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  For Judy, who as a fellow first-time novelist forgave me my trespasses as I worked obsessively on this story.




  







  To the men and women of the RAF who, in 1940, delivered this country from an unspeakable fate. We owe them everything.




  







  Prologue




  South of France, 1951




  Diana sat at her usual table outside the pavement café reading her morning paper. There were still many words she didn’t understand, but after two months her

  French was definitely improving. Everyone told her so.




  She searched the pages for the weather forecast. Not that she needed to: it was obviously going to be another beautiful day. The sky above Nice flower-market was an unbroken blue and even though

  it was only April, the air was warm and still. The cut flowers on the stalls packed into the square around her would be impossible to find anywhere back home, this early in the year.




  It had been below freezing for weeks in shivering, rationed-to-the-hilt England. She’d spoken by telephone to her father in Kent the night before.




  ‘You’re much better off down there, Diana,’ he told her. ‘Lots of sunshine and plenty of food. Rationing here just goes from bad to worse. You wouldn’t think

  we’d won the bloody war.’




  A taxi came slowly round the corner, past a little grove of orange trees that lined the centre of the road. It was a shabby brown prewar Citroën, all the windows down in the spring warmth.

  She stood up to hail it, but realised it already carried a passenger and wasn’t going to stop.




  As it passed her, she saw the silhouette of a man sitting in the back. He was leaning forward and speaking, in English, to the driver.




  ‘No, not here. I told you – it’s much further up. Keep going all the way to the Hotel Negresco. And get a move on – I’m late enough as it is.’




  Diana swayed and gripped the back of her chair. Impossible.




  ‘Stop! she called at last as the taxi reached the top of the square and began to turn on to the Promenade des Anglais. ‘Oh please, stop!’




  But the Citroën entered the flow of traffic and disappeared down the long curving road that bordered the sparkling Mediterranean.




  ‘Madame?’ It was Armand, the patron, solicitous. ‘Do you have a problem?’




  ‘No, no . . .’ She sat down again. ‘Everything’s fine, really.’




  But she was lying.




  Everything was wrong.




  Completely wrong.
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  When she looked back – at all of it, mind, right back to the point where it all really began – she was surprised at only two things.




  That she had survived at all and how foolish she had been.




  Even in the moments when she had believed she was being clever, she wasn’t. Such a silly girl, she thought to herself now. Such a ridiculous, stupid girl.




  Which is a little harsh. For how many of us would recognise the Devil if he stood smiling at our door?




  The Arnolds were a family who took a quiet pleasure in using entirely the wrong names for each other. It had started even before Mr and Mrs Arnold were engaged. She was

  Patricia, he was Patrick; both were known as Pat – potential for confusion from the very beginning. To their mutual pleasure and relief they discovered that each harboured an irrational

  dislike for the names their parents had bestowed on them. So they agreed to refer to each other by the ones they shyly confessed were their secret preferences.




  Patrick had always thought of himself as Oliver; he said he had no idea why.




  Patricia believed that the creamy sound of ‘Gwen’ somehow magically softened the lines of her lean, angular face – at least, she thought of it as lean and angular

  – and gave her bony hips and splayed feet – again this was how she thought of them – a less prominent form. Of course, she didn’t confide any of this to her

  fiancé. She simply told him that she wished she had been christened Gwen, ‘for no more logical reason than you regret not being called Oliver, my dear’.




  So they made their arrangement, and their marriage. And when first a son, and then a daughter arrived, the children came, in time, to follow their parents’ example. They were intrigued to

  learn of the pact and when he was eight, Robert gravely informed the family that he would prefer to be known as John. His sister privately thought Robert a much nicer name and was content with her

  own given one of Rose, but gradually she felt inclined, obliged even, to join the family gavotte.




  After much thought and lengthy private consultation with her intimates at school (who were thrilled to be part of the process), Rose reached her decision. She announced it to the family that

  Christmas.




  Her new name was confirmed just in time for a new decade. Rose was left behind in the swirling backwash of the 1920s.




  The future belonged to Diana.
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  South of England, 1938




  Oliver loved the chalk stream that flowed swiftly beneath the ha-ha wall separating his rabbit-cropped lawn from the paddock beyond. In fact, Mr Arnold loved, and was proud of,

  every aspect of the home he had built – or, rather, bought – for his family.




  The four of them lived in an oak-framed Dower House tucked beneath the Weald of Kent. Five, if you included Lucy, the maid, who had a room at the top of the back stairs.




  The surrounding countryside was heavily wooded and that summer, as Mr Arnold drove the three miles to the tiny railway station to catch his London train, he compared the thickly timbered lanes

  to his memories of the previous year’s astonishing new feature-length Walt Disney animated film, much of which was set in an extravagant forest.




  Gwen and he had been amazed by Disney’s artistry. Even John and Diana, reluctantly persuaded to accompany their parents to Royal Tunbridge Wells’ largest cinema, found their own

  cheerful impertinence – ‘it’s a cartoon, Oliver; they’re just drawings, Mum’ – silenced after five minutes of the first reel of Snow White

  and the Seven Dwarfs.




  ‘That was really something, Dad,’ John said afterwards as they walked back to the car. Since their middle teens Mr Arnold’s children had called him Oliver when they wanted to

  tease or annoy him; Dad when he’d earned their grudging respect. It never occurred to either child to call their mother Gwen.




  ‘Some of those tableaux – you know, the backgrounds to the action – were amazing. Mum, you really should think about adapting and developing that style for your next painting.

  I think you could do something with it.’




  Gwen coughed. ‘I think Mr Disney might have something to say about that, John. I have my own romantic style, and he has his, dear. But it was very fine, I agree, if a little . . . well,

  rudimentary.’




  There was a slightly awkward silence as they arrived in the side street where Mr Arnold had left the car. Gwen was sensitive about her painting, especially since an unflattering review of her

  first exhibition had appeared in the evening paper. ‘So unfair!’ she had cried, crumpling the pages in distress. ‘I am my own inspiration! I owe nothing to any

  of these people he writes about. He’s all but accusing me of plagiarism! And oh, all of our friends will be reading this . . . it’s too much. Oliver, I want you to do

  something.’




  Mr Arnold was a libel lawyer, and a successful one. He preferred to represent plaintiffs; he had something of a gift for persuading jurors to empathise with his clients. He used simple tricks of

  rhetoric. ‘How would you feel if the article had said that about you?’ he would ask the jury, before turning to the opposing barrister with a look of reproach, as if

  the man should be ashamed of defending the peddlers of such calumny.




  Juries instinctively liked him with his crisp, pleasantly inflected voice and pleasing looks. Mr Arnold wasn’t conventionally handsome, but he had an attractive smile and a reassuring air.

  Jurors felt they could trust him, and were flattered by the subliminal message he managed to convey to them, which said: ‘You’re a sensible lot, I can see that. Between you and me

  we’ll sort this nonsense out, won’t we?’




  Crucially for any barrister working in high-conflict court cases, juries wanted to be on his side. It was half the battle won.




  Success had brought him great wealth. For years he had been able to charge the highest rates for the privilege of his time, and such was his reputation as a winner that publishers increasingly

  preferred to settle out of court when they heard that Oliver Arnold was against them.




  So he had dutifully taken the offending article about Gwen to his office in Holborn. After careful scrutiny, he concluded that there was nothing defamatory in it. If anything, he thought

  privately to himself, the piece was a rather adroit dissection of his wife’s shortcomings as an artist. It said she owed much to the work of others, and after Mr Arnold had spent an afternoon

  visiting some of the galleries mentioned in the piece, he was inclined to agree.




  Later, at home, he dissembled. ‘There’s nothing to be done, Gwen. It’s what’s known as fair comment. Yes, yes, I know we think it’s unfair, but

  critics must be free to criticise, and all that. I realise it’s upsetting, but if I were you I’d just put it behind me and forget all about it. What was it Wilde said? “The only

  thing worse than being talked about, is not being talked about.” Something like that, I believe. Anyway, at least they’ve taken notice of you, darling.’




  His wife’s face was full of resentment. ‘Well, of course, if you’re going to take their side, I suppose there’s nothing to be done.’




  She had been cool with him for weeks.




  That was three summers ago and it was only by the spring of 1938 that Gwen had recovered her amour-propre sufficiently to return to her oils, brushes and canvases in the attic of the

  Dower House. Mr Arnold may have had his own (unvoiced) opinion of his wife’s ability, but he couldn’t fault her new-found self-belief. Indeed, he had been obliged to cancel a long

  anticipated holiday to the Lake District after Gwen protested that she ‘couldn’t possibly, possibly’ leave her work.




  ‘Not at such a crucial stage, Oliver. Surely you can understand. I’ve never experienced such a creative burst.’




  Her husband reflected that one half-finished oil depicting a vase of what appeared to be drought-stricken daisies didn’t represent much of a creative burst to him, but nevertheless

  dutifully wrote to the hotel near Ullswater, and bade a sad farewell to his deposit.




  So Mr Arnold spent his two-week holiday taking packed lunches, prepared for him by Lucy, on lonely expeditions into the surrounding countryside while his wife laboured, or, if we are to be

  honest, postured, at her easel. The house was quiet now the children were away at their studies and for the first time in years, he experienced a touch of melancholy. It did him good to get

  out.




  He was at his happiest up on the Weald, from where he could look down upon the smoke and haze of London to the north, and across to the shimmering hint of the sea to the south. Small powder-blue

  butterflies exploded from the bushes along the footpaths in front of him as he strode along the ripple of high ground between the North and South Downs. ‘Kent’s answer to the Malvern

  Hills,’ he would murmur to himself at some point during each visit. It was a knowing conceit, but it pleased him. Yet even the sunniest days were increasingly darkened by the growing threat

  of war.




  Invisible just below the southern horizon lay France. France, which twenty-four years ago had stood toe-to-toe with a threatening, blustering Kaiser, and now stared into the dead eyes of the

  Führer.




  Mr Arnold, munching his ham sandwiches on the slopes above Ashdown Forest, could scarcely believe another war might be coming. He had ended up as a major in France last time. When he’d

  asked Gwen to marry him he had been on a short leave to London, and although her ‘yes, yes of course!’ had thrilled and exhilarated him, secretly he didn’t expect to survive long

  enough to see his own wedding.




  Even today he looked back with genuine astonishment at the fact that he’d come out of the war in one piece. He had been almost four years in the trenches, joining his regiment immediately

  after leaving public school in the summer of 1914. Plans to read law at university were postponed, although Oliver and his parents were quietly confident that he would take up his place at Oxford

  within a few months, certainly by the New Year. The war would be won by Christmas at the latest; everyone knew that.




  By the end of 1918, Mr Arnold was the only boy from his school year’s Cadet Corps to survive the war. He had no idea why he had been spared. It certainly wasn’t through lack of

  exposure to battle; he had fought in so many, and seen so many men killed directly beside him. Some had been shot, others evaporated in an instant by the blast of a shell that somehow left him

  unscathed. Shellfire did that sort of thing; he’d witnessed men closest to an explosion crawl away while others further back were blown to pieces.




  Now, probably too old at forty-five to fight again, his fears were for his son. At twenty, John was at the RAF Officer Training School at Cranwell in Lincolnshire. Nothing was certain, but if he

  was commissioned, ultimately John could be sent on active duty. The papers said the war would be decided in the air this time. John might be one of the young men pitched into a new kind of front

  line; a modern battlefield where the enemy, bad weather or bad luck would toss boys like him into gravity’s unforgiving grasp.




  Mr Arnold tried to keep grotesque images of his son tumbling helplessly through the skies at bay, and confided his anxieties to no one. But as the summer days shortened, and August drifted into

  September, the secret fear within him grew. Hitler’s threats against Czechoslovakia were becoming wilder and more bellicose by the day. Mr Arnold scanned the gloomy headlines in his newspaper

  each morning on the train to Charing Cross. Britain and France were honour-bound to stand by what Mr Arnold’s editorials unfailingly described as ‘the plucky Czechs’.




  Summer was nearly done and the woods that surrounded the Dower House began to glow with the first colours of autumn. Fires were lit again in the cottages and farmhouses that dotted the station

  road. Mr Arnold, sitting behind the wheel of his big green Humber (a present from a grateful client he’d represented in a swift and decisive action), noted the wood-smoke rising from

  chimneys. It was, after all, the last weekend in September. He wondered if it would also be the last weekend of peace. The Prime Minister had that very afternoon announced to a cheering House of

  Commons that he was flying immediately to Munich to hold talks with the Führer, at Herr Hitler’s personal invitation, to ‘settle the Czechoslovakian Question . . . once and for

  all’.




  Tomorrow’s meeting in Germany, Mr Arnold reflected as he turned into the gravel drive of the Dower House, represented not much more than a last desperate throw of the dice.




  Lucy let him into the hall and helped him off with his hat and coat.




  ‘Will it be war, sir?’ she asked politely, in the same tone of voice as if she were asking him if it might rain.




  ‘I very much doubt things will come to that, Lucy,’ he said. But secretly he was relieved that Diana and John were coming home for the weekend. War felt very close now, and he wanted

  his children near.




  







  3




  ‘Hitler is absolutely no different from Queen Victoria. No different what-so-ever.’ Diana pushed her plate away and stared defiantly at the rest of the

  family.




  ‘Oh dear,’ murmured Gwen. ‘Not another of these tiresome arguments over lunch, please. Lucy will be serving dessert in a moment.’




  Her husband shifted in his chair. ‘There’s nothing tiresome about these discussions,’ he said irritably. ‘Nothing tiresome at all, as it happens. I like to hear the

  children speaking their minds. I—’




  ‘We’re hardly children, Daddy,’ Diana interrupted. ‘I’m at Girton learning how awful politicians are and John is at Cranwell learning how to kill people. Not

  exactly the occupations of infants.’




  Mr Arnold looked at her over his glasses and put down his Sunday paper, from which he had just been reading aloud, and with rising anger, to his family.




  ‘You may be reading politics at Cambridge, young lady, but it’s infantile to compare Adolf with Victoria. Surely you—’




  ‘It’s infantile not to! Victoria and her ghastly prime ministers and gunboats built the biggest empire the world has ever seen, and they did it with threats and brute force,

  smash and grab. Remind you of anyone? Hitler may be a horrible man and his party a bunch of gangsters, but he’s only doing what we’ve been getting away with for centuries. It’s

  the height of hypocrisy to say anything else. Come on, Daddy, surely you must see.’




  ‘I certainly see that you’re oversimplifying things. You can’t compare British democracy with Nazi thuggery. We built partnerships across the world. We—’




  ‘Oh, give it a rest, both of you.’ John pushed his plate away. ‘Dad, you know Diana doesn’t believe a word of what she’s saying. She just likes a good

  row.’




  ‘I do not. Shut up, John. Anyway, Daddy and I agree on one thing – Britain and France have sold the Czechs completely down the river. It’s awful. I feel so

  ashamed.’




  Her father threw back his head. ‘Well, we’re in the minority, my dear. Most people,’ he waved his paper, ‘think Mr Chamberlain’s the hero of the hour; he’s

  saved us from war and stood up to Hitler. Wrong, on both counts. Our PM may have said “no” to the bully for now, but he’s agreed to give him everything he wants in regular

  instalments in the near future. A sell-out in easy stages. And we promised the Czechs we’d stand by them. Some promise! We’ve forced them to hand over half their country to Hitler.

  You’re right, Diana. It is shameful.’




  ‘But if it stops a war . . . I mean, the PM has at least stopped that, hasn’t he, Dad?’ asked John.




  ‘Of course he hasn’t. Good God, John, haven’t you read any of Churchill’s articles in the papers? Hitler’s a blackmailer, and blackmailers always come back for

  more. After what we gave him on Friday, he must think we’re abject worms. I’ll tell you this: there’ll be German troops in Prague by Christmas.’




  Gwen, who had gone to the kitchen to see what Lucy was doing about dessert, returned in time to hear her husband’s prediction. Her shoulders dropped.




  ‘Let’s pray you’re wrong, Oliver,’ she said. ‘Otherwise John will have to go to war, just as you did. You can’t want that.’




  ‘Of course I don’t want that! Why is no one listening properly? What I’m trying to say is—’




  John coughed. ‘I don’t think Dad wants war, Mum. But . . . er . . . a lot of us rather do, you know, if we’re being honest. It’s obvious Adolf’s going to have to be

  stopped sooner or later. I’m training on Tiger Moths now and the chaps say that could mean qualifying for a Hurricane or even a Spitfire squadron. If Dad’s right, we might actually get

  a crack at showing Hitler where he gets off.’




  His parents stared at him.




  ‘You never mentioned this,’ said Gwen, after a pause. ‘You never said you were training to be a fighter pilot. Isn’t that awfully dangerous, Oliver?’




  Mr Arnold hesitated. ‘Well, up to a point. All flying has its risks, especially in war. We just have to—’




  Diana clapped her hands. ‘What fun, Johnnie! A girl I know at Girton goes out with a fighter pilot. He flies Gloucester something-or-others . . . Radiators – oh no, it’s

  Gladiators. Anyway, he’s gorgeous and so is everyone in his squadron. You simply must fly fighters!’




  She turned to her mother. ‘Don’t worry, Mummy. Like it says in the song: “There ain’t going to be no war, no war”. Old Adolf won’t dare attack us, or France.

  Especially France. Professor Hislop told us during a lecture this week that the French have a massive army, much bigger than ours. We’ll be fine.’




  She pointed at her brother. ‘When you start flying fighter planes, Johnnie, promise you’ll bring home the best-looking pilot in the squadron to stay for Christmas, and I’ll

  bring home Sarah Tweed, that girl you kept making ridiculous sheep’s eyes at during the Freshers’ Ball. Agreed?’




  John smiled. ‘I haven’t even got my wings yet, sis.’




  ‘Oh, but you will. You have my fullest confidence. Anyway, talking of old Hislop, I ought to be off. No time for pudding. Will you give me a lift to the station, Pa?’




  ‘Me too, please,’ said John, standing up. ‘I’m due back at camp tonight. Flying first thing in the morning.’




  ‘Certainly,’ said Mr Arnold, with forced cheeriness. ‘This lawyer can run a one-man taxi-rank with the best of them. No difficulty there. I’ll get the car out.’ He

  turned to Diana. ‘Come on, Piglet – you open the garage for me while I start her up.’




  Gwen said nothing as her children kissed her goodbye. Foreboding had risen from her throat like ash and her tongue was choked.
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  Diana slammed the telephone in the hall back on to its cradle so fiercely that a small crack appeared across the smooth brown Bakelite surface.




  ‘Mum! Oliver! Come on! Hurry!’




  Muffled exclamations floated from the drawing room and a moment later Mr Arnold opened the door.




  ‘What on earth’s all the racket about? What’s happening?’




  Diana was already halfway into her coat. ‘It’s John! He’s going to be up there in about twenty minutes. Come on.’




  ‘Up where? Calm down and tell me—’




  Diana stamped her foot. ‘How can I, when you keep asking silly questions? Up there!’ She pointed at the ceiling. ‘In his thingy, his kite, his Spit, his

  plane, for heaven’s sake. You get the car out and I’ll fetch Mum.’




  ‘But how do you know he’s going to be up there?’ Oliver couldn’t keep up.




  ‘Oh!’ Diana stamped her foot again, ‘Damn the man, damn him to hell . . . because he called, didn’t he, and told me. John just telephoned from his

  aerodrome. He says his squadron’s taking off on an exercise any second now and they’ll be over the Weald in twenty minutes. He says we should head for Upper Hartfield –

  they’ll be passing directly overhead. Come on!’




  Gwen appeared in the hall. ‘Why is everybody shouting?’




  ‘It’s John,’ Mr Arnold said, searching frantically through a set of drawers for his car keys. ‘He’s going to be up there in a few minutes. We need to leave right

  now, if we want to see him.’




  ‘Up where?’ Gwen looked bemused. ‘Tell me what’s happening.’




  ‘How can I when you keep asking questions? Put your coat on – we’re going to see John fly his Spitfire. Now where are my blasted keys!’




  Three minutes later, Mr Arnold and his wife and daughter were hurtling under leafless branches towards Upper Hartfield. Mr Arnold had parked his car there often the previous summer on his

  solitary holiday excursions.




  Today, the March air was cold under a summer-blue sky. Diana and Gwen craned their necks out of the windows as the car raced through the lanes.




  ‘I think I can see them!’ Diana screamed when the big green Humber swerved to the south and the north-west sky opened like a luminous page beyond an oak spinney. ‘There –

  look, like lots of little silverfish! No, there, Daddy!’ as Oliver looked the wrong way.




  He pulled to a juddering halt opposite the village church and leaped out, saying, ‘Quickly – there’s a clear spot behind the spinney at the back of the church. We can look from

  there.’




  A few moments later, the family were standing on an ancient grassy knoll; all that remained of a Crusader’s grave, anointed 800 years earlier, abandoned and all but forgotten for

  centuries.




  They stared up at the new Knights Templars: would-be warriors of the skies, untested yet in battle.




  ‘My God,’ muttered Mr Arnold to himself as a dozen Spitfires cruised swiftly above them, engines throbbing and sunlight flashing off Perspex cockpits and aluminium wings. ‘My

  God – how long before John will be flying into war?’ He shivered as a ripple of disquiet passed through him.




  ‘What’s that, Daddy?’ asked Diana.




  ‘Nothing, dear,’ he replied, trying to shrug off his premonition. ‘I was just wondering which aircraft John is flying.’




  The squadron moved off to the south-east, the deep rumble of engines dwindling as they swept towards Rye and the Channel. The wonderful moment was over, and the Arnolds walked slowly back to

  their car.
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  Six months after what Mr Arnold invariably described as ‘the son and heir’s flypast’, lingering hopes of peace quietly evaporated and war was born on a

  sluggish, late-summer morning as German troops swept into Poland. Gwen and Oliver sat by their mahogany wireless set and listened intently to the Prime Minister admitting comprehensive diplomatic

  defeat. He sounded desperately tired.




  ‘Well, that’s it,’ said Mr Arnold, switching off the radio. ‘We’re all for the high-jump now.’




  ‘I can’t bear it,’ Gwen said quietly. ‘I always thanked God for the miracle that brought you back to me the last time. I always promised Him, when I was praying for you,

  that I would never, ever, ask for another one. And I haven’t. I kept my promise. But what am I supposed to say to Him about John? What? It isn’t fair. It simply isn’t fair.’

  Tears rolled silently down her cheeks.




  Mr Arnold stared at his wife.




  ‘Look, Gwen,’ he said finally, pulling her to him. ‘God’s mercy is – oh, you know how difficult I find it to believe in all this stuff, after what I saw in France

  the last time – but surely God is supposed to have infinite compassion? If you believe He saved my worthless skin twenty-odd years ago, surely you can believe that He has the power

  to keep our son safe too?’




  ‘But that’s just it,’ Gwen said miserably. ‘I don’t know if God even heard my prayers about you. Maybe you were just one of the lucky ones. Maybe John won’t

  be. Oh God . . .’




  The telephone rang.




  John.




  ‘I can’t bloody believe it, Dad,’ he shouted down a bad, crackling line. ‘They’re disbanding the entire squadron in some kind of stupid reorganisation. Bloody

  bureaucrats. We’ve just declared war and I’ve been given bloody leave. It’ll all be over before I get a chance to do anything. Hell! I’m sorry, Dad, but

  I’m spitting rivets here.’




  ‘Yes, I’d rather gathered that,’ said Mr Arnold, putting his hand over the receiver. ‘It’s John,’ he whispered to his wife. ‘Looks like your unsaid

  prayers have been answered. He’s coming home for a bit. The RAF have put him on standby.’




  Gwen grabbed the telephone. ‘John! Are you coming back here now?’ She listened for a few moments, then said, ‘Of course, darling. We’ll see you both

  tomorrow.’ She hung up.




  ‘Both?’ her husband repeated.




  ‘Yes,’ said Gwen quickly. ‘John is bringing his flight commander. Apparently the poor boy’s parents are in Canada at the moment and the family house is shut up. He

  can’t stay in camp all alone and John says he’s terribly nice and very funny. Now, what did he say his name was? I forget . . . oh yes, it’s James. James Blackwell.’




  Mr Arnold shrugged. ‘A full house for the weekend, then, with Diana coming home too,’ he said. ‘She’ll be most invigorated at the prospect, I’m sure. You’d

  better go and tell Lucy to make up one of the spare rooms. Actually, let’s put Mr Blackwell up in the top attic. You know what these fighter boys are supposed to be like with the girls.

  Predatory so-and-so’s.’




  ‘Don’t be disgusting,’ said Gwen as she pulled the bell for the maid. ‘I’m sure that Flight Commander Blackwell is an officer and a gentleman.’




  ‘Yes, but he’s a fighter boy too,’ her husband muttered under his breath as he left the room.




  Diana, as her father had predicted, was electrified by the news that Flight Commander James Blackwell would shortly be arriving with her brother.




  ‘He’s bound to be a dish,’ she said confidently as she ran upstairs to reapply her make-up. ‘All Spitfire pilots are impossibly glamorous. It’s practically one of

  the qualifications for the job. What time do him and John get here?’




  ‘He, dear, he,’ her father called after her. ‘So much for the Girton girl. I thought language and politics were your passions, not Brylcreem Boys. In fact, I

  thought . . .’




  Diana’s muffled answer drifted down from above, but he could only make out two words – ‘absurd, Daddy’ – before her bedroom door slammed shut.




  ‘It’s absurd, all right,’ said James Blackwell, as coffee was served in the Arnolds’ dining room that evening. ‘Everyone else racing back to

  barracks at maximum speed, and our lot gets sent home. Hardly the most martial start to a war for us, is it? The whole squadron’s furious. It’s a total waste of resources. I don’t

  know what Mr Chamberlain would make of it.’




  I wonder what Mr Chamberlain would make of you, thought Mr Arnold as he passed their guest sugar cubes and silver tongs. James Blackwell was pin-up material; a gift for the RAF’s

  propaganda unit. As Diana had predicted, based more on hope than intuition, he was impossibly glamorous. Indeed, all three of the young people sitting at his table were, in Mr Arnold’s view,

  excessively attractive.




  His daughter’s dark brown hair and green eyes were a source of initial surprise (and continuing private discussion) between her parents. These features – and her olive skin –

  owed nothing to their own fairer colouring. Gwen’s blonde hair and blue eyes, and Oliver’s light brown hair and pale grey irises, had been bypassed in Diana by some genetic resurgence

  from the past. She looked, her parents agreed, more Irish than English and sometimes even Spanish, especially when the long Kentish summers turned her already burnished skin a glowing brown, a

  setting from which her eyes glittered with emerald intensity.




  ‘She’s a Changeling,’ Mr Arnold told his wife at Diana’s tenth birthday party, as their daughter raced, screaming with laughter, along the ha-ha with her friends in

  blazing August sunshine. ‘Nothing to do with us. Our real daughter is in Faerie. This? This is a cuckoo-creature from the Underworld. She’ll disappear on her twenty-first birthday when

  they come to reclaim her, you’ll see.’




  John, though, was a Janus. Tall and slim, fair-haired and blue-eyed, he could be, depending on his mood, the reflection of either of his parents. At his most thoughtful, his expression was

  identical to Gwen’s when she hesitated before one of her unfinished paintings. But when relaxed and amused, he became a young Oliver, suppressed humour dancing behind his eyes. He had

  inherited his father’s smile, but was more conventionally good-looking, with a straight nose and high cheekbones. From his middle teens, John had fascinated the opposite sex. He was entirely

  unaware of it.




  James Blackwell, thought Mr Arnold as he sipped his coffee, was, at a casual glance, not dissimilar in looks to his own son. Like John he was blond, although his eyes were a brighter, almost

  glittering blue. He radiated a sense of self-possession, speaking in clear, confident tones. But there was something a little odd about his accent. It was public-school, certainly, but tinged with

  something else.




  Mr Arnold tried to place the inflection as James told a wide-eyed Diana about a recent crash-landing at the squadron airfield. Was that a colonial twang he could hear? The boy’s parents

  were in Canada, apparently; maybe the family was originally from there. But he didn’t think that was it. James Blackwell’s vowels were slightly clipped, rather than drawled. South

  Africa, perhaps?




  Oliver gave it up for now and looked from his son to their guest. Both men were a little over six feet tall, and from a distance they would be practically indistinguishable in their blue RAF

  uniforms. Closer examination would reveal that one was a flight commander and the other a more junior pilot officer. But, Mr Arnold reflected, that wouldn’t count for anything, anything at

  all, when either boy was in the enemy’s gunsights.




  At the moment, though, one of them was very much in his daughter’s sights. Clearly, it wasn’t her brother.
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  Diana was, at nineteen, far from sure of who she really was, or would turn out to be.




  ‘I feel like a walking question-mark,’ she told a friend at Girton. ‘I don’t have the faintest idea how I’ll end up. Part of me wants to stay here in Cambridge

  forever and slowly become a fossilised academic, part of me wants to marry as soon as possible and have millions of babies, part of me wants to have endless liaisons dangereuses and be a

  woman with a certain reputation – you know, like the Dean’s wife here at Girton. Actually, maybe that’s my answer. I should marry a Dean, have his babies and lots of affairs. What

  do you think?’




  This little arc of reflection was, as it happens, a neat summary of Diana; a character sketch in shorthand.




  She knew she possessed a fine mind. She had cruised through exams and her School Certificate, and was universally regarded by her tutors as the brightest in Girton’s intake of 1937.

  Academia called to her. She adored Cambridge and its ancient college buildings. She loved the river that slowly rolled through the town and lazily curled through the fields and water meadows

  surrounding it. The thought that she might stay here her whole life was, at times, intoxicating, and brought with it a deep sense of inevitability and peace.




  Sometimes, during lectures, she would stare at a tutor in full flow and say to herself: ‘I know I could do what you’re doing. I’d do it better, too.’ And she

  would glimpse a future of stately intellectual growth. She would hone her intelligence in the great college libraries, and in lectures to, and exchanges with, the finest young minds in the land.

  She would compose insightful essays and ground-breaking papers which would be published to academic acclaim. And when she died, peacefully in her study, behind her desk and at a great age, there

  would be calls for a college to be named after her. The calls would be heeded . . .




  There was no room in these fantasies for a husband, or a male partner of any kind, come to that; still less children. So Diana could not understand why, at the most unexpected moments, she was

  suddenly possessed by a raging desire to have babies, as many as her body could produce. This fierce passion could descend on her without warning, and consume her wordlessly, an instinct so primal

  and powerful that it overwhelmed her senses and left her unable to think coherently for minutes at a time.




  But again, these experiences (which Diana wryly described to herself as ‘my atavistic attacks’) had no male component to them at all. They never included even the vaguest, shadowy

  image of a man who would be necessary to the business. Diana felt almost embarrassed after the blazing flames of maternal passion had flickered and died. ‘When it takes hold of me and burns

  me,’ she confided to a friend, ‘I feel like some kind of towering, fiery goddess with powers to create life all by herself. Afterwards, the whole thing just seems silly –

  completely ridiculous, in fact.’




  But there was a third Diana; the one which unsettled her the most, and about whom she confided in no one. This Diana was erotic, carnal and quivering with sexual curiosity. This Diana, she

  sometimes thought, her cheeks growing warm as her heart beat hard and fast, was capable of the kind of recklessness and animal lust that, later, when she remembered her dark fantasies, astonished

  her. The images that caused her to catch her breath never materialised when opportunity was at hand – at a college ball, or on a date with an undergraduate – but only later, in the

  darkness and solitude of her room. Then, this Diana hungered for a sexual experience that had so far been denied her. Or, to be more accurate, she had denied herself.
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  James Blackwell was the quintessential scholarship boy. Unapologetic elitism had been the making of him since, at eleven years old, he won the Mayor of Hackney’s Junior

  Essay Prize, was plucked from grimy Dalston Lane Primary and installed, on a full governors’ discretionary bursary, at the Stones Company Grammar School in Garnford Square, Whitechapel.




  Stones Company was a trade school established in the late sixteenth century, just a few years after the Spanish Armada. By the twentieth century it had become a ladder which East End boys might

  scale to escape London’s most economically stunted and deprived community.




  Stones, for those able to rise to its academic challenge, was a way you could drag yourself out of the pit.




  And James Blackwell wanted out. His father was a faint memory – a coalman who had left forever with a, ‘So long, Jimmy!’ when James was five – and his devoted mother was

  an usherette at the Whitechapel Odeon, who smuggled her son in to see the silent films of his boyhood and the ‘talkies’ of his teens. It was about the only frivolous pleasure of his

  childhood. An usherette’s wages were barely enough to clothe and feed the two of them.




  But James’s mother compensated for her son’s pinched existence with the extravagant praise she heaped upon him as he grew up.




  ‘You can be anything you want to be, Jimmy,’ she told him firmly as she dressed him for school. ‘You’re clever and handsome and the best boy that ever was. You could be

  Prime Minister or an explorer or a film star . . . you’re special, James; really special. You’ll see. One of these days you’ll surprise the world, just you see if you don’t.

  You’ll amaze everyone. And you’ll have beautiful, beautiful ladies – princesses, I shouldn’t wonder – who’ll give anything to be your wife. Mark my

  words.’




  James believed she was telling him the truth. Why wouldn’t he? But he also knew that much of what he watched, open-mouthed, on the Odeon’s dazzling screen was pure, bewitching

  fantasy. He gradually realised that the newsreels were much closer to reality – closer in every sense. Many of the glamorous premières, parties and soirées they highlighted

  offered tantalising glimpses of lives being extravagantly enjoyed just a couple of miles from where James sat in his flea-pit stall. They called it ‘the West End’.




  By the time he was sixteen, James Blackwell had worked it out. He had drawn himself a map to the glittering world that pulsed less than an hour’s stroll from his own poverty-stricken

  corral.




  But he wouldn’t be walking or even driving to it.




  He was going to fly there.
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  ‘A place at Cranwell? I hardly think so, Blackwell,’ the headmaster murmured as he poured himself sherry from his study’s sideboard. ‘I gather that a

  lot of RAF chaps pay for their own flying lessons before even joining the service. Cranwell’s a sort of finishing school for them, really. I very much doubt there are any suitable places

  available. I’ll check, of course.’




  He took a sip of his sherry, then resumed: ‘Anyway, why the RAF? No history to speak of; no regimental traditions – why d’you think they call it the junior service? Because

  that’s exactly what it is. Now, I have some connections in the Guards. I could—’




  James stood up.




  ‘I’m sure you have, sir,’ he said carefully, ‘but I’ve looked into all that, actually. It’s kind of you but I think we both know that someone with my

  background would hardly have a meteoric career with any of the old regiments, let alone get accepted in the first place. There’s only so much that elocution lessons can achieve. I’m

  grateful for the ones you arranged for me, but there’s a limit to how far they’ll take me socially. Certainly not to the rarefied heights of the Guards.’




  The headmaster sighed. ‘Ever the realist, eh, Blackwell? Well, I’ll see what I can do.’




  ‘No, sir,’ said James. ‘You’ll do better than that.’ He produced a sheet of paper from his prefect’s blazer pocket.




  The headmaster raised an eyebrow. ‘I beg your pardon? I’m not sure I like your tone, boy.’




  ‘I’m not sure I care either way, sir,’ replied the teenager. He placed the form on the desk between them. ‘This is a typewritten reference from you to the commanding

  officer at Cranwell, explaining that I am ideal officer material, based on my exemplary record with the School Cadet Corps. It also gives details of my School Certificate results this summer, with

  special emphasis on my excellent examination score in mathematics. An 88 per cent mark, as I recall.’




  The headmaster sat very still.




  ‘Blackwell, you are barely competent in mathematics.’




  The boy smiled, and waited. After a long moment, the man opposite him shifted uncomfortably in his chair.




  ‘Look, I’m very fond of you, Blackwell – James – you know that, but I’m not signing this. You simply can’t ask it of me.’ He picked up the letter and

  tore it carefully in half.




  James smiled again. ‘You’ve got it all wrong, sir. I was your star cadet and I did exceptionally well in maths. You must have me muddled with another boy, I think. But you have a

  habit of doing that, don’t you, sir? Do you remember when you called me Thomas instead of James? You were very apologetic. Mind you, you were rather worked up at the time, as I recall. I put

  it down to over-excitement.’




  The headmaster’s voice, when he finally spoke, was barely above a whisper. ‘You little bastard. You fucking little bastard. I’ve done so much for you. I paid for

  lessons to stop you talking like a barrow-boy, I—’




  ‘But sir,’ James interrupted. ‘You told me you liked me to talk like a barrow-boy. Have you forgotten that as well?’




  The headmaster sank back into his chair. ‘You wouldn’t dare. You wouldn’t dare say a word. We’d both go to prison.’




  James inclined his head. ‘No, sir, I wouldn’t go to prison. I’m much too young – especially when we . . . how did you used to describe it? When we had our . . .

  “special lessons”. But you, sir? You certainly would end up in clink; there we are in full agreement. And of course, there’s the rather nasty business of corrupting a

  minor, too. That’s got to deliver some hard labour into the bargain, I should imagine. But what do you think, sir?’




  Frightened, shrunken eyes met those of the brightest blue.




  ‘I think – I think you had better write me another letter to sign, you little tart.’




  ‘Ah.’ James stood up. ‘Now, just for that, you can stick that one back together again, sir, and copy it out in fair hand. I wasn’t all that happy with a typewritten

  version, to be honest, any more than I was happy with our . . . well, transactions, as I suppose we should consider them in hindsight. Anyway, recommendations of this kind are so much more

  intrinsically personal when they’re handwritten, don’t you agree? And you have such lovely copperplate, sir.’




  The headmaster’s eyes closed for a moment. ‘Get out, just get out. You’ll have your filthy letter in your pigeonhole in fifteen minutes. Then you can go back to your pigsty of

  a home and your scrubber of a mother, and never come back here. Term finishes next week anyway. If I see your face at this school again I’ll call the police and bring charges for blackmail. I

  swear I shall.’




  James Blackwell walked calmly to the study door. He opened it and turned back.




  ‘No, you won’t. You’ll write my letter and then you’ll shut up. Don’t bluster, sir. It demeans you even further, if such a thing were possible. Goodbye,

  sir.’
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  James Blackwell may have manipulated his way into Cranwell, but once there he found himself struggling to keep up with the other trainee officers. Standards were dauntingly

  high. With mounting dismay he watched candidate after candidate quietly asked to leave the college after flunking academic or practical tests. His own grasp of mathematics was shaky at best. What

  would happen when navigation classes began?




  Socially, he stood out. His carefully enunciated words fooled nobody. One night in the Prince Rupert, Cranwell College’s pub of choice in nearby Newark, as he broodily nursed a beer in an

  unlit corner, he overheard a Kensington-born trainee pilot in the adjoining booth deliver a damning verdict.




  ‘Blackwell? The ghastly man’s a fraud, and common with it. He only got in in the first place because this is the RAF. Anywhere else and the bloody little oik would have been barred

  at the camp gate. Just wait until we’ve finished theory and start getting up in the air. He’ll be kicked out of here faster than a lance-corporal who’s wandered into the

  Officers’ Mess. No rank. No class. No class at all.’




  Later, lying on his iron-framed cot smoking cigarette after cigarette in the dark, James came to a decision. He couldn’t make it through Cranwell on his own. He needed back-up, support.

  Someone with standing who would, by association, enhance his own and offer some social protection, even advice.




  In other words, a well-placed friend.




  A friend. James smiled faintly to himself. He’d never wanted, nor solicited a friend in his whole life. He wasn’t entirely sure how to go about it.




  But he wouldn’t have to worry, as things turned out.




  John Arnold found him first.
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  ‘Honestly, Di,’ John murmured to his sister, keeping his voice low in case his parents and his friend at the other end of the room overheard. ‘James was

  really up against it at Cranwell, poor bloke.’




  Together they poured cognacs from the drinks trolley for everyone. John was amused to see that his sister had put on fresh lipstick during the party’s move from dining room to drawing

  room, and changed into new stockings after he’d whispered to her that she had a slight ladder in one of them. He was half-surprised she’d not gone the whole hog and put on a different

  frock; he was sure she’d been tempted. But she’d returned downstairs in the same dark red woollen dress which she knew showed off her figure at its best.




  ‘I hope James appreciates your efforts, sis,’ he murmured, nudging her conspiratorially.




  ‘Steady,’ warned Diana, as she slopped a little of the brandy over the tray. ‘This might have to last. Everyone’s saying the war will be over by Christmas, but

  that’s exactly what Daddy says people thought last time, and it was four years. I’ve already told Mummy to go easy on the tinned salmon.’




  Five balloon glasses were placed on the tarnished silver tray.




  ‘Anyway, never mind me,’ said Diana. ‘Go on. What d’you mean about James being up against it?’




  ‘Not here,’ answered her brother, glancing across the room. ‘Fetch some cigarettes and I’ll smoke one with you on the ha-ha. I’ll tell you all about James

  there.’




  John had never seen class snobbery at work until Cranwell. It made him deeply uncomfortable. His own public school, Hedgebury, had operated a generous system of scholarships

  and assisted places. Most of the boys there were sons of professional men – lawyers like his own father, businessmen, doctors, politicians. The school was run on modern lines as an

  uncompromising meritocracy. Assumptions of superiority by birthright were frowned on.




  True, there had been occasional bouts of trouble with ‘town boys’ when older Hedgeberians found themselves at a loose end in the local High Street on their half-days off. But these

  run-ins were relished by both sides, and had more the flavour of sporting fixtures than class war.




  John found the patronising of James at Cranwell unpleasant. His own public-school background had taught him that it was usually best to let others fight their own battles, but even so, he looked

  for a way to offer quiet support.




  The chance came after an afternoon’s navigation instruction. James went straight to the room he shared with three others and sat alone, surrounded by textbooks on navigation theory. John

  passed the open door in time to hear a deep sigh coming from within.




  He hesitated, then rapped on the doorframe. ‘Everything all right in there? Not too much doom and gloom? Nil desperandum and all that?’




  James looked up from the page. ‘Fuck off, mate. Don’t give me all that cheery balls. It’ll take more than a Latin tag to get me through this lot.’ He gestured at the

  books. ‘Trigonometry I can just about cope with. It’s these bloody equations that have me floored.’




  He rose and moved to the doorway, hand outstretched, to introduce himself. ‘James. James Blackwell.’




  ‘John Arnold.’ They shook hands. ‘Actually, I’m not really John at all – I’m Robert. Don’t ask. It’s a sort of family tradition. We all change our

  names. I have no idea why.’




  James laughed. ‘Well, I’ve always been James, though right now I wish I were someone else altogether. Someone who could understand this stuff.’ He gestured towards the books.

  ‘If I don’t crack it soon, I’ll be out on my arse like those other poor sods.’




  John sat down in a battered leather armchair and swung one knee over the side. ‘I could help, if you liked,’ he said. ‘I don’t think we’ve got the best of

  navigation instructors, as it happens. He rattles too quickly through everything. But I’m lucky – it mostly comes pretty naturally to me. I could go over things with you more slowly

  until it sticks. You’ll get it eventually.’




  The other man stared at him. ‘Why would you do that? We hardly know each other.’




  John stood up and stretched. ‘It’d be one in the eye for those braying idiots who think being born into high society makes them better than chaps like you. Or me, come to that.

  They’d love to see you booted out of Cranwell; it would confirm all their ghastly prejudices. Let’s give them a kick in the pants, shall we?’




  Diana drew thoughtfully on her cigarette in the darkness. ‘You must be a bloody effective teacher, brother,’ she said. ‘Too effective for your own good,

  perhaps. He’s ended up a flight commander and you’re a humble pilot officer.’ She giggled and poked John in the ribs. ‘You should show him some respect. Why haven’t I

  seen you salute him or call him “sir”?’




  Her brother’s glowing cigarette end arced over the ha-ha as he flicked it into the little stream beyond. ‘Oh, James isn’t interested in any of that nonsense,’ he said.

  ‘Obviously on base we observe the proprieties, but not here. We’re friends. It was a real stroke of luck that our first posting after Cranwell was to the same squadron. Anyway, I

  haven’t finished telling you about him.’
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  James Blackwell, thanks to long hours of private tuition from his new friend, scraped through his navigation exams. The frightful condescension directed at him by

  Cranwell’s self-styled social elite eased somewhat, but that had nothing to do with the exams. John was popular among the other trainee pilots and his friendship with James conferred a degree

  of social acceptance on the other man – enough, at least, to mute the more contemptuous comments about him behind his back.




  ‘But here’s the thing, sis,’ John continued. ‘He’s actually got more blue blood in him than the lot of them. His mother used to be in service. James won’t

  tell me the name of the family, but I get the impression they’re not just well-connected – they’re the kind of people half those chinless wonders at Cranwell would give the family

  silver to be connected to.




  ‘Apparently, the young Miss Blackwell got herself into a compromising position with Lord Whoever-it-was and the upshot was James. She was chucked out without references, ages before the

  birth – the usual story – and ended up waiting on tables in London. She married a no-good who walked out on her and she had to bring James up alone.




  ‘Now she works in a cinema in Mile End or somewhere. James won a scholarship to a good school and dragged himself up by his own bootstraps. Until he got his commission he didn’t have

  two pennies to rub together. I really admire him.’




  Diana frowned. ‘But I thought he’d come here for a few days because his parents are in Canada. That’s what you told Mummy on the phone yesterday.’




  Her brother took her arm and began walking them back to the house. ‘That’s because James has discovered that telling the truth about his background – well, his real

  father’s family, anyway – usually backfires. People think he’s making it all up and either laugh at him or steer well clear from then on. He still won’t reveal his

  father’s identity to me and God knows, he knows he can trust me.’




  Diana looked up at her brother in the near-total dark as they reached the Dower House’s French windows, and prepared to slip inside the blackout curtains that she, Lucy and their mother

  had hastily put up that morning. ‘Yes, but how do you know he’s not making it up? You seem to have taken an awful lot on trust, John. And why lie to Mummy about that Canada

  business? Why not tell her, and Daddy, what you just told me?’




  John shook his head. ‘Because the rest of the chaps have been told the Canada version, that’s all. He just wants to keep things simple.’




  He turned to his sister. ‘Wait until you get to know him, Diana. You’ll see. I’m sure he’ll confide in you, and Oliver and Mum too, in the end. Trust me, sis, he’s

  as straight as they come. James is probably the most upstanding chap I know.’ He opened the windows. ‘Ready?’




  They prepared to move quickly through the thick black curtains.




  ‘Ready.’




  A moment later they were inside and blinking in the sudden light. Voices drifted from the dining room across the hall.




  ‘And there’s something else you should know about him,’ John said, lowering his voice and adjusting the drapes so no chink of light escaped outside. ‘You asked why he

  outranks me. Well, I’ll tell you. He’s the best damn flyer in the squadron – by a long chalk. He might have needed some help with his navigation, but my God, the man can fly.

  He’s a total natural – first one of all of us to go solo, and he was sent to train on Spits while the rest of us were still lumbering around in bi-planes like Gladiators. Christ help

  the German pilot who comes up against James Blackwell.’




  Arm-in-arm, they went in to join the others.
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  Diana didn’t have the chance to get to know her brother’s friend any better on his first visit to the Dower House. Breakfast on Monday morning was interrupted by a

  phone call from the men’s squadron leader. John came in from the hall, laughing.




  ‘What a muck-up, good people; what a muck-up. Word has come down from Mount Olympus that we’re not to be disbanded, after all: it was all a huge mistake in the big flap.’ He

  turned to James, who was loading kedgeree from a silver server onto his plate. ‘We’re being transferred instead to another group, Jimmy – the best of the lot. Eleven Group, my

  fine friend. We’re going to be a part of Eleven Group!’




  ‘What’s Eleven Group, darling?’ Gwen asked. ‘And why do you both look so pleased with yourselves?’




  ‘You tell them, Jimmy,’ said John. ‘I’ll ring for a taxi to the station.’ He hurried from the room.




  Gwen, Oliver and Diana stared expectantly at their guest as he joined them at the table, his plate piled high with rice, chopped egg and smoked haddock.




  ‘Eleven Group’s the collection of fighter squadrons assigned to defend the south-east corner of England – in other words, here,’ he explained, forking food into his

  mouth. ‘It’s where pilots like John and I are most likely to see some fun. If Jerry sends his planes to bomb London, we’ll have to stop him. Or, as we’re closest to France,

  we might get sent there to support the Army when Herr Hitler invades, which he’s certain to do. Then of course there’s the Channel, and protecting the shipping lanes. However this war

  turns out, we’ll be at the main party. It’s terrific news.’




  Gwen stared down at her plate; Diana looked thoughtful. After a short silence, Mr Arnold cleared his throat.




  ‘Well, Mr Blackwell, I can see why this is good news for you both, and I congratulate you, I do, really. Forgive us, but from our side of the matter it will mean . . . well, a good deal of

  worry about our son.’ He inclined his head. ‘And, of course, yourself.’




  ‘A good deal of worry? This is terrible news, Oliver – just terrible.’ Gwen had lifted her head and was glaring at her husband. ‘Why does it have to be James?

  Why can’t he go and defend somewhere else – oh, I don’t know, Wales or somewhere? Why should they put our boy directly in harm’s way?’




  She turned to their visitor. ‘And how can you talk about it being “fun”? I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but surely you realise . . .’




  Her husband raised a hand. ‘Darling, please stop.’ He smiled faintly at their guest. ‘Forgive us, Mr Blackwell, we need a little time to absorb this. We’ve only been at

  war for three days so there’s been a lot to take in. I’m sure your own mother will be as concerned as we are when she hears your news.’




  His son came back into the room. ‘Taxi’ll be here in half an hour, so we’d better get ready.’ He stared at them all. ‘Good God, why does everyone look so

  boot-faced? Jimmy, you haven’t told them one of your awful jokes, have you?’




  Nobody smiled.




  ‘Mr Blackwell’s been telling us about Eleven Group,’ Diana said in a small voice. ‘It sounds rather dangerous, that’s all. Mum’s a bit upset.’




  Her brother walked over to Gwen and kissed the top of her head. ‘Nothing to worry about,’ he said cheerfully. ‘We’re flying Spitfires, remember? There’s nothing to

  touch a Spit. I’ve got eight machine guns to swat the blighters with and a ruddy great engine in front of me to keep the bullets off. Piece of cake.’ He turned to his friend.

  ‘Half an hour, Jimmy. The CO says we’ve got to fly to Upminster by five o’clock. That’s our new base. Shame it’s in Essex and not Kent, but you can’t have

  everything.’




  His father stood up. ‘What am I thinking of? I can run you both to the station myself. Cancel your cab, John.’




  The young man shook his head. ‘Uh-uh. There’s a war on. You’re going to need every drop of petrol for yourself. It’s bound to be rationed sooner or later. Which reminds

  me – I reckon I’ll get myself a motor bike. Upminster can’t be more than twenty or thirty miles from here, so when I’m not on flying duty I can roar down here and see you

  all, even if it’s only for an afternoon.’




  He turned to his mother. ‘See, Mum? It’s not all bad news. You’ll soon be sick of the sight of me.’




  Gwen stood up and kissed his cheek. ‘I very much doubt that, dear.’ She drew a deep breath and turned to James.




  ‘Mr Blackwell, I must apologise for my loss of control just now. It was perfectly selfish of me. Please say you forgive me.’




  ‘There’s nothing to forgive, Mrs Arnold,’ he replied. ‘But I shall only let it pass if you all stop calling me Mr Blackwell. From now on, I insist you call me

  James.’




  Mr Arnold inclined his head in agreement. James it is, then.




  He looked at his watch. ‘And now, everyone, war or no war, I must go to work.’
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  When Diana arrived back at Cambridge for the Michaelmas Term, she was disconcerted to see how few male undergraduates now cycled around the town. There were a great many more

  young men strolling about in uniform, though. It unsettled her and she was glad to retreat to the all-female fastness of Girton.




  Her college was two miles from the centre of Cambridge, and kept itself quite separate from the other campuses. Its Victorian founders had decided that a cordon sanitaire was required

  to protect Girton girls from marauding male students. Not that penetrating the establishment’s defences was beyond most resourceful young men. As fast as college porters sealed off one

  illicit point of access, another would be found, usually with the assistance of those inside who were happy to help accommodate a bit of marauding.




  ‘We might as well move into the middle of town lock, stock and barrel now,’ complained Sally, Diana’s closest friend at Girton. ‘We’d be quite safe. At this rate

  there’ll be no chaps left in Cambridge to pester us, more’s the pity.’




  Diana often wondered if Girton would be quite as much fun without Sally. She was blonde and bouncy; a judge’s daughter from York, with a wicked gift for mimicry. There wasn’t a

  lecturer in college she couldn’t impersonate. During the summer holidays she had telephoned Diana at the Dower House pretending to be her senior tutor, accusing her of plagiarism in a recent

  examination paper. An outraged Diana had been on the point of apoplexy when Sally finally broke into shrieks of laughter. ‘It’s me – Sal – you dodo!’
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