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        ‘I’m finished with the earth.

From now on our place is in the sky.’
      

            Dr. Jacques Charles, 1783

(After ascending 2 miles in a hydrogen balloon)
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            PROLOGUE

            October 1940

         

         The clouds swirling around a pale sky opened and closed like a camera shutter. For one second Eddie could see the plane, a Messerschmitt Me 109, its belly the same blue as the sky, the next it had vanished. He assumed it was the same for the enemy as he saw the Spitfire fly in and out of the clouds. You’d expect the clouds to be neutral. Although as they were fighting over the English Channel, they should have supported the Allies, if anybody. Indeed, sometimes it felt as they were players in this dance performed by men – the dance of death.

         It had been a surprise to spot a single fighter over

the sea.

         Should be easy prey this one, unless it was a trap. It didn’t feel like a trap. It felt more like some idiot out for an adventure. Well, he’d found one, all right.

         For a full three seconds Eddie did not see the Me 109.  This cloud was bigger, that was it. The dance would end if the Hun found enough cloud to cloak his escape to France. Now was the time to head home himself.

         But there was the 109 again. The clouds, a curtain now, had parted to reveal him centre stage. One on one. Almost too good to be true. How could he resist after a week of daily blanks or planes so high you’d need to be a spaceman to reach them. Eddie felt his knees knocking as they sometimes did in the excitement of an approaching fight. He had the advantage of height, about twenty thousand feet to the other’s nineteen thousand, but enough, and the sun was behind him. If only the clouds would hang in the air just as they were, he would have a clear view of his prey.

         He was diving now, closing in for the kill, like an eagle, with talons outstretched, beak thrusting. One more second and he’d squeeze his forefinger and let loose the streaming lance of lead. He could already picture the spurt of flame, the gorgeous burst of fire, the twist, the turn, the screaming corkscrew descent. He’d seen it all before. A kill. One more kill. How bloodthirsty he felt today!

         The Spitfire shuddered. It shook. It slithered. Clouds whirled above and below. They had become malignant. Eddie blinked, then stared. The sweat, in droplets on his forehead, turned to ice. He thought, I’m so tired. Even though I’ve been flying much less, I’m still so tired. And he saw the tracer lines and the bullets from a second Me 109 which had crept up on his tail. They fired into the flesh of his Spitfire, into the heart of his stupid pride.  The plane sped passed him and disappeared into the cloud ahead. The two of them could do what they pleased now.

         Two of them. The oldest trick. One engages, the other sneaks onto your tail. How could I fall for it? ‘Because I’m tired and I’m on my own.’ Eddie spoke out loud and a terrible loneliness took hold of him. I chased him because the others turned for home and I saw the 109 and I thought I’d be clever but now I’m hit and soon I’ll be on fire. Liquid splashed across the windscreen, thick tears of glycol. The engine had been hit.

         The Spitfire gave a wobble and seemed to sigh as if in sympathy with its pilot’s pain. Shame and pain. You never allow the enemy to surprise you from behind. Number One Rule.

         Eddie pushed up his goggles, rubbed his eyes, put them back down again and pulled himself together. He was not alone. He spoke into the radio telephone. ‘Red 2, Red 2. I’ve been hit. Two bandits. I’ve been hit.’ But nothing came from the headset and the plane seemed to sag in his hands.

         Only bullets, he told himself, a spray of bullets. He realised he was still heading towards France. Desperate to see the English coast, he pushed up his goggles again and tried to swivel his head. But it would only move so far. Had he been injured too? How far had he chased that German?

         Turn, he needed to turn and that’s what he’d been trying to do automatically since he was first hit, turn for home. But his head wouldn’t turn, nor would the Spitfire. Nothing was happening. The Spit continued on. All you need are wings and an engine or if that fails and you can reach land, wings on their own will do. As long as you are going in the right direction.

         Eddie pictured the green fields around the airfield where he and his Spitfire lived. Any strip would do or even one of those green fields. He’d done that before now. Where exactly had those bullets hit, he wondered. But none of this mattered if he couldn’t turn.

         He glanced round and realised with a shock that all the clouds had gone, leaving him in an expanse of empty blue sky. So they had been Boche clouds guarding their friends as if some Wagnerian opera had taken to the air.

         His eyes returned to the front but not before they’d caught a bright flicker. The sun glinting on his wing? He knew better than that. The flicker grew into a flame which he could see without moving his head. It hurt to move his head and anyway at last he could see the coast ahead.  The end to another perfect summer’s day. Both shoreline and water were burnished by the lowering sun. They merged into a mysterious, vibrating, probably unobtainable line.

         No! No! It was the wrong coast. ‘Get out, Eddie!’

         If he was a bird, he’d land on the water, fold his wings and rock gently on the waves.

         ‘Jump out, now!’ Who was shouting at him?

         Eva’s pale oval face stared at him with dark luminous eyes.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            March 1939

         

         ‘They’re training you to be a killer.’

         ‘It’s about flying, not killing. We’re not even at war.’ Eddie took an angry step towards his father. Eddie was six inches taller and his fists were clenched, but Fred grabbed his arm. He used his left hand because his right was missing.

         ‘You have no idea.’ Fred tightened his grip but Eddie shook him off.

         ‘Of course you know everything! You don’t talk about it but your beastly stump talks for you. Your war turned you into a cripple but it was a different war. Your war, not my war. And there isn’t a war! I’m flying. I’m a pilot. It’s the only time I’m happy. You don’t believe in happiness. You believe in ‘the Workers’ and ‘Communism’ and ‘Pacifism’. But you’re bitter and old. You can never understand. I can’t understand about your war and you can’t understand about my flying.’

         ‘You’ve drunk too much to make any sense.’ Fred drew away and looked up at the sky. It was a darkening blue above the university quadrangle in which they stood.

         ‘You don’t make any sense to me! ‘Eddie’s voice rose even louder.

         ‘I shouldn’t have come. At least not to the lunch.’ Now Fred seemed weary of the argument. ‘I never liked your godfather, the Professor. Except for a short period in the war.’

         ‘The war again! You came to see me, or so you told me.’

         Fred turned his back on his son and looked up again.

         ‘Why do you keep staring up at the sky? I’ve told you. You’re old. You can’t understand what I feel about it.’

         ‘Wouldn’t you like me to try?’ Fred turned round.

         Both men paused as a group of undergraduates passed by.  The black gowns floating from their shoulders gave them an Elizabethan swagger. The leader called to Eddie, ‘Afternoon, Chaffey!’

         Eddie frowned without answering and the men disappeared into a stairway, leaving behind the word ‘pater’, spoken in disparagement.

         Their appearance and disappearance seemed to change Eddie’s mood. He pushed his hand through his thick yellow hair and glanced at his father. They both had the same electric blue eyes. ‘The Professor’s claret was good at least. He’s a dour old thing.’ His voice was conciliatory.

         Fred seemed unphased by the change in tone. ‘Your mother assures me he’s a prized tutor. Then he’s always impressed her. Once upon a time they were engaged. I bet you never knew that.’

         ‘Engaged to that old queen!’ Eddie’s face expressed such a mixture of disbelief and horror that Fred suddenly laughed. ‘He’s only a few years older than me.’

         ‘Was he ever young?’

         ‘Let’s say he’s more interested in mens sana than in corpore sano.’ Once more Fred took his son’s arm. ‘How about visiting your rooms since that’s why I’m here?’

         ‘I’ve only been in them for a year.’ Eddie’s sarcasm was good-natured and the two men continued across the quad, as if the row had never been. They entered a stairway, two doors down from the swaggering students.
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         Fred sat watching his son make the tea, laid out by his scout. He’d always felt it necessary to bring Eddie down. He was too beautiful, too much a product of his mother’s privileged background. Fred’s occasional lover, Sonia, once enquired why he couldn’t make his son a project like the other isms in his life. Sonia had her own ism which included ‘Free Love’.

         Fred looked at his son, assessingly. Where was his blood, the blood of Dorset labourers in this gilded youth? Perhaps Sylvia had enjoyed a secret fling with Professor Lamb. Fred smiled at such a ridiculous idea.

         ‘Milk?’ Eddie held up a white jug. Fred’s occasional visits to the family home in Dorset where Eddie spent his childhood with his mother and grandmother had inspired excitement and fear. Sometimes he used his stump like a pink baton to conduct his oratory. Sylvia would challenge him but that made things worse as if he enjoyed disgusting her. As a boy, Eddie had taken it for granted that his father lived mainly in a London flat and his mother in a large country house. Now he knew it was unusual, like most things about Fred.

         ‘Milk?’ repeated Eddie, as Fred continued to stare without answering.

         ‘Why not? Give the farmers a living.’ Fred paused. ‘Are you serious about the flying?’

         ‘Oh, yes.’ Eddie’s voice was negligent. He handed Fred his tea and sat down. ‘I even thought you might approve. It’s run on far more democratic lines than the army or navy.’

         ‘The Oxford University Air Squadron?’ Fred’s scorn was moderate.

         Eddie wondered what he could say which would avoid the usual lecture. ‘I plan to join the RAF,’ he announced simply.

         ‘You just said that there wasn’t going to be a war.’

         ‘As you pointed out, I was talking nonsense.’

         ‘Are you telling me that when the little gnome in the bow of your boat commands you to scupper your oar or feather your spoon, he’s interrupting a spirited debate over the choice between a rampant Churchill and a cringing Chamberlain?’

         ‘I didn’t know you followed my rowing career.’ It struck Eddie that his father sounded childish. ‘Even we can see Hitler’s creating a vast war machine and that no other country is preparing for war. Not the sort of war Germany is planning. France is ruled by old men still resting on the laurels won in your so-called Great War and England’s not much better. Hitler’s like a wolf baring his teeth while we’re the silly sheep too busy nibbling grass to see the danger.’

         Fred put down his cup. ‘Simple, isn’t it?’

         ‘Who said it’s simple? I’m talking about massive armies, guns, bombs, tanks, millions blown to pieces in ways we can’t imagine.’

         ‘You talk as if no lessons have been learnt. As if there wasn’t a whole new way of looking at the world. To many people the misery of their everyday life is just as important as the prospect of bombs.’

         So I didn’t avoid the lecture about the wondrous good of Russia and Communism, thought Eddie.

         But Fred held back. ‘And you’ll be thousands of feet up in the sky, looking down on us poor things.’

         ‘That’s the general idea,’ agreed Eddie cheerfully.

         Fred thought of the last article he’d written for the Daily Worker. It contradicted everything expressed so comfortably by these deep-panelled walls, the presence of a servant not far away and this healthy, lounging boy. Images of illiterate men going to their pointless deaths in 1915 had accompanied the writing. It was harder to be a Pacifist when Fascism was sweeping through Europe. ‘I suspect I’m a natural cynic and disbeliever.’

         He saw Eddie look at him in astonishment. Certainly he had believed in the Workers’ Education Association. ‘Do you expect me to believe in the League of Nations?’

         ‘You always seem loaded with beliefs,’ said Eddie.

         As he spoke the outer door to the set was pushed open, followed by a whistle of air as the inner door sprang open. It revealed a woman, sleek in a silvery dress. Pale hair, fluffed around a velvet cap, caught what light remained in the room.

         ‘Why are you two sitting in the dark?’

         ‘We’re having tea, mother dear, can’t you see?’ Mother and son smiled at each other as if they hadn’t been together an hour earlier.

         ‘Your son’s impressing on me the need for war.’ Fred, who had not stood when his wife came in, looked up at her provocatively.

         ‘Oh, don’t spoil the day, Fred.’ Sylvia extended a placatory smile to her husband. She put down the small handbag and white gloves she was carrying and turned on a couple of lamps before pausing at one of the three stone mullioned windows. ‘It’s more like autumn than spring. Why don’t you light the fire, Eddie.’

         ‘You don’t eat enough, mother dearest.’ Eddie opened a drawer and picked out a box of matches.

         ‘Arthur’s lunches are too disgusting to eat.’

         ‘He must like them or he wouldn’t be so fat.’ Eddie laughed and crouched by the gas, watching the blue flames spurt at the bottom of the cones, then turn red and orange and yellow as they spread upwards. It reminded him of a sunset he’d seen coming in after a flight. The colours had burst into his head, making the whole sky glow. He stood up and walked back to his chair.

         Sylvia sat down on the nearest chair and watched her son. ‘You look pleased with yourself.’ As she spoke, she glanced at Fred.

         ‘It’s nice playing at host with you both,’ Eddie stared contentedly at the fire.

         Sylvia put out a hand to Fred. ‘Arthur appreciated that you came. Did you think the other guests were very dull?’

         ‘I liked his goddaughter.’

         ‘The young girl. What was she called?’

         ‘Eva,’ said Fred.

         ‘Oh, you did like her.’

         ‘I liked her conversation. She told me that, although her father was a professor at some college …’

         ‘Magdalen,’ supplied Sylvia. ‘He talked intensely about things I didn’t understand.’

         ‘ … she had never been to school,’ continued Fred, ‘and scarcely had any education. Her mother who was highly educated, taught her when she had time, but was away a lot.’

         ‘The daughter came instead of the mother,’ said Sylvia, adding vaguely, ‘I think she might be abroad.’

         ‘I asked her,’ remarked Fred, ‘how this lack would affect her future. She answered calmly that both her parents had left behind their parents when they were eighteen, her mother moving country, and she planned to do the same and make her own life.’

         ‘I thought her quite shy and ordinary.’ Sylvia said, turning to Eddie. ‘Did you notice your fellow godchild, darling?’

         ‘She was dark, wasn’t she? Long, dark hair down her back and a pale face like a Leonardo.’ Eddie paused. ‘We didn’t exchange a word.’ But he remembered her now, the dark red stuff of her dress and her smooth white hands. He didn’t usually remember girls he met at dreary lunch parties.

         ‘I think her mother might be German,’ said Sylvia.

         ‘You mean Jewish,’ said Fred.

         ‘Oh, do I?’ Sylvia looked away. ‘Anyway, it’s time I went.’ She stood up immediately, smoothing her skirt and pushing up her hair round its little hat. Are you coming to London, Fred? I have the car and a driver.’

         Eddie watched as his parents negotiated their departure. It was always like this, neither of them willing to admit that they wanted the other’s company. It used to make Eddie anxious but now he was able to see it as a rather absurd dance, about pride and other pointless sentiments.

         ‘I’ll walk you both out,’ he said and handed Sylvia her bag and gloves.

         Together, they pushed through the two heavy doors and down the dark stairway. Fred’s steps, in boots, echoed noisily.

         Once they reached the quad, Eddie glanced up at the darkening sky with the greedy, secretive eyes of an addict.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO 

            April 1939

         

         Eva was walking slowly, slowly reading a letter. When she reached the Turl where her bicycle was chained, she stopped, clasping the letter to her breast, then, self-consciously, looked around.  The letter was from Eddie. His third letter. It was all very surprising. She had received the first almost immediately after their meeting at Professor Lamb’s lunch party. He had informed her that she was his ‘muse’, that nothing would be hidden from her because she was ‘the inspiration for everything.’ They had scarcely spoken a word to each other so Eva assumed that muses were most inspiring when remote and virtually unknown.

         The letter in Eva’s hand was, it must be said, more like a diary. Over Easter Eddie had gone on a walking tour with Oz and Henry. Eva darted a look at the letter, ‘Oz is a hearty rower like me and planning to be a doctor but because he was named after Ozymandias, made famous by Shelley describing his fallen broken statue as ‘King of Kings: Look on my works you Mighty and despair …’ he also has a romantic side. You might call him a hearty with a heart. Henry, on the other hand, is a Yank.’

         Eva smiled and put the letter away again. It was the randomness of Eddie’s thoughts and the headings ‘April 20th Kendal … April 30th Windermere’. She would look up all the places he mentioned and Shelley’s poem. He couldn’t know how alone she was. Cabined, cribbed, confined.

         Of course she was not literally alone and at this moment her father would be waiting for her return. It was such a beautiful spring day and the windows in his study were curtained with heavy blue brocade. Her father, Professor Speke, was trying to make up for the many absences of her mother and, at the same time, continue her education which meant he spent an hour talking about books and she listened. Books were his thing. His voice droned on but now and again he rattled the cup on the saucer and his pale eyes under their shaggy eyebrows fixed wonderingly on her.

         He’s an old man, thought Eva scornfully as she pedalled along, although the scorn disguised affection. She was important to him, even if he could not get much beyond her dust cover. She laughed and the wind brushed the sound behind her to join the dark hair lifting off her shoulders. I will never grow old, she thought happily. Eddie would never grow old either. He was too golden, gemûtlich as her mother might say, although she’d given up using German words recently. Her accent was embarrassing enough, muzzer for mother, anozzer for another. You’d think after twenty years she could do better.

         When she’d been at school – she’d lied to Eddie’s father about that – some of the girls had imitated her mother’s accent and their parents whispered behind their hands, ‘What must it feel like to have a German as a mother … Although of course there’re plenty of good Germans …’ Once she’d cried out, ‘Don’t you know? My mother’s a spy!’ That had been fun, although nobody had laughed, not even her so-called friend, Betty.

         She’d left school last summer. A step towards independence, she’d hoped. She’d asked Betty, stolid hard-working Betty who had five younger siblings, to leave with her but she’d pretended it was a joke. She would never be a muse. She’d be a head girl.

         Eva speeded up as she turned into the driveway of one of the smaller houses and skidded to a halt. Usually at this point, she bent to smell the secret perfume from little white flowers hidden in a dull shrub but the day before she’d confided this discovery to her father who’d found its name, Osmanthus burkwoodii, and smothered her delight. At least Eddie was still a secret. Eva rang the doorbell which was immediately opened by the German maid.

         ‘Guten Tag, Fräulein Eva.’

         ‘Good afternoon, Valtraud,’ responded Eva sympathetic-ally.  The girl who had arrived two weeks ago was not much older than herself. She was supposed to speak English but seldom managed it. She cried in her bed at night. Even in the dark hallway her eyes were surrounded by white puffy skin. She’d probably opened the door so promptly in the hope it was Mrs. Speke returning.

         ‘Is my father in his study?’ asked Eva as the girl still waited. It was hard not to be impatient with someone so stupefied, even if grief was the stupefying agent.

         ‘The Herr Professor has telephoned with the message that he will be home in one hour.’ She spoke in German.

         Eva wandered through the house into the garden. Here nature was in the ascendancy. Seated on a stone bench, she was tickled by grasses, stared at by tall daisies. She thought it was hard to be young in a house where the only other young person longed impossibly for her far-away home. A couple of years ago there had been talk of Eva continuing her studies in Germany with some cousins. But the political situation had put an end to that.

         At the lunch party where she’d met Eddie, guests had talked names of politicians, crossing European leaders with effortless knowledge which she seemed too young to acquire but too old to ignore. She must, as her father told her often, read more history books or, if she preferred, books about politics or economics. Or indeed anything which could fill her head with more information rather than her habitual state of vague dreaming. He didn’t understand that her dreams were filled with pictures, images, outlines, forms, colours, shapes …

         Suddenly filled with energy, Eva returned to the house, dashed up the stairs and into her bedroom. Going to her wooden chest of drawers, she brought out a book of cartridge paper, crayons and a pencil. Clasping book and colours, she ran back downstairs and into the garden.

         Only an hour! Her parents were complete intellectuals and could quote Kant, Shakespeare and Goethe in the same paragraph and music, particularly piano, meant more to Gisela Speke than almost anything else in the world, but they had minimal interest in the visual arts. When Eva had raised the subject of her attending The Ruskin College of Art, they had looked at her blankly.  The only pictures in the house were etchings by Durer and prints by gloomy Dutch masters, inherited from Speke’s father. Duncan Bell, Eric Gill, David Bomberg, Paul Nash, even Kandinsky, her current favourites, meant nothing.

         While these thoughts, too habitual to be distracting, passed through Eva’s mind, she completed a delicate study of grasses, flowers and bench. But its delicacy annoyed her. Turning the page, she tried again, this time using only crayons.
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         Professor Speke put down his briefcase in his study and took off his coat. Tall and thin with grey, wild hair, he seemed like an ageing student. He sat down at his desk before getting up immediately and going to the window.

         There he saw Eva drawing and looked at her with more approval than she would have expected. ‘Eva! I’m here now.’

         He returned to his desk without noticing her petulant frown.

         ‘I apologise for postponing our session.’

         Eva saw at once that her father was trying to hide anxiety. It was a sign of her second-rate nature, she suspected, that she noticed other peoples’ moods. Any first-rate mind was preoccupied with some great idea and did not waste time on moods. This afternoon, because she was pleased with her crayon drawing – the colours well-chosen, the lines bold – she did not feel as second-rate as usual.

         ‘I’ve finished Crime and Punishment,’ she said brightly. ‘It’s very bleak,’ she added, still brightly.

         ‘Bleak? Bleak. Yes, indeed. Bleak.’ The Professor looked at her as if surprised.

         Valtraud came in with the tea tray. Eva helped her to put it on a low table and pour. Meanwhile the Professor sat with his head down and did not even acknowledge the arrival of the tea cup.

         ‘I expect you are missing your mother,’ he announced suddenly.

         Valtraud, already at the door, stopped with a startled expression and let go of the door which, caught by a draught, banged shut.

         The Professor looked up, nudging his cup which spilled tea into the saucer. Valtraud rushed forward and Eva, sitting composedly, thought, what a storm in a tea cup, and smiled at her own joke. Of course she was missing her mother.

         ‘Ah, Valtraud,’ said Professor Speke in German, ‘You will be glad to hear that Frau Speke has seen your father. Your family are well and in the country.’

         ‘Well,’ repeated the girl in English. She stared at him as if not understanding.

         ‘Yes,’ agreed the Professor. ‘My wife will be back in a week when we will know more.’

         ‘Where is she?’ asked Eva in what she hoped was an adult conversational tone.

         ‘Indeed,’ said the Professor. ‘We will know all when she returns.’

         Eva saw she was not going to get an answer and wanted to cry out, ‘I am not a child!’ But that would have sounded childish so she said nothing. If her mother had seen Valtraud’s family she must be in Germany. Could her father believe that she had not heard of Kristallnacht?

         Eva said nothing and Valtraud, sniffing a little, left the room.

         ‘Yes,’ said Professor Speke. He picked up a book on the desk and put it down again. Vaguely, as if he didn’t know what he was doing, he turned the pages.

         Eva watched him for a few seconds and then began to think of the daisies, the grasses and the stone bench, three varying forms which needed to be considered in relation to each other. She would try it in pencil again – charcoal would be better but she had none. She could get an effect in colour but it had no substance. She must look at more paintings by Matisse. Her father began to speak again.

         ‘I judge you perfectly intelligent enough to learn Greek,’ he said. ‘As I impressed on your mother when she was my student, it’s impossible to play a role in the world without first reading the Greek philosophers in their own language.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            June 1939

         

         ‘The rain’s never going to bloody well stop.’

         ‘You’re such a pessimist, Charlie.’ Eddie glanced at his companion, dressed like him, in flying gear, leather helmet, dungarees, boots, with goggles and gauntlet in his hand and parachute over his shoulder.

         Eddie kept his eyes on the sky, even when Charlie shouted goodbye and walked off. He didn’t mind getting wet and wanted to learn everything about the all-important world above his head: the permanent blue underneath, shrouded now by massing layers of grey, nimbostratus, fronted by puffy white clouds with dark underlining, cumulus of some sort. This was another dimension, which became his own when he flew through it.

         Soon the rain turned to drips and the darker bands thinned and parted, while the rounded clouds softened and became whiter.

A brisker wind blew them from West to East and at last slivers of blue appeared like bright eyes.

         ‘You the last man left standing?’

         Eddie turned and saw the instructor peering at his watch. ‘Half an hour left. Aren’t you the lucky one.’

         ’It was only a shower,’ said Eddie, as they walked briskly towards a Tiger Moth.

         ‘You’ll be out in storms soon enough, don’t worry.’

         It wasn’t just luck, thought Eddie. I was willing those clouds to part. I’d stood staring at them for half an hour and I’d have stood for as long as it took.

         ‘Right-ho! Let’s see if you can get everything in the right order this time. Routine, that’s what you lads lack. Routine doubles your speed. Don’t have to bloody think. Don’t have to bloody panic. Go on then. Do the lot. I’m not saying a word.’

         The man sat behind him not saying a word. As if Eddie was flying solo. His heart beat a little faster. Buckled in, goggles, gloves, feet on the rudder boy, hand on the joystick and the men on the ground to turn the propeller. Taxi into the wind, open the throttle, push the stick forward, keep a straight line and off the ground. Smoothly up, smoothly into the sky.

         ‘Not too bad,’ said the instructor, breaking his promise.

         But then the Moth took to the air, as light as its namesake, and the instructor did keep quiet.

         Eddie took a deep breath. The aeroplane belonged to him, the sky was his, the remaining clouds floating away. Into the blue. One circuit. One perfect circuit. A perfect world. His world.
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         Eva took her bicycle and rode into the centre of town. She propped it against the wall of the Cadena Café and wandered inside, failing to spot Eddie who sat at a table by the window. He was waiting for her, their first meeting since lunch at the Professor’s.

         ‘I’m here!’ he called to catch her attention.

         Eva came back to him and settled, like a seabird on water in her white blouse.

         ‘You’re beautiful!’ admired Eddie, truly meaning it. Once he was down from the sky, he seldom noticed how things looked, but Eva had impressed him from the start. Today she looked different, her face flushed above the white.

         Pleased at this reception, Eva assumed a ‘muse’ expression. ‘I’ve been painting in the garden.’ She watched for a response. Eddie’s appearance which bordered on the dishevelled with an open-necked shirt and baggy trousers tucked into boots, surprised her.

         ‘I’ve been flying. Came straight from the airfield.’

         ‘‘Do you think there’s going to be a war?’ Since Eddie didn’t answer, she added, ‘My father was a Pacifist in the last war.’

         ‘But not now?’

         ‘Oh no. The Jews …’ Eva didn’t complete her sentence.

         ‘I’m not an anti-Semite,’ he said self-consciously because some response seemed to be needed.

         ‘Of course not.’ Eva stared, surprised, then recovered herself. ‘Hitler is though.’

         ‘We call him the mustachioed midget.’

         ‘We’ve got two refugees staying. First there was Valtraud then Hildegard …’ Eva could tell Eddie wasn’t listening and stopped.

         ‘Frankly, I’ll be relieved when the war comes. This on-off business is making everyone jumpy. I mean what’s the point of being at university this term when if the war comes I’ll join the RAF tout de suite? And people argue so much.’

         Eva thought about this. In her house, nobody argued but, having met Eddie’s father, she could see he might argue even though he’d been so nice to her.

         ‘I suppose it’s different if you’ve been through a war already.’

         Don’t let’s talk about it anymore!’ Eddie flung himself back on his chair which creaked alarmingly.

         Eva noticed two women at the next table staring at him. She wondered if she might tell him about her mother going to Germany but she knew so little and anyway he clearly wanted to change the subject.

         ‘Let’s go and see a friend of mine.’

         Eva stared up at Eddie who had suddenly stood. He looked down on her inquiringly.

         ‘Who …?’ She began.

         Eddie was already out of the café. He was vaguely aware that his impulsive surges of energy were a kind of flight but he didn’t see any reason to control them. He dashed along the High and Eva followed.

         ‘My bicycle!’ she called but he didn’t seem to hear.

         ‘It’s not far!’

         Eva caught up with him as he turned left down the Turl. He felt pleased she’d come with him. ‘Henry’s a member of the Toxophily Society. He says when he lifts his bow he feels the blood of King Arthur’s knights coursing through his veins. Not joking.’

         They crossed a bridge and turned right into the courtyard of a small college. Eddie led them confidently through it and out into a large garden bounded with tall trees.

         ‘Am I allowed in here?’ asked Eva.

         ‘I’ll say you’re my sister. Look, there’s Henry.’ He pointed.

         Eva saw a row of figures holding stretched bows. One after the other they loosed arrows in the direction of a target propped far away on an easel.

         Eva thought, so toxophily is archery. Then she thought, I’m a nothing and nobody, in a self-pitying way.

         Eddie turned round at this moment and caught sight of her stricken expression. ‘I’m such a bully,’ he said penitently. ‘You were looking forward to jolly tea cakes in the Cadena, not cavorting round Oxford. But you’ll like Henry.’

         ‘I want to meet him,’ Eva felt challenged. ‘He appeared in your letters.’

         Eddie stared at her for a second – a second longer than he’d give any other girl. The archers were clustered around the target as they approached them. They were tall with broad shoulders and wore leather shields on their left arms. The oldest who had greying hair cut very short, seemed to be the instructor.

         ‘You’re still pulling to the left, Mr. Walker.’

         Henry nodded. ‘A one-legged kid would have shot better.’ He turned and saw Eddie and Eva. ‘We’re just finishing’.

         Eva blushed and fixed her gaze on the target which was stuffed with straw and painted in bright and beautiful blues and reds.

         ‘Who’s this tree sprite?’ asked Henry.

         Eddie, seeing his friend as Eva might perceive him, realised he sounded like a brash American. ‘My sister,’ he said vaguely. ‘We were passing.’

         ‘I’m happy to meet you.’ Henry shook Eva’s hand while the other men drifted off. Eva noticed his arms were rather long and his face broad with a short nose and wide mouth.

         Eddie stood by Eva frowning. ‘We’re off to tea with our parents,’ he said.

         Henry seemed to be concentrating on Eddie’s boots. ‘Your brother’s always trying to make me learn to fly with him. As if rowing together wasn’t enough.’

         ‘I just wanted to show her this place,’ said Eddie. ‘We’re off now.’ He started away quickly with Eva following, her pleated skirt swinging over the green grass. She looked back once but Henry was fiddling with his bow.

         ‘Wasn’t that rude?’ she asked when they were outside the college.

         ‘Yanks are very informal. Anyway, he’s a good friend. He’s twenty-four.’

         ‘How old!’ exclaimed Eva.

         ‘I was afraid he’d want to have tea with us.’

         Eva had nothing to say about this so they carried on side by side at a more sociable pace. After a bit Eddie began to quote Wordsworth, ‘It was an April morning: fresh and clear/The rivulet, delighting in its strength/Ran with a young man’s speed …’ He broke off. ‘Such tosh!’

         When they were nearly back at the café, Eddie asked, ‘Do you think age is important?’

         ‘Oh yes,’ replied Eva, thinking of her father. ‘The old can be very rigid.’ Then she thought of Betty. ‘But so can the young.’

         ‘Age isn’t important at all QED,’ said Eddie, seeming pleased. ‘Tea at last’, he said as they went up the steps to the café. ‘Shall l take you on the river?’ He pictured how beautiful she would look lying back in the punt, her dark hair spread about her.

         ‘Not in one of your rowing boats, I trust.’ Eva pursed her lips together. They were red and full.

         Eddie watched her. ‘Our table’s still free. I’ll get a waitress.’ He lifted his hand.

         ‘I mustn’t stay long.’ Eva felt shy under his gaze. He was so close across the table.

         ‘One day I’ll take you up in a plane. Would you like that?’

         ‘Do you feel like a bird?’

         ‘When the prop is swung and the engine roars …’ Eddie swung his arms. He looked too big for his chair.

         ‘Yes, sir?’ An old, skeletal waitress inquired with an aura of suffering. She softened as she looked at Eddie. ‘Tea and cake?’ she crooned.

         ‘Spot on,’ agreed Eddie, noticing his conquest. ‘My sister and I are going up in a plane later. Shall you come too?’

         ‘Oh gawd!’ The waitress backed away hastily.

         Eva laughed and Eddie gave a smug smile.

         ‘I mustn’t stay long,’ repeated Eva. She wondered whether Eddie in the flesh, rather than in a letter, was too much for her. She didn’t know any young men.

         ‘I’m going up to London,’ announced Eddie carelessly.

         ‘Will you drive?’

         ‘If my motor’s out of the garage.’ He began to eat hungrily.

         ‘It must be strange doing exactly what you want.’ Eva sipped her tea. ‘I sit on my own at home.’

         ‘I’ve always done what I wanted. That’s why I kept being thrown out of my schools.’ He noted the awe in Eva’s face and added kindly, ‘What would you do if you could do anything you like?’

         ‘Paint!’ The single word flashed back and Eva’s face went bright pink. She tore apart a cake.

         Eddie was taken aback by her vehemence, then rallied. ‘Girls often like messing with paints.’

         ‘That’s not what I mean.’ Her flush deepening, Eva stared at her demolished cake.

         ‘What else can you mean?’

         ‘I’m going to go to The Ruskin. I’m going to be a painter. I’m working at home at the moment.’

         ‘I see. Good for you.’ He imagined her in a smock standing in front of an easel. Perhaps she would paint his portrait. ‘You’ve made a right mess of that cake.’

         They stared at each other, Eva defiantly, Eddie with a mix of emotions. So far Eva’s only reality was in his imagination. He tried to see a painter was just what she should be.

         ‘I’m glad you have an aim in life,’ he said, ‘most girls only want to get married.’

         ‘I don’t see the point of marriage,’ said Eva.

         ‘You will,’ Eddie smiled knowingly.

         Eva stared at his grinning face with sudden horror. ‘I’ve got to go home.’ Her eyes filled with tears which she rubbed away angrily. ‘You don’t know what it’s like being a girl, being told what to do all the time!’ She stood up and remembered her role as a muse. ‘I thought you realized I was different.’

         ‘Eva,’ pleaded Eddie but without much conviction.

         ‘You’re just like everyone else.’ It was too late to turn back so she fled.

         Eddie didn’t follow her. He poured some more tea and promised himself he would send her a letter. People in a state were best left alone. He drank his tea and ate the crumbled remains of Eva’s cake. Perhaps it was true that females had less self-restraint than males. They were called ‘the weaker sex’ after all, although some were tough, like Amy Johnson, the American flyer. He began to think about flying and wonder whether he’d ever get aboard this new aeroplane everyone raved about, the Spitfire. It was being rushed through for the war that much was clear. But he’d never seen it at a university squadron, let alone had the chance to fly it. Besides, it was a monoplane and he hadn’t gone solo yet.

         ‘Your sister went along, did she?’ The skeletal waitress stood over him with the bill.

         ‘She’s not my sister, she’s my lover.’ Eddie smiled charmingly.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            June 1939

         

         Gisela Speke was pouring tea but her hand shook. She had arrived at the house an hour earlier.

         ‘Go and play the piano, Mama.’ Eva took the teapot and her mother went obediently to sit on the long bench in front of the piano. But she didn’t play. She folded her hands in her lap and turned to face Eva.

         ‘You are happy, my darling? No more school. What shall we do with you?’ She smiled, making friendly creases in her grey face.

         ‘I’m learning Greek with Father.’ Eva carefully poured three cups of tea and added milk for two of them. ‘When are you going away again?’

         ‘It is not a good time.’ Gisela played three notes on the piano. ‘It is sad you do not make music.’

         ‘Even you wince when I play and you’re my mother.’ Eva noticed that there were more silver strands in her mother’s hair but at least her hands were now still. ‘Do you have to go?’ She took over the cup without milk and watched her mother place it on the top of the piano.

         ‘Sit with me a moment.’

         Eva felt her mother’s warmth as they sat together but she was not as soft as she used to be.

         ‘Will you ask Papa if I can go the Ruskin School of Art?’

         Gisela hugged her and kissed first one cheek, then the other. She still smelled the same, like no-one else. Her hair which had been cut short, pricked Eva’s cheek. ‘I will do whatever you want.’

         Except stay, thought Eva and eased herself apart.
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         ‘So you’ve come to help deliver leaflets,’ Sonia looked up from the table stacked high with slips of paper printed with ‘NO WAR’. ‘That makes a change.’ She smiled at him affectionately with her wide mouth and her speckled eyes crinkled at the edges.

         Eddie who had come for something totally different, much more fun, and knew she knew that, smiled back at her. ‘I’ll do two streets,’ he said, ‘as long as you like.’

         ‘Agreed.’ Sonia shoved a large bundle towards him and a canvas shoulder bag with ‘Royal Mail’ on it.

         ‘I’ll be back.’

         ‘I have no doubt.’ Sonia watched him go. His lack of resemblance to his father, apart from those blue eyes, amused her. She supposed having sex with a father and his son was unusual, although she knew plenty of men who chased after a mother and daughter. Always different rules for men, of course. Come to think of it, Fred had introduced her to Eddie. The small room was stuffy. Sweat crawled down from under her hair. She looked forward to his return.

         Eddie enjoyed walking down the busy East End street. He delivered to shops and houses impartially, even though he was sometimes chased out of the shops by furious small men who flung the leaflets after him. When he reached blocks of brick-built flats, he ran up the exterior staircases and along the walkways, noting sometimes the smell of poverty that came through the letterboxes. He didn’t mind being used in this way by Sonia. If he’d gone with a tart, he’d have had to give money and this was a more interesting form of payment. Besides, the delay and the energy needed made the thought of Sonia’s naked body, her small pointed breasts and her musky smell more exciting. Early on, he’d wondered whether his father knew of their liaison but decided it didn’t matter one way or the other. Clearly it didn’t matter to Sonia who had told him from the beginning that sex was another transaction, such as eating or talking and, although friendship was preferable, as in talking, it had nothing whatsoever to do with love – assuming there was such a thing which seemed pretty doubtful to her.

         Mostly his friends were jealous of the arrangement and a couple suggested a slice of the action, a plan Eddie discounted as ‘impossible’ although even he could see that was not altogether logical. Henry, however, could not even be jealous because he had a fiancée in Connecticut to whom he was loyal and therefore, so he explained, could only go with a tart.

         Eddie jammed the last few leaflets into a narrow letterbox and set off back to Sonia’s flat at a run. Fleetingly, he wondered how the old coped with unhealthy bodies. But the idea was too remote to be of much interest.

         Sonia looked up tolerantly as he burst into her room. What a lot of pleasure women miss from priggishness and prudery, based on fear, she thought. It would be different if she was married but she had never wished to be subservient to a man, nor did she long for children. Marie Stopes was the most sensible woman around.

         ‘Have you the rubber?

         Eddie patted his pocket. Once he had forgotten it and she hadn’t even allowed him to undress.

         Sonia’s bedroom was filled by a chest of drawers and a bed. An embroidered spread half-covered the bed, an exotic note in the dull room. The only other brightness was a NO WAR poster stuck to the wall.

         None of this interested Eddie who flung off the cover followed by his clothes. His boots held him up and Sonia was quickest, sitting cross-legged and naked on the bed.

         ‘So how do we start?’ she asked admiringly, as he approached.

         If there was a drawback to sex with Sonia it was the brevity. But Eddie was young and restless and everything was done at speed. On this occasion, the event was succeeded by a cup of tea in bed and two short arguments, the first about child workers of whom, to Sonia’s fury, Eddie declared his approval and the other about excessive use of alcohol of which Eddie also approved. There was never any in her flat.

         ‘I’m driving back to Oxford tonight,’ said Eddie. ‘I have to see my tutor first thing.’

         ‘I do believe young male undergraduates, particularly those with private incomes, have the most closed minds of anyone in the country.’ She picked up one of the leaflets. ‘You can look at one of these, hundreds of these, and not see them at all.’

         ‘Quite right,’ responded Eddie cheerily. He assumed Sonia’s remark was an observation, not a reproach. ‘I’m a rower and a flyer, a man of action.’

         Sonia stared at him. ‘You’re not as stupid as you like to seem.’

         ‘On that positive note, I shall take my leave.’

         Eddie’s feet in their flyer’s boots, clattered down the wooden stairs. He swung open the outer door and saw, with relief, that his car was still in the street. As he opened the car door, he noticed one of Sonia’s leaflets stuck under the windscreen wipers. He wondered who had put it there and thought, the world is in a turmoil but this dire idea scarcely scratched the surface of his lightness of being. He turned on the engine and listened to the roar echoing round the narrow street. He imagined it turning into the super-marine Merlin engine inside the sleek little Spitfire.

         His route was across London from East to West. At first the streets were dark, lined with grimy buildings, illuminated at intervals by yellow gas lamps. With an urge to see something more splendid, he changed direction for the river and crossed it at Southwark Bridge, driving slowly enough to enjoy the uncoiling serpent of oily water. Through his open window he listened for the sounds of the Thames after dark: the friendly, low-pitched boom from the barges, the bleat from the passenger boats, the hoot from the police launches.

         Eddie pulled up the car and jumped out. He had passed Waterloo Bridge and Westminster Bridge was ahead, behind him the solid grandeur of the Savoy Hotel. He stared at the water, leaning over the parapet, turning one way, then the other. He imagined he was flying along the river, using its gleaming curves as a guide to the heart of the city. Even in this dark night with the lamps strung along the embankment giving little illumination, light from the sky, perhaps stars half-hidden by clouds, spotted any ripples and made them glint. Eddie had never flown at night, in fact the idea frightened him, but it was easy to guess how welcome a shining ribbon of water would be in a blank, black sky.

         He sighed, stared so deeply into the river that he seemed to see his reflection. Leaning over further and further, the wings of a plane sprouted above his face, followed by the nose and tail. He saw the black and white swastika painted on the plane’s side.

         He turned away, walking swiftly to his car. Of course, everyone knew very well that, if it came to it, German bombers could use the Thames to guide them into the city. There was nothing dramatic in that idea, just a fact of war, of geography, just as England is an island and Belgium and Poland and France are too close to Germany for comfort.

         Starting up the car, Eddie began to drive very fast, cutting right as soon as he was able and heading for Soho. Oxford could wait. There was a club where a whisky cost no more than a beer and they didn’t throw you out till dawn. It would be stupid to waste a night in London.
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         Eva lay in bed. She could hear her parents talking across the landing. She got out of bed. It was warm in the upper part of the house and her bare feet padded softly across the wooden flooring.

         She stood outside her parents’ bedroom and listened to her mother’s voice.

         ‘But we need to get out thousands, not tens or even hundreds … People, even the young, children, babies, they take them, often we do not know where … They are herded into areas like animals, poked and prodded, transported into camps … The men taken away. Best if taken, worst if kicked, stamped, shot … Before, we helped all we could. Now it is only the children. I must try to help …’

         The Professor interrupted her in a voice so low and soothing that Eva couldn’t pick out the words.

         Gisela began again, her voice high and trembling, her accent thicker than usual, ‘You don’t understand what’s going on. You can’t believe it. You’re English … an island race …’

         A rumble from the Professor.

         Eva waited, herself trembling. But instead of speaking, her mother began to wail and sob.

         Eva fled back to her room, half aware of the scared faces of Valtraud and Hildegard at their bedroom door. She flung herself on her bed, buried her head in the pillow.  The implications of her mother’s words were too dreadful to contemplate. In the face of such things, she was nothing. Just another child. But a spoilt, English one.

         Eva took her head out of the pillow and listened to her mother’s sobs gradually quietening. Eventually she slept. But her sleep was restless, brilliant patterns of red and yellow resolved themselves into a huge trumpet-like flower. At its centre sat her mother. Or maybe the flower was normal-sized and Gisela was tiny.

         Eva opened her eyes and saw Gisela sitting at the end of her bed. Her grey face smiled, ghost-like, at her daughter. Eva wanted to put out her hand but she was too tired.

         ‘My liebling, my darling. My little English child. Be happy for me. You know how hard is my choice. You will always be in my heart. Wherever I may be.’ She began to talk in German.

         The soft sounds reached Eva like a lullaby. Although she tried to listen and understand, her eyes closed again and she was asleep.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

            2nd September 1939

         

         Eddie was driving at top speed. Oxford and back in one morning. Although it was the long vac., he’d wheedled another solo flight. No sane person would miss that. Summer-green hills and golden stubbled fields surrounded him; but he was still seeing deep blue sky, clear as paint above a few clouds dangling below. Perhaps he’d try to explain the feeling to his grandmother. Then she’d understand why he was late.
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         The terrace at Tollorum Manor was filled with people. Beatrice Fitzpaine, mother and grandmother, watched her family through the tall French windows. There were her daughters, Sylvia married to Fred Chaffey, with their son, and Gussie married to Reggie Gisburne with their multitude of children. While Germany was bombing Poland her family was celebrating her birthday.

         Why wouldn’t war leave her alone? Her husband had disappeared in the last war, perhaps burned, dead or alive, in the blazing furze at Gallipoli. In 1919 Sylvia had discovered a brigadier’s badge on the peninsular that might have been his. Only then had Beatrice given up writing to Turkish hospitals.

         Beatrice picked out Fred, for once talking politely to Reggie. After the war Sylvia had swapped her fiancé Arthur Lamb, a clever, high-minded officer, for Fred, maimed, embittered and of the labouring classes. He had grown up on the estate, brought up by his eldest sister, Lily when their parents died. Beatrice’s family, titled and snobbish, had refused to come to the wedding or acknowledge the card she had sent to announce Eddie’s birth. Where was Eddie? Beatrice searched for her favourite grandson.

         ‘Lunch is ready m’lady.’

         Beatrice swung round and there was Lily, short and sturdy, ageless in her strength and purpose. ‘Eddie’s not here.’

         Lily joined her at the window, although standing a little further apart than a friend or relative would normally. ‘He’ll be here any minute. He knows it’s your special day.’

         Beatrice glanced sideways. ‘Do you remember, Lily,’ she asked suddenly, ‘when you first came up to the Manor?’

         ‘With my husband dead and the Colonel at Gallipoli.’

         ‘I couldn’t have managed without you,’ said Beatrice warmly. ‘You were too good to be a housekeeper forever. I thought that perhaps after the war when we were so reduced here, you would go off and do something important with your life. Train to be a nurse perhaps. Becoming Matron, of course.’ Beatrice smiled.

         It wasn’t exactly a question but Lily answered it anyway. ‘My girls were still young. I had a good place with you. After the war the men expected the jobs.’ She didn’t add, ‘You needed me’ because they both knew it.

         ‘After the war,’ repeated Beatrice and the two women looked at each other sadly.

         ‘Young men will always be willing,’ said Lily, allowing a pause before suggesting, ‘It’s lunchtime, m’lady.’ She handed Beatrice

a bell.

         ‘I told you I couldn’t have managed without you, and I still can’t.’ Beatrice stepped out on to the terrace and rang the bell vigorously. ‘Lunchtime, everybody!’

         Sylvia was the first to look up. When she moved back to Tollorum with Eddie still a small boy, she’d told Fred that her mother needed her. The truth was that living with Fred, the love of her life, was out of the question. She liked to think he loved her too but was locked into a rebarbative approach to the whole world with no exceptions.

         ‘Where’s Eddie?’ Fred was beside her, catching her bare arm. Even now she felt a sexual vibration that was surely absurd for a middle-aged woman to feel for her husband. But he’d always been more lover than husband.

         She stood up. ‘I’m coming. Eddie will come.’ Fred had been extraordinarily polite all day. Perhaps it was the approaching war. Now he was whispering in her ear, ‘Reggie says Chamberlain will have to say something soon. Perhaps today. Perhaps tomorrow.’

         ‘Not on my mother’s birthday!’ Sylvia stared helplessly at the younger children racing up to the terrace. ‘Reggie’s not always right.’ Reggie was a regular army officer working in the War Office and would be right about this.

         Fred followed her gaze. ‘Perhaps Eddie’s gone to volunteer,’ he spoke with the particular tone of irony Sylvia hated.

         ‘Can’t we have just one happy day?’ It was typical of him to be unkind when she needed comfort.

         ‘Lunchtime,’ repeated Beatrice, ringing the bell again.

         Grandchildren ran past her. ‘What’s for lunch?’ a boy called out.

         ‘Pheasant, dear.’

         ‘Not pheasant again!’

         Beatrice turned to watch Sylvia walking in with Fred. How badly he treated her! She couldn’t think why Sylvia put up with it. After all, her most recent novel, Smiles Awake You, had been shockingly independent but there she still was hanging on to his every word. And this was not about class, Beatrice insisted to herself. She had always welcomed Fred, if only for Lily’s sake.

         Sylvia moved into the dark hallway where heavy Chinese pots stood in recesses. A car pulled up noisily outside the front door.

         ‘Am I late?’ Eddie shouted. He was dragging off dungarees as he ran to them.

         ‘You know you’re late,’ Fred watched as Sylvia kissed him.

         ‘We haven’t even started lunch yet.’ Sylvia entered the large, panelled drawing-room with son and husband on either side.

         Reggie was already settled in the winged chair at one end of the table. His moustache drew a dark line across his red face with its low forehead and full lips. He wore uniform and the tunic strained against his chest.

         ‘I’m flattered the War Office spared you even for a day,’ Beatrice was saying, although her eyes were on Eddie.

         ‘Sorry, Grandma,’ Eddie grabbed a seat by her and leant across the table to his uncle, ‘Whatever’s the Mobilisation Branch of the War Office Staff? George says that’s where you are. Colonel, sir.’ He added as an afterthought.

         But Reggie’s attention was now at the other end of the table where his wife, Gussie, and his father, the Reverend Euan Gisborne had just entered the room. Gussie was a voluptuously pretty forty year-old. Her father-in-law, although thin, withered and bent over a stick, took hold of a chair and sat down with wiry agility. Behind them came her eldest daughter, Artemis, tall and too stately for her age, with the absent air of someone interrupted from a gripping novel.

         Reggie frowned. He said to Beatrice, ‘I have to go directly lunch is over. I’ve told the driver 1430 hours.’

         ‘The cake will be instead of pudding. Sylvia insisted on a cake.’

         Sylvia, on Reggie’s other side, saw him not listening to her mother and felt momentarily cross. When he’d first come into their lives as the vicar’s son and a young soldier, she’d considered him ridiculous and had been shocked that Gussie had got herself pregnant and married him. But after he’d won one of the earliest MCs in the war, survived the Somme and Passchendaele and continued up the ranks till now he was a colonel, she saw that, in the eyes of the world at least, the laugh was on her who had married Fred.

         Inevitably, Sylvia’s attention was drawn again to Eddie. Where would his life take him? To the war, of course. Oh, the war! The war!

         ‘I’ll tell you my plans for the next twenty-four hours.’

         Eddie turned reluctantly to his neighbour, his eldest male cousin, George. Why ever was he allowed out of his regiment, in his beastly blazer and cravat? How he’d love all that fighting side-by-side, leader-of-men bullshit which was at the heart of the army. Thank the Lord for the RAF!

         ‘What?’ said Eddie ungraciously.

         ‘I’m going to take little brother William out to carry the ammunition and walk round the fields for four or five hours, killing as many bloody rabbits, hairs, pigeons, foxes, rooks, badgers, squirrels and starlings as I can find. It’ll be bloody good exercise and bloody good target practice. I know you’re not much of a shot but it might be a bit of fun.’

         The worst thing about this invitation, Eddie decided, was that George was trying to be kind. He was a year or two older and, ever since going to Sandhurst, had felt invincibly superior to his cousin.

         ‘I might,’ said Eddie. ‘What about the other twenty hours?’

         ‘Visit to the Fitzpaine Arms,’ answered George promptly ‘where there’s a charming barmaid called Jesmarie.’

         ‘No thanks’. With an ex-village boy for his father, Eddie certainly wasn’t going to watch George patronise the locals.

         ‘I plan to stay up all night drinking so when that bloody old buffer Chamberlain finally decides to give us the dire news which we all know anyway, I shall be in exactly the right frame of mind. Then I shall kiss my dear mama and go off to join my regiment.’ George sat back in his chair with a satisfied expression.

         ‘What if the PM speaks tonight and you’re recalled to your regiment dead drunk?’

         ‘Father says it’s tomorrow and his ear’s to the ground.’

         ‘Have you got the drink?’

         ‘The best Scotch with chasers of Dorset ale. I’ve even located the perfect room backstairs.’

         George, Eddie remembered, became more bearable when drunk, lachrymose and sentimental, but less conceited. ‘Count me in.’

         ‘Good-o!’ said George.

         Eddie looked round the room at his family. Did he like any of them? Cousin Artemis was still standing, leaning against the Reverend’s chair and talking in long sentences. Maybe she reminded him of Eva.

         ‘Artemis!’ he called and indicated the empty chair beside him. There were too many men in his life.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Artemis flopping down. ‘I was trapped by grandfather.’

         ‘You were doing the talking.’

         ‘He asked me what I was reading so I was obliging with the plot of The Eustace Diamonds.’

         ‘I bet he knew it already.’

         Artemis sighed. ‘So I trapped myself.’

         As she spoke two girls came in carrying plates already served and put them at each place. Lily followed with more.

         ‘Over here, Lil!’ commanded Fred loudly.

         ‘I’m terrified of Uncle Fred.’ murmured Artemis. I always sit as far away from him as possible. When I was about eighteen he said I was like a pre-Raphaelite painting without their sex appeal.’

         They both considered Fred. ‘He’s been a bit knocked back by the Soviet-Nazi non-aggression pact,’ said Eddie. ‘But I can’t see it shaking his belief in communism. If it comes to that half the Oxford Labour Party is communist. Where do you stand?’

         Artemis blinked. ‘I prefer to live in the past. You can see things more clearly.’ She turned away to accept a plate piled high with lumps of meat and potatoes and runner beans. ‘I wish I wasn’t so greedy.’

         Eddie began to lose interest.

         George, on his other side, interrupted demolishing his own pile of food, to ask Eddie, ‘So are you still set on getting your wings?’

         Eddie was so surprised at George’s interest in his future that he revealed what he’d told nobody else, ‘I have an interview for a short service commission on Monday at eleven o’clock.’

         ‘Jolly good,’ said George. ‘The war will start without you, of course, but you’ll catch up at some point.’

         This was irritating because true. ‘I can already fly a plane.’

         ‘Pottering over the Oxford countryside is a bit different to fighting German aces who’ve cut their teeth in Spain.’

         This was also true. Head down, Eddie concentrated on eating his food. How could Reggie and Gussie produce so many children? When he next looked up he saw his mother watching him. They smiled at each other.

         Sylvia was wondering why she was sitting next to the oafish Reggie, instead of Fred. Last night they’d made love, once in the evening and once in the morning. Then they’d slept again. Naked in his arms, she’d felt utterly content. It was always like this, a sense that they had at last become one, each equal and happy in their love. But before breakfast was over, she could feel him pulling away as if something stopped him acknowledging their closeness. Sometimes, it was as if he was punishing himself as well as her but any attempt to discuss it was met with anger or flight. He was one of the few soldiers who had fought through the whole horrible Gallipoli campaign. But she hadn’t known him before the war. Perhaps he had always been angry.

         Then there was the barrier of her class. But how could he go on being angry at her for being born into the upper class when she’d given him everything? Sylvia knew about Fred’s other women, about Sonia. In her low moments, she wondered if he would have been happier if she’d never entered his life. Then she remembered they loved each other, she knew they did.

         I am not a romantic, thought Sylvia firmly as her vacant gaze rested on the healthy bright faces around her. My last novel was described by critics as ‘acid, verging on cruel.’

         Beatrice’s face swung into focus. She was not talking either but looking happily at her children and grandchildren while leaning slightly towards Eddie. She had been a widow for twenty-four years. That was it, thought Sylvia, her dear father would have expected her to support Beatrice and Tollorum. She could not give herself entirely to Fred, nor, indeed, to her writing.

         Eddie turned to Beatrice, ‘So how are you, grandmama?

         But at that moment Lily who seldom sat down during meals, although there was always a place set for her, carried in the cake. At her command, the girls drew the long curtains, and they all began to sing.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER SIX

            3rd September 1939

         

         At breakfast the following morning Beatrice announced that the Prime Minister was to address the nation at eleven-fifteen and the wireless would be on in the drawing-room.

         Fred responded promptly by saying he was going down to have coffee with the Rector at that very time.

         So they were a reduced family group; no Fred, no Reggie who had left the afternoon before and no George who had fallen into an alcoholic sleep so heavy that even Eddie’s kicks couldn’t wake him.

         As the clock on the mantelpiece ticked onwards, Eddie felt his heart pounding the seconds. Lines of poetry came into his head:

         
            ‘Blow out you bugles, over the rich Dead!

            There’s none of these so lonely and poor or old

            But dying, has made us rarer gifts than gold.’

         

         At school, he’d dismissed Rupert Brooke as an attitudinising sham who’d died from a mosquito bite before he’d got anywhere near the field of battle. He’d even written an essay titled ‘A glorious lie or a fatal dream?’ But now those lines, ‘Blow out you bugles over the rich dead’ pumped through his veins, bringing purposeful drama and, in the immediate present, extinguishing his own hangover.

         ‘Eddie?’ Sylvia was looking at her son questioningly.

         ‘Sorry.’ He’d spoken out loud. Sylvia squeezed his hand.

         Gussie was fussing with her hair, still thick and dark.

         ‘My mother’s preparing to be theatrical,’ Artemis whispered to Eddie.

         A few minutes before eleven-fifteen, Beatrice nodded to Lily who went up to the wireless that had been murmuring about tinned soup and turned up the sound. One of two evacuee boys who were generally kept out of sight, gave a nervous shriek and Gussie, eyes wide, put her finger to her lips and hissed loudly, ‘Shssh!’

         The boys retreated behind Lily and there was absolute silence.

         
            ‘I’m speaking to you from the Cabinet room at Number 10 Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note …’

         

         Eddie thought that the Prime Minister’s voice sounded like a baleful hermit predicting death and destruction from a dark cave. No Rupert Brooke he.

         Before the quavering voice could pronounce the final words of war, there was an interruption as George lurched into the room. ‘Have I missed the old bugger? Eddie, you swine, why didn’t you wake me!’

         ‘George! How could you!’ Gussie lunged at her son.

         Encouraged, the evacuee boys came out from behind Lily, and began to yell ‘Bugger! Bugger! Bugger!’ in high-pitched voices, before continuing with a wider choice of swear words.

         Beatrice and Sylvia leant forward in the same praying attitude as they tried to hear Chamberlain’s words.

         ‘Why don’t you tackle George?’ suggested Artemis to Eddie.

         Annoyed by George’s continuing insults, Eddie launched himself at his cousin who immediately crashed to the rug in front of the wireless which rocked dangerously before righting itself.

         Eddie sat firmly on George who went quiet enough for Chamberlain’s words to emerge again.

         
            ‘The situation in which no word given by Germany’s ruler could be trusted and no people or country could feel themselves safe, has become intolerable. And now we have resolved to finish it … May God bless you all. May He defend the right …’

         

         The Prime Minister’s voice now seemed stronger or at least louder so that gradually the evacuee boys stopped bellowing and they all heard his final words.

         
            ‘… It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution: and against them I am certain that the right will prevail.’

         

         As his words died away, the national anthem was played and everybody stood, including Eddie, thus freeing George. Like a clumsy bear, George lumbered to his feet and his hand came up in a salute. Nobody laughed, even though his fingers wavered round his nose and his trousers were halfway down his hips. He was a soldier. England was at war. George would fight for them, possibly die for them.

         
            [image: ]

         

         At 10 0’clock the next morning, Eddie was walking along Kingsway towards Astradel House, the headquarters of the RAF. He had caught an early train filled with soldiers coming from a base at Blandford. Over the last few days reservists had been called in from all over England. Eddie, centred on his own aims, had not quite taken in that preparations of all sorts were already underway. Of course, he’d been aware of the evacuees and the black-out curtains but not the sense that everything was changing.

         In London sandbags were being piled against shop windows, signs directed to ARP posts or air-raid shelters and, once again, there were soldiers everywhere. After a sober evening and a good sleep, Eddie was feeling particularly active and cheerful. His confidence lasted as he went through the imposing doors of Astradal House and confronted a burly uniformed commissionaire.

         ‘I’m here for an interview with the selection board for pilots in the RAF.’

         ‘Third floor, sir. Room 21. The lift’s straight ahead.’

         ‘I’ll take the stairs.’

         The small waiting room was filling up with other interviewees, his rivals, one of them in school uniform. Another, tall and thin, older than the rest, was boasting loudly about his RAF contacts and the number of his flying hours. A short, stubby fellow with a very tightly knotted tie and ginger hair, nudged Eddie, ‘Some chaps take the biscuit.’

         At last, Eddie was escorted to the interview room.

         ‘Come right in,’ encouraged the central of three men. All were old, and, although in uniform, wore the face of schoolmasters.

         ‘You may sit down.’

         Eddie hadn’t even noticed the chair. He sat down and listened as he was given the names of his interviewers. Now he could see their wings, their stripes and their sharp eyes.

         ‘Why do you want to join the Royal Air Force?’

         ‘To serve my King and country, sir. In a time of war.’ Henry had suggested this answer.

         ‘How old are you?’

         ‘Nineteen years and nine months.’

         The man to the right who picked up a bit of paper was slightly younger and more heroic looking with a sun-bronzed face and a sharp little moustache. ‘Your father fought in the last war?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ What was that to do with anything? ‘I’ve always wanted to be in the air force, sir.’ No reaction.

         ’We also wrote to your college and your school.’ Middle man studied his bit of paper. ‘Schools.’

         Eddie was prepared for this. ‘I’ve grown up a lot at Oxford. I put my energy into other things.’

         ‘Such as?’

         ‘Flying.’

         Suddenly there was a list of questions from the man on the left:

         ‘Which newspapers do you read?’

         ‘The Times.’ Occasionally.

         ‘What games do you play?’

         ‘Rugger, cricket.’ Badly. ‘I row.’ Well.

         ‘Do you hunt? Do you shoot?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Sort of. Now if I had a different father …

         ‘How about sailing?’

         ‘Afraid not.’ Too late, Eddie remembered that light hands on the tiller suggested light hands on the joystick. Ditto riding. At least he’d lied on that one.

         ‘How many battleships in the Far East?’

         ‘None. They’re all cruisers.’ Won’t catch me out with that one.

         ‘What is the tan of an angle? Sin? Cosin?’ Eddie had always surprised himself by being good at maths.

         It seemed the interview was winding down. Eddie racked his brain for something that would make him stand out from the crowd.

         The man in the middle leant forward, ‘Your mother’s maiden name was Fitzpaine?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘Any relation of Brigadier-General Fitzpaine?’

         ‘Her father. My grandfather. Missing presumed dead at Gallipoli, sir.’

         The man leant forward, showing real interest for the first time. ‘I met him once. In Cairo. We were both kicking our heels there.’

         ‘He only lasted three days on Gallipoli,’ said Eddie.

         ‘A brave death. Churchill called them paladins. Stuck in my mind.’ The Air Vice-Marshall, as finally identified by Eddie, nodded to himself before speaking briskly. ‘Well, thank you, Mr. Chaffey, for your time. The Royal Air Force hasn’t been a fully-fledged part of the armed forces for long but I believe we will have a very important part to play. Take the slip to the commissionaire and he will tell you where to find the medics.’

         Repressing an urge to salute (but what was the airman’s salute?) Eddie left.

         Waiting in another anonymous room, it struck him that things were not as expected at the Royal Air Force. This brave new world was run by old men. His experience at the University Air Squadron had counted for less than the old boy network. How his father would have sniggered!

         After nearly an hour, the short chunky chap joined him.

         ‘Two still standing,’ Eddie said in an ironical tone of voice.

         ‘Could have knocked me down with a feather,’ replied the other cheerily. ‘Didn’t think I stood a chance, leaving school at fifteen. I guess it was my work with engines that got me in.’

         ‘Where do you learn that?’ asked Eddie warily.

         ‘Apprentice is the posh word. Slaving in the garage down the road for six years. Picking up bits and pieces. Doing favours so I’d get taught. Cars, lorries, tractors, boats, I’ve done them all.’

         ‘Aeroplanes?’ asked Eddie.

         ‘There you’ve got me. I’ve always wanted to be a flyer.’ The man paused, smiled. ‘Stupid.’

         ‘It would be easier to be air crew with your skills.’

         ‘That’s what they all say. My dad thinks I’ve lost my wits but I’ll prove them wrong.’

         ‘The interview must’ve gone well?’

         ‘The old fellow in the middle said he admired my sort. Bit rich, I thought. I can read, write, I’m tough, don’t give up easily and I can spot a needle on Mars.’

         ‘Good eyesight.’

         ‘Even if I’ve never been inside a plane, I know how big the sky is. At any rate the old fellow said, “What are aeroplanes but engines on wings?” to which I heartily agreed and then he gave me the blue slip.’

         ‘No maths questions?’

         ‘Need a teacher, don’t I. How about it, Chaffey? See, I know your name too. Country name. All city me. Birmingham. Andy Bullit. Don’t laugh, it’s true. Here’s good luck to both of us!’

         Bullit stuck out his hand and Eddie took it willingly. It seemed he had maligned the Royal Air Force. They did want all sorts.

         ‘To our high-flying future!’
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         It was nearly eight o’clock when Eddie once again stood outside Astradal House. He had lost track of Bullit or anyone else and was alone with no plans for the evening. It was too early for the Bag o’ Nails and anyway he felt too wound up for booze. If he went to the London flat he risked being cross-questioned by his father. If he went to Dorset he’d have to face his mother’s sad eyes.

         He looked around. The sun had recently dipped below the buildings along Kingsway, leaving a glowing halo in its wake but the facades were dark, the black-out already in place so that they seemed menacing against the bright sky. The streets were dull too, a few cars and buses; they too were dark, their passengers like ghosts, drove by at half the usual speed. Eddie imagined how dismal it would become when all the light from the sky had gone. Most workers had left their offices and on such a fine evening normally would be drinking in the three or four pubs Eddie could see from where he stood. But now there were few takers, people walking fast as if keener than usual to reach their destination.

         Hesitating on the edge of the pavement, on his own in a newly strange city on the second day of war, Eddie suddenly had an acute awareness of how alone he was. His body seemed strange as the city, his youthfulness and recent success mere bravado. Yet flying alone in the vastness above the world was where he was most happy. Every minute of the day he longed for that sense of being solitary and beyond reach. So what was it now, in this city filled with people, that made him so aware of being alone and his heart beat too fast as if afraid? The sky, flushed a purplish-pink, pressed down heavily as if warning him of something unknowable in the future. His future was with the Royal Air Force! Why did he feel like this on his day of triumph? Angrily he swung round one way and then the other.

         Now he needed company, there was no-one. Henry would have been a possibility. Henry was outside all this war business, but term had not yet started and Henry was still in America with his family. The answer came suddenly: Eva. Eva would understand his mood: the knowledge that he had committed himself, his life to something inescapable, except by death. He who had never committed himself to anything. Yes, Eva would understand.
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