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

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

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

      Don’t You Hear the Fond Tale?


      
      
      Don’t you hear the fond tale

      
      Of the sweet nightingale

      
      As she sings in the valley below

      
      As she sings in the valley below.

      
      – The Sweet Nightingale, old Cornish folk song

      








      
      
      Chapter One

      
      ‘I won’t be there.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      Her voice was not good enough.

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

      
      ‘Phew.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Jess?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Dump?’ asked Jessica curiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Who, Mother?’ Jessica innocently enquired.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Darling—’

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

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

      
      ‘What, darling?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Yes,’ Jessica and Vanessa said in unison.

      
      Two amused eyes looked at them quizzically.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Jessica?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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