interest in him turned from flirtatious curiosity into something much deeper. Their eyes dwelled in each other’s until neither could bear the wonder of the possibilities that were just beginning to occur to them both.


CHAPTER FIVE

IT WAS A FURTHER WEEK before the two upper maids could get away again. The arrangement was that they would come straight to the old barn, thus leaving Freddy free to get on with his construction. The sheer size of the machine brought about an immediate change in Ann. While Freddy was opening the barn door, hoisting its half-collapsed structure and walking it carefully through its are, he kept his eyes on her face, smiling, encouraging her to smile. The wonder of her beauty and the fact that she was there, she was really there, with him, renewed itself from moment to moment. So he saw the transformation happen.

Until that evening she must have thought of the Grand Soarer as some kind of glorified kite. But now, seeing it hang from the old rafters, with a span that would easily cover two large carriages, she began to grasp the true scope of the venture. She gazed from it to him and back again. “Will it really fly?” she asked.

“Come back in July and I’ll tell you.”

“Oh, I’d love to see it happen. I’d adore to see you go right up in the air in it.”

“Well, I’d have to ask the others. They’ll probably say it’s only for people who helped build it.”

“Just say the word! You said yourself it wasn’t finished. We’ll help, won’t we, Sal?” She walked into the barn and looked up at it. “Yes. That sail, or wing, or whatever you call that oilcloth – that’s only tacked in. Sal and I can finish that.”

“It’s work for cobblers,” he warned. “Not little buttonholes for milady.”

“Give us a bodkin and I’ll show you! Buttonholes indeed!” In a wheedling tone she added, “Oh please – dear Frederick?”

He was about to correct her, for he hated to be called Frederick – or had done until that moment. Then he decided that if anyone in all the world should be allowed to use the name it was Ann. He held out his hand. “Welcome to the Flying Four, Miss Howard. I supose we’d better call ourselves the Flying Five now. Or” – turning to Sally – “the Flying Six?”

Sally shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

He laughed at her. “Careful with the enthusiasm or you’ll bust a vessel.”

Ann, not yet understanding that they both enjoyed this kind of sparring, stepped in and said, “You’d better call me Ann, then.” As an afterthought she added, “And Sally.”

“On alternate days?”

It was Sally who laughed.

“You know what I mean,” Ann said crossly, taking off her gloves.

Freddy’s original idea had been to stretch the sheeting directly over the frame. That appeared to be the system in Cayley’s original machine. But, thinking about it – and thinking about it, and thinking about it – he had realized that thick sisal twine, sewn through ordinary bedsheets, even those of regal quality, would create a weakness that could easily propagate right across the sail. The willow frame was too flexible in itself to support the fabric – indeed, the boot was on the other foot, for only the tensioning of the fabric would finally make the framework rigid.

At first he thought of buttonholing each hole but saw it would take until doomsday. Someone at the Institute told him of a firm in Handsworth who made brass eyelets for sails; but even at friendly rates they were a farthing each. In the end he cut and stripped another set of willow sticks, much thinner than the first lot, about finger thickness, and made a second frame that would fit within the outline of the first, leaving an inch or so to spare all round. The idea was to fix the sheeting to this much lighter frame and then secure it to the main frame by a simple running lockstitch; this would spread the pull of the twine, and all the strains of flight, evenly throughout the fabric.

He explained these ideas to the girls as he unhitched the pulley rope and carefully lowered the machine onto the upright logs and applecrates that served as his manufacturing jig.

“When it flies,” Ann asked, “where are you going to sit? Or stand – or lie?”

He pointed toward a corner of the barn where stood the only finished portion of the machine – a kind of low, elongated bassinet or wickerwork canoe on four light but sturdy wheels. “I’ll be in that thing. It’ll be slung beneath the sail. Well, not slung but connected by struts – rigidly, you know. And there’ll be two smaller sails sticking out at the back, one fixed and one that you can move like a rudder, to steer it. We’re following Sir George Cayley’s original design as closely as possible, except where we can see obvious improvements.”

“Kites don’t need rudders,” Sally commented.

“Yes but kites are tethered. You can steer them from the ground. This will be completely free once it’s in the air.”

He saw that neither of them fully grasped the idea, even now.

“Free?” Ann echoed.

“As the lark at sunrise.”

This light of admiration in her eyes was nectar to him. “I think you’re mad,” she said.

“I always told you,” Sally agreed complacently.

After that they came and helped him regularly every Saturday night and whatever evening they could manage in the week, for their evenings off moved at the Wildes’ convenience. With their help and advice on the finer points of stitchery the work went better and the machine was stronger than it ever would have been without them.

And because they had something to do, a dream to realize together, it made Freddy’s and Ann’s relationship quite different from the commonplace of walking around the park, kicking stones, chatting brightly, sparring in the age-old ways of lovers and lasses, watching couples more advanced in their courtship as they slipped away among the bushes, and wondering how many more snatched kisses and squeezings of hands were needed as a pre-investment in those more robust and private favours.

His fellow apprentices measured romantic progress on the traditional how-far-did-she-let-you-go scale. It was something Freddy had never understood and now it bewildered him more than ever. When he admired the swell of Ann’s bosom it was not in that sniggering, lecherous spirit but with something closer to wonder, to adoration. Exclude the human and emotional side of it and he could get the same feeling out of looking at a good piece of engineering – one of the latest locomotives, say. He admired anything that was perfection of its kind, admired it to that point of wonder which we call worship. And Ann was as close to his idea of feminine perfection as it was possible to get. He could admire her form, quite frankly, and still feel a million miles away from his giggling fellows down at the factory.

It was as if he and Ann, by working together and by living for the climactic day of the flight, now soon upon them, had gained a uniquely different scale of judgement. And a better one, too, he thought. For where else could a kiss and a caress in the park lead except to some public-secret bower among the shrubbery, if not today then tomorrow, if not tomorrow then next week? But now, when they were coating the fabric, say, and their hands brushed together, or when, later and more daring, they would pause to admire their handiwork and he would put his arms around both their waists (but less lightly around Ann’s), then the very existence of the machine, both as an achievement and a goal, gave these growing intimacies a context that mere elemental courtship could never provide.

Sometimes, when night had consumed the evening and it was time to go, Sally, the perfect chaperone, would give them a few moments alone, and he would put his arms about her and whisper I love you in her ear, and she would put her darling lips up to his and fill him with such sweet minglings of love and yearning. He wanted almost to become her, to be inside her mind, to share her understanding of the world and of him – never to be separated from that perfect union of their thoughts. Sometimes he wondered how she felt. She was more passionate than him. People said only degraded women had passions like that. But Ann … well, there were times when the fury of her love overwhelmed him. Her body writhed against him, little moans escaped her lips, she would lead his hands to ever-greater licence with her; his mind and will were prisoners of her compulsion. Yet when finally, and after many a cautious reconnaissance, the tips of his fingers strayed as far as halfway down one breast, she moaned no with a pleading note of desperation, and curtseyed her body out of his embrace.

He wanted to tell her that even – no! – he wanted her to understand without his having to tell her that even if she were naked, even if he ran his hands all over her, it would be an act of worship not of lechery. But he could be patient now. He knew that when the right moment came she would understand it – and without a word spoken.

Meanwhile, stitch by stitch, coat by coat, the Grand Soarer took shape.

Eton went down early in July but the young men had metropolitan and social obligations, so it was close to the end of the month before Clive and Gray and Knox-Riddell appeared once more at Mortimer Hall. By then the machine was as ready to fly as she ever would be.

Freddy didn’t finish until seven of an evening, and it was more like eight by the time he’d changed and had his supper. The fellows couldn’t wait that long, of course. They had already lowered the craft to the floor and wheeled it out into the old threshing yard. There they took turns to indulge each other’s fantasies with mock flights, imitating the rush of the wind and the cawing of jackdaws, whose musclebound style of soaring seemed closest to the way they imagined their own rigid craft would perform.

When Freddy came, alone, for it was Friday, which was never one of the nights off in the Wilde household, they fell upon him in an orgy of delight and congratulation. He had not intended to take all the praise upon himself but suddenly he found he was too shy to mention the girls. Only when the fellows suggested he should immediately take it up on its maiden flight did he at last, and awkwardly, confess their help.

“What! What? Fillies eh! What’s all this?” They nudged and cajoled. “Sly little bugger! Look at him – face like a beetroot!”

Clive, more accustomed than the others to sensing Freddy’s mood, asked, “Serious, young’un?”

Freddy nodded. “Pretty much so.” It was easier for him now to fall into their vernacular.

“Tell us about it. Stow it, you two!”

“They’re two very charming young women,” Freddy began. He almost said ladies, but to call women who were not ladies, “ladies” would have implied something quite different. “They’re upper maids at Mr. Wilde’s house in the Ferndown Crescent.”

“Our general manager,” Clive explained.

The term “upper maids” triggered some tribal response in the others. Gray leered and dug Freddy in the ribs. “So while we’ve been down and out at Eton, you’ve been up and in here! You’re a true dark horse, Foxy me old swell.”

There was a lot of new wealth entering Eton at that time so it was naturally the fashion to pretend to be desperately poor.

“We’ve been hard up,” Knox-Riddell laughed. “He’s been hard and up!”

Freddy, torn between the flattery of their envy and the purity of his love, said gruffly but with a grin, “There was nothing like that.” He felt a traitor both to the brotherhood of young men and to the chivalry he owed Ann.

Gray peered into the barn, at the piled hay and the dark corners, and said simply, “More fool you! It’s a fellow’s duty, don’t you know. Get it where you can, and how you can, and whenever you can.”

He always spoke like a man of large experience. Freddy wondered if he had, in fact, ever done It. If so, naturally, it would only have been with a housemaid or a whore – and people of Gray’s class, it seemed, were able to make very little distinction between the two. He began to sense that it might have been a mistake to invite the girls to the grand maiden flight. An easy charmer like Gray or a genuinely charming but thoughtless young fellow like Knox-Riddell could turn their heads without even trying. Clive alone he would trust, without any reservation.

“So what’s your idea?” Clive asked. “When’s the flight to be?”

“It’ll have to be tomorrow evening, after work. Miss Pickering and Miss Howard finish at four on Saturdays but we go on till six. I can’t get here until seven.”

“We’ll keep ’em warm for you,” Gray promised. He began to dance around, singing, “I’ll be Getting Gertie’s Garters in the Garden.”

“Cut that!” Clive warned him, eyeing Freddy.

“Let’s hope this wind will have blown itself out by then,” Freddy said. “It’s working up to quite a gale.”

They horsed around for a while longer, taking it in turns to pretend to fly. Then, when the buffeting of the wind threatened to upend the machine, they pushed it back into the relative safety of the barn. Before they closed the door, they ran their eyes and fingers one last time over the shining monster.

“She looks so right,” Knox-Riddell said.

“Yes!” Freddy answered excitedly, glad of at least one point where their minds could meet without qualification. “That’s just it. In all engineering, if a thing is right then it also looks right. Have you seen these new Thornton Class locos? On the Great Western? You don’t need to see ’em working – they don’t even need to be fired up – even in a picture you can see they’re about a hundred times better than anything we ever had before.”

They made their various ways home. Gray and Knox-Riddell went directly to the Hall; Clive walked home via Freddy’s.

On their way Freddy outlined his misgivings about the other two and the girls.

“You’re serious, aren’t you,” Clive said.

“Yes. The point is – they’re not a pair of fillies. They’re not just bits of fluff.”

“Of course not. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure the others behave themselves. We’re all a bit excited tonight. Understandably. But they know what’s what once the flag of possession is flying.”

A short while later he said, “Gosh but I envy you, young Fredders. The freedom you have to meet girls. I took a fall for a young charmer in London last week – couldn’t exchange more than half a dozen words with her. They keep them as tight as new pine cones.” He grinned. “What’s it like, eh?”

“It’s always very proper. I mean, Miss Pickering is always there to play gooseberry on us.”

“Still, you can talk, can’t you? Talk about anything you want? Laugh … joke … be serious? Just talk? That would be wonderful I think.” He punched Freddy playfully. “Don’t ever envy me, young’un.”

Freddy laughed. “As if I would.” Then he returned to his chief worry. “As long as you make Gray and Knox-Riddell understand …”

Clive had a sudden inspiration. “I know! I’ll tell them to think of your girls as if they were someone’s sisters.”

“They are, actually. Both of them.”

“Yes but I mean” – he tried to find a different way of putting it and couldn’t – “you know, somebody’s sisters!”


CHAPTER SIX

THE WIND ROARED. Sleep, which had been shallow at best, deserted Freddy shortly after two that night – the birth hour of novel ideas, when the censors of reason are the last to awaken. The novel idea that now crept into Freddy’s mind was that the wind offered him a safe chance to see how the Grand Soarer would respond to the stresses of flight. He might also, in passing, pick up some hints on handling her. Was that sane or lunatic, he wondered? At that hour who could tell?

For weeks he had tried to imagine these things. He remembered how quickly the purling little stream by the Elysian Grove had become an unstoppable flood, how the inert-looking powder packed in the copper pipe had, in a fraction of a second, done the work of twenty horses, and how speedily the gentle flame kindled by Ug the Prehistoric Ironsmith had grown to a roaring wall of hell. These dabblings with the powers of water, earth, and fire had left him in no doubt of the challenge of this last, unconquered element. The paper darts he flew and watched, the gliding of doves and jackdaws, were like the purling streams of Elysium and the gentle flames of the forge when compared with the forces he must now master if he was to hold aloft one fifth of a ton of man and machine.

The wind that now howled through the hip of his bedroom roof was surely of that order? It occurred to him, in that mad hour when genius and delusion merge, that if he could somehow manoeuvre the Grand Soarer outside and tether her to weights upon the ground, he might be able to make her rise and soar up and down a yard or two, to the limit of those tethers; in that way he might acquire some experience in “flying.” Certainly the only other way was to actually fly the thing. And what speeds would be needed to raise the machine and almost 150lb of man into the air? Forty miles an hour? Sixty? Enough to kill, anyway; he felt sure of that. He tried to imagine his own death but found it impossible. Nevertheless, thrice bitten was quadruple shy. He rose and dressed.

It was one of those strange summery gales – a steady wind that filled a cloudless sky. The moon and stars shone with an almost painful brilliance through a solid belt of air that moved over the flat Midlands at the speed of an express train, without an eddy, with never a slack or a squall. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine he stood already at the prow of some giant aerial craft nosing its way through the air. Would men ever do such a thing? And would the Grand Soarer play any part in that progress? His hair stood on end at the thought.

The wind hurried him across Lovelace Common, by Halfmoon Coppice, to the great Blythe Hundredacre, where he reached the barn at last. The first problem was that the door was downwind. It would be madness to bring the Soarer out on that side and then try to manoeuvre her edgewise into the teeth of the gale. He went around to the windward side of the building. How the ancient structure groaned and rattled!

On the far side he saw, what he had forgotten, that the barn had another door, larger than the first. They had never used it because it was visible from the attics of Mortimer Hall; to have done so would have tempted fate. Would it even open? Well, it would simply have to. There was no other possible way to get the Soarer out.

Fortunately, opposite the door and thus directly upwind from the barn, about thirty paces away, stood a lone Scots pine. If he could just get a block and tackle about that …

Block and tackle! Exactly what he had used for hoisting the Soarer before it had been joined to its carriage. It was still in the barn. He fetched it and tied it to the pine tree. Then he carried its hook back to the door they had never opened. The doorbolt would not slide so he hit it with the hook. The housing, eaten with rust, fell apart at the third blow. He slipped the hook over the bolt and took up the loose end of the rope.

At his very first pull the door toppled over and splintered to a thousand shards on the ground. The hinges, too, had rusted away. Only gravity, or a century of custom, had held it in place. Or, on this night, the wind.

Now the wind had a new playground, the interior of the barn; and a new plaything, too – the Grand Soarer. The ancient structure began to shake. The Soarer rocked and shivered on its unsprung carriage. Desperately Freddy seized up the hook and strained against the gearing of the tackle to carry it to the ring on the prow. It was like running through industrial soap. He trapped the loose end of the rope beneath one of his feet just as it was about to go snaking out of reach.

He also trapped himself. For here he was with the hook in his left hand, the ring just beyond his most heroic stretch, and the last inch of free rope beneath his foot. If he let go, he might lose it for good.

Could he drop everything and try instead to push the Soarer forward? The shattering groans from all the timbers around howled no! As his mind bounced back and forth between the one impossibility and the other he heard a cry of “Frederick!”

Ann!

“Here!” he called, unable to turn and therefore to see that she was already around his side of the barn and watching him in horror.

“Come away!” she cried. “It’s not safe.”

“You come here.”

After several more vain entreaties she saw that nothing would move him. Fearfully she let the wind nudge her to his side – or, rather, to just behind him. “What are you doing? You’re mad!”

“We’ve got to save her. Pick up …”

“It’s only a load of old willow and bedsheets, Frederick.”

“Hell, woman,” he roared. “Will you just do as I ask!”

Angry, but also fearful for his life, she said, “All right. What must I do?”

“That’s better. Pick up the rope I’m standing on and walk with it towards the tree. Don’t for Christ’s sake let go.”

She obeyed.

“Quicker!” he shouted.

But however fast she went it would not be quick enough. The barn was shrieking like the damned at crack of doom. The Soarer was shuddering up and down.

He stretched his free right hand forth to the limit of his reach. As soon as he could touch the ring on the Soarer’s nose he grasped it firmly and shouted to her, “Come back now!”

“What?”

“Pull! Come toward me. Pull as you come.”

She understood quickly and began the easier task of walking downwind to him – easier, that is, until the slack was taken up and all the strain came upon him. He stood like one of those ancient martyrs about to be torn apart by teams of horses. The invincible force of the tackle, with all of Ann’s buxom weight magnified eightfold behind it, tugged at his left arm and shoulder. The immovable object of the Soarer shuddered and bounced at his right. Racked between them he thought the pain would surely kill him.

But it did not. He survived that first rending onslaught and then, miraculously, the Soarer began to move. And it kept on moving. The physical relief to his tortured muscles was huge but the mental relief – the knowledge that the immovable object was, after all, movable – was even greater.

The machine stopped. One of the wheels had lodged against a shard of the fallen door. This time he accepted the pain in the certainty of its worth. And again the Soarer moved. Thus they progressed, inch by tortured inch, until more than half the machine was out in the open. The leading set of wheels reached the heavier timber that had formed the midrail of the door. Looking at its thickness he knew his arms would be pulled out of their sockets before the Soarer would surmount that obstacle. “Stop!” he called.

“You needn’t shout.” Her heaving on the rope had brought her to his side, and there was a loose coil of slack at their feet. She saw the problem at once. “Hold this,” she said and then, without waiting for him to obey, she bent and, lifting his foot like a blacksmith with a carthorse, thumped it down on the loose end of the rope. “I’ll deal with it,” she added.

She ran to the machine, ducked beneath the leading edge of the sail, and stooped to tug at the timber that was blocking the progress of the wheels. It would not budge.

“Try pushing it with your feet,” he called to her. “Sit beyond it and push it toward me with your feet.”

If she could wedge it behind the wheel, he could let go his hold and pay out the hook until it engaged with the ring.

She understood. She crawled into the shadow of the sail and sat with her knees half-raised and her heels against the wood. It shifted too easily now, hurling her flat on her back. The wind, howling off the vast Hundredacre, raced in beneath her skirts and threw them roughly up over her body and face. She shrieked and rolled away quickly, but not quickly enough to prevent Freddy from seeing she wore nothing beneath her petticoat – not even stockings.

He froze with the shock. He wanted time to stop, to go back, to undo that moment, to erase even the memory of it.

A dark shape blew past him toward the machine. In his surprise he took it for a sack, carried on the wind. Then a large black dog. Then, most improbable of all, an ape. The shape resolved itself.

“Clive!” he shouted in relief. “Thank God!”

Clive dragged the heavy timber from the Soarer’s path. It broke in two. He worked the shorter length of it in behind the wheels, to provide at least a temporary stop. Freddy relaxed his arms a little.

Stooping low again Clive scuttled toward Ann, who had just succeeded in rolling herself around, head-to-the-wind, so that she could rise without risking a further exhibition. Gallantly he helped her to her feet and then cradled her across the wind, still ducking low beneath the sails. When they reached the very outward tip of it, where Freddy had left a nib of willow sticking out, like a bat’s thumb, as a handling and towing point, he stopped. The gale tore his words away but it was obvious to Freddy that he was telling her to hold it there and push. Clive himself then ran swiftly to the other extremity, where he grasped a similar nib. They both took up the strain, heaving with every last ounce of their strength.

In no time the gap between the hook and the ring was closed. Freddy snapped them together and all-but collapsed with relief. Clive ran to him and grabbed the rope. “Stout fellow!” he called. “We’re not out of danger yet, though.”

Ann was there, too.

He watched them pulling in unison, like everyone’s picture of mariners, while the balm of warm blood and relaxation surged through his shoulders. His fingers still seemed cemented together. One by one he peeled them apart and flexed them.

The image of Ann’s nakedness recurred again and again in his mind. What made it so compulsive was not so much the fact that she had been reduced – simplified – to that one elemental glimpse, but that she had been moving, wriggling, writhing. His image of sacred nudity was not like that. The thought struck him then that Clive must have seen her, too. Memory and imagination mingled. Clive became the black dog, became the ape, became a ravening beast. Freddy was ashamed at the accusations his mind felt but could not frame.

At that moment the barn collapsed. With a last rising groan of its tortured wood and a roar of crumbling brick its centuries came down in rubble. A great cloud of dust, like a coven of pale, hastening ghosts, fell downwind. Clive danced for joy. “You saved her! You saved her!” He showered congratulations upon Freddy.

When he grew calmer he again took up the strain on the rope; but this time Freddy stopped him. “Something else I want to do,” he shouted. “Tie her off at that.”

He went to the heap of bricks and shattered timber, all that remained of the barn, and searched for the coils of rope that used to hang inside the door. He found them without much difficulty, and brought them back to the Soarer.

“What now?” Clive asked.

Talking was difficult. Freddy held up a finger, much as to say, “All will soon be clear.”

On his second return from the rubble he dragged one of the ancient rafters, a rough-hewn treetrunk, felled perhaps before the Black Death had ravaged Europe. He dropped it beneath one of the sail tips, tying it to the nib with the rope he had brought earlier. He left about two yards slack. He took another heavy timber and tied the other tip in the same way.

Then he went to Clive, who once again had a protective arm around Ann’s shoulder. “Want to get the feel of her,” he shouted.

Clive let go of Ann with some haste. “Eh?”

“Give us a hand to get the feel of her.”

“What?”

“I’ll sit in the cradle. You move the tail. Up, down, side-to-side. I want to see … feel … the wind in her sails. See?”

Clive laughed uproariously. “You’re a card all right!” He made for the tail but stopped. “No, look, I won’t be able to see you.”

He was right. The sail would be in the way. Freddy turned to Ann. “You stand here.” He pointed to a spot directly in front of the machine. “Watch me and relay my signals.”

They quickly agreed a set of signals and for the next ten minutes Freddy sat, or lay, at the helm while Clive raised, lowered, and swung the tail to his directions, as relayed by Ann. The storm, though past its peak, still had plenty of puff. At first he could find no combination of sail angle and rudder that would cause the Soarer to soar. Several times he came tantalizingly close as the willow spars creaked under the strain. Then quite suddenly she lifted several inches. In his excitement he jerked the rudder too violently and the lifting effect was lost.

But he soon achieved it again. And then again. And then he could achieve it at will. When the Soarer lifted a couple of feet he understood why it had been so difficult to get off the ground at all. Every time the prow rose Clive lifted the tail to keep the angle level. Inevitably he was a second or so late each time. But in those brief moments when the prow was up and the tail down Freddy felt a surge of lifting power that made his blood race. On the ground the sail was at such a shallow angle that it gave no lift; but in the air, where the tail could drop, the wind got under the sail like a giant’s fist.

Now he was sure she would fly, and would need nothing like a sixty-mile-an-hour pull to get her going – if only he could lower the angle of the sail.

“Next time let the tail go,” he shouted to Clive.

He had to say it several times before Clive believed he was serious, but when the tail was free, Freddy gave a great shout of joy as she whanged herself up to the full reach of her tethered wings and threatened to split the willow framework. He swung the rudder around until he found a point where the strain was eased and the stay ropes slackened. Then, by hunting up and down around that point, he was able to make the machine rise and fall at his command.

His laughter went up to heaven. Clive and Ann pranced around like leaping children; they caught hands and danced a wild, wind-pummelled ringaroses – all-fall-down and rolling in the grass in their excitement.

“Look!” Freddy shrieked.

He could steer it from side to side now, to the limit of its tether.

The revelling pair rose on hands and knees and crawled toward the craft, ducking under the great projecting sail.

“Stupendous!” Clive shouted.

“Stupendous,” Ann mimicked.

How swiftly the control of the Soarer became almost second nature. He could lower her to an inch off the ground and then raise her, as slow or as fast as he wished, to the limit of her tether. So skilled did he become he could even make the tip of her prow, where the pulley hook went through the ring, define a perfect circle.

Ann was quick to make a game of it. She would put her hand somewhere within reach and Freddy had to steer the point of the prow to try and touch her open palm. Her mouth was open in a smile; her tongue lay invitingly on her lip. The game became a ritual of their courtship, for every time he reached her open palm she would dart it to some other place and he would have to follow. She never let him catch her. They both laughed, he at his skill, she at hers.

And out of Freddy’s sight Clive lay at ease in the windswept grass, almost at Ann’s feet. He was trying not to be jealous of Freddy. Above him, inches away, the gale still played the wanton with Ann’s skirts, often lifting them above her knees. That first time she had split the skies with her shriek, but now, though she knew he was there, she seemed not to mind at all.


CHAPTER SEVEN

CLIVE FELT AWFUL – also stupendous.

He lay in the grass, with the frills of Miss Howard’s petticoats flapping around his face, with flashes of Miss Howard’s ankles and calves before his eyes, and he could not think of her as someone’s sister. He remembered her shriek when the wind had thrown up her skirts … her pale, generous, moonlit thighs … the dark delta of her hair … the hot-cross-bun of her ample derriere as she rolled into the come-hither dark. The memories besieged his mind’s eye, shutting out all warnings. There were other thoughts, too – satanic whispers about her vulnerability.

Until now he had unthinkingly expected that the parts of a woman beneath her clothing would be like the drawings in those magazines from Paris – you’d see the shading, the crayon outlines, the marks of the water-colour brush. The utter reality of it had shocked him, the natural colour, the full, everyday solidity.

He shook his head violently as if that might dislodge something inside and so block this flow of disloyal, shocking, unstoppable images.

At last Freddy was confident he could steer the machine. The wind had dropped further, making the degree of lift less reliable. He lowered her to the ground and climbed stiffly out. “Oh, my muscles will take a year to recover,” he complained happily. Then, in a more businesslike tone, “We’d better tie her down securely. This gale could just as easily get up again.”

Clive crawled to one tip and tightened up the slack; Ann managed the other. Freddy, for good measure, piled several rafters beneath the tail, raising it until the main part of the sail was horizontal. “Let’s get out of this wretched wind,” he said.

Ann skipped between them, linked arms with both, and urged them toward the derelict cottage, which still stood unharmed, four-square to the elements. “Can we break in there?” she suggested. “Will the owners mind?” She giggled and secretly tickled the inside of Clive’s arm.

He broke from her guiltily, looking for an escape. But his cunning body was already stooping among the rubble, selecting a good soft bale of hay. It chuckled and said, “We’ll bring our armchairs with us.”

He took two bales. Ann picked up one. Freddy took two. They broke in via a kitchen window. But they discovered that the flagstones had been salvaged and the earth floor was too uneven for comfort. “Upstairs,” Freddy suggested. “The floors are wooden there. Leave your bale, Ann. I’ll come back for it.”

He led, Ann followed, Clive brought up the rear. Miss Howard smelled of sweet musk. The rustle of her clothing was silken to his ears. She was well aware of his eyes upon her; he could tell, just from the sway of her hips, careful inches from his eyes.

“We can do it! We can fly!” Freddy cried out suddenly, as if he had only just realized it was now quiet enough for conversation.

“You can, old boy,” Clive told him. “Yours shall be the glory.”

“Rats!” Freddy said.

“Where?” Ann asked nervously.

“No, I mean nonsense. We all share the glory. Share everything.”

He left them alone while he returned briefly below for her haybale.

Clive, nervous at being near her, went over to the window. With his sleeve he wiped away the dust and cobwebs. He was as careless with his clothes as young Billy Wilde, she thought – Mr. Wilde’s son. But why should they bother? Hadn’t they an army of servants to follow behind them? Oh if she had servants, she’d never stoop to pick up a stitch!

Clive could see the Grand Soarer, safely tethered in the wind at the edge of the big, open field. The moon, now descending in the sky, gleamed on its oilcloth sail. Everything was black and silver.

“I’m Ann Howard, by the way,” she said.

“Forgive me. How rude of me. Freddy told me how beautiful you are so naturally I didn’t imagine you could be anyone else. I’m Clive Mortimer.”

She was so thrilled that she laughed. She had a lovely laugh, rich and musical. “No need to tell me that, sir. When Frederick first …”

“Look here. I say, you can’t go calling me sir. At least, not when we’re on Grand Soarer business.”

“Oh?” She waited.

“Yes. At least call me Mr. Mortimer, Miss Howard.”

She smiled archly. “If you say so, Mr. Mortimer.”

“I do.”

“Oh good,” Freddy said from the doorway. “I forgot you hadn’t formally met. Sorry.”

They spread the hay from two bales on the floor and arranged the other three in an oblique horseshoe, so that they could lounge, feet to the middle. We’re like the spokes of a wheel, Freddy thought. Ann thought: I’m like a flower between two green leaves.

Clive, trying to avoid his thoughts, said, “The same guardian angel must have awakened all three of us.”

“I don’t think I truly got off to sleep.” Freddy turned to Ann. “What brought you, dearest?”

“I just woke up with a feeling of danger.”

“Did you climb out?”

“No. Sal let me out. We crept down and she locked the door again after me. We had an argument about whether I should come at all.”

“How will you get back in?”

“Bessie gets up at half five to do the boiler and the grates. She’ll let me in. I’ll slip her a penny and she’ll hold her tongue.” Then, realizing it was beginning to sound as if she often spent the night out, she added, “I hope.”

“You’re at Mr. Wilde’s I understand,” Clive said.

“Yes.”

“Well, you know he’s our general manager. Why don’t I just have a word in his ear?”

The other two laughed. Clive felt isolated.

“We’ve got to find some way to get her tail a bit lower,” Freddy said. And for the next ten minutes he tried to convey to them the sensation of flying, but the excitement dwindled away into a catalogue of improvements he thought the craft might need. As with a lot of technical people, his enthusiasms could vanish in a thicket of joyful jargon without his even realizing it.

The other two listened for the most part in admiring silence. Every now and then Clive stole a glance at Miss Howard, who seemed more lovely than ever as the moonlight strengthened. He understood how Freddy had fallen under her spell.

Ann, who felt the heat of his admiration like a brazier at her side, was cast into confusion, though she had a young woman’s instinctive knack of hiding it behind a calm face and a still body. She loved Freddy. She thought he was the cleverest and decentest young man she’d ever met. She knew he was going to do something extraordinary with his life; even Mr. Wilde had said as much once at the luncheon table when she had been serving. Of course he knew nothing about her and Freddy.

But oh, if only he wasn’t still so young! It was going to take him years, starting as he did from nothing. And years were what she had not got, or so she felt. At the end of every day, after she had raked out the fires and carried the coals and dusted the rooms and fetched hot water and toiled through all the other tasks of an upstairs maid, she would ease her aching body and look at her work-grimed hands, and she’d feel time racing by and all the precious energy of youth vanishing down the cracks of drudgery. She didn’t want to be old and careworn by the time life started doling out the rewards.

Once, when young Billy Wilde had trapped her on the upstairs landing and kissed her without any warning, she’d been so flattered it cost all her strength to say no to the other things he’d suggested. And his admiration had made her so happy all day, and all that week; if he’d asked her again at the end of it, she might have agreed. Admiration was like a change of blood to her, taking away the coarse, tired, everyday stuff and replacing it with something hotter, finer, and more lively.

So she sat there, loving Freddy, and already feeling sorry for a betrayal that had not yet happened.

When Freddy had run out of improvements he reached forward and tapped one of the moonshadows with a slow forefinger. “They’re racing,” he said. “If I’m to be fit to guide that thing tomorrow – or later today – I’d better get some sleep.”

Clive moved his feet, creating space.

“No,” Freddy responded. “I meant at home. I couldn’t possibly sleep here. My muscles are …”

“Well I can’t go back to the Crescent for hours yet,” Ann objected.

“Oh. Of course.” Freddy fell silent.

That silence, to him, became pregnant with unspoken reproaches. To remain in the cottage now, to settle to a sleep he had already declared impossible, would be like saying to Clive, “I don’t trust you.” Yet he did trust him. With his life. He’d certainly trust him with Ann’s honour.

“You’ll be warm and dry here,” he told her.

She stared at him, open-mouthed. Couldn’t he see the risk?

“I say,” Clive cried. “You can’t expose Miss Howard’s reputation to …” An awkward grunt supplied the missing sentiments.

“Expose it?” Freddy asked. “Who to? Would you go cantering on about it?”

Clive gulped. Ann said, “But Frederick …” and subsided. They glanced at each other and hastily averted their eyes.

“Mr. Mortimer is a gentleman,” Freddy pointed out to her. “Nowhere in the world is a woman’s reputation and honour safer than in the trust of an English gentleman.” He smiled and his tone changed. “Besides, he’s my friend. I want you two to get to know each other. And” – his tone became pleading now – “I must get some sleep or I may make a mistake tomorrow and, well, get hurt.”

He rose stiffly and went out to the stairhead. Clive followed him. “Look, young’un,” he said, “it’s all very well but I really had better leave, too.”

“I’d rather you stayed,” Freddy assured him. “That broken window’s an invitation to any passing tramp or blackguard. She doesn’t bite, you know.”

Clive sighed; then he raised his voice and asked, “What does Miss Howard herself say? I’ll be ruled by her.”

Ann, still seated among the hay, cleared her throat and said carefully, “If Frederick says it’s all right, then I’m sure it is.”

Freddy felt marvellous as he skipped away downwind on his homeward run. Could there be any stronger token of friendship than what had just passed between himself and Clive!

The lane was called the Old Way, though where it was the old way from, or to, no one could now say. Probably from some long-dissolved monastery to some equally forgotten convent. A very old way indeed.

Clive picked up one of the unbroken bales and said to Ann, “I’ll sleep in the front room.” But he lingered in lifting it.

“You don’t trust honour and friendship all that much then?” Ann teased. They both heard the brittle edge to her voice.

“I was thinking of you, actually.” He took strength from her nervousness.

“I don’t feel in the least bit tired.” As he grew in confidence, she became calmer, too.

“Nor me.” He sat contentedly on the bale.

“Let’s talk a bit,” she suggested, managing to imply that talk, at least, would create no obligations between them.

“What about?”

“Anything you like. Tell me about your friends from school, these fellows who are going to help Frederick and you fly the Grand Soarer tomorrow.”

“You must be very proud of Freddy,” Clive said. There was no hint of Judas in his tone.

“Why?” She seemed genuinely surprised.

“Well” – he gave an awkward laugh – “aren’t you and he, you know …?”

She stretched her left hand into the moonlight, showing off no ring.

“Isn’t he your young man?” Clive persisted.

“One of them,” she conceded. Everything was temporary, she assured herself – even, at times like this, the truth.

“He’s an amazing young fellow, you know. We’ve been friends since we were very young.”

“He told me.” She smiled at him and nodded. “He told me everything.” She wanted him to know he could decently drop the subject.

“He really is remarkable, too.”

“Mmmm.” She gazed across at the descending moon as an actress to her key light.

“Of course, he’s lucky to have found you,” Clive added gallantly. From the shadows where he sat he watched her intently. He no longer thought about what he was doing, or why. Thoughts get in the way.

“I wish I could see your face,” she told him.

“Do you?”

“I think you’re poking fun at me.”

“Oh I assure you, Miss Howard, I most certainly am not.”

She peered toward him, miming annoyance at his concealment.

Awkwardly then, walking on his kneecaps, he came into the spill of the moonlight. “Better?” He wished he could have moved more elegantly but to have stood and then walked a mere two paces would have given the action a deliberateness – a menace even – that he wanted to avoid. And then to have fallen to his knees at her side would have seemed far too explicit.

“You don’t look very comfortable,” she told him.

He stretched himself out, half lying in the hay, keeping his body raised on one elbow.

“That’s better,” she told him. “Now why d’you say Frederick’s so lucky?”

From her earlier response he was surprised she now chose to mention Freddy at all. But then he saw her purpose and grinned. “Anyone would be lucky to make a friend who is so charming.” Suddenly he remembered how slender was their acquaintance. He flinched from her eyes, which seemed to gaze directly into the murk of his soul. “And so beautiful,” he added, to fill the silence.

She smiled happily. She had never imagined that a young man with so soft a voice and so perfect an accent would tell her these things. She lay back against the haybale. The movement had the effect of thrusting out her ample bosoms. He remembered the milkwhite thighs, the neat delta of hair … the vulnerability.

“Yes,” he sighed. “Very lucky indeed.”

Until now, thighs like that had been mere tokens of the imagination, drawings or photographs, studio products pasted to a slip of board and passed with a snigger and a leer in dorm or chapel …

His disloyalty suddenly shamed him. He cleared his throat and said in an altogether stiffer tone, “Good old Fredders will do something remarkable in life, I’m sure.”

She seemed so unaware of him that he wondered if he had even spoken aloud.

His thoughts ran unchecked in their riot: These thighs were here, in this very room, only inches away from him, nestling warmly under a few thin layers of skirt …

“Yes – remarkable.” He definitely said that aloud.

 … skirts that could so easily …

“It’s all a matter of time, isn’t it, though,” she said suddenly.

“What is?”

“Frederick making something of himself. He starts with less than nothing. It’ll take years and years and years.”

Clive took his mental hands off her skirts. “You can’t be sure of that,” he said encouragingly.

“I know it for a fact.”

He thought of one poor fellow, Robinson, who’d been withdrawn from school because his father, once a prosperous City merchant, had failed. There had been others, too, less spectacular. He tried to think of ways to tell her that right across the spectrum of human enterprise there were new lights kindling and old ones dowsing, all the time.

“Impatience!” he chided. “Things seem so permanent, I know. Yet you need look no further than my own family. My great-grandfather was only a small farmer, you know. You’d be amazed at …”

“What would you have told your great-granma, then?” Ann asked.

“In what way?”

“Would you have talked to her about impatience? You paid me a nice compliment just now, and don’t think I’m not grateful. But every evening, pretty near every evening, I look at my face as I wash out the day’s grime and I see there’s another little wrinkle growing, or a new blotch, or, I don’t know, a sort of greyness you can’t never wash out. And I could tell you a thing or two about impatience.” She slumped, deliberately causing her bosoms to vanish into the general softness of her. She wanted him to see how swiftly charms could disappear. She wanted him to understand the mild but endless panic that was consuming her life away.

He was still young enough to feel immortal – with all the callow powers of observation that entails. Yet her words and her gesture somehow penetrated the protective delusion and he saw, with a clarity that seared him, an intimation of the woman toward whom she was growing: A grey servant, not yet thirty, but with her skin already foxed by the grime of a thousand coal scuttles and ten thousand slop pails. There were half a dozen such young-old maids in every house he knew.

By her action she had transformed the atmosphere between them. The tension vanished, even his lust was muted. He wanted to help, and the urge was altruistic.

“My mum,” Ann was saying, “I mean she’s seen it all before. She always says to me she says, ‘If you see a bit of open country, my gel, you go! Don’t you wait for all the howsomevers and on-the-other-hands. Fortune’s got no double knock.’”

“Oh Miss Howard,” he sighed. “I do so wish life could be different for you.”

“All of us you mean? All the servants?”

“No – you. Just you.” This brusque reminder of her status startled him. For a moment he did not know what else to add. “Good Lord,” he said awkwardly, to mask the deficiency, “I’ve never talked to anyone like this before!”

“You mean to a servant girl. I don’t suppose you think we don’t have …”

“No I mean to anyone.” The profound truth of his own words seized him. He saw it as a means to regain that intimacy of their minds whose loss he now felt keenly. “I’ve never talked like this to any other young woman. I have no sisters, as I suppose you know. Nor brothers either. I may as well tell you, I feel very uncomfortable, talking with you here like this. And I suppose you must think me a perfect fool.” He stopped himself at that point and sat in dumb misery. The words had just gushed out of him; he hadn’t intended saying anything like that. The verbal pathway vanished in a disorderly undergrowth of immature feelings and shrivelled lust.
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