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      About the Book

      For as long as she could remember, Jessica Gray had wanted to be a singer – until the terrible day when the powerful and famous
         band leader Ken Peters told her that her husky contralto voice would never be good enough for the stage. Every day for two
         years she had lived with the bitter disappointment, spending her time as a teacher in a small Kentish village, trying to keep
         her impossible mother from interfering in her life.
      

      Then came war, and Kent was in the front line. And just as the Battle of Britain was about to begin, two momentous events
         occurred: Jessica discovered the truth of what had happened two years previously, and she met John Gales, Spitfire fighter
         pilot.

      At first, Jessica saw John as a means to an end: through him she could sing with the squadron band, and through him she would
         meet the American pilot Will Donaldson, gifted clarinetist and inspired song-writer. Will had plans for their future. But,
         possessively, John extracted a promise from Jessica – to sing for no one but him – that would have far-reaching ramifications
         when tragedy struck, and would bedevil Jessica’s path to fulfilment and happiness.
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      Part One

      Don’t You Hear the Fond Tale?


      
      
      Don’t you hear the fond tale

      
      Of the sweet nightingale

      
      As she sings in the valley below

      
      As she sings in the valley below.

      
      – The Sweet Nightingale, old Cornish folk song

      








      
      
      Chapter One

      
      ‘I won’t be there.’

      
      ‘What?’ Cicely Gray’s voice rose, shrill and unbecoming, as she faced her wayward daughter. ‘But you must. I told you, he’s
         coming to meet you. I told him—’
      

      
      ‘Then you’ll have to untell him, Mother,’ replied Jessica lightly. Stay calm, she told herself. You must keep calm. ‘I’ve
         helped you prepare for the party and now I’m going.’ Ignoring her mother’s shrieks she strode away, trembling slightly as
         she still did after every confrontation. The famous ‘Bubbles’ Gray was not always the sunny, sweet-natured lady who had graced
         the musical stage for so long. Not when crossed.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you want to get married?’ her mother hurled after Jessica as she hurried down the terrace steps.

      
      She did not reply, there was no need. She tried not to break into a run as she crossed the gardens of Frittingbourne Manor,
         aglow with flowers on this early July Sunday, but her quick steps betrayed her eagerness to be away.
      

      
      Married? Her sense of humour came to the rescue. Cue for happy ending: song with full chorus in white organdie (bouquets to
         be tossed twelve inches in the air).
      

      
      Who but her mother could think of the marriage market when England was poised on the brink of being invaded, and Kent in the
         front line; when German troops might be crashing through the narrow lanes within days and every serviceable fighter aircraft
         in the south-east was keyed up awaiting the battle with the Luftwaffe that must surely precede invasion? Indeed, the battle
         for supremacy over the Channel had already begun. Yet ever since West Forstling aerodrome had opened on the North Downs at
         the beginning of the war, as a satellite to Biggin Hill, her mother had been busily trying to marry her off to a fighter pilot;
         partly because the excitement of playing gracious hostess to so many young men added lustre to her own social life now Cicely
         Gray no longer found parts so easy to find in London, and partly in determination to marry off her obstinate daughter, with
         or without white organdie. Not, thought Jessica somewhat grimly, in that daughter’s own interests, however. Her mother’s hopes
         had at first seemed doomed to disappointment since only a squadron of Anson pilots had been stationed at West Forstling. Now though, with Dunkirk past and invasion imminent, two fighter squadrons
         had been flown in, one of Spitfires and one of Hurricanes, and Cicely ‘Bubbles’ Gray’s parties immediately acquired an added
         glamour.
      

      
      Don’t you want to get married? thought Jessica wrily, pushing the meadow’s wicket gate hard in a spurt of desperation. There
         was only one thing she had ever wanted from life – the thing that now seemed denied to her forever. To sing: not as her mother
         sang, tinkly, bubbly songs in musical comedy, but from the heart, straight to the emotions of her audience. Nearly two years
         ago, when she was eighteen, she’d been offered a chance that would have given her all she’d ever dreamed of – the opportunity
         to sing with Ken Peters and his band. She’d worked so hard for it: the lessons she worked to pay for herself, the local concerts,
         the encouragement from her teachers, finally the introduction to the famous band leader. The audition had gone well, then
         a second audition, then ‘I’m going to get some songs specially written for you, Jess, that voice—’ And then nothing. Nothing
         until the final bleak communication.
      

      
      Her voice was not good enough.

      
      But what else was there in life for her but to sing? To sing aloud to the heavens, to reach people’s hearts and speak to them
         in a way that mere words could rarely do, to sing of life’s joys, of its sadnesses, and now that war had come, of its hopes
         and tragedies. When she sang, her strong voice, an almost husky rich contralto, sounded at times ready to wrest itself free
         of Jessica’s slight frame, charged with all the passion of her emotions. Her copper-coloured curls seemed almost to share
         her body’s tenseness, while her eyes remained dark, soft, fathomless. When she sang the awkwardness and gaucheness that earned
         her the nickname of ‘Brickie’ from her parents as a child, because she dropped things so much, left her as body, spirit and
         voice worked as one in a harmony.
      

      
      ‘Phew.’

      
      Jessica closed the door of her oasthouse home firmly behind her and sank against it in relief. She could hardly believe her
         own reprieve. Usually at these late Sunday afternoon gatherings, she was forced to take part in the general chatter. Before
         the war, she had amused herself by murmuring polite nothings while inside she was busy casting the guests into a Gilbert and
         Sullivan comedy of their own. Now a more sombre chorus line replaced it as one pilot after another was paraded in front of
         her, no doubt often feeling equally as out of water as was she, murmuring their ‘Good shows’, and ‘Wizards’, and talking of
         prangs, circuits and bumps, and having a crack at the Hun. And all the while everyone ignored the sound of overhead aircraft
         engines, the only tangible sign that England really was at war, in fighters flown by pilots such as these. Boys almost, many
         no older than she was herself.
      

      
      
      But today she was safe in the old oasthouse that belonged to Manor Farm. In earlier days the Manor had been the centre of
         a large estate chiefly given over to hop growing. On the death of the old squire, Michael and Cicely Gray had moved in on
         their marriage twenty-two years earlier, to the initial disapproval of the village. London folks, especially stage folks and
         artists, were objects of suspicion. In time, they found their presence added glamour, and their visitors a never failing source
         of gossip. But farming interested the Grays not at all. The farm was rented out to Joe Barnham. Now that, in common with so
         many farmers, he had got out of hop growing, the old Kentish ragstone oast was superfluous until Jessica converted it into
         a home for herself. It had been the one good thing that had come out of that terrible rejection two years ago. She had thrown
         herself into technical discussions on beams and tiles, since the cooling and storage rooms of the oast had been converted
         from a timber-framed barn. Much of the practical work she had done herself; anything to overcome that ache of disappointment.
      

      
      She had continued teaching at the village school, at first numb with shock. Then as the future stretched bleakly before her,
         she had resolved to leave home, do anything, provided she could use her voice – teach singing perhaps – even if she could
         not sing well enough to turn professional. But she had made the mistake of saying so, and Cicely Gray had intervened. She
         fiercely resisted Jessica’s plans, throwing one of her famous tantrums, coupled with copious tears. Jessica’s father, Michael,
         who longed only for a quiet life in which to paint and was devoted to Cicely, capitulated at once with a humorous shrug at
         Jessica, withdrawing his support for her plans.
      

      
      ‘I need you here, Brickie,’ her mother had insisted between sobs. ‘My old trouble. It may be serious this time.’ Cicely gave a brave smile.
         It was blackmail of the sort she specialised in.
      

      
      In her childhood, Jessica had believed her. Only as she grew older did she slowly realise that Cicely’s fragile health was
         a fiction, indulged by her husband, and exploited to full advantage. Maggie, their Scottish housekeeper, had looked after
         Cicely as a girl, and, knowing her wiles, kept a watchful eye. But she was powerless – and too loyal to Cicely – to shield
         Jessica from the loneliness she endured as a child, between a mother who lived for public applause on stage and off, and a
         father who, immersed in his painting and his ambitions, fostered by his wife, retreated from conflict.
      

      
      Now Jessica was no longer taken in by her mother’s plots and plans. Indeed she could often tolerate them with an affectionate
         amusement. But even so she was in no doubt as to Cicely’s mischief-making powers. Even the use of the hated nickname was calculated
         to sap her resistance. When Jessica was a child Cicely had encouraged her to sing, but as it grew obvious that the girl’s voice was not in the same mould as her own light soprano, which almost as much as her blonde curls
         had earned her the nickname ‘Bubbles’, her attitude subtly but surely changed.
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ Jessica had said, tired of the battle. ‘I’ll stay.’ On one condition: she wanted the old oast to live in. No
         longer would she endure the frippery way of life at Frittingbourne Manor. Much as she loved the old redbrick house itself,
         in the rarefied atmosphere her mother created there, Jessica felt like a fish out of water. Since Cicely had won her way over
         Jessica’s not leaving home, she was at first puzzled as to why the idea of marriage was quite so eagerly promoted. Then slowly
         she had realised. It would probably put paid to any idea of her pursuing the singing career to which her mother had been so
         opposed. She need not have worried, Jessica gloomily reflected. There seemed precious little chance of that now.
      

      
      She walked slowly into the roundel room of the oast, with its two small windows, cool after the afternoon sun outside, peaceful,
         and smelling of over a century of history under the red-tiled roof topped with the huge white cowl so carefully restored for
         her by the village wheelwright. This was her special room, the core of her life. She sat down at the piano and began to play,
         nothing in particular, her fingers running over the keys and drawing from them the sense of relaxation and comfort that they
         always gave. Then she began to sing softly. Two years ago she had thought she would never sing again. But of course she had
         to. Inside her song and sound surged continuously and had to have their outlet. To sing was the reason for her living.
      

      
      ‘We’ll meet again . . .’ Everyone was singing it. Songs of parting were what people responded to now. Simple straightforward
         messages of love and longing. She ran her fingers over the keys. ‘A nightingale sang in Berkeley Square . . .’ She finished
         the verse, but as usual she was dissatisfied with it. Not a song for her. She could not quite get it right. Perhaps it was
         because she’d never been in love. She supposed she loved Tom, might even marry him one day, but that sensation of seeing a
         stranger and knowing that love hovered nearby, to be grasped with grateful heart – ah, that she’d never felt. And was never
         likely to in Frittingbourne. She needed to be away with some young Lochinvar, riding in from the West to sweep his lady from
         the fate awaiting her and carry her off to freedom.
      

      
      ‘No such luck for me,’ muttered Jessica ruefully, crashing her fingers down on the keys. Freedom . . . How could she think
         in these terms when no one could be sure of freedom any more? She shivered. Yet no one seemed to take the very real threat
         of invasion seriously. The local papers were still dominated by front page wedding reports with hardly any mention of war.
      

      
      ‘Jess?’

      
      Crash! Her fingers came down again. She hated the diminutive of her name, almost as much as she hated ‘Brickie’. Scowling,
         she spun round on the stool. She hated anyone coming in here, even her cousin.
      

      
      
      ‘Jess, do come,’ pleaded Vanessa. ‘You know how edgy Cicely gets when you’re not there.’ Jessica smiled at the omission of
         ‘Aunt’ before Cicely’s name – too ageing, her mother always protested. ‘You’ll enjoy it. Don Field is there.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Jessica’s interest was aroused. Don Field was a Denmark Street publisher of popular songs. She’d heard of him, but
         never met him. Still . . . what was the point? She needed no new songs. For her local concerts she sang folk and semi-classical
         songs, and established popular favourites. But she wavered. Seeing this, Vanessa slipped her arm persuasively through her
         cousin’s. ‘Come on, Jess, you needn’t stay long.’
      

      
      ‘What about those ghastly fighter pilots?’ said Jessica mutinously.

      
      ‘You know me, I’ll take them off your hands.’

      
      Jessica laughed. Vanessa, with her long blonde hair and happy, bubbling infectious laughter, would have all their attention
         in seconds. They wouldn’t cast a second glance at Jessica with her unruly dark copper curls, and slim boyish figure that seemed
         all awkward, jutting angles – until she sang. Then her hands and feet seemed to know where to go of their own accord, as she
         lost herself in music.
      

      
      ‘Very well, sweet coz let us go to meet my fate,’ she said melodramatically. ‘Maybe I’ll find a Lochinvar to sweep me off
         in his Spitfire.’
      

      
      ‘Lucky you,’ remarked Vanessa. ‘I’d do anything to get away from this dump.’

      
      ‘Dump?’ asked Jessica curiously.

      
      ‘Not the Manor,’ said Vanessa hastily. As the only daughter of Michael’s brother, she cherished her association with the Manor
         as the only path to luxury open to her, now that her father was dead and her mother, proud and determined to ask for no help,
         struggled to make a living in the village dairy. ‘Frittingbourne. It’s so tiny, and I want – the world.’ Her eyes shone. ‘Furs,
         travel, Hollywood – the lot.’
      

      
      Jessica was silent for a moment. They were worlds apart yet she was fond of her cousin.

      
      ‘It’s the Manor that I want to leave,’ she blurted out, then regretted it. Vanessa had too easy a relationship with Bubbles
         for Jessica to confide in her about things that mattered deeply. Only Tom did she trust completely. She’d run to his family
         for the warmth and affection missing from her own, and taken his steady protection, and companionship for granted, always
         at ease with him although he was so much older than she.
      

      
      She loved the village with its early white clapboarded and beamed cottages, its mellow red-brick Victorian houses, its pretty
         gardens, thirteenth-century church and the picturesque pub. If she could only get away, perhaps she’d see the Manor too in
         its proper perspective, as the mellow, seventeenth-century mansion she loved. Who but her mother could have wheedled her way
         past officialdom to ensure that it remained unrequisitioned at the outbreak of war, charmingly offering to take however many evacuees were billeted on her, and somehow
         in the event avoiding having any at all?
      

      
      Sometimes when her parents weren’t there, Jessica relaxed in the sunny drawing room, sensitive to the atmosphere of the house
         itself, imagining the generations of families whose hopes and loves, dramas and tragedies, had all been played out within
         those walls, leaving something of themselves enshrined forever within; the voices that had filled the rooms with song over
         the years, the music that haunted its halls. Then her mother would sweep back in and – no, she wouldn’t think of that. Exasperating
         though her mother was, Jessica was fond of her. Exactly when the childhood adoration of her mother had turned to fondness,
         she wasn’t sure. Perhaps when Jessica’s observant dark eyes first realised her mother’s essential superficialness. Since then
         there had been a tacit understanding between Jessica and her father that it should never be acknowledged between them.
      

      
      As they walked back through the gardens, the strains of ‘Run Rabbit, Run Rabbit!’ blared out from a gramophone. Later the
         music would be dreamier and Michael Gray would take Cicely in his arms and begin to dance. It had happened a hundred times
         before and would happen a hundred more. Or would it? thought Jessica, in sudden alarm. Would this be the last time? Would
         next week bring invasion – huddling in the concrete shelters built in the garden, hoping the makeshift tank traps, the barricades
         of old junk and the army of farmers bearing pitchforks, would repel the highly trained Wehrmacht?
      

      
      ‘Ah, there you are, darling.’ Cicely beamed, for all the world as if her daughter had been there all the time. But Jessica
         did not miss the conspiratorial wink her mother directed towards Vanessa. ‘He hasn’t arrived yet.’
      

      
      ‘Who, Mother?’ Jessica innocently enquired.

      
      ‘Johnnie Gale, the fighter pilot I told you about, darling,’ said Cicely exasperatedly. Nuances were always beyond her. ‘He’s
         got the DFC,’ she breathed.
      

      
      ‘Tell me when the inspection parade is, Mother, and I’ll dance in right on cue.’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, darling,’ said Cicely vaguely, and floated away in a waft of chiffon.

      
      Would the drizzle hold off? Would the Germans invade? The prospects were equally threatening to her mother, Jessica thought
         in despair, glancing after her retreating figure.
      

      
      ‘Here, Jessica,’ Vanessa caught her arm, ‘this is Don Field.’

      
      Field was a comfortable, middle-aged man with glasses who looked more like a benign grocer than an astute and successful song
         publisher. He listened silently to Vanessa’s chatter, but it was Jessica who held his attention to the point where her cousin lost interest
         and wandered off.
      

      
      ‘You’re the girl Ken Peters thought so highly of, aren’t you?’

      
      Two years disappeared in a flash as the horror of his ultimate rejection flooded back. ‘No,’ she said stiffly. ‘He didn’t
         think highly of me at all. My voice wasn’t good enough.’
      

      
      ‘It was good enough for him to sound me out on some songs for you,’ commented Field slowly. ‘I had my best song-writers working
         on it. Then it fell through. I was pretty annoyed. Why’d you back out?’
      

      
      ‘Back out – me?’ Her head began to swim.
      

      
      ‘Changed your mind, so he told me.’ Field eyed her keenly. ‘Not so, eh?’ he added as he saw her expression. ‘Ah, confirms
         what I thought.’ He paused, fingering his glass pensively. ‘Ken Peters is a friend of mine, and he’s a good man. But it’s
         a tough world, Miss Gray. I think you’ve got a powerful enemy out there.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not possible,’ she managed to say. ‘Apart from Mr Peters I don’t know anybody in the song world.’

      
      ‘Somebody knew you,’ he said flatly. ‘I heard a rumour – put two and two together. Band leaders are dependent on their bookings
         like anyone else, however popular. Radio, theatre bookings . . . Do you know who Bill Rolands is?’ Everyone knew who he was
         for he owned a chain of theatres and cinemas in London. ‘Rumour goes he stepped in and said he didn’t want you at any price.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ve never met Bill Rolands!’ she cried. What was all this? She didn’t know him. Then something seemed to hit her in
         the pit of her stomach. Her mother did. Her mother appeared exclusively in Rolands’ theatres. She pushed the sickening thought aside, hardly conscious of what Field
         was saying now, and with a muttered excuse, ran out of the room and round the corner of the house where no one could see her.
         She must think, think. Surely no one, let alone her mother, would do such a thing? How could Cicely hate her so much that she would wreck her whole
         career? Surely not even Cicely would have gone as far as that? She’d said that she didn’t want to see Jessica hurt, continually
         disappointed by a second-rate singing career now that she knew she had no hope of reaching the top. Could it be that Cicely herself had somehow prevented her from getting there? She tried to think calmly. In 1938, the year of Jessica’s
         big disappointment, her mother had appeared in Hearts and Diamonds, her last big role. Had she been determined to see that her daughter would never find the acclaim that afterwards slipped
         from Cicely herself? Jessica swallowed. Sick anger mingled with pity – for herself and for her mother. But could she do such a thing to her own daughter? Yes, she could, Jessica slowly decided.
      

      
      ‘Darling—’

      
      
      Jessica looked up and studied her mother dispassionately. She was still pretty with her baby blue eyes so innocent under the
         frizz of curls, still blonde but lacking the radiant youthful gleam of Vanessa’s.
      

      
      ‘You did it, didn’t you? Jessica said flatly.

      
      ‘What, darling?’

      
      ‘You put pressure on Ken Peters to turn me down for that job.’

      
      By the trapped look on her mother’s face, she knew she was right.

      
      ‘How could you?’ Jessica burst out, bewildered more than angry. ‘You knew how much it meant to me. Not only did you stop me
         getting the job, but you made him tell me my voice was no good.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ laughed Cicely shrilly. ‘You can’t sing, that’s all. Ken Peters told you so.’

      
      Jessica’s heart sank. She had hoped against hope that she’d been wrong. Now she knew.

      
      ‘How did you know that?’ she asked slowly. ‘I never told you what Ken Peters said in his letter to me.’

      
      ‘Well, if he didn’t want you, it must have meant that,’ Cicely came back weakly after a moment’s pause.

      
      Jessica said nothing, but the look on her face goaded Cicely into saying: ‘What if I did talk to him? I was right. That’s
         not a voice you’ve got, that’s just a husky drawl, a freak. Did you think you were going to be a singer with that? You’d be
         laughed off the stage.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t want me on the stage, rivalling you,’ said Jessica bluntly, chilled with horror.

      
      ‘How can you be so cruel?’ cried Cicely, tears beginning to pool in her blue eyes.

      
      ‘Cruel?’ echoed Jessica. ‘Mother, you don’t know what cruelty is. Two years, two years, you’ve let me believe I couldn’t sing. Two years when I could have been away from all this, singing to people.’
      

      
      Cicely’s furious face was almost ugly. ‘You? You haven’t the presence. You’re clumsy, ungainly—’

      
      ‘I’m your daughter,’ cut in Jessica unbelievingly. She had never seen this side of her mother. She had thought her merely
         silly. But now . . . ‘Don’t you have any feeling for me?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Cicely, summoning up her hurt look. ‘I have. I want you to be happily married. You’re too thin-skinned to go on
         the stage. I wanted to protect you. Oh, you don’t appreciate what I want for you.’ She flounced away, almost running.
      

      
      ‘And what about what I want?’ said Jessica quietly to her retreating back. She leaned her head against the old red brick of the house, trying to
         control the sense of bitterness, frustration and loss. Two years had gone by. It was useless to bemoan what was irreparable
         now. Yet how could she stay here after her mother’s betrayal? She must volunteer for the services, be a Land Girl, anything. But could she leave, with the county about to be invaded? She couldn’t abandon the school just like that. She had a duty
         to her pupils . . . There had to be something! An audition at the BBC? She must sing. Deep within her a tiny fanfare of music was swelling into a triumphant march of freedom. She wanted to shout, to sing, to
         dance away the anguish of the last two years. Most of all to sing. She was free at last.
      

      
      She heard the scream of the motor cars’ brakes first as they came to a halt outside the house, a Lagonda and a Bentley, each
         carrying perhaps half a dozen pilots. Then uniformed figures were climbing out, shouting to each other, marching in a phalanx
         towards the porch where she could hear her mother’s voice as, miraculously recovered, she stood beside Michael to greet the
         new arrivals.
      

      
      So, they were here. Well, she wasn’t going to stay. Not now. Her thoughts in turmoil, she ran back to the terrace and was descending
         the steps to make her way back home when Vanessa grabbed her arm.
      

      
      ‘Where do you think you’re off to?’ she said laughingly.

      
      ‘Let me go, Van,’ Jessica said wildly, pulling away. But Vanessa only held on the tighter.

      
      ‘Oh no, you don’t. What would Cicely say if I let you get away again?’

      
      Jessica wrenched her arm away. Impossible to explain. Impossible to leave. She gave up and allowed herself to be led on to
         the terrace. She looked round for someone to talk to, someone other than fighter pilots.
      

      
      ‘Miss Gray?’ a deep voice enquired behind her.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Jessica and Vanessa said in unison.

      
      Two amused eyes looked at them quizzically.

      
      ‘The terrible twins, eh? I was told I’d find one beautiful daughter, not two. Jessica?’ His grey eyes travelled hopefully
         towards Vanessa. Naturally, thought Jessica, unresentful and resigned.
      

      
      ‘I’m Vanessa Gray, the impoverished cousin,’ she laughed, her eyes lighting up as only they could when there was a handsome
         man around.
      

      
      ‘I’m Jessica,’ she offered, feeling suddenly all too conscious of her skinny arms and legs, and the shapeless mauve cotton
         frock, beside Vanessa’s blonde stylishness. She glared at the newcomer defiantly, looking at her mother’s choice for the first
         time. A shock vibrated through her. Dark hair, now that he had removed his hat, craggily handsome features, dark eyes . .
         . she didn’t take in any of these for what they were. For one fleeting second it flashed through her mind that this was much
         as young Lochinvar might have looked. Then he laughed, and the illusion vanished. He was no Lochinvar, just a cardboard cut-out
         from a musical. A Ruritanian all-singing, all-dancing hero!
      

      
      ‘Stupid of me,’ he said easily. ‘I see the resemblance to the lovely Bubbles Gray now.’

      
      
      Idiot! she thought scathingly. Nobody could really identify her as Cicely’s daughter; she looked more like her father and
         had inherited his awkwardness, if not his height. Vanessa was the daughter Bubbles should have had.
      

      
      ‘John Gale at your service, ladies – and this is Graham Macintosh,’ carelessly indicating a nervous-looking thin dark man
         who had just joined them.
      

      
      ‘How do you do, Johnnie?’ smiled Vanessa, wasting no time on non-commissioned officers like Graham. She knew her uniforms,
         and turned her charm full on John. But even her propinquity seemed to bowl Graham over. Indeed, in her square-shouldered,
         cream-coloured cotton dress, with a scarlet belt adding a splash of colour, she looked stunning. Only Jessica knew that the
         belt had come from a rummage sale, the material for the dress from an old sheet. Vanessa had a knack with these things, something
         Jessica sadly lacked.
      

      
      ‘I’m so glad you’ve met Johnnie, darling.’ Cicely came up to them, beaming. Not a sign on her face that anything untoward
         had happened, marvelled Jessica. She sometimes wondered whether anything registered for long with her mother. Cicely looked
         knowingly from one to the other. ‘Why don’t you two run along and dance?’ she suggested archly.
      

      
      Jessica writhed in embarrassment. It was too much – as though she were some piece of merchandise to be disposed of. She noted
         the momentary flash of disappointment on John’s face as he glanced at Vanessa.
      

      
      ‘I was just about to do that, Bubbles,’ he replied gallantly. ‘Now I’m torn between the three of you. Jessica?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to dance,’ she replied violently, her voice sounding too loud and ungracious even in her own ears. They all
         seemed ranged against her – her mother, her father, now this fighter pilot, even Vanessa seemed an enemy. She saw the astonishment
         on John’s face, opened her mouth to explain and could not. Caught between them, an exhibit on display, she turned and walked
         quickly across the lawn, shoving her hands deep inside the patch pockets of her dress, striving to contain her feelings lest
         she shout out to the world what her mother had done.
      

      
      Even her home seemed to stifle her this evening, its lingering smell of dried hops cloying in her nostrils. She went through
         to the back door of the oast, out on to the small paved area she had created, and sat down on the bench. The sun was setting
         now, heralding another week. What would it bring? And how suddenly immaterial it seemed compared with the turmoil raging within
         her. Yet mixed with her rage was that spark of triumph. It hadn’t been true what Ken Peters told her: her voice was good. It must have been, if he had taken the trouble to commission songs for her. There might still be a future ahead of
         her. Perhaps it wasn’t too late.
      

      
      
      Then she remembered. Britain was at war. Who knew what would happen in the next weeks? If the Germans invaded she’d be lucky
         if she could keep this house, and she would have to stay a teacher. No singing then, in concerts or anywhere else. If the
         war continued, they might call women up. At least that would bring escape of a kind. But still within her was that glimmer
         of happiness: she could sing. Not just in local concerts, or to friends, or herself, but to everyone. Her voice could reach
         out to people’s hearts if only she could find the way.
      

      
      ‘Jessica?’

      
      She started, and turned to see Flying Officer John Gale lolling against the doorpost.

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’ she said belligerently.

      
      ‘I’m sorry – the door was open so I came through.’ He smiled, the friendly expression lighting up his eyes, she noted for
         some reason.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ The monosyllable was abrupt, ungracious, but she did not care.

      
      ‘I—’ John hesitated. With the Vanessas of this world, he was very much at home, but not with this odd girl Jessica. ‘I suppose
         I’m not used to being turned down,’ he replied truthfully.
      

      
      She looked hard at him, this intruder from her mother’s world, her mother’s choice, and tried to be fair. It wasn’t his fault
         she’d mentally cast him as the Student Prince. She had a sudden vision of his carolling the famous Drinking Song. ‘It wasn’t
         your fault,’ she said at last. ‘I was—’
      

      
      ‘In the middle of a row with your mother, by the look of it,’ he interrupted cheerfully.

      
      ‘How did you know?’ she asked, amazed.

      
      He shrugged. ‘When she arrived, there was an atmosphere I wouldn’t have cared to have flown my Spit through.’ He didn’t say
         that he recognised of old the signs of family feuding, the hurt desperation on Jessica’s face, the bland smugness on Bubbles’.
         Parents were all the same, famous West End stars or country vicars.
      

      
      She gave a reluctant grin, and then laughed, rather to her own surprise.

      
      ‘Why don’t you come back now and make it up to me?’

      
      ‘No, I—’ She cast round for an excuse. There was no way she was walking back into that. ‘I have to feed Astaire.’
      

      
      ‘Who?’ he asked, startled, then followed the direction of her eyes.

      
      In a large roomy cage in one corner of the paved area there were two birds.

      
      ‘Good Lord,’ he said, astonished. ‘Who are those little fellows?’

      
      ‘They’re permanent guests,’ she said defensively. She didn’t want to have to discuss her home or herself with this emissary
         of her mother’s. But he was looking at her expectantly. She had to say something. ‘Both of them have broken wings that will
         never heal well enough for them to fly again. I sort of acquired them.’
      

      
      
      ‘You sound like the Artful Dodger,’ commented John. ‘What are they?’

      
      ‘Astaire’s a wagtail and Lind’s a nightingale.’

      
      ‘Nightingale? Like the ones that sing in Berkeley Square?’

      
      She glanced at him, sprawled on the garden seat. ‘Something like that.’ Inside her the tune welled up, catching her in its
         toils, as across the gardens, faintly in the distance, the gramophone began to play.
      

      
      ‘There you are, you see,’ he teased. ‘They’re playing our song.’

   




      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘What’s new, Gerry?’

      
      Flying Officer the Honourable Gerald Rhodes was deep in the South East Gazette. Literally, for he was reclining in a deck chair, apparently peacefully sleeping, with it spread over his face.
      

      
      ‘The Pink Knicker thief is at it again. Maidstone’s Phantom Clothesline Raider,’ he intoned gravely, the newspaper rising
         and falling with his words.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it’s Göring,’ commented John Gale, sprawling on the steps at his side.

      
      ‘More likely you on the scrounge for one of your girlfriends, dear boy. Making good the damage.’

      
      ‘Scoreboard’s even now.’ John pointed lazily to the chalked figures on the blackboard that kept tallies of kills on the ground
         as well as in the air.
      

      
      ‘Three cows killed in a hit and run raid,’ intoned Gerry gravely, ignoring this riposte.

      
      ‘Throwing everything they’ve got into the battle now.’

      
      Outwardly the scene was peaceful – twelve men apparently lazing. In fact every nerve was tensed, every heart beating in anticipation,
         ever since the tannoy had called them to thirty minutes’ readiness. Ten to one it was a false alarm again. Always waiting,
         waiting for Goring to make a move, but nothing of consequence to mix with yet. Attacks in the Channel, the odd sneak raids
         over Kent, Lenham Chapel destroyed, a bomb last week at Bekesbourne, a few more bombs over Canterbury. England was finished,
         the raiders would report.
      

      
      Only they knew differently. In 11 Group, defending South-East England, squadrons like theirs from Kenley, Croydon, Biggin
         Hill, Tangmere and their satellites, scenes like this were enacted daily; men sat around at Dispersal, smoke haze everywhere,
         the gramophones everlastingly churning out the same songs, often in makeshift airfields.
      

      
      There was no sign yet of the awaited invasion. But they were waiting . . . waiting . . .

      
      The harsh ringing of the telephone split the silence.

      
      ‘Scramble, chaps.’

      
      Flying Officer John Gale, DFC, section leader, was first out of the door, running towards Spit L-Lion, his Spit, Mae West on, closely followed by the other eleven. Greet the ground crew, strap in, straps and parachute harness, check
         the trim and flaps, signal to the mechanics, ‘Contact!’ and the comforting exhilarating sound of the Merlin engine would roar
         into his ears, chocks away – it was all routine now, but still the familiar flare of excitement would ignite in the pit of
         his stomach as she lifted into the blue. Any aeroplane, any place, but above all the Spitfire. They’d only had them a few
         weeks, but already he knew there was no other aircraft for him.
      

      
      He’d flown Hawker Furies in his first squadron, a sprog pilot who’d joined the RAF with many of his contemporaries from Oxford
         in the autumn of 1938 in protest against the misguided pacifism of Munich. A few years earlier, their predecessors at Oxford
         had voted in the famous debate that in no circumstances would they fight for King and Country. King and Country? That was
         a concept he had doubts about. But he had no doubts about freedom. No doubts about the rights of Poles and Czechs to their
         own land. No doubts that the same fate might befall Britain. He intended to be ready for it.
      

      
      But when war came, his squadron was kept in Scotland, while many of those he’d trained with flew to France to be sitting ducks
         when they flew reconnaissance missions throughout the ‘Bore’ War, and to be decimated when Blitzkrieg came in May. Jacob Adams, who took a first in Classics, Pat Marwick, rowing blue, and Quentin – no, he couldn’t think of
         Quentin, even now. John had pestered, cajoled and generally made a nuisance of himself, but his squadron was kept firmly in
         Scotland which up to the outbreak of Blitzkrieg had been thought to be Hitler’s first objective. When the war office finally conceded they were wrong, John Gale’s squadron,
         now flying Hurricanes, was posted south – just in time for Dunkirk.
      

      
      He’d won the DFC at Dunkirk, despite the Army saying that the RAF was nowhere to be seen. He knew all too well it was; he,
         and scores of others, fighting the Hun like blazes, too far inland, too high for the soldiers on the beaches below to see,
         too high for anything save concentrating on who was on your tail, trying to see all around you and watch the horizon as well.
         He’d been lucky in his blooding. Mickie Wilson, his section leader, had protected him – otherwise he’d have been a goner.
         He’d gone on to win a gong and Mickie Wilson, veteran of the Battle of France, had been shot down on his next sortie. That
         was less than six weeks ago, yet already it seemed ancient history. It had changed him, though. He’d come down from the North
         confident and ready to blow the Hun out of the sky. Now there was a small residue of doubt. What if they didn’t succeed? But
         they must not think that way. And so they drank at nights, they womanised, they danced, they slept, and the next day they’d
         be at dawn readiness – waiting for it to begin all over again. Perhaps this was it today; the beginning of Armageddon.
      

      
      His Spit bumped over the grass, taking off into the air like the lady she was. This was the only woman he wanted, all grace,
         all light, all charm, responding intuitively to his touch, moving with him. Up here he could forget the Vanessas of this world.
         On the ground they were necessary, but up here, in the skies, it was different. For some reason the image of that odd girl
         Jessica came into his mind. Funny her bird being a wagtail when that was the squadron call-sign. Lucky omen perhaps. He was
         glad he’d invited her to the dance now. Though she didn’t like him much – which only intrigued him. Girls normally did like
         him. But she couldn’t dance – no rhythm. Too awkward. Not like his Spit.
      

      
      ‘Come on, my beauty, love me,’ he whispered, exhilarated, as she rose high into the sky, his Red Section on the CO’s left
         wing. Graham Macintosh was behind him, the newcomer Maxwell tucked in between them. He’d be all right. Newcomers had to be
         protected. They’d be needing them . . .
      

      
      Below them the cliffs of Dover, grey rather than white today, beyond them the Channel, blue-grey and evil-looking, as the
         flight soared to meet whatever was in store for them on this patrol. Thirty plus bandits, control was saying. Plenty of yellow-nosed
         109s probably, guarding the bombers. Spitfires could dart around the bombers like fireflies, but the 109s were a match for
         them. He remembered what his uncle, a First World War pilot, had told him: the pilot that sees furthest lives longest. You
         became attuned to seeing them in the distance that split fraction of a second before they saw you; those that didn’t learn
         that, died.
      

      
      ‘This is Wagtail Red Leader. Tally ho! Snappers two o’clock above! Here we go, chaps.’

      
      ‘Roger Red Leader,’ Graham acknowledged, Maxwell after him. Then they were climbing before the 109s could swoop. That was
         their strength, the one thing a Spit could not excel in. Dive. Not a moment too soon. Then the noise, the confusion, the smoke,
         the Brownings in action – all the time trying to keep an eye on Maxwell. The rattle and thud of hits scored hardly registered;
         he was too busy to worry about what damage they might be doing. Just keep flying, keep turning, my beauty, my love. Blue Leader
         had scored a kill judging by that spiralling black plume of smoke. Where was Maxwell – where? He took a second too long to
         look, disregarded his tail and only keen-eyed Macintosh swooping in behind the bandit with all Brownings blazing saved his
         bacon.
      

      
      They landed within two minutes of each other. ‘Thanks, Mac,’ John said nonchalantly. ‘I owe you a pint.’

      
      But it would have to wait. Flight Sergeant Graham Macintosh was non-commissioned. They didn’t share the same mess. Only the same danger.
      

      
      ‘Blast,’ muttered Jessica as she dropped the pile of books on the floor and bent down to pick them up.

      
      ‘Here, let me.’ A bony hand stretched down. Tom Ackroyd was firmly pushing her out of the way and picking them up as though
         to demonstrate that his game leg might keep him out of the Army, but it didn’t make him entirely helpless.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Tom. Why you should have to suffer for my clumsiness, I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Brickie,’ he said, grinning at her.

      
      She threw an exercise book at him.

      
      ‘Ow,’ he said, ‘that hurt.’

      
      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘That’ll teach you to taunt me.’

      
      ‘The privilege of having grown up with you.’

      
      ‘You didn’t exactly grow up with me,’ she pointed out. ‘You were eight when I was born.’

      
      ‘That’s why I’m headmaster and you’re my subservient menial.’

      
      She laughed, somewhat to his relief. He’d thought his joke had gone too far. He was the only person who knew how she had felt
         about what had happened two years ago, and realised that however good a teacher of children she might be, it was not her real
         vocation.
      

      
      ‘Tom,’ she said, more seriously, ‘something happened. I want to join up. Do you mind? Could you get a replacement over the
         school holidays?’
      

      
      He looked at her closely. ‘I knew something was wrong. Yes, Jessica, I would mind. You’re a good teacher, and you’re needed
         here, especially now most of the men have been called up. There’s going to be a future whatever the outcome of the war and
         the children are it. There’s no spare teachers worth their salt in Kent at the moment. Tell me what’s wrong.’
      

      
      She paused. ‘I’ve got to get away, Tom.’ She ran her fingers through her curls so that they were even more on end than usual.
         ‘I’m all fenced in. I’ve got to sing. If I joined up . . .’
      

      
      ‘Don’t do anything in a hurry, Jessica,’ he said quietly. ‘After the holidays—’ He stopped. There was no need to say anything
         more. After the holidays the school could be controlled by the Germans.
      

      
      ‘I can’t wait that long. Even if there’s hop-picking to look forward to,’ she tried to joke. ‘So please try to get someone.’

      
      ‘If life at home’s difficult,’ he said lightly, guessing, ‘you could always marry me.’ He fiddled with the exercise books.

      
      What on earth did she say to that? Tom had been an undemanding friend, then boyfriend, then tentatively aspiring lover. Her
         mother couldn’t stand him, which did more for him in Jessica’s eyes than anything else before she learned to appreciate his worth. Now twenty-eight, he was tall, lean and academic-looking, with a
         humorous twist to his mouth, that suggested he took life easily. Only Jessica knew how hard his rejection from enlisting in
         the Army had hit him. Now he took his local defence volunteer duties half seriously, half mockingly, referring to himself
         as ‘Pitchfork Percy’. She owed so much to him – including her job.
      

      
      ‘That’s not the answer,’ she said quietly. ‘You do understand, Tom? I would if I could.’

      
      He did understand. Better than Jessica herself. Picking up the books without a word, he left her.

      
      ‘Damn,’ she said again under her breath. ‘Damn everything.’ She hated hurting Tom. It was like punching a defenceless teddy bear. He wasn’t like John Gale. She’d been as offputting,
         even rude, as she could to him, but still she hadn’t managed to get past that smiling armour of charm. Her mother had picked
         a good one this time, she’d say that for her. So much so that she’d been left with no excuse for refusing when he invited
         her to the mess dance this Saturday. Afterwards she’d fumed at her stupidity but now found the prospect exciting, for an idea
         was beginning to form in her mind. There’d be a band there, John had said. A station band.
      

      
      The next day she was regretting it once again. Whyever had she said she’d go? she berated herself, tugging a comb almost viciously
         through her curls. Ten to one the band would be useless. Only the thought that it would get her away from Frittingbourne stopped
         her from backing out. She couldn’t endure her mother’s constant visits to the oasthouse as if to assure herself that nothing
         at all had happened between them.
      

      
      ‘I look like a pile of mince,’ she sighed, frowning into the mirror.

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ said Vanessa valiantly, trying a pink ribbon round Jessica’s hair. ‘There,’ she said encouragingly.

      
      ‘Now I look like mince with a ribbon round it.’

      
      ‘You look very nice,’ said Vanessa firmly, and indeed Jessica didn’t look too bad, after she’d been persuaded not to wear
         the bright green dress but the brown which highlighted her dark copper-coloured hair. ‘Here, put some of my lipstick on.’
         There was a short silence.
      

      
      ‘Grimaldi?’ ventured Jessica, gazing fascinated into the mirror at the result.

      
      ‘Now, Jessie, you look splendid. Let’s just add something – this sash to match the ribbon. Perfect.’

      
      ‘But not like you.’ No one looking at Vanessa’s figure-hugging red lace dress with its swirling skirt would ever guess it
         was made out of dyed old net curtains. Occasionally she was envious of Vanessa’s flaunting beauty. No one was ever going to
         call Jessica beautiful or even pretty for all her heart-shaped face and lively eyes.
      

      
      
      The mess dance was being held in Kippen Hall, the home of Lady Manton, which had been requisitioned firstly for the Royal
         East Kent Regiment and then, with the invasion threat, by West Forstling airfield for its headquarters and officers’ mess.
      

      
      Vanessa drove Michael’s old Packard. He would not let them near the new Rover. Driving with Vanessa was an unnerving experience.
         She was all too apt to take her hands off the wheel and her eyes off the road while she described a particularly attractive
         man, and at night with the blackout and masked headlights, country lanes assumed terrifying proportions even at the low speed
         all civilians had adopted to conserve petrol. Fortunately there was still just light enough to see. A near collision at the
         gates with a motor car full of nurses from the nearby hospital sobered Vanessa and she drove up the drive in sedate style
         for her, even avoiding the large fishpond which was inconsiderately placed at the top. Not a chink of light from the blacked-out
         windows betrayed what was going on behind; only the sound of a band playing and the hum of voices betrayed the festivities
         within. But the door was flung open with a fine disregard for the blackout restrictions as they ran up the steps.
      

      
      I’ll be nice to him, Jessica decided, feeling suddenly in a party mood. It’s not his fault my mother fastened on him, after
         all.
      

      
      Inside, she blinked. The ballroom, once Lady Manton’s drawing room, was cleared of furniture for the occasion, rugs rolled
         back, and at the far end a rostrum erected for the musicians. Not that she could see that far for the dim light and mass of
         bodies. She craned her neck to assess the band. Small. Five-piece only. But she could barely hear the music for the racket
         going on. A haze of smoke hung over the room, clouding even this entrance. A few couples were pirouetting on the terrace in
         the fading light. Exactly like an Astaire and Rogers film, Jessica decided, ‘Dancing Cheek to Cheek’ running through her mind.
      

      
      ‘He-llo,’ drawled a tall, languid officer, sporting a monocle and a fine moustache. ‘Girlies, I do believe. New birds, lovelies
         too. It’s Gerry’s night tonight.’
      

      
      ‘This I don’t believe,’ muttered Jessica, brought down to earth. ‘Is this really happening?’ But Vanessa seemed to notice
         nothing funny. She took off her jacket, her body arching sensuously as she did so.
      

      
      ‘Not so, Gerry. My guest.’ John Gale, glass in hand, firmly pushed him aside.

      
      ‘Come now, you don’t need ’em both, dear fellow – or do you?’ drawled Gerry plaintively, emptying his beer mug at a gulp.

      
      John cast him a furious look. ‘Ah,’ said Gerry thoughtfully, interpreting the look, and detaching himself from the balustrade
         supporting him, lurched back into the dancing room.
      

      
      Jessica took half a pace towards John to greet him, but before she could speak he had taken Vanessa’s hand. God, she was looking even better than he remembered, John thought hazily. He had already
         had several drinks. What a figure. All he could register were those eyes and those . . .’
      

      
      ‘Vanessa, my lovely, and—’ he looked round vaguely, ‘—Jessica. You came.’ The smile flashed. ‘Good of you. Enjoy yourself.’
         He waved a vague hand in the direction of the dance floor and focussed again on Vanessa, putting his arm round her waist and
         sweeping her off.
      

      
      Jessica was left standing alone, at first stunned then furious with herself. She might have known it. He was just another
         of her mother’s protégés, that was all. Another damned fighter pilot. What on earth was she doing here like a wilting wallflower?
         She could have been in the oasthouse singing, playing the piano, reading, even listening to the wireless. Or out with Tom.
         A thousand things, instead of standing like a damned fool in the middle of a scene from a propaganda war film.
      

      
      That was that for John Gale, plan or no plan.

      
      ‘Handsome couple, aren’t they?’ Graham Macintosh was standing by her side, and she saw his eyes fixed on Vanessa as she whirled
         round in John Gale’s arms, like a red flame in her bright dress. As he cupped his hands to light his cigarette, she noticed
         they trembled slightly.
      

      
      ‘Couple?’ she echoed, still annoyed.

      
      ‘Of course, Johnnie doesn’t really need someone like Vanessa, but I—’

      
      ‘Come on. We can dance, too,’ cut in Jessica firmly.

      
      He flushed. ‘I can’t, I’m afraid,’ he said awkwardly. ‘It’s officers’ mess dance and I’m not commissioned. I’m only here to
         deliver a message to the CO.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re a pilot, too,’ she said, amazed.

      
      He grinned. ‘Makes no difference. Anyway, I’d rather be in the sergeants’ mess than with this lot.’ With an expression of
         distaste he watched Gerry stumble by.
      

      
      ‘Well, if we can’t dance, you can tell me about the band,’ said Jessica determinedly. To hell with John Gale! She’d been wrong
         about another thing too – the band wasn’t useless. Far from it. ‘Is it a station band? Do they have to be officers to be in
         it?’
      

      
      Graham laughed. ‘Good lord, no! Officers wouldn’t demean themselves by playing in a band. They’re airmen. Pre-war professionals
         of a sort. The trumpet player is the best, Art Simmonds. He’s the keen one; he and the saxophonist are cooks, the other three
         mechanics. It’s a real mixture but it works.’
      

      
      ‘Do they have a singer?’ she asked eagerly.

      
      ‘I’ve never heard one. They play for the dances here, in between their other duties.’

      
      ‘Do you think I could sing with them?’

      
      ‘You?’ His amazement was obvious. ‘Well, I—’

      
      
      ‘Could you introduce me?’

      
      He looked uneasy. ‘I think you’d better have a word with John – he’s responsible for the entertainments side. It might have
         to go to the CO – he’s keen on the band, though. If you were a WAAF it would be different, but—’ He broke off with relief. He was getting out of his depth. ‘Here,’ he said, catching a passing
         sleeve, ‘let me introduce you to Pilot Officer Cartwright.
      

      
      She began to relax and even enjoy the evening, despite the band’s increasing volume and the flowing beer. She found herself
         clamped to one uniform jacket after another, whirled into dance after dance until the heat began to overwhelm her. Murmuring
         an excuse, she found her way on to the terrace.
      

      
      She looked at the tranquil sky and it seemed impossible that across the Channel invasion forces were building up, that such
         a peaceful night might be shattered by the instruments of war. Yet for what other reason were all these young men here, but
         to face that challenge? The John Gales of this world might be cut down one by one, just as in the battle for France. Tom had
         told her about his brother, a Hurricane pilot, who when Blitzkrieg had been unleashed across Belgium and France had been one of the handful of fighter pilots left there to battle against the
         Luftwaffe, with pitifully uneven odds. Now he lay in hospital, blinded, burned, and with little future ahead.
      

      
      Inside the hall the noise of the band grew ever louder as if to drown the dogs of war. ‘Care to dance, sweetheart?’ A pair
         of hands grasped her round the waist from behind.
      

      
      She pushed them off indignantly and turned to find the tall, pretentious Gerry who’d greeted them on their arrival, now several
         degrees drunker. He did not wait to go back to the dance floor, but seized her in his arms so close she could scarcely breathe,
         his beery breath steaming over her, his hands moving slowly down well below her waist. She dug him sharply in the ribs with
         her elbow, so that he backed off with a surprised yelp of pain, then as he reached for her again, she slapped his face hard.
      

      
      ‘Having fun, Jessica?’ enquired John Gale, arriving just as Gerry lurched forward once more, and pushing him away with one
         hand.
      

      
      ‘Tremendous fun, thank you,’ she replied sweetly.

      
      ‘Your mount, eh, Johnnie?’ asked Gerry.

      
      ‘You’re drunk, Gerry,’ said John amiably.

      
      ‘Yes,’ he agreed and lurched off. A few moments later she could see him whirling Vanessa round the floor.

      
      ‘All right, Jessica?’

      
      ‘Of course I am,’ she replied, nettled. ‘I’m hardly a damsel in distress.’ Then she remembered that he was in charge of entertainments.
         She swallowed her pride. ‘John, I wanted to ask you about the band.’
      

      
      
      ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘Come and dance with me.’

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘They’re playing our song.’

      
      Charmer, she thought crossly. ‘Look, the band—’

      
      ‘How’s old Lind doing?’ But he seemed as little interested in Lind’s welfare as in the band, for he bent his head over hers,
         humming in her ear and singing softly. Part of her told herself that he had barely remembered her when she arrived, that this
         was just charm. But the other half began to move in step with him. She could talk about the band later. For the first time
         she was not falling over her partner’s feet but lost in the dance, the music, and the sudden stabbing enchantment of a July
         night.
      

      
      ‘Do you like Ginger Rogers?’ he asked prosaically, breaking the silence.

      
      She raised her head. ‘Yes, but—’

      
      ‘Good. “Euphelia serves to grace my measure, but Chloe is my real flame”, as the poet says. For Chloe read Ginger. She’s on
         at the Granada next week with James Stewart, Vivacious Lady together with Ray Milland in Untamed. We’ll go.’
      

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘Can you think of one good reason to refuse me?’

      
      ‘No, but—’

      
      ‘Do you ever say anything else but but?’

      
      ‘Occasionally I say yes,’ she replied gravely. Inside she was leaping with excitement. It would be one way of talking to him
         alone. Then she’d ask him.
      

      
      It was an uneventful patrol. Constant showers and cloud were keeping the numbers of raiders down at the moment. By 18th July,
         the expected onslaught on mainland Britain still had not begun, but battle raged over the Channel. The Spitfire droned on
         in a grey sky. John Gale could hardly see his number two, let alone the rest of the flight.
      

      
      Tomorrow he’d said he would take Jessica Gray to the pictures. Whatever had made him offer? Not just because Bubbles had been
         pushing, that was for sure. Pique because Vanessa had turned him down, he supposed. But there was something about the girl
         . . . Why was she so prickly? He’d enjoyed the game of getting her to go out with him. He knew she would in the end. Obviously
         a virgin though, so no joy there. Still, he wouldn’t mind seeing more of Frittingbourne Manor. There must be a few pennies
         around there. It was a way of life that fascinated him, odd really when he felt this overpowering need always to help the
         underdog – the NCOs, Poland come to that. Now Britain herself. He wondered if that was what intrigued him about Jessica, that
         hunted look of desperation he’d seen on her face, which had made him remember his own family struggles. Though Frittingbourne
         Manor was a far cry from the vicarage, that was for sure. He wondered what his mother would make of Jessica.
      

      
      He thought of her in the huge flat-stoned kitchen of the vicarage, trying for the umpteenth time to get the range lit while
         Dad wrote his blessed endless sermons up in the study. He couldn’t have had better parents, but theirs wasn’t the life for
         him. They wanted nothing more than for him to follow them into their church, waited patiently and in vain for him to receive
         the call. He hadn’t. Then the rows had started, rows in which he ended up the victor by logic, but the moral loser. Parents
         – what they wanted for you and what you wanted were rarely the same. But once he’d got to Oxford that was the end of it. There
         were more religions to choose from than he’d ever heard of, and so far he’d chosen none. He had more immediate concerns.
      

      
      He grimaced. He’d let Vanessa stew in her own juice for a few days.

      
      Jessica dashed through the shower towards her oasthouse home. Thank heavens tea was over! She’d had to force herself to go
         to the Manor after the scene with her mother. She had to go on living here, for the moment at least, so for her father’s sake
         she must struggle to put the fact of her mother’s treachery to the back of her mind. Not to be forgotten, but to be mulled
         over until the chance of a reckoning appeared. But this knowledge hadn’t made tea-time at the Manor any easier.
      

      
      With another stab of irritation she thought over what had happened last Sunday, after the dance. She had said nothing about
         it, nothing about John Gale. Then Vanessa had swept in, effusively kissing Michael and Cicely and plumping herself down on
         the cushions.
      

      
      ‘I’m all in today, after last night, aren’t you, Jess?’

      
      ‘Last night?’ enquired Michael. ‘Late night oasthouse session, was it?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Jessica instantly, simultaneously with Vanessa’s: ‘No. Didn’t she tell you? You are a secretive old boots, Jess.
         We went to the squadron dance.’
      

      
      ‘How sweet of you to take Brickie along, Vanessa,’ Cicely beamed.

      
      ‘I don’t know what Johnnie Gale would have said if I’d left her behind. He invited her, after all.’

      
      ‘What?’ Cicely’s look of amazement was instantly replaced with sugary charm. ‘Oh, Brickie darling. I just knew you two were
         meant for each other.’
      

      
      ‘We’re not meant for each other, Mother,’ Jessica replied steadily. ‘He needed extra girls for the dance, that’s all.’

      
      ‘But you made an impression all right,’ Vanessa said archly, oblivious to Jessica’s glares. ‘He’s asked you out.’

      
      ‘Really, darling?’ Cicely breathed.

      
      Jessica stood up, fighting for patience when she saw the cock-a-hoop look on her mother’s face. How on earth had Vanessa known? ‘Yes, really,’ she replied. ‘I must have been drunk at the time
         to agree.’ It wasn’t a particularly convincing exit line, she realised from the look of triumph on her mother’s face.
      

      
      Perhaps she’d been wrong to accept John Gale’s invitation, however strong her reasons. He might be good-looking and fun to
         be with, and he was the way of approaching the band, but he was part of her mother’s entourage, she reminded herself firmly.
         But somehow that didn’t seem so important now. People were people, weren’t they? It wasn’t his fault Cicely had picked on
         him. She wondered if John were up there even now in the clouds, waiting for the Luftwaffe. Or would they be stood down because
         of the weather? Only drizzle and grey skies for the last few days. Still, that meant the Luftwaffe were as hampered as the
         RAF. It was tomorrow she was going to the pictures with John, provided the squadron was released in time. A sudden jab of
         excitement. Let it rain, rain, rain, and then they would be stood down by afternoon perhaps.
      

      
      Jessica was glowing with hope, alive inside as she had not been for two years. The excitement grew and now her thoughts tumbled
         over themselves. Songs filled her head, colouring the days with the glory of her secret music. If, when, she persuaded John to let her sing with the band – being an officer they’d have to listen to him – she might become known
         for her singing. They were professionals, they’d have contacts, they might play at other stations, maybe broadcast like Bert
         Ambrose’s band, and Lew Stone’s. And Ken Peters’ . . . Even that thought had no power to hurt. Her mind ran wild over the
         possibilities, then returned to John Gale. Some turnaround, she laughed to herself, from swearing she’d never go out with
         a fighter pilot! Even if it was just a means to an end. Would he kiss her? Would she mind? A thrill of excitement caught her.
         She wouldn’t mind at all. The thought of being in John Gale’s arms made her feel alive, as though her senses were on tiptoe.
      

      
      When she left the dance on Saturday night, he had brushed her cheek with his lips and just for a moment the thought of Lochinvar
         returned to her. And this time did not vanish.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      There was a sudden lull in the conversation, then a back was ostentatiously turned. Other backs followed suit. John Gale strode
         up to the mess bar. ‘Two pints, Charlie.’ He stuck out his chin aggressively. ‘Have one, Seb?’
      

      
      ‘Not thirsty, old man.’ Pilot Officer Seb Cartwright, stocky, determined and red-headed, didn’t turn round, merely took another
         gulp of his pint, draining it to the bottom of the glass.
      

      
      ‘Gerry?’

      
      ‘My dear fellow, mustn’t interrupt your twosome, eh?’

      
      Graham Macintosh flushed. ‘I’d better go, Johnnie.’

      
      ‘My guests don’t go, Mac,’ said John broadly. ‘They stay.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ muttered Graham, as ill at ease as any of the twenty or so commissioned pilots gathered in the officers’ mess
         at Kippen Hall. In theory any guests were welcome; in practice it was different. Graham would much rather have been in the
         convivial sergeants’ mess where there was none of this protocol, but Johnnie had got this bee in his bonnet. He was a strange
         chap. Mac had set him down as yet another university twit-type when he first met him at Initial Training, with his overt good
         looks, his confident almost arrogant walk, his at times affected drawl, and scarf worn ostentatiously long. But there was
         more to him than that. He was a good section leader, with no disputes as to his ability as a pilot or his bravery in the air,
         and he had an easy authority that made him popular with everyone from the CO down to the erks. But he was almost too popular with the erks. It wasn’t that they didn’t respect him, they did; but he made almost a point of singling them out
         and chatting with them, and it was making the other chaps wary of him. Graham sometimes thought he was more of a symbol to
         Johnnie than a mate. Not that one could be too matey with an officer. He’d been all ready to drop out after training when
         Johnnie went to officers’ training school. But Johnnie would have none of it.
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe you’ve been introduced to Flight Sergeant Macintosh,’ John buttonholed Roddy Maxwell. A newcomer was easy
         game. The youngster was unable to deny his section leader, but glanced uneasily at the turned backs.
      

      
      
      ‘No, sir. Thank you, sir. How do you do, Macintosh?’

      
      ‘Good hunting today, Gerry. Congratulations.’ John raised his voice.

      
      Even Gerry could not ignore a second summons.

      
      ‘You call that good?’ he drawled. ‘Jesus, have you got low standards! The sergeant here can knock spots off anything I can
         do, I’m sure.’
      

      
      Graham grinned awkwardly. He had indeed more victories to his credit than any of them – and a DFM to show for it.

      
      Retribution for John arrived swiftly in the morning with a summons to the CO.

      
      ‘Flying Officer Gale, sir.’

      
      Squadron Leader Bill Walding did not look up from his desk, but continued writing. Let the fellow stew.

      
      ‘All right,’ he barked eventually. ‘Sit down, Gale. I hear you’ve been at your bloody commie games again. Been entertaining
         sergeants in the officers’ mess.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing in the regulations against it, sir,’ John replied woodenly. ‘He was my guest.’

      
      ‘Nothing in the regulations says I can’t demote you to the sergeants’ mess where you seem to want to be. I won’t have my officers’
         mess used as a testing ground for your commie theories. Understand?’
      

      
      ‘Macintosh saved my life, sir. I owed him a drink.’

      
      ‘Then you owe him more than putting him through that.’

      
      ‘Can you give me a reason, sir? I don’t see what’s communist merely—’

      
      ‘Yes, I bloody well can.’ The CO went red in the face, then calmed down. ‘Look, John, the big show’s coming any minute now.’
         He went to the window and looked out over the field where fifteen Spitfires were lined up facing towards the Channel. ‘Why
         do you think the Führer is keeping so quiet, eh?’
      

      
      ‘He may be deciding to go for the Eastern Front. I think he’ll go for Russia one of these days for all—’

      
      The CO snorted. ‘Come on, John. Would you leave a hornet to sting your arse the moment your back’s turned?’

      
      ‘Perhaps he’s trying to negotiate peace, sir.’

      
      ‘He’s building up his forces over there,’ the CO said decisively, staring out over the field. ‘You know the tales they’re
         bringing back from recce. More and more craft in every port from Le Havre round to Rotterdam. But before they can set sail,
         he has to put us out of action. My guess is he’s trying to lure us out over the Channel now so that he can pick us off one
         by one. And when that fails and when he’s settled into his new airfields and so on, then he’ll hurl everything he’s got at
         us over here. Bombers, fighters, the lot. You won’t see the sun for little black dots flying out of it, every one hell bent
         on knocking us out of the skies.’ He swung round. ‘Understand?’
      

      
      ‘Yessir, but—’

      
      
      ‘But nothing,’ he interrupted. ‘You’re not going to upset any apple carts with your pseudo-intellectual Oxford clap-trap.
         I want my officers working together, not at each other’s throats in the mess each night. It’s up to you, Gale. Any more difficulties
         like last night’s and I’ll have your rank braid off quicker than a barmaid’s knickers and post you to a training unit. That
         what you want?’
      

      
      John Gale went white. ‘No sir.’ Posted away from the action? Away from 11 Group? Now, when every nerve was tingling, tensed
         for what was coming? This was something he had to be part of, even if only to stop that irrational guilt inside him at leaving
         his father’s world behind. And if that meant kow-towing to a lot of outdated class divisions, that’s the way it had to be.
      

      
      Jessica fidgeted impatiently while the children packed their satchels, found their gas masks and were despatched into the
         late afternoon sun, hurrying away from the solid grey stone school building. At last she was free to think about the evening.
      

      
      For once she found herself relishing the ritual of preparing to go out. In the bedroom she had created on the first floor
         of the oasthouse storage room, she sat at the dressing table and with a magazine picture in front of her tried to get her
         curls into some passing resemblance of the simpering model’s. Finally she gave up in despair.
      

      
      Making a face at her tousled reflection she stuck a tea rose in her hair, then laughed. Who on earth did she think she was,
         Vivien Leigh? Thank heavens she didn’t live in the Manor so that before her date she would have to undergo an inquisition
         from her parents, see her mother’s smug smile. Tonight was it. Tonight she’d be side by side with John in the Lagonda with
         the chance to broach her plans. Convince him that she deserved that introduction, that a vocalist – a female vocalist – was what the band needed. All the best bands had them. Look at Bert Ambrose and Vera Lynn. She, Jessica, would
         be an asset for the West Forstling band. She couldn’t wait to get started.
      

      
      ‘Going to see Ginger tonight,’ she told Astaire cheerily, as she gave him some crumbs of cheese for a special treat.

      
      He gave an approving ‘too-reep’.

      
      ‘Not late, am I?’ Vanessa had suddenly appeared in the doorway, exuding wafts of lily of the valley perfume.

      
      Jessica stared at her blankly.

      
      ‘Don’t look so surprised,’ said Vanessa carelessly. ‘Didn’t Johnnie tell you we’re going as a foursome? You, me, Johnnie and
         Gerry. The Honourable Gerald Rhodes. He’s the younger son of the Earl of Woodbridge.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ managed Jessica as coolly as she could. ‘No, he didn’t mention it.’ Her heart gave a sickening thump.

      
      
      ‘They’ll be here shortly. The squadron was released two hours ago,’ said Vanessa. ‘You look nice.’ She meant it kindly, but
         it sounded patronising. Jessica had never been less fond of her. She damned well should look nice, she fumed to herself. She’d
         taken hours to get ready, only to discover the evening wasn’t going to be as she had hoped. Then she calmed down. It wasn’t
         Vanessa’s fault, she supposed, but began to have forebodings. It was going to be all too much like an evening her mother might
         have planned. She was being fitted in, a useful cog.
      

      
      Her fears were justified. The Lagonda arrived with John driving and Gerry in the back. He leapt out, kissing Vanessa’s hand
         with exaggerated courtesy, then turned to Jessica. An ironic gleam of recognition in his eyes, he smote his forehead stagily.
         ‘The Ice Queen,’ he cried. ‘Of course. Beautiful Ice Queen Jessica.’
      

      
      ‘Gerry,’ said John warningly, turning to Jessica and saying easily, ‘It’s your lovely fiery red curls. Makes him think of
         the opposite.’ It was the best he could do on the spur of the moment. ‘This passes for a sense of humour with him.’
      

      
      ‘With me he passes for a sub-standard clown,’ she replied sweetly.

      
      ‘Dear lady, don’t be upset,’ pleaded Gerry unabashed. ‘I abase myself, I am contrite . . .’ And buried his head in Vanessa’s
         shoulder, as she giggled in embarrassment.
      

      
      If she could have escaped, Jessica would have, but there was no way without putting herself in the wrong.

      
      John was ushering her into the front seat, saying to her almost in reproof, ‘He’s a pretty good pilot, you know.’

      
      The drizzle had stopped, and the scents of greenery, strong after the rain, filled her nostrils as the Lagonda wound its way
         through the lanes. Jessica was in no mood to appreciate them. She was furious with herself for having expected so much. The
         horrible scenes of last Sunday week must have affected her more than she realised. She was grasping at straws, anything that
         seemed to offer her an escape from coping with her heartache. There were other bands, other avenues she could explore, avenues
         not tied up with John Gale. She would find her own way.
      

      
      She was being unfair, she realised. After what they endured every day in the air, how could she expect normal standards to
         apply? Perhaps there was excuse even for the awful Gerry. And, she kept reminding herself, it wasn’t John’s fault he had such
         mesmeric eyes and easy charm.
      

      
      In the cinema Gerry called loudly for seats in the back row, and she felt her cheeks burning as eyes turned to look at them.
         She was a local teacher after all. Muffled giggles came from Vanessa throughout the two films, and when the lights went up
         at the interval her cheeks were flushed. Jessica’s hand lay in John’s like a lump of suet pudding, she thought, and soon he
         dropped it and sat gazing ahead, apparently wrapped up in the film. She didn’t care for Untamed but enjoyed Vivacious Lady, and was almost forgetting her annoyance by the time they came out into the twilight.
      

      
      All the same, she was counting the minutes till she could escape. After what seemed an interminably long time she realised
         they were near Frittingbourne, masked headlights picking out the way by the turn of the lanes now that darkness had fallen
         completely. But escape was not possible yet.
      

      
      ‘Stop the car, dear fellow. Vanessa and I wish to pick some flowers.’

      
      The Lagonda halted abruptly; she heard John swear under his breath and watched with sinking heart as Vanessa and Gerry, arms
         wrapped round each other, went off laughing into the dark field. Surely Vanessa wasn’t such a fool as to – not with a man
         like Gerry, thought Jessica in alarm. Or would she, with the chance of snaring an Honourable before her? Jessica was aware
         of her cousin’s failings as well as her strengths. Vanessa would know how to take care of herself. She could ask John about
         the band now. But somehow all her desire and eagerness had evaporated. This was not a man to whom she could talk, who would
         understand, share her enthusiasm. This was simply a friend of her mother’s.
      

      
      The minutes stretched into five, then ten . . . and all the time John sat silently beside her in the gloom, his dark hair
         almost merging into the darkness all around them. The atmosphere between them grew oppressive. Then it was broken, suddenly
         and unexpectedly.
      

      
      John turned to her and took her fiercely in his arms. His lips pressed hard on hers but she could not respond, did not want
         to. His lips felt hungry, demanding, and completely alien. What he demanded, he demanded of a woman who did not exist. She
         began to struggle, to push him away, but felt his hands seeking her breast.
      

      
      ‘Don’t,’ she cried sharply, and pulled away so forcefully that he let her go.

      
      ‘You’re not much like your cousin, are you?’ he said jerkily, after a pause, lighting a cigarette.

      
      ‘No,’ she said crisply, watching his face in the light of the match and wondering how she could ever have thought it attractive.
         ‘I’m not like Vanessa. Sorry if that disappoints you.’ Why had she said that? she wondered hazily.
      

      
      ‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’ He turned on her angrily.

      
      ‘It means if you want to go out with her, then do so. But I’m me, not Vanessa.’
      

      
      ‘If I wanted to, I would,’ he glared, furious because she had hit on the truth. But Madam had preferred Gerry . . . ‘What
         have you got against me, anyway?’ he asked. ‘Every time you see me you’re as spiky as a porcupine.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t ask you to take me out,’ she shouted, faintly surprised at her own childishness. ‘Even if my mother did.’

      
      ‘Your mother? How on earth did Bubbles get into this?’ He decided who he’d take out and no one else, no matter how hard she pushed.
      

      
      ‘Bubbles,’ she said scornfully. ‘There you are. You’ve been sucked into her whole false, rotten circle. And I want no part
         of it. Or you.’
      

      
      ‘Suits me,’ he said swiftly.

      
      ‘Having fun, dear people?’ Gerry and Vanessa had returned after half an hour, draped round one another. John did not even
         glance at them as they climbed in, merely started the Lagonda and set off, grinding the gears unmercifully.
      

      
      ‘Are we going to the Manor?’ Vanessa called out brightly. ‘Cicely invited us back.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ said John. That would fix Miss Spark-Plug here, he thought in satisfaction. Her and her petty feuds.

      
      Jessica said nothing.

      
      When they reached the Manor House she got out of the Lagonda and walked away, trying not to stumble in the darkness.

      
      ‘Aren’t you coming in, Jess?’ called Vanessa, puzzled.

      
      She turned and looked at the three of them.

      
      ‘I live in the oasthouse,’ she said steadily. ‘Not here.’

      
      Well, that was that plan well and truly dished, she thought ruefully, regretting her own pigheadedness in walking back in
         the dark and tripping over every tussock. She’d be dammed if she’d even ask John Gale the time of day, let alone for his help.
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