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          Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth


          And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;


          Sunward Ive climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth


          Of sun-split clouds  and done a hundred things


          You have not dreamed of  wheeled and soared and swung


          High in the sunlit silence. Hovring there,


          Ive chased the shouting wind along, and flung


          My eager craft through footless halls of air...


          Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue


          Ive topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace


          Where never lark nor even eagle flew 


          And, while with silent lifting mind Ive trod


          The high untrespassed sanctity of space,


          Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.

        

      

    

  


  
    High Flight by John Gillespie Magee, Jr,

  


  Spitfire pilot, No 412 Fighter Squadron RCAF.


  Killed 11 December 1941, aged 19.
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  Squires Gate, 11.39 a.m., Sunday 5th January, 1941


  I have four and a half hours to live. I am leaning against the wing of the yellow-bellied Airspeed Oxford, smoking contentedly while the ground crew chaps run their final
  checks. The freezing rain hisses as it hits the glowing coal of my cigarette, drums softly on the tin roof of the hangar. Call me Johnnie, by the way. Everyone does.



  There is no changing fate, but when I look back at my last moments on earth I want to rush through the molecules of my body and shake off my reverie: I want to yell Wake up, you silly
  bugger, make the most of this! This is the last time you will feel the rain on your face, the ground beneath your feet. But I didnt believe in premonitions and guardian angels so I
  doubt I would sense anything. Now I know better.


  The flight to the RAF base at Kidlington in Oxfordshire should have been simple enough  ninety minutes at most. What I did with my last hours is a mystery. The journey is a government
  secret still. Maybe Ill tell you why I died 100 miles off course, maybe I wont. Why dont you make up your own mind?


  



  WINTER


  



  1


  Ten, nine, eight  Swing music and laughter from the party drifted out through the open door to Evie. As she walked down the long moonlit driveway to her
  fathers house, snowflakes caught on her eyelashes. Her footsteps on the frozen gravel fell into time with the big-band tune bubbling into the chill midnight air and she sang under her
  breath: How High the Moon  The Bentleys and Rolls Royces parked along the drive had a light coating of snow on them already, and in spite of her white fur coat she shivered
  with cold, her feet frozen in her silver evening shoes.


  Miss Evelyn! The butler stepped forward to catch her mink coat as it slipped from her shoulders. As the staff door swung closed, Evie caught sight of the grey-uniformed chauffeurs
  smoking and chatting, one with the pink-cheeked housemaid on his knee sipping Guinness. Your father has been asking for you, the butler said as she shook the snow from her glossy dark
  hair.


  Has he, Ross? She smoothed her pale silver satin Schiaparelli gown, and raised her chin defiantly as a cheer went up.


  1941! Leo Lucky Chase cried out, one arm raising a glass of champagne, the other clutching Virginia, his latest wife.


  Im amazed he even noticed Id gone. Evie nodded her thanks to Ross. She touched up her red lipstick in the hall mirror then twisted her shoulder to adjust the long
  rope of diamonds that fell from her throat to the deep curved back of the dress. She glanced down at the hem of her gown and noticed for the first time how wet it was from trudging through the
  snow. In for a penny  she murmured.


  Instead of going in to the party, Evie walked on across the marble hall. Heads turned as she passed, the silver dress rippling over her curves like mercury. She flung open the terrace windows
  and slipped off her shoes, swinging them nonchalantly in one hand. She dropped them at the edge of the steaming, heated pool. Leo liked it to be warm all year. A crowd gathered on the terrace as
  Evie executed a perfect dive, her body streaking underwater like a silver fish before surfacing at the other end. A cheer greeted her as she stepped elegantly up from the pool, squeezing the water
  from her hair.


  Evie! Youre bonkers! A young officer in uniform planted a kiss on her cheek and draped a blanket around her shoulders. Happy New Year!


  Hello, Peter. She slipped her arm through his.


  Come on, lets get you inside before you catch your death.


  He led her around the packed dance floor to the bar. People smiled indulgently as she passed  you could always count on Evie to make an entrance.


  Where have you been all night?


  A drunken girl in a pale blue bias-cut gown giggled as Peter handed Evie a brandy.


  I went to see Mary, Charless mother.


  Evie put the glass on the mantelpiece and warmed her toes by the fire. Somehow she managed to make even a blanket look like an elegant wrap.


  How is she? The smile fell from Peters face as Evie pursed her lips and shrugged. Jolly decent of you to go out tonight.


  I didnt like to think of her alone. She looked so awfully sad on Boxing Day.


  Of all of us, I thought Charlie would make it through, Peter said quietly. He was so full of life. Ill never forget the two of you bombing down that black run in
  Chamonix. You were determined to beat him.


  Evie shook her head. He was like a brother to me. You never can tell which one of us is going to get bumped off next.


  Evie! Leo cut through the crowd towards her. He barely cleared five feet, but he was a dynamo of a man and whenever he bore down on her Evie pictured a missile skimming through
  water. Without her heels their gazes locked, eye to eye. He eyed her wet, clinging dress with exasperation.


  She held up a hand. Before you start, I went to see Mary.


  Nonplussed, he thought quickly. Shes only in the next village. What took so long?


  I ran out of petrol.


  Not again! How many times have I told you?


  Daddy, I cant get used to this rationing  I thought I had enough left.


  You cant drive on fumes! Especially not at the speed you drive. Wheres the Aston?


  On the verge between here and White Waltham.


  He frowned. Ill send Cullen in the morning.


  Sorry, Daddy. Evie bit her lip.


  What am I going to do with you? As Leo embraced her, Evie saw the scowl on Virginias face and raised a triumphant eyebrow.


  Happy New Year. She planted a quick kiss on his cheek before he bustled back into the party. Her fathers cocksure, springing step reminded her of a Jack Russell out on the
  razzle, up to no good.


  I dont know how you do it. Peter shook his head.


  Evie watched her father in his element, surrounded by friends and hangers-on, and that old familiar loneliness crept in. Years of practice. So, she said briskly, what have I
  missed?


  Its been marvellous! the drunken girl trilled. Lucky always throws the most wonderful parties. Tonight youd never know there was a war on! A young
  soldier grabbed her hand and pulled her onto the dance floor as the big band struck up In the Mood.


  Evie shook her head. Silly girl.


  Come on old thing! Peter laughed. Youre only twenty yourself! Have some fun.


  She shook her head. No. Im tired of  She waved her hand. All this. Talking to Mary tonight, I felt I must do something. Even the Countess of Wharncliffe is
  running a bomb factory, and I heard the Duchess of Norfolk is breeding rabbits.


  What do you know about bombs and rabbits?


  Nothing, but I could learn. Evie frowned.


  Peter tilted his head, gently took her in his arms. Dont be blue. Charlie  He sighed. Its just awful bad luck, but if we let every death get to us,
  well never win this bloody war. Weve got to be strong. His voice shook slightly. Besides which, this is my last night of freedom, and I at least deserve to have some
  fun.


  Im sorry, Peter. Evie shivered as she pulled the blanket around her. Id forgotten. When are you leaving?


  I have to be at Debden first thing.


  When I see all you chaps going off to fly, I wish


  Youre a more natural pilot than Ill ever be! Peter cut in. His gaze settled on a table of men in uniform on the other side of the dance floor. Are you
  serious?


  About what?


  Doing something useful.


  Absolutely!


  Come on then. He took her arm and steered her through the crowd, stopping at the table. Excuse me, sir. He leant down to talk to the distinguished-looking grey-haired
  officer smoking a pipe. Squadron Leader Peter Taylor.


  The officer stood and shook his hand. Pleased to meet you. He turned to Evie. And this lovely young lady is Miss Chase, if I am not mistaken? He kissed her hand.


  Evie, this is Captain Eric Bailey.


  But you can call me Badger, everyone does. He smiled as he smoothed the white streak in his hair. At least behind my back.


  Miss Chase is a pilot, sir, Peter said.


  Bailey eyed her wet dress. Really? Id have had you down as a sailor.


  Most amusing, sir.


  How many hours have you got? Bailey sucked at his pipe.


  Oh, not Evies eyes opened wide.


  Shes a very good pilot, Peter interrupted. Turning to Evie he said pointedly, Captain Bailey helps run the Air Transport Auxiliary at White Waltham.


  The ferry pilots? She held Peters gaze. He nodded.


  What have you flown? Bailey folded his arms.


  Tiger Moths mainly. She tried to sound confident. Tiger Moths only, she thought, and a couple of hundred hours at that.


  Well, Miss Chase, we need good pilots. Why dont you come over to White Waltham one morning and see what you think?


  Really?


  Its not what youre used to. But we need all the chaps  he corrected himself, and gals we can get our hands on. In fact, we have some new recruits
  arriving tomorrow. Why dont you join them, come along for a test flight and see what you think? Ask for Commander Pauline Gower. He shook their hands and rejoined his table.


  Why didnt Daddy tell me he was going to be here? she said to Peter as they stepped onto the dance floor.


  Peter laughed as he swung her around to the music. Probably because he knew youd jump at the chance of signing up.


  In the early hours, as dawn broke over the frozen fields and cars negotiated their way up the driveway, thin beams of blacked-out headlights guiding the way, Evie and Peter
  stood in the porch. He tucked his cap under his arm. Well, old girl, here we are again. He forced a smile. Ill see you in the spring, if Im lucky.


  She screwed her eyes tight shut as she embraced him. Silly boy, of course you will.


  His lips brushed her hairline. You remember our promise? If youre not married by your twenty-first 


  Evie laughed as she stepped back. Oh, Peter, we were just children. She saw the pain in his eyes, and pulled her fur coat close around her. Youre serious,
  arent you? she said, as Leo and Virginia showed the last guests to their cars.


  I adore you, Evie, I always have. He took her hand. No, dont say anything, please. I know we had fun, debs delight and all that, but you mean more than that to
  me. I just wanted you to know, thats all, in case


  Dont. She touched his lips. Ill see you in the spring.


  Are you off now, Peter? As Leo strode over, they moved apart.


  Yes, sir. Thank you for a marvellous send-off.


  You be safe now. Leo shook his hand. Go give Jerry what for!


  Good luck, Evie. Peter turned towards her as he walked away, his footsteps crunching along the dark driveway. You will write and let me know how you get on tomorrow?
  he called.


  What are you doing tomorrow? Leo slipped his arm around Virginias waist.


  Ive a test flight with the ATA at White Waltham. Evie waited for the explosion.


  Over my dead body!


  Daddy, Im twenty years old, you cant stop me.


  If you go Ill cut off your allowance.


  As Ross closed the heavy wooden door behind them, he coughed discreetly. Will that be all, sir?


  Yes thank you, Ross, Leo said. The Astons stranded on the White Waltham road. Would you ask Cullen to pick it up in the morning?


  Yes, sir.


  The moment the kitchen door swung closed, Leo turned on his daughter. Right. Whats all this nonsense? The colour rose in his cheeks. What do you think youre
  going to do? Deliver planes around the country in all weathers, with no guns?


  I think its a marvellous idea. Virginia folded her arms.


  What? Leo and Evie said simultaneously.


  Lucky, darling, Evies been saying for months she wants to do something to help the war effort, and she does love to fly.


  No! Leo clenched his fists. Im not having it. Well talk about this in the morning.


  Virginia calmly reached for a cigarette from the silver box on the hall table as he stormed upstairs. Ill talk to him. She leant against the table as she exhaled a plume of
  blue smoke.


  Why are you being so reasonable about this? Evie said.


  Why do you think? I want you out of our house.


  Evies temper flared. Your house? Since when? This is my fathers house, I have every right


  Oh, Evie, of course you do. Virginias voice was sweet, cajoling. With Evie, she often felt like she was talking to a petulant toddler. At least once a day Virginia found
  herself clinging, white-knuckled, to her patience. She smiled sweetly as she counted to ten. But think of your father. You know how hard hes been working, how tired he
  is


  Tired? Daddy? What rot. Evie shook her head as she laughed.


  Youre always gadding around here with your friends, you wont have noticed. Virginia smiled sweetly. It would be so much better for your father to have some
  peace and quiet for a change. Quite frankly, you want to fly, and I want you to fly the nest. She flapped her hands. Do we have a deal?


  Where do the ATA girls stay anyway? Evie bit the inside of her cheek.


  Oh, I dont know. Virginia stifled a yawn. No doubt there are some ghastly barracks or something. It will do you good to rough it for a change. Her eyes glinted
  as Evie headed towards the stairs. I bet you wont last a day.


  On the first step, Evie paused and turned, the light of the chandelier catching on the rope of diamonds at her throat. She walked back towards her stepmother. You want to bet?


  Whats the wager?


  If I win, she said, if I dont get bumped off before this horrible war is over, you leave.


  Virginia gazed down at her, an amused smile twitching on her lips. And if I win? If you give up?


  Then Ill move out anyway, join the Red Cross in town or something.


  You have a deal, she said as she stubbed out her cigarette. Not that I can imagine you folding bandages for a moment. She clicked her fingers. The diamonds,
  please.


  These were my mothers!


  If Leos going to cut you off I dont want them ending up at some dreadful pawn shop.


  I dont want the diamonds, or the money. Youre welcome to them. Evie yanked off the jewels and thrust them into Virginias waiting hand. She watched as her
  stepmother looped the glittering necklace around her wrist and held it to the light. As the diamonds gleamed coldly against her skin, Virginia wondered if it had all been worth it. Once, jewels,
  money had been all she had ever wanted. Now they were all she had. It seemed to her that her life as Mrs Leo Chase was like a clock slowly winding down. These days he came home at night less and
  less. Even her attempts to make him jealous went unnoticed now. She had tried with Lucky, she really had  and with Evie for that matter. She saw the angry defiance in Evies
  face and wondered whether she had ever really given her a chance.


  Virginia pressed her lips into a tight smile and patted Evies cheek slowly  once, twice. Now, run along. Youll need a good nights sleep. She watched as
  Evie turned on her heel and stalked up the stairs. Sweet dreams, she called, her smile fading as she turned out the lights.


  



  2


  Stella had been making bread in the cramped kitchen of her aunts flat when the siren went off. She hadnt noticed, just went on pounding the dough again and again,
  tears running silently down her cheeks. Her aunt had taken her gently by the arm, led her out onto Oxford Street, where people scurried, hunch-shouldered, heads down beneath the sweeping
  searchlights, to the shelters.


  In the crush of bodies, they were separated. Stella found herself swept along in the darkness, down makeshift steps to a crowded chamber where people were already settling down for the night.
  She squeezed onto a bench and closed her eyes, hoping no one would talk to her as she tried to calm the panic rising in her. In spite of the cold, her hands were clammy with sweat.


  For hours she sat feigning sleep as the bombardment continued, willing the claustrophobia to subside. The cry of a baby finally roused her, and her eyes flickered open, focusing on the little
  group of cradles beneath a forlorn Christmas tree decked with pink lights.


  Hush, the woman sitting beside Stella cooed, tucking one of the babies in. She glanced at Stella. Youre new arent you, dear? Havent seen you in our
  shelter before. As she settled back and shook out her knitting, a powdery scent of violets and stale sweat escaped the tight embrace of her tweed coat.


  Stella blinked. Yes, yes I am. At the sound of her voice, so unlike theirs, several people looked up. Cut-glass, thats what they called it around there.


  Visiting family? the woman probed, needles flashing in the light of the paraffin lamp.


  She nodded. My aunt At the sound of another bomb overhead she broke off. Those awake held their breath, mentally tracing the path of the bomber, the rat-tat-tat of the
  anti-aircraft guns. The breath caught in Stellas throat, she gagged slightly.


  Oh I know, the woman whispered. You get used to it. Ive complained to the warden about the stink down here. Oxford Street, I ask you, and here we are living like rats
  with the chemical closets overflowing. A muffled moan came from the furthest bunk and she tutted again. Those two should get themselves off to the courting shelter. Dont want
  that sort of goings-on in here.


  As the bomb exploded, everyone exhaled. Not them this time. A muffled cheer filtered through from the next-door shelter and Stella heard a Glenn Miller record strike up.


  Your aunt you say?


  Sorry? She pulled her attention back to the womans tired, puffy face. Yes. She ran a hand through the waves of her blonde, newly bobbed hair. There was a
  bruise on her forehead. In the confusion as the warden ushered her into the shelter, she hadnt ducked low enough for the door, had banged her head on the way in. Im staying the
  night with Dorothy, Dorothy Blower.


  Well you picked a good one! A man laughed from the shadows. Worst so far. The last few nights its been like the Great Fire all over again.


  Youre Dots niece? Fancy that, the woman said. Were in the flats opposite. Where is she? Surely shes not at home in the middle of all
  this?


  No, I lost her on the street. It was all such a rush.


  The woman laughed indulgently. Shell be fine, dont you worry. Dot likes the shelter down the road a bit  you know how she likes her cards.


  Stella didnt know that. She had only met her a few hours before. She jumped as another bomb exploded. Dust motes drifted down from the ceiling, hissing in the flame of the paraffin
  lamp.


  Not used to this are you?


  No. Stella instinctively looked up as the baby whimpered again. She longed to hold the child, just for a moment, to feel the weight of him in her arms, the warm, soft skin.


  Hush. The woman reached over, smoothed the babys blanket.


  Is he yours? Stella asked.


  This little one? The woman shook her head. His dad was killed at Dunkirk, and his mum  Her eyes clouded for a moment. Well, that last raid got her.
  Bless her, she was only nineteen. Worked in the munitions factory with me. Ill look out for him until her family turn up from Kent. She carried on knitting. Do you have
  children?


  Yes, a boy. Stella folded her arms across her stomach.


  Is he with your aunt?


  No, I The tears caught her suddenly.


  There, there love. The womans knitting slipped softly to her lap as she put her arm around Stella. Let it out. A little cry is good for us all now and then.
  Theres not a woman here who hasnt lost someone.


  Stella pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of her coat. Her fingertip brushed the letter folded carefully there.


  How did he ?


  Oh no, hes alive still. Stella wiped at her eyes, quietly blew her nose. Im so terribly sorry, she said, quickly recovering herself. I do feel
  silly, and in front of a perfect stranger. Please excuse me.


  They heard the staccato crack of gunshots as planes flew overhead. Were all friends now, the woman said. Im Eileen by the way.


  Thank you, Eileen. Im Stella, Stella Grainger.


  So where is he, your little lad?


  David? Even the sound of his name was music to her. She wanted to say it again, David, David, David, to somehow conjure him back to her. Hes in Ireland, with
  my husbands mother. I just  I just left him there.


  Eileen heard the pain in her voice. She patted her hand. Im sure hell be safe there, love. She sighed. How old is he?


  Six months.


  Is that all? Oh, its hard isnt it Eileen broke off as the sleeping man at her side let out a snore. Shut up, Jack. As she elbowed him, he
  snorted. Youll wake everyone up.


  She turned back to Stella. Not that its anything I havent put up with for thirty years. Look at him with his false teeth hanging out. Put them in, Jack! Nobody wants to be
  seeing that!


  The man raised his hand to his lips and adjusted his teeth, flashing Stella an even, yellow smile before turning and settling back to sleep.


  So wheres your husband, is he fighting?


  Stella didnt answer. Careless talk costs lives, she thought.


  The lamp guttered and went out. Oh, ruddy hell, not again. Eileen fumbled with her bag as she put her knitting away.


  Someone coughed, hacking, waking in the shelter. From the sliver of light around the entrance, Stella guessed it must be sometime towards dawn.


  So where is he? Your husband? Eileen tried again.


  I lost him, Stella said curtly.


  Oh love, I am sorry. Eileen felt for her hand in the darkness, squeezed her fingers.


  In the corner, the Christmas lights washed the faces of the sleeping babies pink. From the nearest cradle, a pair of small arms stretched up and a high, keening wail began.


  Hush. There, there. Eileen picked him up. You miss your mum, dont you?


  Stella felt the old familiar tightening in her chest as the baby cried, the tingling pinpricks. How old is he? she asked quietly.


  I dont know. Eileen settled beside her, the baby in her arms. Two, three months perhaps? The baby cried out as he pushed away the teat of the glass bottle she
  tried to coax into his mouth. Poor little mite. Dont like the bottle do you? But youll have to eat, youre wasting away.


  David never wanted a bottle. Stella turned the gold band on her finger slowly. She thought of the milk she had been throwing away since shed left Ireland. She wondered
  whether he too cried out for her at night. It had seemed almost criminal at a time when everyone was making do, pouring her milk away, a little less each day. The tightness in her chest became
  unbearable. She felt Eileen watching her.


  Were you feeding him?


  Yes.


  Eileen looked at the anguished face of the baby. Could you? I wouldnt ask but 


  Stella recoiled. No! I couldnt possibly.


  As Stella shrunk back in her place, Eileen turned to her. Hell die soon, she whispered. Ive seen this too often lately.


  Stella inhaled sharply as a wave of anxiety washed over her. I cant, I just cant.


  Your baby is safe. Eileen shoved the child into her arms. Youre here for a reason tonight, Im sure of it. Stella instinctively held the child closer,
  supported his head. We all have to do what we can.


  Stella nodded silently, unbuttoned her heavy overcoat with trembling fingers. She glanced self-consciously around, but everyone had averted their eyes. As she loosened her shirt, the dawn air
  penetrated her thin silk camisole, felt cool against her skin. She shifted the child in her arms, cooed softly to him. She was so used to Davids plump arms, his soft, heavy body. This child
  was smaller, his shoulder blades like angular wings beneath his knitted blanket. As she held him against her body, she felt him relax, sobs turning to snuffles, then silence as he began to feed, a
  small fist clutching at her shirt.


  There now, Eileen said approvingly. When I was in hospital with my last, I had so much milk I fed half the babies on the ward. She pulled the blanket closer around
  him.


  Stella sensed the woman on the bunk opposite watching her, and looked over.


  Good for you, love, the woman said. Anything we can do to help these poor wee children  Her voice trailed off. Where is your lad Eileen?


  I dont know. She smoothed her creased skirt. Hes on the Lancasters, she said to Stella. She took a deep breath, sat upright. Still, at least
  Annies nearby. Shes driving ambulances.


  What about you, love? the other woman asked Stella.


  She hesitated. Im a pilot.


  No! Eileens face lit up.


  Im joining the Air Transport Auxiliary. She felt the baby break away from her breast and she lifted him to her shoulder, rubbing his narrow back.


  But women cant fly planes can they? the woman asked.


  Of course they can! Eileen folded her arms. What about that Amy Johnson?


  Shes one of our ATA girls, Stella said proudly. The baby burped, pushed back against her collarbone, searching hungrily now.


  Theres a good lad! Eileen laughed.


  Weve just arrived from Singapore. I heard the ATA were taking women pilots, and I wanted to do my bit. Now David is safely in Ireland, Im joining up tomorrow
  today, she corrected herself. She felt Eileen watching her and looked up.


  Your husband would be proud, she said.


  Would he? Stella wondered. Or would Richard think she was a fool to risk her own life and leave their child motherless like the baby in her arms. The truth was, she no longer cared if she
  lived or died now she had lost him. For months it had felt like she was looking at the world from beneath deep water  everything was muffled, blank, deadened. When she slept, fitfully, she
  always hoped tomorrow would be the day she would wake and feel like her old self, but she never did. She woke exhausted, and would lie listening to Davids pitiful cries, not knowing how she
  could drag herself from bed and survive another day. Each time she admitted this to herself she was overcome with guilt. David still needed her  or did he? Perhaps he would be safer and
  happier on the farm with dear, dependable Sarah and George. Thats what she had told herself a thousand times  that he was better off without her.


  From outside, the wail of the all clear siren cut through the dank cold air, and people began to stir. In a lifetime spent overseas, she had always longed to visit England, always
  imagined she would feel at home. But everything was alien to her. Today was the first day of her new life. She had shed her skins. She was not a wife, not a mother any more. Who was she? Was this
  country that she had never set foot in before meant to be her homeland, with its blacked-out windows and sinister balloon-filled skies? Stella scanned the faces of the grey-skinned people in their
  greasy coats as they crowded towards the door and felt more alone than she had in her entire life.


  She had no idea how many people trailed past as she stroked the babys fragile skull, her fingertips tracing the soft down of his hair. She imagined the thousands of men, women and
  children stirring across London in Tube stations and basements, emerging to face another uncertain day. Sated, the baby finally released his grip on her blouse and fell back into a deep, relieved
  sleep. His tiny fingers extended, waved liked the fronds of a sea anemone. She looked down at his face  perfect, unblemished. Sleep well, sunny Jim, she whispered as she handed
  him to Eileen.


  She stood, stretched out the cold and ache of her limbs and buttoned her coat.


  Eileen caught at her fingers. Thank you, love, you might just have saved this little lads life. Wordlessly, Stella squeezed her hand.


  Pale winter sun rose over London. Stella scrambled from the shelter, shielding her eyes. Oxford Street was deserted, silent, its pavements glistening, encrusted with shattered
  glass like diamonds. Fragments crunched beneath her shoes, the mournful all clear siren rising and falling in a wave across the frozen air. From the centre of the road Stella scanned
  the grey figures emerging like ghosts from a tomb. Then she saw her.


  Auntie!


  Dorothy looked over, ran to her. I thought Id lost you. They held tight to one another as weary figures drifted by.


  I was just down the road.


  Come home now, love, let me make you some breakfast.


  Stella slipped her hand into her coat pocket. The letter with her instructions was still there. Home. Where was home now? Richard was her home, her place in the world, and that had gone now.
  I cant. Please dont lets argue again.


  But youve only just arrived, and youre the last! Your brother. My Nigel. Fear and sadness clouded her face. This wretched war. Weve lost everyone we
  loved.


  Thats why I have to go.


  I cant bear it. She hung her head. Not you too. Youre so young.


  Im old enough, and the ATA needs all the pilots it can get. A defiant, uncertain smile flickered across her lips. She glanced at her watch. The morning train 
  I must go. Dorothy nodded silently, fighting her tears. Take care, Auntie, Stella whispered as she kissed her. The scent of violets lingered as she walked away. Stella turned
  back, her face bright in the morning sun, and waved. Ill be home soon!


  



  3


  Megan cycled along the coast path above Barafundle Bay, the wind whipping her dark curls, the dogs racing joyfully behind her. Her battered brown leather sheepskin flying
  jacket was zipped up to her chin, but she was still freezing. Her face and hands were pinched by the cold air as it skimmed across the dunes and cliffs from the glittering sea below. Gulls wheeled
  in the clear Pembrokeshire sky, a rosy sun rising on the horizon. At the hangar on the far side of the airfield she swung her right leg over the bike, freewheeling to a standstill by the main
  door.


  Come on boys! Rex! she called. The old collie perked up his ears, left the rabbit warren he was nosing around and raced towards her. Megan heaved open the door and dawn light
  flooded the dark interior of the hangar. Her breath hung in a cloud on the freezing air. It was as if the Tiger Moth was waiting for her, and as she walked by she touched the wing as if she were
  greeting an old friend. She sprang up into the cockpit and sighed contentedly. She lost herself running through procedures, closed her eyes as she handled the controls, imagined soaring out over
  the sea. By the time the dogs barked, the sun was high in the sky.


  I thought Id find you here. Rhodri strode through the open door. What are you doing, love?


  Oh you made me jump, Da! It felt strange to smile. Since the news about Huw there had been no laughter in the house. Im just practising. Its been so long since
  Ive flown.


  Youll be the best pilot there. Rhodri smiled up at her. The ATA are lucky to have you. He offered her his hand as she jumped down. Some lads from the
  RAF are coming to pick this old girl up in the next couple of days. I think theyre taking her up to the base at Angle.


  Theyd better take good care of her. Megan patted the wing. She was the same height as her father, and she had his dark curls, though his were streaked with grey now.
  Come on, love, your mothers got lunch waiting, and your cousins have come over from Tenby.


  Megan bridled. What are they doing here? She stooped to pick up her bike, and wheeled it beside her father as they crossed the old airfield.


  Dont be like that, he said gently. Without your brother, God rest him, theres no one to take on the farm and airfield after the war. They are
  family


  No! Her temper flared. The airfield was Huws, and mine. She fought the wave of nausea as she thought of her brother, the way he had teased her on his last
  leave, tickling her until she was breathless with laughter, pinned to the cool summer grass on the lawn. Whenever they got together it was as if they were small children again. Now he was gone.
  What do the Davies cousins know about flying? Nothing!


  They know about business, love. How can you manage all this and the farm on your own? Rhodri said tenderly. Your ma and I arent getting any younger.


  Megan glanced at him. It was true. They had married late, and Nia was forty when she had Megan. Since receiving the news that Huw was missing, presumed killed on a bombing raid, it was as if
  they had aged ten years overnight. Her fathers kind, dark eyes were red-rimmed, with fresh wrinkles circling them.


  They know about money, she said bitterly. They couldnt care less about whether the airfield reopens after the war. Theyre just after the farm. This is our
  family business, and Ill run it alone if I have to.


  Its too much, he said as they entered the farmyard, chickens scattering ahead of them. Youve not got enough experience flying, or with the business,
  love.


  But I will have! Im going to be flying all sorts of planes, Da. She looked up as a young man in shirtsleeves stepped out of the milking parlour. He stooped to the well and
  pumped water into a cast-iron pail. Ive got Bill, too. Hell help me with the animals.


  Rhodri sighed and put his hands in his pockets. After youve done the cows can you take Rex up to the barns and check the sheep, Bill?


  The boy glanced up, swept his dark hair away from his face. Megan blushed. The first time she had seen him, last summer, he was fly-fishing in the stream down in the valley. She had thought he
  looked like Errol Flynn. Yes, Mr Jones. Hello, Megan.


  Bill. She lowered her eyes as he smiled at her.


  Rhodri caught the exchange. Come on. He took her arm. Theyre waiting. As they took their boots off in the porch, he frowned. Youre not to spend
  so much time with him.


  What do you mean? Megan couldnt look at her father.


  Hes a good lad 


  But not good enough for me? Is that what you mean? She flashed him a quick, angry look.


  Hes a hard worker, but  He brushed a strand of hair from his daughters face. Youre young, Megan, and he was working in the fairgrounds when he
  came here.


  Megan thought of the silvery scars on Bills face, reminders of the bare-knuckle fights and baying crowds. She could never reconcile his gentleness, the way he could calm any animal, or
  his stillness when she read to him, with his brutal past.


  Ive been helping him with his reading and writing, thats all, she said defensively.


  Rhodri tilted his head. Megan, I can see the way you look at one another. I was young once too, you know. Megan gazed over her fathers shoulder as Bill strode up the hill,
  the dogs bounding along behind him. Perhaps its a good thing youll be away for a while.


  Ma doesnt think so.


  Leave your ma to me. Rhodri put his arm around her. Shes just worried shell lose you too. I think it will be good for you to get on and do something, meet some
  new people. Perhaps it will help.


  He opened the door to the kitchen and a warm draught carrying the scent of roast beef met them. Nia was at the range, making gravy from the scrapings of the roasting pan. Megans two
  cousins sat at the table, napkins already tucked into the necks of their shirts. They reminded her of the photographs of crocodiles she had seen, the way their eyes swivelled hungrily towards
  her.


  Hello, Megan, the plump one said. His fingers were laced over his pot belly. His skinny brother carried on chewing the end of his pipe, adjusting his wire-rimmed spectacles to get
  a better look at her. She lifted her chin in silent greeting.


  Now then Megan, wash your hands, love. Lunch is ready. Her mother placed a dark, glistening joint of beef in front of Rhodri. As he sharpened the carving knife on the steel with a
  swish, swish, swish, Megan scrubbed her hands in the kitchen sink, sensing her cousins eyes as keenly as a knife blade between her shoulders. She turned as she dried her hands on a clean
  linen towel, defiantly holding their gaze.


  So youre off tomorrow are you, Megan? the fat one asked, his attention distracted by the thick slices of beef Rhodri was carving from the steaming joint. Megan helped her
  mother carry bowls of vegetables to the table, carrots and potatoes, all from their own garden.


  Megan. Her mother nudged her.


  Yes I am. She sat opposite the cousins, and folded her arms.


  We were just saying to your mother wed be glad to help out more on the farm now Huw and you are gone.


  Im not gone. Megan leant forward.


  Arms off the table, love, Nia said as she sat beside her.


  Ma, Megan whispered out of the corner of her mouth, Im not a child any more.


  Lets say grace. Nia took her hand. Rhodri lay down the knives and took Megans other hand. Dear Lord. Nia closed her eyes. When Megan peeked she saw both
  cousins staring straight at her. Thank you for our food and family. We ask you to look after our son Huw, and take care of our daughter Megan when she is in London. Nia said
  Lon-don with such distaste it was as if Megan were travelling to Sodom and Gomorrah. Amen.


  Its not London, Ma, Megan said. Its Maidenhead Im going to.


  Close enough. Nia looked at her lap as she shook out her napkin. Her brow furrowed. Oh, when I think of those bombs ...


  The grandfather clock by the settle ticked away the minutes as plates were passed to and fro and awkward small talk was made. The wind rattled the kitchen door on the latch. Megan stared
  sullenly at the chipped gilt edge of the vegetable bowl as she chewed her beef, wondering when the cousins would make their move.


  Hows business in town? Rhodri asked, as the fat one pushed back his empty plate.


  Mustnt grumble, he said as he untucked his napkin from the greasy collar of his shirt. Things are hard for people, but you can always find a bit extra for your best
  customers, if you know what I mean. He nudged his brother, their laughter dying away as they realised Rhodri and Nia werent laughing with them. How about the farm now? Are you
  coping?


  Megan fiddled with the crocheted tablecloth, twisting a loop of thread tight around her fingertip, cutting off the blood.


  Were fine, Rhodri said. Bills a good lad.


  Is he now? The thin one spoke up. Id watch him if I was you. No one knows who his family is, he just blew in with the fair didnt he?


  What do you know about anything? Megan leapt to her feet. Come on. Why dont you just get on and say what youve really come for?


  Megan! Her mother grasped her arm. Im sorry, shes still upset about Huw. We all are. She blinked quickly, looked down at her lap.


  I can talk for myself


  Thats enough! Rhodri thumped his fist on the table, and the colour drained from Megans face. Her father never raised his voice. Youre upsetting your
  mother.


  Angry tears stung her eyes. Well its just as well Im leaving tomorrow, isnt it? But I tell you one thing. She jabbed her finger at the cousins.
  Im coming back. This is my familys farm and I will run the airfield after the war.


  But theres no call for it round here. The fat one turned to Rhodri, ignoring her. Think about it. If you plough up the airstrip, how much more money you could make
  with


  No! Megan cried. Dont do it, Da. She wiped away a burning tear from her cheek. Its mine, and yours, and Huw


  Huws dead, love, her father said softly.


  It was Huws dream. Megan pushed back her chair, the legs scraping on the flagstones. No one is going to take that away. She turned on her heel and flung open
  the kitchen door, the latch rattling as it slammed shut after her.


  Rhodri stood up slowly and patted Nias stooped shoulder as he passed. It was getting dark now and with a taper he lit the gas lamp over the table. The warm light illuminated the
  cousins expectant faces.


  Im sorry. Shes young. He ran a hand through his hair as he sat down again.


  Which is why she needs our guidance, the thin one wheedled.


  Rhodri thought to himself how he had never seen twins so unlike one another. His sister had died giving birth to them. For that he had never quite forgiven them.


  Rhodri, were family. Are we not doing a good job of running Fathers butchers? Just think what we can do with this.


  Megans father studied their faces closely  pockmarked, blotchy from too much ale. He was a strict Methodist himself, and he disliked what he had heard about them around the
  village. No. He shook his head as he took Nias hand. Megan is right. The airfield was Huws dream. I have to at least give her a chance.


  Megan ran, unseeing, into the grey afternoon, snow eddying around her as she pounded up the steep hill, her boots slipping in the frozen ruts of the sheep track. She
  didnt know where she was running to, but something was drawing her up towards the winter barns. Against the leaden sky, the open barn door glowed invitingly, golden lamplight spilling out.
  As she drew closer, Bill stepped out, Rex following.


  Megan?


  Bill, oh Bill. She ran into his arms, buried her head in the rough knit of his thick sweater. She felt safe there, as he held her, and she gave in to her tears.


  Hush now, he murmured, stroking her head. Whats the matter?


  Those horrible, horrible men. She balled her fist against Bills chest. They want to take all this away from me, from us.


  She sensed Bill stop breathing for a moment, and realised what she had let slip. Warily, she raised her eyes to his.


  Do you mean that? he asked. Youre going away, I thought 


  Megan blinked, brushed away the tears that had soaked her lashes into dark points. Ill come back though, Bill.


  He cupped her cold cheek in his hand, and kissed her, crushing her lips to his. Megans eyes flew open in surprise. She had kissed a few of the lads in the shadows of the village hall at
  dances, but nothing like this. Bill was a man, his face rough with stubble, and his dark moustache tickled her nose. She couldnt help laughing.


  What is it? He stepped back, panting slightly.


  Nothing! She giggled. Its just Ive never But it was too late, Bill stormed back inside the barn. She ran after him, pulled at his sleeve.
  Wait! Im sorry, Bill.


  In here it was warm, with soft hay underfoot, and the gentle shift of the sheeps solid bodies in their stall. Snow fell silently beyond the door. When she saw the wounded look on his
  face, she stepped closer to him, traced the silver scars on his cheek with her fingertips.


  I dont understand. Why are you so cross?


  You laughed at me.


  He tried to turn away from her, but she stopped him, took his face in her hands. His jawbone was hard against the palm of her hand as she kissed him again.


  There, she murmured. You took me by surprise, thats all, Bill.


  Ill not have anyone laughing at me. Not even you.


  Megan remembered the stories he had confided in her, how he had struggled at school, how tough it had been in the fairgrounds. Bill was proud, and she had hurt his feelings. She reached up and
  wrapped her arms around him, held him close.


  He rested his head against hers. Im sorry. Its just Ive wanted to kiss you for so long.


  And what do I do? Burst out laughing, she said. Ive never been kissed like that before, thats all.


  Never? Bill smiled shyly. I thought Id lost my chance.


  Because Im leaving tomorrow? Ill come back, I said so.


  Will you? Bill took her hand in his, pressed her fingers to his lips. You wont forget?


  Forget you? This place? She smiled. This is my home, Bill. My heart is here with you. She cocked her head playfully. What about you then? How do I know the
  minute Im off you wont be down the village with Bronwen Maddocks? Shes had her eye on you for ages.


  Bill laughed as he hugged her, lifting her clear off the ground. Dont you be thinking about Bronwen Maddocks. Just get yourself home in one piece, alright? He gazed into her
  eyes as he set her down. I love you, Megan. Ill be waiting right here for you.


  



  
    Squires Gate, 11.40 a.m.

  


  I flew with the forgotten pilots, the Ancient and Tattered Airforce of one-armed veterans and adventurers, and the beauty chorus of debutantes and pink-cheeked
  Oxbridge graduates. We had conjurors, strippers, joyriders and decorated heroes in our ranks.


  I was just a jobbing ferry pilot, but it would have been different if they had asked me to run the show. Why they chose Pauline over me I dont know. While she flew joyriders, I flew
  single-handed around the world with just an evening dress and a tennis racket in my luggage. I pitched up in deserts where I fended off sheikhs with ju-jitsu, and mended my planes wings with
  sticking plasters. Actually, I do know why they chose her. The English are snobbish about celebrity. They did not like the trace of Hull in my accent, in spite of all the elocution lessons, nor
  that cod and herring bought me my wings. They did not like that I commanded headlines, dined with Roosevelt and Chaplin. How else was I supposed to fly, but earn my way? I have paid my dues. I was
  a secretary. I was a teacher. I always wanted more.


  I feel guilty sometimes. I made flying glamorous, encouraged girls to see it all as a great adventure. Pauline said all women should fly, but by the end of the war one in seven
  of my ATA sisters were dead, and I was among the first to go.


  Perhaps that is why they chose her. Pauline was a safe, established pair of hands. It was easy to imagine her charging down a hockey field. She ensured that we earned more than the RAF
  fighter pilots, and eventually the same as our male ATA colleagues, another first. No glass ceilings for us girls  the sky had no limits. Not everyone was happy about this  there was
  sugar in our fuel tanks, vital tools and parts often went missing. But Pauline knew the secret of getting ahead. She orchestrated a quiet revolution. Get in, get your head down and do better than
  expected without making a fuss.


  Perhaps youve heard of me? On Civvy Street everyone knew my name. In the fug of a pubs back room youd often hear someone strumming out the song on a banjo: Amy,
  wonderful Amy, how can you blame me for loving you? Or maybe youve seen the film They Flew Alone? I used to love the cinema. Frankly you couldnt make me up  no
  one would believe you. It amused me, sliding into an empty seat beside Pauline at the premiere in Leicester Square, my spirit unnoticed as they celebrated my memory on screen. How strange to see
  your life, your loves and losses, played out in black and white, the image of me and Jim flickering on a grand scale. We pranged a lot of planes between us, in truth,
  but no one seemed to mind.


  In black and white what you cannot smell is the cocktail of doped canvas, fuel and engine oil, of sweat and adrenalin. You cannot feel the wind, hear it whistling in the wire braces as the
  wings sing, or taste the salt of our kiss in the blazing Australian sun. We were the Flying Sweethearts. I wonder what Jim thought of it, when he watched the film. Did he feel regret,
  mourn my loss again? I hope so. I broke records, but that man broke my heart.


  Marry me. He reached across the crisp white tablecloth in Quaglinos and took my hand, the sleeve of his dapper double-breasted suit riding up over his tanned wrist. I
  could tell he was shot up, on his second White Lady of the day. Close to, his breath smelt of booze. It often did, but he was mine, and I loved him.


  Youre mad! I laughed, my heart racing.


  We make a good team, Amy.


  I was what used to be called a handsome woman. The truth is he made me feel as beautiful as my publicity shots, the ones that showed my long arched eyebrows darkened with kohl, my strong
  features softened cleverly by the lens. For him I had my teeth fixed, learnt to elongate my vowels. I healed my broken heart by flying, just as I did when Irene killed herself. I lost my little
  sister, but I have found a sisterhood among the girls here. While other women wept secretly in dark wartime cinemas, we took our passions and bereavements, our anger and frustration, and gave them
  wings.


  The girls talked excitedly of how I just mucked in at the airbases, but what else do you do in these circumstances? There were three stooges when I passed through White Waltham
  for the last time, waiting to go in for their briefing with Pauline. When they saw me in the Ops Corridor, their chatter stopped. They looked like the three wise monkeys sitting on the cane-backed
  chairs. One dark and small, muffled against the cold in a mink coat, diamonds glittering in her ears. The girl next to her was practically a child, bright eyed and fresh cheeked. Her mouth actually
  fell open when she saw me. Finally a cool blonde  when she smiled, her eyes remained closed, like a blacked-out house. Like mine. She has lost someone close, I thought, she is the
  walking wounded.


  Miss Johnson! The young one leapt up keen as mustard, dark curls bouncing as she reached out her hand. Oh! How marvellous to see you! We were just saying, youre
  the reason we are all here.


  Thank you. I smiled cordially. Do call me Johnnie, everyone does. God they looked young, and untested. That will change, I thought; they will age years in only a
  few months. We all found ways of coping with the waiting and the stress  some drank, but knitting did it for me. No wonder that the black, secret nights of love, lust and gaiety became the
  counterpoint of our dangerous, solitary days. This is why the girls danced all night to Fat Tim at the 400 Club. Why they lost themselves in the beat and swing of the big bands, the heat of the
  dance floor and the comfort of a strangers arms. As they say, the generous heart gives in wartime. It beats faster, reminds you that you are still alive when death is all around you.


  It is no wonder that, before we take off, most pilots withdraw, go silently into our own worlds. Some of the women hammed it up, had a fit of the feminine vapours, trailing the contents of
  their handbags as they went to their planes. Oh my dear, I cant possibly fly today, I have the most awful headache. Male officers swooping after them, picking up handkerchiefs,
  escorting them to their aircraft. Sometimes I think seeing a young slip of a girl step out of a huge plane is still many mens worst fear. I never had any flak from the boys, but I know some
  had. The thing is if you looked closely at these powder-puff girls, once they were in the cockpit they were as focused as the rest of us. They had the look of an oiled prize-fighter dancing through
  the crowds to the ring.


  As I go back to my last flight, this is where I am now, in my own world. The smoke as I exhale is invisible against the luminous milky sky, drizzle soft and cold on my cheeks, sound muffled.
  I clamber into the high, glazed cockpit, run through my final checks, the metal and the glass dials cold beneath my fingertips. It takes me a moment to realise one of the refuellers is hovering
  shyly by the door, a piece of paper in his oil-blackened hand.


  Is everything alright?


  Yes, Im sorry to disturb you, Miss. The lad is blushing furiously, can hardly look at my face. Could I have your autograph for my daughter? Shes a big
  fan.


  Of course, jump in.


  He swings in to the office  you get used to flying alone but its good to have some company in the cockpit for a while. I switch my cigarette to my other hand, and take the pen
  and paper from him. Whats her name?


  Elizabeth.


  Hes beaming with relief. Maybe he thought Id bite his head off.


  How old is she? I lean against the charts, write To Elizabeth, with love, Amy Johnson.


  Shes only ten, but she wants to be a pilot just like you when she grows up.


  Good for her. I hand him the autograph.


  Thank you, Miss. Its as if Ive handed him a cheque for a million pounds. Shell be cock-a-hoop when I get home. He backs out, smiling
  broadly.


  Hold on. I root around in my pigskin flight bag. I pull out an enamel brooch with wings, and offer it to him. For Elizabeth. Tell her theres no better career for a
  young woman.


  



  4


  Evie raced along the tree-lined Bath Road, across Maidenhead Thicket, with the Aston pushing 85 mph. It was a short fifteen-minute hop from her fathers house, but as
  usual she had slept through her alarm and she was late. She looped around the village green, past the inn and on to Cherry Garden Lane. In spite of the bitter cold, she had the roof down, and as
  the fresh air gradually revived her she began to come up with a plan. If she liked the look of the job, why rough it in digs when there were all those empty bedrooms at home? The best of both
  worlds, she thought. Fly all day and a few home comforts at night.


  After a mile, she spotted the airfield. She steered the Aston Martin15/98 around in front of the offices and pulled to a halt. People were piling out of ATA coaches and walking briskly through
  the mist to an assortment of small wooden huts around the perimeter of the airfield. Her gaze followed a black-and-white-chequered van as it rumbled past the anti-aircraft guns at the centre. As
  she watched, an Anson taxi plane touched down nearby, and she heard the airscrews slow and stop.


  Evie untied her Herms headscarf and tossed it onto the passenger seat. Well at least Daddy was joking about the HQ being a wooden hut on the runway, she thought as she scanned the
  offices. A long two-storey building led to a curved office wing and a small terrace overlooking the airfield. But this was not what she had imagined at all. Where were the elegant white Art Deco
  buildings? The dashing men in uniform?


  She heard a tannoy system crackle into life. Hello, hello. Will the following pilots go to Anson 9972  As she watched, several people carrying parachutes trooped through
  the mist and fumes to the waiting plane.


  Are you lost? An airman strolled towards her out of the sun. His cap was tilted over his eyes, and as he raised his face Evie tried not to stare at the white dressing covering his
  left cheek. He was smoking, his left hand tucked into the pocket of his great coat. She sensed his lean strength  but there was something about the careful way he carried himself that seemed
  awkward. It was as if every step was an effort. His eyes travelled slowly upwards, taking in her high heels and mink coat. The Caf de Paris is about fifty miles that way. He
  indicated the Maidenhead Road with a nod of his head as he ground the cigarette beneath his boot.


  Do I look like Im lost? Evie put her hands on her hips. She was nervous, and, frankly, this man wasnt helping.


  Oh no, all the chaps are wearing mink this season. He stepped closer, tipped his cap backwards. Now she could see his clear blue eyes she was even more unsettled. You
  certainly dont look like you belong here. Are you visiting one of the men?


  You think Im a camp-follower? she said, trying to sound brave, and worldly.


  We get a lot of girls hanging around the bases. He began to walk away, but Evie followed him.


  Ill have you know Im a pilot, and a damn good one. She had to half run to keep up with him. Is this the ATA headquarters?


  Yes, why?


  I just expected something more.


  In the old days all they had was a shed at the east end by the de Havilland hangar.


  Daddy wasnt joking then, she said as he pushed open the door for her. Would you kindly show me the way to the Recruitment Office? To her annoyance he began to
  laugh.


  Whats so funny? The dark-haired officer striding down the Ops Corridor did a double take when he saw Evie.


  Nothing. Beau took off his cap and ran a hand through his blond hair. Just another Daddys girl turned up to give this ferrying lark a go. When she saw the burn
  on his left arm, she recoiled, realising too late that the man had seen the shock on her face. His face hardened. Looks like Paulines scraping the bottom of the barrel, old
  boy. He turned on his heel and marched off towards the mess.


  I see youve met Beau. The other officer offered her his hand.


  Why is he called that?


  Because he is  or he was, so handsome. Our Wing Commander Beaufort managed to get his Spit home after the Battle of Britain, but it was on fire by the time it hit the deck. If the
  ground crew hadnt dragged him out so quickly  The officer shook his head. Its only been a few months, hes doing well considering. Until they say
  hes fit for combat hes giving us a hand here.


  Well, Ive never met such a rude man in my whole life, Evie said indignantly. I wonder if you can help me. I have an appointment with the Recruitment Office. Im
  Evelyn Chase.


  Welcome to White Waltham, Miss Chase, he said with a smile. As he guided her towards the office, his hand pressed against the small of her back. I can assure you not all of
  us are as prickly as Beau. Im Edward Parker, Operations Officer, but everyone calls me Teddy. The corridor was heaving with office staff and pilots. Some were in uniform, but most
  wore an odd assortment of civilian flying gear.


  This all seems a bit 


  Rough and ready? Its an unofficial ATA motto  get going and get comfortable later. Most of the chaps have been working so hard they havent had a chance to get their
  uniforms yet. He pointed at a man in a grubby-looking mackintosh. See that chap? Hes still wearing the clothes he was wearing when he came for interview. Hes been flying
  non-stop ever since.


  Evie glanced outside as the door blew open. What are all the funny little huts on the airfield?


  Theres all sorts out there  stores, engineers, you name it. We call it the Chinese Village. As the organisation is expanding so quickly we need offices pronto. Teddy
  rubbed his hands together. Well you picked a chilly day for your test. Good weather for camping, eh? He caught the eye of a pretty girl walking past carrying a pile of paperwork.
  Mikki, can you show Miss Chase where she should be?


  Yes, sir. She ticked Evies name on a list. Follow me, Miss. She led Evie along a corridor lined with a long, polished wooden shelf where groups of pilots were
  checking their orders for the day. Youve caught us at a busy moment. The chits have just come out, she said over her shoulder as they pushed through the crowd.


  What do you do?


  Me? I try and keep this lot in order. I take care of admin, paperwork, anything that needs doing. There you are. She indicated an empty Windsor chair next to a couple of girls.
  Perhaps youd start filling out your application forms while youre waiting?


  Morning, ladies. Teddy winked at the girls already waiting as he sauntered past. If you need anything, he said, gazing at the row of neat, stockinged ankles,
  anything at all, my office is just up the corridor.


  Hes a bit much, isnt he? Stella said under her breath as he walked away. She scanned the paperwork. Next of kin? Thats ominous.


  I dont know, he seems friendly enough, Megan chipped in.


  Are you from Wales? Evie asked her.


  Oh God, is it the accent? Megan blushed. Everyone here talks so beautifully. As the girls introduced themselves, her eyes opened wide. No! She grabbed
  Stellas arm. You know who that is, dont you? Its Amy Johnson, isnt it? Miss Johnson! Miss Johnson! She leapt to her feet, her new shoes skittering on the
  lino.


  Do you think shes always this enthusiastic? Evie sighed. She was still feeling nervous but tried not to show it.


  Stella laughed, stretched out her legs. She was still aching from the night in the shelter and the slow, cold train ride down. Shes just a kid. She eyed Evie curiously.
  So what are you doing here?


  Im beginning to wonder myself. Evie tucked her coat around her as Amy Johnson strolled over.


  Are you waiting to see Pauline? Amy asked.


  Whats she like? Megan gazed at her, awestruck. Im that nervous.


  Paulines a doll, youll see, Amy said kindly. Im based down at Hatfield with her. I just stopped off to see my dog, Christopher, before my next
  flight.


  Is Hatfield a good pool? Evie asked. She wanted to make sure she was posted to the best base.


  If you liked boarding school youll be in your element. Amy smiled. Perhaps theyll let you stay here. I heard a rumour they need more pilots.


  Hello, Amy, Frankie Francis said as he strolled by, his parachute slung over one shoulder.


  Whos that? Megans eyes were on stalks.


  Frankie? Amy laughed. All the girls love Frankie, but Id concentrate on flying for now if I was you. She picked up her flight bag. Best of
  luck.


  Commander Pauline Gower had seen all sorts of girls come through here. Frankly, she didnt care about their personal motives as long as they were good pilots. She leant
  back in her chair and screwed the cap on her fountain pen, placing it on the leather-topped desk in front of her. Her wide mouth broke into a reassuring smile.


  So, girls, what brings you to the ATA?


  For a moment there was silence. Megan looked expectantly at the older women. I want to do my bit for the war. I want to fly, she spoke up finally.


  We all do, Stella said firmly.


  And what about you? Pauline patted the neat dark waves of her hair as she glanced at her notes. Evelyn Chase. Are you Luckys daughter?


  Yes, Commander. Evie met her gaze steadily.


  Hes a friend of my fathers, she said. Whats he doing now?


  Daddys working with the Air Ministry in London. I dont think he likes being stuck behind a mahogany Spitfire.


  Still driving too fast?


  Evie laughed. She liked Pauline already. Yes. Daddy likes everything fast, she said to the girls. Cars, women  When she turned to Pauline she could see she
  had overstepped the mark, and blushed.


  Your hours are a bit low. Pauline frowned as she scanned Evies application. We need at least two hundred, ideally more.


  But Im a good pilot, she countered. I would have had more hours but I had to pay for them myself. I taught French, she said to Stella. Daddy
  didnt want me to fly so he wouldnt cough up for the lessons, and then the war came, and I had to stop just before I got my instrument rating. Evie thought of the endless nights
  she had spent studying the flight manuals, the long hours she had put in teaching herself far more than she needed to know since she had been grounded. She was desperate to get in the air
  again.


  Pauline laughed lightly. I taught violin to pay for my lessons. She scanned Evies application. Where did you train?


  I learnt at Stag Lane.


  With Captain Baker?


  No, he left in 34 before I


  Shame. Pauline weighed the girls up. She had taken the measure of them quickly. Her clear, bright eyes were fizzing with concealed humour as she looked at Evie, Stella and Megan in
  turn. Adventure, revenge, experience, she thought to herself. Her gaze turned to Evie. You obviously have friends in high places. Most girls wouldnt have made it through the
  door.


  Let me do the test flight. Then, if Im no good I wont bother you again.


  Right. Pauline pushed her chair back and handed each of the girls a typed sheet of paper. Take these out to the airstrip. Mrs Grainger, you will go first, then Miss Jones,
  and finally Miss Chase. Each of you will do your flight test in turn. If all goes well youll be brought back for a final chat with the Chief Flying Instructor, and then we can sort out the
  paperwork. Good luck.


  Stella and Evie sat outside the Recruitment Office waiting for Megan to do her circuits.


  Do you think youve passed? Evie asked, her foot tapping impatiently.


  Stella shrugged, and shook her head as Evie offered her a Players cigarette from a tortoiseshell case. No thanks, I dont smoke.


  Really? I thought everyone did.


  I used to. Richard, my husband, he didnt like to see women smoking.


  Evie clicked at her gold lighter. Damn, must be out of fuel. Im just going to cadge a light from someone.


  She walked along the Ops Corridor to the mess, past offices piled high with files and charts. Several pilots were waiting for their aircraft to be called, playing bridge, reading The
  Times, listening to the radio. She spotted Teddy chatting with some of the men by the canteen.


  Excuse me, do any of you have a light?


  Of course, Miss Chase. Teddy pulled a black Zippo from his trouser pocket, and the lighter flared. Sorry, he said, laughing as she recoiled. We chaps tend to
  use petrol in them. Won it off one of the Yanks in a game of cards.


  Youll have someones eyebrows off with that, sir, the tea lady said as she poured cups of steaming tea for them from the urn.


  Dont you worry, Jean, Teddy said. Can I tempt you? He offered Evie a cup.


  No thank you. As she took a drag of her cigarette, her hand shook.


  Nervous?


  No, she said firmly. Once Im in the air, it will be fine.


  Ill tell you a secret. Teddy leant closer. Were all a little nervous every time we go up. The men around him eyed her curiously. These are First
  Officers Doyle and Stent.


  Pleasure to meet you, she said. So if I pass, Ill be flying under you?


  Under, on top, were all very friendly round here. Doyles eyes glinted.


  Teddy shot him a warning glare. What FO Doyle means is we work as a team here. Were all civilians, apart from the RAF chaps they sometimes second over to us. He took a sip
  of his tea. Some of us were in the forces, but cant fly now for one reason or another. He tapped at his leg. No wonder they call us the Ancient and Tattered.


  Miss Chase? A young orderly marched into the mess.


  Yes? She looked up.


  Miss, the instructor has been waiting for you. If I were you I wouldnt keep him hanging around any longer.


  Evie ran out onto the airfield, wishing she had worn flat shoes as her heels sank into the grass. On the runway, an RAF yellow Tiger Moth stood waiting, and her heart began to
  beat faster, stronger, as the familiar smell of doped canvas mixed with petrol and oil reached her. At least it was a plane she had flown before. On the other side of the fuselage she could see a
  pair of legs.


  Im terribly sorry, she called out as she stumbled around. I  Her mouth dropped as Beau turned to her. Oh no. You 


  Yes, me. We havent been formally introduced, Miss Chase. Wing Commander Beaufort, scheduled to do your flight test, he said as he checked his watch, five minutes
  ago.


  Evie gave him her most winning smile. Cant we bend the rules?


  Its too late. He slammed his clipboard shut.


  What do you mean its too late?


  Im not flying with some chit of a girl who cant even be bothered to turn up for her test on time.


  As he strode away, Evie chased after him. Now just hold on a minute! Im a damn good pilot.


  So you said. Its bad enough theyve dragged me in today to check new pilots. His pace slowed as they reached the offices. Margaret Cunnison is up to her eyes
  testing recruits. It seems theyre short of pilots. He held the door open for her, but instead of walking inside she squared up to him. But not short enough.


  Evie stretched herself up to her full five foot two inches. Im not leaving here until you give me a test flight.


  Beau sighed wearily. Why dont you save us all some time and just go home and count your diamonds, Miss Chase? He unzipped his black leather flying jacket as they walked into
  the offices. Evie could see Stella and Megan signing paperwork with Pauline and the Chief Flying Instructor. Megan gave her the thumbs up.


  Evies first reaction was to slap him, hard, but she restrained herself. How dare he speak to her like that? You, sir, may be an officer but youre no gentleman.


  Beau frowned, but a faint smile flickered on his lips as he turned away. As she watched him stride up the corridor, she realised he was her only chance. She ran after him. Wait,
  please. She caught at Beaus sleeve. You have to at least let me try.


  I dont have to do anything.


  Actually, old boy, I think youll find you do, Teddy said smoothly as he appeared at his side, Doyle and Stent close behind.


  Beau ignored him. We need pilots we can rely on, he said to Evie.


  But Miss Chase was with me, Beau. Teddys voice was sibilant, threatening. I was briefing her about her role at the ATA.


  What role? She hasnt got a role.


  Yet.


  Evie watched the exchange, her heart racing. Test her yourself if youre that keen. Beau tried to barge past the men, but Stent stopped him. Oh, I forgot, of course
  you cant


  What a horrid thing to say! Evie cut in, thinking of Teddys injured leg. Beau looked at her curiously.


  Id remind you who you are talking to, sir, Teddy warned him. You will fly with whomever we ruddy well tell you to.


  Beau glared at Teddy. Right, Miss Chase, he said. You think you can fly? Come on then.


  Good luck. Teddy winked as she followed Beau out onto the airstrip.


  Pretty girl, Doyle said as they watched her walk outside.


  Isnt she. You know who her father is? Teddy slipped his hand in his pocket. Lucky Chase, the jockey. The grandfather made a fortune in steel. They have more money
  than they know what to do with.


  Do you think she can fly?


  Lets hope so. The more pretty girls around here the merrier.


  Beau pulled on his leather flying helmet. What happened, Miss Chase, did you tire of horses? Most little girls simply move on to boys rather than airplanes. He
  glanced down at her shoes. Youre not flying in those heels.


  I thought it was just an interview this morning. I hadnt realised youd actually want me to fly.


  Beau exhaled. That is generally what a flight test involves.


  I can fly barefoot, Evie said as she kicked off her heels.


  Perhaps you can, Miss Chase, but youre certainly not going to with me in the back seat. He tossed his clipboard onto a bench. Wait here. He reappeared a few
  moments later and handed her a pair of boots. These should fit you.


  Thank you, Evie said.


  Beau strode ahead to the aircraft and Evie quickly slipped her cold feet into the boots, before racing after him. Beau indicated she should take the front seat. Without her heels Evie had to
  look up at him. You seem rather taller now.


  Havent you heard, Miss Chase? With flying, the chap who has height wins the battle.


  Well see. She had to hitch up her narrow skirt to climb into the cockpit, and she caught him watching her legs. You know, a girl never tires of horses; they are much
  more reliable than men. She adjusted the Gosport communications tube as he slid into the back seat. And a lot more fun, she said under her breath. Pulling her mink coat up
  around her chin, she looked around the high-sided cockpit and felt the old, familiar calm descend on her as she checked the control panel.


  Beaus voice reached her through the speaker tube. Contact.


  Evie craned her neck trying to listen to him as the ground crew swung the propeller and the Gypsy engine roared into life. The crew pulled the chocks away, and at her touch she felt the plane
  begin to move.


  Right, he called. Climb to 2000 feet, turn left, turn right  first with a gentle turn then with a steep bank. Then a forced landing.


  Is that all? Evie called back to him as she steered the plane into the wind. They raced across the bumpy grass strip, the entire plane rattling and vibrating. Her heart was
  thundering with a mix of excitement and nerves. Come on, Evie, she thought to herself as they gathered speed. You can show him. Pull back on the stick gently  Then they were
  airborne, and all sense of speed vanished. She had to stop herself shouting out Yes! with the sheer joy of being in the air again. The wire braces of the plane sang as she gained
  height to 2000 feet, the fields and lanes beneath them slipping away to a patchwork of frosted greens. The drumming engine, the clean air were intoxicating  she hadnt felt this alive
  in months.


  When youre ready, Beau called through to her.


  Gosh, yes, sorry. Evie banked the aircraft to the left. She wished she could fly on forever.


  Too soon, she successfully completed her turns and had to head back into the circuit for a forced landing. Right old girl, she thought, into the wind, 40 mph, glide
  her in  She held her breath as she slammed the old Moth in hard on the runway.


  Good God, woman, I said forced landing, not crash landing, Beau yelled from the back seat as
  she taxied to a halt. He leapt out, wincing slightly.


  So? Evie pulled off her flying cap, shook out her glossy hair. She was breathless, exhilarated. He offered her his hand as she jumped down to the ground. How did I do,
  Beau?


  His face spun sharply to hers. What did you call me?


  Evie felt a sense of sickening dread. Now he was sure to fail her. Awkwardly she realised she was still holding his hand, and she let it fall. Im sorry, I thought everyone called
  you 


  It hardly seems appropriate any more. He gestured at the dressing on his face.


  Nonsense, she said firmly. Youre still a very handsome man.


  Beau made a couple of notes and signed off the test sheet. Im immune to flattery, and its too late to make any difference.


  Evie put her hands on her hips. If you think for one moment Id try and flirt my way in to this job 


  Beau held her gaze as he tucked his clipboard under his arm. My name is Wing Commander Beaufort, but as a cadet you can call me sir.


  Beau walked to CFI MacMillans office and handed him the clipboard.


  Thank you, Wing Commander, MacMillan said.


  Without a word, Beau strode past Evie in the corridor.


  Cocky bugger, she said under her breath as she watched him leave.


  MacMillan burst out laughing as he read the notes. Miss Chase? Do come in. Im pleased to tell you that youve passed.


  I have? Evie said incredulously.


  Very well as it happens. He indicated that she should sit, and Evie pulled up a chair. Highly strung, temperamental, Miss Chase could be a fighter pilot, he read
  aloud. MacMillan tossed the notes onto the desk. Congratulations. In spite of your hours, youre clearly a natural pilot. Some people are born to fly.


  Thank you. Evie couldnt stop beaming. Ive done a lot of work, taught myself about instruments.


  Well you wont be needing that with the ATA, he said briskly. Now, heres all the information about your appointment. He handed her a sheaf of papers.
  Youll be based here for your elementary training as a cadet. If all goes well, youll start out as a Third Officer ferrying Class 1 single-engine light planes to our squadrons;
  Magisters, Moths and so on.


  Its incredibly exciting! What about the Spitfire?


  Lets walk before we run shall we? He hesitated. This is a job many men and women would love to do, Miss Chase, but remember what you are taking on. I need you to be
  cool, calm and collected at all times  a little adrenalin is good, but Ive seen too many pilots lost thanks to a combination of excitement and lack of experience. Ive also seen
  chaps with thousands of hours cock up because they think they know it all and wont listen to instructions. What I expect from my pilots is hard work, enthusiasm and a love of flying. We have
  some first class pilots based here, and you can learn a lot from them. Talk to Joan Hughes  shell show you the ropes. Shes been with us a year now.


  Thank you, Ill try and find her.


  Now, if you follow Mikki youll be given a numbered flight authorisation card and chits for your uniform. As a cadet youll have a single half stripe.


  Oh. Evie longingly eyed the numerous braid stripes adorning his shoulders.


  Mikki will also sort out your medical and give you the address of your billet.


  My billet? No, that wont be necessary, I plan to live at home.


  Miss Chase, we are a small operation here. At first, it would do you well to muck in a bit, prove to the girls youre one of the team.


  Evie frowned, but she understood what he was talking about. Yes, sir.


  This is the address where you will be billeted. The other new girls have gone over already. Its a pretty little estate cottage, and we have several pilots staying close by.
  He paused, eyed Evies mink coat and muddy high heels. But it might be rather more basic than you are used to.


  Still smarting from the indignity of the medical Doc Barbour had subjected her to, Evie went to the mess for a restorative cup of tea. Jean the tea lady looked up from wiping
  the counter.


  Yes, love, whatll it be?


  I dont suppose youve got anything stronger than orangeade hidden back there? Evie leant against the counter with her arms folded protectively across her chest.


  Now, youll get me in trouble! Jean tossed her head back as she laughed. Youre new arent you?


  Evie introduced herself as Jean poured the tea. Ive just had my medical. She cupped her hands around the tea to warm up.


  Jean clucked her tongue. What you want is a spot of brandy in that then. She folded her arms over her ample bosom and leant closer to Evie. Dont take it personal,
  love. Men, women, old Doc Barbour gets them all in their birthday suits. They say, she whispered, he likes them blue movies too. She leant back, pursed her lips disapprovingly
  and patted her turban.


  He had the cheek to say Im too short for the ATA. Evie bit her lip. Still, he passed me anyway.


  Well, youre through the worst of it now, Miss. Welcome on board.


  Evie frowned. She hoped Jean was right, but she had a feeling this was just the beginning.
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  Damn it, where is this place? Evie said as the Aston crawled along Cox Green Lane. In the failing light and the thin beams from her blacked-out headlights she
  could see no sign of the farm. As she passed the same cottage for a second time, she spotted a chink of light coming from a tear in the blackout curtains on the ground floor, and she pulled to a
  halt to ask directions.


  Evie shivered as she clambered out of the car, her shoes sliding on the frozen road. Beehive Cottage. She read the name on the gate as she walked gingerly up to the front door.
  Deep scratches gouged the wood and she hesitated before ringing the bell. As it rang, a wild growl and the sound of frantic claws greeted her from behind the door. She could have sworn she heard a
  monkey too.


  Get down, Spot! she heard a deep male voice call out. She stepped back uncertainly as the bolt on the door slid. An attractive man still in his uniform popped his head around the
  corner. Can I help you?


  Evies eyes widened in horror at the sound of a low, threatening yowl. I hope Im not interrupting?


  No, no, not at all. He disappeared again. I told you, Spot, if you start playing up again, Ill


  Im awfully sorry to disturb you. Evie started edging her way back down the path, but froze as the front door swung open. What on earth? she cried, as a cheetah appeared at his side.


  Dont worry about this chap. The man affectionately patted his head. This is Spot.


  Evie moved closer. May I?


  Oh yes, he loves a good ear rub, dont you, Spot?


  Hes beautiful. She laughed delightedly as he leant into her hand, the fur on the tight, strong skull soft against her fingertips.


  Hes a very naughty boy, thats what he is. Knocked the Hatchards Dairy boy clean off his pony today, didnt you, Spot?


  Are you a pilot? Evie asked.


  Yes. Im Harben. Everyone calls me Bill. He offered her his hand.


  Ive just joined the ATA myself.


  Oh, well, youll appreciate this. He unhooked a framed photo from the wall. Heres Spot with Pop dErlanger.


  Friends in high places? Evie handed the photo back. Im trying to find my billet. Is there a farm near here?


  Yes, you missed the turning about quarter of a mile back. Its not marked now theyve taken all the signposts down.


  Ah. Evie nodded. That explains it.


  Head down Highfield Lane, theres a stile just opposite the turning, he called after her. Cant miss it!


  Wouldnt bet on it.


  Toodle-oo. He waved, and the lane fell into darkness as he closed the door.


  The Aston bumped along a rutted farm track, the headlights weakly illuminating an overgrown path. If the farmer himself hadnt told her the cottage was down here, Evie
  would have thought she was driving into the middle of nowhere. Then, up ahead, she saw a sliver of light around the door of an old stone house with blackout blinds and criss-crossed tape on the
  downstairs windows. She parked up outside and knocked on the door. She could hear a radio playing somewhere in the house and when no one answered she pushed the door open.


  Hello? she called. The smell of musty air made her screw up her nose. It was also bitterly cold, though someone had lit the wood-burning stove in the hearth. Boards creaked
  upstairs, so, feeling her way in the weak light shed by the bare bulb that hung from the centre of the living room, she trod carefully up the staircase. Hello? she called again.


  Stella popped her head around the door. Oh, well done! We were just saying we hoped youd get in too. What do you think of this place?


  Bit cronky isnt it?


  Oh I think its just lovely! Megan skipped out onto the landing. Im so excited, Ive never been away from home before, and look at this place! Were
  going to have so much fun.


  Evie looked doubtful as she ran her finger through the dust on the banister, and wondered if she could persuade Leos housekeeper to give it the once-over.


  Dont worry about that, Stella said. Well get this place shipshape in no time.


  Wheres my room? Evie asked.


  Stella pointed to the end of the corridor. Sorry, we bagged the two doubles.


  Well, you were here first. She shrugged. As she pushed open the door and flicked on the light, something scuttled across the floor. Evie screamed.


  What is it? Megan raced to her side.


  It was a rat! An enormous rat, and its under my bed!


  Megan squatted down. She could see a small brown mouse nosing its way into a hole in the skirting board. Its alright, its gone. Have you never seen a mouse before?
  She laughed as Evie shook her head. Well its a good sign. If weve got mice, then there arent any rats. The mice always move out once they move in.


  Evie took a step forward into the tiny single room, and sat on the bed. The old mattress protested, bed frame squeaking, and she winced as springs dug into her bottom. She took a speculative
  bounce.


  Listen, Im going up to the farm to get some milk, Megan said. Maybe theyve got a cat they can loan us for a bit.


  Ill give you a lift. Evie pulled her coat around her.


  Arent you staying? Megan looked disappointed.


  I havent got my things with me.


  Oh, right. Does your family live close by then?


  My father has a house the other side of Maidenhead.


  And your mother?


  Stepmother. My real mother left shortly after I was born.


  You poor thing. I dont know what Id do without my ma. Megan squeezed her arm. Gosh,
  that coat feels amazing!


  Mink. Evie regarded it vaguely.


  You must be loaded!


  Evie thought for a moment. Yes, I suppose I am. Or I was.


  After dropping Megan at the farm, Evie sped back along the dark winter lanes to her fathers house, moonlight gleaming on the elegant wheel arches of the car. The
  camouflage paintwork Leo had insisted on as a precaution left the house just visible in the half light as she pulled into the long driveway. For the first time, she looked at everything Leo had
  achieved with the eyes of a stranger. Loaded, she thought.


  She rang the bell, and the butler soon answered.


  Hello, Ross, is Daddy at home?


  No, Miss Evelyn, hes working late in London tonight. He caught her mink as she shrugged it from her shoulders.


  Working late, she thought to herself. She knew what that meant. He was probably in the 400 Club with some girlfriend. Last time she had been to the 400, the matre d had
  diplomatically warned her that Leo was there somewhere. Everyone seemed surprised that she took her fathers girlfriends in her stride. It was Virginia she couldnt stand. Just at that
  moment, her stepmother strode through from the living room, her silk palazzo pants rippling as she moved, a long rope of pearls swinging from her neck.


  What are you doing here? she demanded. Youre not staying?


  Why on earth would I want to be here with you, Evie said, when I can be having a super time in the most delightful little cottage with the other pilots?


  Men?


  No, not men. Typical you to think of sex. Evie started upstairs. Ive just come to get my clothes.


  So youre going ahead with it? Leos furious. I tried to calm him down, but hes quite beside himself you know. What shall I tell your father?


  Tell him they said I was born to fly, she called over her shoulder.


  Chteau Lafite 1926? Stella turned the label of the wine bottle to the light. This looks expensive. As she replaced it on the coffee table,
  the flames illuminated the glass.


  Daddy wont miss it. Evie was still smarting from her run-in with Virginia and she chewed angrily at her lip. She hoped her father would come round to the idea. She stretched
  her stockinged feet towards the fire and took a sip of the deep red wine. It was a good year, apparently, not that I know much about these things. He laid down a few cases for my
  twenty-first. Im just celebrating a bit early. We deserve it after the day weve had. On the kitchen counter next to the remains of the bread and cheese they had bought from the
  farmer, there were several other bottles liberated from the Chase cellars. Sure I cant tempt you? she asked Megan.


  No thanks. Methodist, you know, she said smiling. Puss, puss. Megan was curled up on the hearth rug, tempting a cross-looking one-eyed ginger tom with a piece of
  cheese. As her hand edged closer, he hooked it out of her fingers, catching her with his claws. Ow! She sucked the blood from her fingertip. The cat hissed and retreated into a dark
  corner. Hes not very friendly is he?


  What were you expecting? Some darling little kitten with a ribbon around its neck to go with the heavenly cottage? Stella said drily.


  I think we should call him Stalin, Evie said. Hes red, and hes clearly a bit of a dictator.


  Well, as long as he keeps the mice out I dont care what hes called, Megan said. Stalin it is. Ill get hold of some fish heads for him in the
  morning.


  Talking of which, we should sort out whos doing what around here. What are you good at? Stella asked Evie. You look like shopping might be your forte.


  Evie frowned, then realised Stella was teasing her. As it happens, it is a strength. Why dont I take care of the groceries and cooking? She picked up a dusty copy of
  Wartime Cookery from the table and flicked through the pages. What do you fancy girls  tripe and liver hotpot?


  Tripe? Yuck. Stella screwed up her face.


  Maybe not. Evie turned the page. Meat and macaroni pie? Pea soup?


  Thats more like it. Stella sipped her wine. Well give you our ration books in the morning. If Evies taking care of the cordon bleu, why dont I
  see to the housework and laundry? She glanced around the cold and dusty room. The dirt made her anxious. It was as if she could taste the shelter in her mouth again. She took another sip of
  wine.


  And I can do the garden! Megans face lit up. Theres a smashing little veg patch out back. Come March I can do us some beans, sprouts, leeks


  Digging for victory? Evie stood and stretched, handing Stella a ball of wool that had dropped to the floor. What are you knitting?


  It took Stella a moment to realise Evie was talking to her. Oh, its a little jacket for my son, David.


  You have a baby? Evie looked up, surprised.


  Hes six months old. Stella carried on knitting as she talked.


  Where is he?


  With my husbands parents in Ireland. I thought it would be safer.


  Safer? How on earth can you bear to be parted from him?


  Stella flushed, the colour rising in her cheeks. One does what one has to do.


  Is your husband fighting?


  Richard  Stella hesitated. We were in Singapore.


  No! How amazing! Megan perched on the arm of Stellas chair. Whats it like?


  Stella thought of the colour, the tropical warmth. Its beautiful. I was born in India, but I grew up there. Richard was an airman 


  Was? Evie picked up on her tone.


  Stella nodded mutely.


  Im so sorry, she said quietly. You must miss your baby too.


  Stella held up the matinee jacket. Me, and every other mother in the country. You know, I had to sew his name into all his little clothes on the boat on the way over. Thats what
  they tell you to do in the leaflet about evacuating children. If you have made private arrangements, send them away immediately. They make it sound so simple, like youre
  returning a dress that doesnt quite fit, or a library book. Her eyes fell.


  It must be hard, Megan said kindly.


  They never tell you that, about having a child. Stella blinked. When youre apart its like a piece of you is missing. I shouldnt think that changes if
  your child is six months or sixteen. You lose your completeness. She took a deep breath. I keep thinking Ive forgotten something important, left something vital
  somewhere. She ran her hand through her hair. Gosh, sorry. Look at me rabbiting on. She forced a smile. Its not like me at all. Must be the wine. Stella
  glanced at Evie. Thank you. I havent relaxed like this for a long time.


  Pleasure. I think were all feeling a bit keyed-up, Evie said. Tired, nervous 


  Excited! Megan added.


  Stella looked uncertainly at her. I am rather tired. I think Ill turn in. Whats the plan for the next few days?


  Lets get settled in here, then first thing Monday why dont we go to Austin Reed, to get our uniforms measured up. Evie drained the last of her glass and handed it to
  Megan. Thanks. Im not having this nonsense about being too busy to get your uniform sorted out. Looking the part is the whole bally point as far as Im concerned. Ill
  drive us up to town if you like. Her eyes scanned the room. Perhaps we can borrow a few things from Daddys flat in Chelsea to cheer this place up.


  Megan went through to the kitchen and rinsed the glasses in the old Belfast sink. Wont he mind?


  He wont. My stepmother will be livid, but thats half the fun, she said.


  Evie couldnt sleep that night. Moonlight gleamed around the ill-fitting blackout curtains, and she lay shivering under the eiderdown, clutching two hot water bottles.
  She was dying for a wee but couldnt face negotiating the dark, cold path to the outside loo. As she tossed and turned, trying to find a position that didnt have a spring sticking into
  her, she thought longingly of her bed at home, the plump goose-down pillows and crisp cotton sheets. Every scratch of tiny claws jolted her fully awake. She closed her eyes, tried running through
  the procedures for take-off, hoping she would finally drift off. She couldnt believe how noisy the countryside was. Outside she could hear an owl hooting, and the shriek of a fox.


  Hush little baby, dont you cry  The song drifted to her from the landing, and her eyes flickered open in irritation.


  For heavens sake, now what? Is this place haunted too? she muttered under her breath, wrapping the blanket around her as she sat up. The song continued, and she heard
  Megans door open. Evie popped her head out. What is it?


  Megan yawned sleepily. Dont know.


  They crept down the corridor to Stellas room, and slowly pushed her door open. A sliver of moonlight illuminated the spot where Stella sat in the rocking chair, swaying backwards and
  forwards, her arms cradling empty space. There was a gentleness to her face Evie hadnt seen before.


  Do you think she can see us? Megan whispered.


  No. Evie shivered, tucking the blanket around her neck. Shes sleepwalking.


  Whats she doing?


  What do you think, silly? Shes singing to her baby.


  Lets try and get her back into bed. Megan took a step forward, and as the board creaked, Stella jerked awake.


  Oh! Her hands flew to her face in shock.


  Megan  Evie muttered. Youre not supposed to wake sleepwalkers.


  Why not?


  I dont know. Its dangerous they say. She stepped into the room. Are you alright, Stella?


  Yes, I  She looked around her, confused. What am I doing here?


  You were singing.


  Singing? You must think Im mad. Her face regained its usual cool composure. I havent been sleeping well for a while, but I dont normally 
  Her mouth twisted, and she balled her fists in her eyes. He was here, with me. Her shoulders shook as she started to cry. It was so real, I could smell him.


  David? Evie asked gently. She put her arms around Stella, held her close until the sobbing subsided.


  I am sorry. Its just  I miss him. Stella wiped at her cheeks with a shaking hand. I dont know if Ive done the right thing. I do hope hes
  alright. Richards parents seem lovely, but its not the same. Hes so little still. Her stomach clutched with anxiety. I keep telling myself that hes better
  off without me.


  Nonsense! Megan said brightly. Every baby needs his ma.


  Evie dug her in the ribs as Stella broke down again. What Megan means is that youre being very brave, she said kindly. No one knows which way this war will go, and
  youre just trying to do your best.


  Thats all one can do, isnt it? Stellas fingers trembled as she touched the back of her hand to her cheek. Its funny, when he was born, I used to
   I used to worry so. You think babies are these tough, bonny little creatures but a newborn is such a funny little thing, so fragile. She bit her lip. I used to have these
  horrible, anxious thoughts, imagined him falling onto the tiled floor at home.


  I think all new mothers go through that, Evie said.


  Stella shook her head. Everyone said to me Oh, you are coping well! but what they didnt see was that behind closed doors I was in pieces. I couldnt sleep, I
  was obsessed by housework 


  At least that will be useful here! Megans laugh tailed away uncomfortably.


  Was there no one you could talk to? Evie asked. What about your mother?


  She just laughed and told me to pull myself together. Have a drink, darling! Thats what she said. She frowned. I thought if I told my doctor how I was
  feeling, they would take David away from me.


  You poor thing. Evie squeezed her shoulder. Are you sure youre up to all this?


  Yes, quite sure. Stella pulled her dressing gown closer around her. Flying is the one thing Im still sure Im good at. Thats why I applied to the ATA. I
  do so want to do something useful, to do something right.


  It might take your mind off all that, Megan said.


  I hope so. Stella forced a smile. I do worry though. What if David doesnt know me when I visit?


  Hell know you, Evie said. I didnt see my mother  my real mother for years.


  Is she still alive?


  Evie nodded. Shes in America now. New family, new children, havent seen her for yonks. She hoped she sounded blas. She hoped no one could tell how much it
  still hurt to talk about her.


  How sad.


  Oh, I dont know, you have to get on with these things, dont you? I mean, she came to see me, to say goodbye, just before she flew to New York. She didnt just
  disappear. Evies face fell. I think shed be proud Im doing this, unlike Daddy. She always loved flying.


  Was she a pilot?


  Yes, one of the first women to get her licence. Thats why when an old boyfriend suggested I start taking lessons I jumped at the idea. Daddy loved her spirit of adventure.
  Evie paused. But its funny, hes never liked me flying.


  Stella thought for a moment. Maybe your mother was too adventurous for him. Perhaps hes afraid of losing you too.


  I dont know how anyone could leave their child  Megan began. She stopped short as she realised what she had said. Sorry, Stella, I didnt mean you.
  Theres a war on, its different. I was talking about Evies ma.


  Evie saw Stellas brow furrow as she looked at Megan. Ingrid had her reasons, Im sure. Maybe she just wasnt cut out to be a mother so young. She smiled as she
  thought of the last time she had seen her. She was terribly young, and very beautiful. I remember this car turning up one Christmas when I was about ten. This slim, elegant woman stepped
  out, holding the loveliest doll youve ever seen. It had a beautiful china face and dark wavy hair like mine. Evie stretched and walked to the window. I knew it was Ingrid, my
  real mother, immediately. I ran out to her through the snow, and she leant down and held me so tight  She hung her head. Then Daddy and Virginia appeared. He was thrilled
   I dont think hes ever really gotten over losing her  but Virginia flew into a rage. They had just become engaged and I think she thought Mummy was there to try and put
  a stop to it. Evie pulled aside the blackout curtain and traced a circle in the frozen condensation on the window. That night, when Nanny came in to tuck me up after my bath, the doll
  was lying on my bed. I was so excited to show her what Mummy had given me, I grabbed it, and ran towards her. I tripped on the rug, and dropped it. When I turned it over, the face was smashed
  in. Evie hesitated, her fingertip resting against the cold glass. I ran to Virginia, begged her to help me mend the doll before Daddy saw. She refused. She said, Let that be a
  lesson to you to look after your things. Daddy was furious with me. Evies voice grew quiet. I never understood why. He was in such a rage. When Nanny stood up for me,
  tried to explain it was an accident, Virginia managed to convince Daddy she was a bad influence on me. She had her sacked.


  Over a doll? Stella said.


  She said she was insubordinate. I think shed just been waiting for her chance, Evie bit her lip. With Nanny gone, I was packed off to boarding school. Its what
  Virginia had wanted all along. She had Daddy to herself, and I never saw my mother again.


  The sound of blubbing from the doorway interrupted her story. Oh, you poor thing. I miss my ma too, Megan said as she sobbed.


  Good grief, look at the state of us. Stella laughed, wiping her eyes. Come on, why dont we all bunk down in here for the night? The beds huge and this place is
  ruddy freezing.


  The girls clambered in together, piling all the bedding in the house on top of them. Megan fell asleep within minutes, and Evie felt the steady rise and fall of her back against her arm.


  I still cant feel my toes, Stella whispered.


  Neither can I. Evie stared up at the dark ceiling. Im not sure I can hack this place. It cant get any worse than this, can it?


  Stella yawned as she rolled over to face Evie. Well be fine. Weve got each other now.


  The Three Musketeers? Evie laughed quietly.


  All for one  Stella said sleepily. You know what the boys call the female pilots, dont you? The beauty chorus.


  Cheeky devils, Evie murmured, her eyes drooping as sleep embraced her. Just you wait. Well show them what we can do.
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