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CHAPTER ONE

SPRING 1942

The school was set back some 40 yards beyond an expanse of  well-tended grass. He 
drove slowly alongside the ornamental railings before braking gradually to a standstill. 
There was no obvious reason why he should not park there but, somehow, it seemed 
inappropriate. Was it some half-remembered edict from his school days? - ‘Staff  and 
Sixth Form only may use this entrance’ - or was it shyness, a reluctance to make a public 
arrival dressed conspicuously in uniform?’ On impulse, he moved away and turned the 
corner before stopping beneath some trees in an adjacent road. There, he switched, off  
the engine, sat back, then consulted his watch. Just after a quarter-to-eleven. Perfect. 
Thirteen minutes to the time of  his appointment. He couldn’t have judged it better. 

Composing himself, he smoothed his tunic, creased by the confinement of  a three-
hour journey, then straightened his tie. After which, he turned and collected his service-
dress hat and gloves from the rear seat before stepping out onto the pavement. He 
stood for a moment, taking stock and aware of  the first flutterings of  tension. Then he 
strolled in the direction of  the school. It was almost four years since he had last set eyes 
on the place. Four momentous years in which he had been transformed by war from 
a schoolboy into a man. It seemed so much longer. And yet - if  he had changed, the 
school buildings seemed very much the same. The area, too. Solid Victorian architecture 
amid middle-class suburbia; lace curtains, venetian blinds, tidy lawns with flower beds 
and neatly trimmed hedges. A little smaller than he remembered it, although the trees 
were certainly taller and more substantial. Otherwise, everything much as before. 

He looked about and a smile touched his lips. Over there, the corner where, after 
school, they would stand around for hours during the summer months, laughing and 
yarning. And a little beyond, the tuck-shop, rich with memories of  Mars bars and 
milk-flakes, long forgotten with the stringencies of  war. And Betty Palliser. Dear old 
battling Betty, with her short-sighted, bespectacled eyes and exercise book, forever 
trying to keep track of  the tuppences owed to her by her more spendthrift patrons. 
Then, further still, the playing fields - rugger, hockey, and cricket - the pitches smoothly 
verdant but all on a slope, though hallowed in memory for all that. 

He walked with calculated indifference towards the entrance gate. There was a large 
board, the paint and gold leaf  flaking and tarnished in places, testifying to war-time 
economies. Had it been there before? He supposed so, though he could not recall ever 
seeing it. 

He stopped to read the words: 
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SIR THOMAS BROWNE GRAMMAR SCHOOL 

For Boys and Girls 

Founded 1680 

Headmaster:   H.B.R. Fairbrother, M.C., M.A. (Cantab.) 

Senior Mistress:   M.D.B. Rowlands, M.A. (Oxon.) 

Secretary:   Miss H.J. Madder 

He smiled in recollection. All still here. The school name, too, in spite of  the 
constant moves by the egalitarian mafia on the local Council to have it altered to 
something more plebeian. Although not in sympathy with the pressure to change it, he 
could never understand why Sir Thomas Browne, a 17th century physician and East 
Anglian man of  letters, should ever have given his name to a school in Lancashire, 
of  all places. Perhaps he had relatives in the area - it was rumoured as much. Or had 
provided money. That would be more likely. Be a hero and you were soon forgotten, 
but a little hard cash - that was altogether different. 

The main entrance, its four stone steps hollowed by the scuff  and tramp of  
countless feet, together with the two oak doors, now grey with seniority, immediately 
brought back memories. Inside, the vestibule and a pair of  glazed swing doors. Then a 
wide hall with shafts of  light slanting down from above. The old smell, too. How odd 
that he should remember it. 

He stopped to listen. The sound of  voices in the distance, chanting something in 
unison. A door banging, far off. A woman’s voice, barely audible. 

He turned. The Headmaster’s study would be on the left. Yes, there it was, with his 
name boldly yet tastefully written in gilt lettering edged with black. And beside it, the 
Secretary’s office. 

The Secretary! He paused, then knocked with the knuckle of  one finger. After 
which, without waiting for a response, he pushed open the door. 

Helen Madder, known inevitably as Rose by staff  and students alike, was seated 
beneath a far window, typing. A woman in her mid-thirties, she was uniquely different 
both in character and appearance. Her looks, he could vouch for, seldom failed to excite 
attention. Of  medium height, her fair hair drawn back severely to a bun on the nape 
of  her neck, she contrived to hold her head perpetually at an angle, so that walking, 
she gave the impression of  a frigate under full sail, bending before the wind. With 
large, frameless, thick-lensed spectacles, her face constantly glinted with reflections, 
as off-putting a characteristic as her voice, which was tiny, and two prominent front 
teeth - man-made and always glistening with moisture - which caused her to speak with 
a pronounced lisp. 

But Helen Madder’s principal claim to distinction was her quite remarkable bosom, 
which, like an ocean wave, was constantly in motion. Her two formidable orbs rolled, 
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jostled, bounced or lolled with every step and movement, their ponderous frolicking 
accentuated by the endless variety of  blouses she insisted on wearing, all of  the sheerest 
material and stretched to within a millimetre of  bursting point. Moreover, when nature 
decreed that their extremities should pucker to two eye-catching points - which it 
did, frequently and invariably at the least appropriate moments - Miss Madder’s 
prow had the effect of  reducing the Fourth Form to sniggers and the Upper Fifth 
to perspiring silence. 

Not wishing to disturb her, Fitzgerald stood motionless inside the door, watching 
the woman tap at the keyboard, aware that she had not yet seen him. Presently, though, 
she stopped, rose to her feet, then glanced in his direction. 

‘Yes? Oh -’ For a moment she was lost for words. Then, a smile, the windows 
reflecting massively in her glasses. ‘Goodness me, Flight Lieutenant Fitzgerald, isn’t it? 
Of  course.’ 

She advanced towards him, tilting. ‘I remember you well. But you’re so tall, my 
goodness, I’d quite forgotten.’ The smile wider now with many more teeth in evidence, 
reminding him of  Brer Rabbit. ‘The Headmaster is expecting you, of  course. He’s out 
of  his room for the moment but he’ll soon be back. Will you go in? - I’ll get you a cup 
of  tea.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Fitzgerald removed his hat, smoothed his gloves into a small, thin 
handful, and followed her into a study redolent with the odour of  pipes and tobacco.  

‘Do sit down.’ Miss Madder was nervously stroking a cushion and, for a moment, 
he half  expected her to grovel. 

She backed away. ‘Shan’t be a moment. I’ll get the tea.’ Then, retreating, everything 
lolling and heaving, she waved a hand. ‘There’s the morning paper over there. All right? 
Shan’t be a tick.’ 

‘Thank you, Miss Madder.’ Fitzgerald smiled at her patiently. ‘I’ll be fine. Really.’ 

Harold Fairbrother, Headmaster of  the ‘Tommy B.’, as the school was referred to 
locally, was a large, beefy man in early middle age. Noisy and heavy-handed, he was, 
as a rule, affably good-natured, a characteristic which tended to conceal a sharp and 
incisive mind. 

Very much a ‘Boys own Paper’ personality, Fairbrother had been an infantryman in 
the First World War and had earned himself  a captaincy and a well-deserved Military 
Cross. Later, after graduating from Clare College, Cambridge, he had embarked on a 
life of  teaching, though with little enthusiasm. He saw himself  always, and correctly, 
as a man of  action, so that his chosen profession often left him frustrated and at odds 
with himself  and the world. But, at the time when he might have turned his hand 
to better things, there had been the post-war depression of  the ‘20s and widespread 
unemployment, obliging him to accept his role as a teacher and not something more in 
keeping with his temperament. 
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As he hastened back towards his office, Fitzgerald heard him from afar. First, the 
booming voice, then the clumping footsteps, after which the door was thrown open 
and the man appeared, gown flying, like some avenging angel. 

‘My dear boy!’ He moved quickly but awkwardly across the room, creating a draught 
which scattered papers from his desk, and proffered two large butcher’s paws... ‘How 
wonderful to see you again after all this time.’ 

He was pumping Tom’s hand as though trying to wrench it off. ‘Fit and well, I see, 
and obviously in good spirits. And so successful, my goodness. You make us lesser 
mortals feel quite puny with all your accomplishments.’ 

He stepped back and waved Fitzgerald to a chair before crashing down into his 
own, the desk in front of  him appearing to cringe. 

‘Tea.’ he boomed. ‘Have you had some tea? Has the inestimable Miss Madder been 
looking after you? Ah I see that she has. Good. Good! Splendid. Now, tell me, did you 
come up by car in the manner fit for heroes, or did you use the proletarian train and 
travel in squalor? But, more important, how long can you stay?’ 

Fitzgerald, feeling himself  being overwhelmed, grinned thankfully, having been 
granted the opportunity to speak. ‘My car’s outside and I’ve arranged to stay with 
friends in Chester, which allows me a few hours at least. Say, four o’clock.’ 

‘Four o’clock. Splendid! How fortunate we are. Of  course, as I recall, your family 
doesn’t live in these parts anymore.’ 

‘No. My father’s job took him to the London area a few years ago and we live on the 
north side. Northwick Park. Within sight of  Harrow - the school, that is.’ 

‘Harrow!’ Fairbrother barked the name then grinned impishly. ‘Don’t apologise, 
dear boy, your secret is safe with me!’ Then, darkly, ‘Always tell a chap from Harrow, 
you know, by his table manners. Worst in the world, bar none. At Harrow, believe you 
me, you eat quickly or you die of  malnutrition.’ He gave a bray of  laughter which had 
Fitzgerald shifting uncomfortably in his seat. 

Then, suddenly, a change of  mood. 

‘Well, dear boy, it’s wonderful to see you. Meanwhile, we must concentrate on 
this... this, er, presentation thing. A splendid picture of  you, by the way. Let’s see!’ - he 
consulted his watch - ‘I’ve called Assembly for midday, which gives us about half-an-
hour to chat. Good. Excellent. Now, tell me -’

Relaxing slowly into the cushion of  his seat, Fitzgerald sipped his tea, and prepared 
to be interrogated. 

As they entered the Great Hall from the rear, the whole school rose with the ritual 
clatter of  feet and chairs. Within moments, the hum of  conversation and coughing died 
away until there was utter silence. 
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Fitzgerald followed in the Headmaster’s clumping wake, behind the flaring gown, 
the displaced air, and the powerful aroma of  tobacco. A few heads were surreptitiously 
turned in their direction and a few glances sneaked. But only a few. 

There was a raised platform at the far end, with a row of  chairs on which several 
senior members of  Staff  were seated. Before climbing the three steps, Fitzgerald’s 
attention was drawn towards the austere features of  the senior mistress, Maggie 
Rowlands, whose face was beginning to crack into a bleak smile of  welcome. 

After greetings and handshakes, he turned. Before him was a sea of  green blazers 
surmounted by lines of  pink faces and hair of  every shade and style. For a moment, his 
heart sank. This really WAS something of  an event. For the first time the importance 
of  the occasion began to dawn. 

The Headmaster escorted him to a seat before turning to face his audience. 

He raised his voice, ‘Would you all please sit down,’ and waited for the clatter and 
fidgeting to cease. Then, as he began to speak, Fitzgerald glanced quickly around the hall. 

Lining the sides and standing were many figures with faces he recognised and a few 
he did not. Over there, that disgusting little gnome, Prescott, who taught Mathematics 
- brilliantly! - and next to him, Davenport, the senior Physics master. Then there was 
Sherriff, Geography; the tall and bespectacled Thomas, who chanted Latin with the 
air of  a preacher; Layton, Chemistry - all stinks and tales of  the Great War - and 
several female faces, which, because they were lower down, were more difficult to pick 
out. Even so, he was able to identify the dark-haired Miss Draper, whose subject was 
English and whose comments on social issues were seldom without a radical bias, and 
the bright and breezy Robinson, whose History lessons were invariably spiced with a 
brand of  sardonic humour quite out of  keeping with her ‘jolly hockey-stick’ personality. 
And smaller than either of  them, Miss Beytagh, the second string French mistress, a 
pleasant if  prim young woman with whom Tom had been on fairly good though formally 
distant terms. All, as far as he could see, were regarding him in a quiet and friendly way, no 
doubt waiting for him to make a hash of  his speech and on tenterhooks in anticipation. 

The Headmaster was going on in his usual forthright manner, and, hearing his name 
mentioned, Fitzgerald hastily concentrated his attention on what was being said. ‘... and 
it is only several years ago that he was a pupil in this school, sitting in one of  these seats 
in front of  me.’ 

‘Well, having heard and read so much about Flight Lieutenant Fitzgerald, most of  
you will know that he learned to fly locally in 1938, as an RAF Reservist, and that he 
joined a fighter squadron flying Spitfires, early in 1940.’ 

‘During the Battle of  Britain, he acquitted himself  with great distinction and was 
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for shooting down six enemy aircraft. A few 
months later, he was awarded a second DFC - or a Bar, as it is called - and more 
recently, a third DFC.’ 

‘At this point, I have to tell you that, like most other distinguished airmen, he is 
reluctant to talk about himself  and what he has achieved. But I know - and I won’t 
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reveal my sources - that his tally of  air victories now stands at eighteen, so that he is 
now one of  the RAF’s most successful and accomplished fighter pilots.’ 

‘His achievements, I need hardly add, bring great credit and honour to the School 
and, as a mark of  our esteem, a picture of  Flight Lieutenant Fitzgerald - it’s called a 
photographic portrait, I’m told - has been purchased so that it may hang here in our 
Great Hall to remind us all of  his courage, his devotion to duty and the great debt we 
owe, not only to him, but to all those other gallant young men, from here and beyond, 
who are fighting so gloriously in our armed forces.’ 

The Headmaster turned. ‘And now, I will ask young Tom Fitzgerald to unveil the 
portrait, and, having done so, oblige us all by telling us a little about himself, and what 
he has been doing.’ 

Fitzgerald rose at Fairbrother’s gestured invitation and, after a moment’s confusion 
over which cord to pull, drew aside a Union Jack which had been draped over the picture. 

To the sound of  vigorous handclapping, the flag fell away to reveal a large coloured 
photograph of  himself, tastefully mounted and presented in a thin, silver frame. 

For a moment, he regarded his own faintly smiling features and felt acutely 
embarrassed. Then, he turned to his audience, who were still applauding. 

The noise died away slowly and with apparent reluctance. After which everyone fell 
silent. Waiting. Expectant. 

He coughed to clear a frog in his throat. 

‘Headmaster -’

He stopped. Another frog and a further cough. He caught sight of  Sherriff  looking 
down at his feet. The silence was deafening. 

He grinned. ‘Sorry about that; I’m afraid the engine stopped.’ (A thin laugh) 
‘Headmaster. Members of  Staff. Boys and girls.’ A small smile played around his mouth. 
‘I apologise for my face and the fact that you will have to look at it for the indefinite 
future.’ (Another titter). 

He paused and looked down at his shoes, aware that his hands were trembling slightly. 

A deep breath. 

‘The Headmaster has said some very complimentary things about me, and, of  
course, I wouldn’t dare to disagree with any of  them.’ (A louder laugh.) He turned and 
looked directly at Fairbrother. ‘I’m most grateful, Sir, for your remarks and to those 
who have done me the honour of  hanging this picture and asking me to come here 
today.’ (Everyone paying attention now; all the Staff  interested, having decided that 
they had been spared the embarrassment of  a disaster.)

He went on: ‘I was asked by the Headmaster to say something about what I do and 
the aircraft I fly. Well... you asked for it.’ 



11

Now totally relaxed, Fitzgerald began to move his feet and hands, and, as he 
progressed, his audience responded by affording him rapt attention, punctuated by 
gasps, and ooohs, and laughter, at regular intervals. Twice - led by the Headmaster, 
he suspected - they burst into applause. Encouraged, he injected a little more humour 
into his remarks and was ridiculously lifted when he observed the Staff, including the 
several mistresses, laughing uninhibitedly. 

Then, like an accomplished stage performer, he tapered off, standing motionless for 
some moments before continuing in a more sober tone. 

‘Well, that’s about it, but before I finish, it’s customary, I know, for visitors to say 
something which may help you in later life. Frankly, I’m not at all sure that it is proper for 
me even to attempt to do so, as I am not much older than some of  you on the front rows. 
On the other, hand, in war, one grows from boy to man very quickly; so, having made 
that my excuse, let me make one or two points which you may like to think about later.’ 

‘The first thing is this: nothing in life is free. Someone, somewhere, somehow, has to 
pay for everything. Gifts as diverse as education, freedom, school meals, even as trivial 
as a balloon with your weekly comic or magazine, believe me, big or small, someone 
has had to pay for it.’ 

‘Which leads me to the next point. Far too many people are onlookers on life. 
They won’t get involved - you know the story of  the good Samaritan. Well, take my 
advice, for your own peace of  mind and self-respect, be a doer not a watcher. Don’t be 
someone who just keeps silent or merely shouts from the sidelines. Take part. Do your 
share. Because if  you don’t do your bit, someone else has to do it for you - remember, 
SOMEONE has to pay the bill. Particularly in war-time, masses of  people find jolly 
good reasons for taking the easy way out. And almost always, the reasons they give are 
not the real ones, although they are seldom prepared to admit it. Lots of  them opt out 
because they cannot accept that everything has to be paid for - one way or another.’ 

‘Finally, don’t judge people by how they look or what they say, but by what they do. 
Some of  the best fighter pilots I know are small, insignificant-looking chaps - not tall, 
good-looking, talented blokes like me!’ Fitzgerald grinned disarmingly and there was 
loud laughter. 

‘So remember, it isn’t what you say but how you act that is important in this life; not 
how you look, but what you are.’ He grinned again almost apologetically. ‘But, I daresay 
you already know all this.’ 

His speech almost finished, he made a few concluding remarks then turned to sit down. 

After a moment’s silence, there was loud applause and some thin cheering, as though 
his audience were a little uncertain as to what was appropriate to the occasion. Then the 
Headmaster and others were standing and shaking his hand; everyone was speaking at 
once and grinning, with general excitement and relief  that the whole business was over. 

With a monstrous clatter of  feet and chairs, the School was brought to order as 
those on the platform trooped out, this time with many of  the young turning and 
grinning in admiration and openly inspecting him at close range. 
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Having left the Great Hall and in the comparative quiet of  the outer corridor, the 
Headmaster took his arm. 

‘Let’s have a sherry, then we can have lunch. You did very well, very well, indeed. You 
have a knack. Not everyone can talk to a massed audience and command attention.’ He 
patted Fitzgerald shoulder none too gently and winked. ‘You should take up teaching!’ 

In the Staff  dining room, there were two refectory tables, each capable of  seating 
a dozen. When the Headmaster and Fitzgerald entered, there were two places only 
remaining, obviously by arrangement. 

Fairbrother exclaimed loudly, ‘I’m normally allowed here on sufferance and only by 
invitation. The captain of  a ship, and all that.’ 

Someone responded cheerfully, ‘Nonsense, Headmaster! It’s just that you dine off  
duck and green peas whilst the rest of  us have to put up with shepherd’s pie - and that’s 
on the good days!’ 

The two joined the table with the vacant seats and Fairbrother waved a hand. ‘You 
know everyone here, I take it?’ Fitzgerald looked about, smiling and nodding as the 
men rose and shook hands with him and the two women, Robinson and Beytagh, made 
polite noises. 

Fairbrother examined the menu. 

‘My oath! Fish! Friday, I might have known! Blotting paper with pins in it! Why does 
fish taste so revolting in wartime?’ He turned to Tom. 

‘I hope you like fish because the choice is limited - it’s that or nothing!’ 

Fitzgerald grinned. ‘As a matter of  fact, I do. When we operated from Hawkinge, 
the local fishermen always sent us the pick of  the catch each morning, war or no war. 
The most glorious sole, mainly. In gratitude for special protection, so they alleged.’ 

He laughed. ‘I was never aware that we protected them anymore than anyone else.’ 

John Layton, who taught Chemistry, enquired, ‘Where’s Hawkinge, Tommy?’ 

‘Folkstone, roughly. A mere 22 miles from enemy territory.’ 

‘There you are, you see,’ exclaimed Fairbrother loudly, ‘the closer you are to the 
fighting, the less you allow it to interfere with your everyday life.’ He waved a fork. 
‘D’you know that farmers in the north of  Scotland are getting danger money - ten bob 
a pole - for sticking bits of  wood in the ground to prevent German gliders landing. 
Can you imagine it? What German in his right mind would want to land a glider in the 
highlands of  Scotland? No, as a nation, we’re going soft in the head!’ 

The conversation developed, each teacher asking Tom questions about the war, 
what his opinions were, and how the future was likely to develop. 

The fish eaten, some reconstituted fruit arrived, heavily disguised with thick 
yellow custard. 
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Fitzgerald jawed on, mildly gratified to have such an attentive, captive audience and 
a little surprised to see how the two female members of  Staff  were reacting. 

Shelagh Robinson - he recalled her Christian name because of  its unusual spelling - 
was much more earnest and intense than he remembered, whilst Miss Beytagh, far from 
being the prim miss of  French Grammar, was quite skittish, surprising him somewhat 
at the end of  the meal by smoking a cigarette with the air of  an abandoned woman, 
from a long Tallulah Bankhead holder. 

Odd, too, he thought, that the men all called him ‘Tom’ or ‘Tommy’, whilst the 
women continued to address him by his surname. Funny creatures, women! 

The meal completed, they all rose and dispersed. 

Outside the room, Fitzgerald found himself  waylaid by a mob of  small boys with 
autograph books, after which he received an invitation to address the 6th form - if  he 
had a moment, please.

Having put on a performance there for almost an hour and answered a barrage of  
questions, it was close on 3.30 pm when he felt he had properly ‘sung for his supper’. 
At which moment, Rose Madder arrived, all glinting, drooping, and listing; would he 
kindly call at the Headmaster’s study as soon as convenient? 

Fitzgerald found the Headmaster engaged in a loud verbal exchange with someone 
on the telephone. The man glanced up as he entered and waved him to a chair. Then, 
with a final blast of  rhetoric, Fairbrother grinned like a boy. 

‘I’m so glad I caught you. Can you render a service?’ Then, without waiting for a 
reply: ‘Celia Beytagh wants to catch the next train from Monton Green. It’s her week-
end for going home, it seems, and she has a connection to make at Victoria. I said that 
having a car, you might be able to help.’ 

Tom was suddenly aware of  being agreeably surprised. ‘Of  course! I’d be glad to. 
Where is the lady now?’ 

‘Collecting her bits and pieces, I imagine. She’ll be down in a moment, I’m sure.’ 

By the time Fitzgerald had completed a seemingly endless round of  ‘Goodbyes’ to 
the Headmaster and a score of  others, including the tilting Miss Madder, who displayed 
two formidable and exciting points for the occasion, Miss Beytagh had appeared, 
dressed for the road and burdened with a travelling case, handbag and parcels. Relieving 
her of  her case, he accompanied her to the school entrance and out into the road. ‘My 
car’s a little way from here,’ he explained. ‘I can either fetch it or we can walk. Which 
would you prefer?’ 

She flashed him a smile. ‘Let’s be devils and walk.’ Then, after a few strides, ‘My 
goodness, you ARE tall: I feel quite a midget!’ 

Fitzgerald grinned. ‘You’re about the fourth person to make that remark today.’ 
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When he had settled her into a front seat, he walked around the car and opened his 
own door. 

‘D’you mind if  I disrobe? It gets pretty hot in here and my tunic will look like a 
horse blanket if  I don’t.’ 

Miss Beytagh responded brightly. ‘Of  course not. Feel free!’ 

As they moved off, he said, ‘You want Monton Green station, I understand?’ 

‘That’s right. I have a connection to make at Victoria.’ 

‘Then, you’re going straight into Manchester, I take it?’ 

‘No, to Worsley first. I have to change and collect one or two things.’ 

‘Worsley! But that’s not very far. Why don’t I take you there and save you tuppence?’ 

Miss Beytagh registered surprise and pleasure. ‘You needn’t. But it would be very 
nice if  you did. Thank you very much.’ 

Fitzgerald nodded. ‘I used to live in Worsley myself, incidentally - or pretty near.’ 

‘Did you now!’ She seemed more than conventionally interested, then glanced 
around in admiration. ‘My! You are impressing me. What sort of  car is this?’ 

‘It’s a Bentley.’ 

‘A Bentley! Goodness me! I thought only the idle rich drove Bentleys. Aren’t they 
dreadfully expensive?’ 

‘They are, and the idle rich do.’ He turned and smiled. ‘But I’m neither idle nor rich, 
more’s the pity. No, I got it cheap. It belonged to a chap in the squadron who was killed.’ 

‘Killed! How awful! Doesn’t it worry you?’ 

Fitzgerald faced her, his eyebrows raised. 

‘Why should it? He was shot down and killed; it happens every day.’ She saw him 
shrug. ‘After which it hung around the Mess for almost six months as his parents 
couldn’t bear to have it back. So, it was offered to me and I bought it. For fifty quid.’ 

‘Fifty pounds!’ 

‘Fifty pounds. Cross my heart! It was offered around but no one was interested. It 
eats petrol, of  course, and - WHOOPS DEARIE!’ 

Fitzgerald trod hard on the brakes as an elderly woman stepped blindly into the 
road. As the pedestrian’s mouth gaped in appalled dismay and she spread out a futile 
hand to ward off  the car, Miss Beytagh was catapulted forward, clutching wildly at the 
doorpost and dashboard. With a strangled scream and her heart thumping, she gasped, 
‘Dear Lord! I thought for a moment – ‘
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Turning, and with a gloved hand at her throat, she saw with surprise that he was 
hardly affected, sitting there smiling, his hands steady on the steering wheel. No 
excitement. No recriminations. Just quiet amusement in his eyes. 

He poked out his head. 

‘You all right, Mother? Sorry if  I scared you.’ He was grinning, reassuringly. ‘Never 
know when these new-fangled gadgets are going to spring out at you, do you?’ 

He sat there patiently as the elderly woman tottered unsteadily back to the pavement, 
assisted by two wide-eyed onlookers. After which, he gave a little wave and drove off, 
humming quietly to himself, his face totally without concern. 

Fear giving way to a mixture of  relief  and surprise, Miss Beytagh fell back limply in 
her seat and, by degrees, regained her composure to become a silent observer. 

Yes, he really was a most impressive and attractive youth. But then, he always had 
been. Before, however, there had been a wistful immaturity about his face, a softness 
which had since disappeared. She sensed, though, that the offhand manner which had 
so irritated her in the past had not entirely been eradicated and that the very evident 
sophistication and gloss of  adult courtesy was little more than a veneer. Very self-
possessed, this young man, and thoroughly self-centred, she decided. Tough physically, 
too, despite the slender willowy frame. The long fingers and corded veins on his hands 
and arms seemed very masculine but, at the same time, there was a boyish effervescence 
about him which intrigued her. She was quick to note and appreciate the frequent 
flashes of  amusement on his face and the instant lift at each end of  his mouth. And 
those eyelashes! She sighed inwardly. It just wasn’t fair! They drove in silence for some 
minutes before he turned towards her. 

‘Is where we’re going your home, or is that somewhere else?’ 

‘Not home, exactly. Jenny Draper and I share a rented house and each of  us goes home 
about once a month. She has parents in Lancaster and mine are in York, more or less.’ 

Fitzgerald nodded. Then after a time: ‘Perhaps you’d tell me where to go.’ 

‘Of  course. Along to Worsley church, then bear right. I’m in one of  the roads to 
the left.’ 

‘Ah, the posh, stuck-up places?’ He put on a Lancashire accent. 

‘Tha’s right, lad.’ She responded in the same vein and he thought how attractive 
she suddenly became when her dark eyes sparkled. They drew up before a large semi-
detached house in front of  which was an oblong of  suburban lawn and flower beds. 

Gathering her possessions, she said brightly, ‘Would you like to come in and have 
some tea? Thanks to you, I’ve a little time in hand.’ Her eyes were inviting. ‘It’ll be no 
bother. Really.’ 

He hesitated then saw the look on her face. She wasn’t just being polite, he decided; 
she really wanted to express her thanks in some tangible way. 
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He smiled. ‘All right. Thank you. But, on one condition: that you let me drive you 
to Worsley station afterwards.’ 

Impulsively, she leaned in his direction and touched his hand. ‘This really is my day!’ 

The sitting room was quietly but pleasantly furnished. Whilst she bustled about in 
the kitchen, he stood with his hands in his pockets at the large bay-window looking out 
onto the area of  grass. 

Despite the easy informality of  their brief  association, he detected the old pupil-
teacher relationship. He still found himself  thinking of  her as Miss Beytagh and he 
sensed a guarded ambivalence in her own attitude towards him. She would continue 
to call him ‘Fitzgerald’, he was pretty sure. He smiled to himself. He didn’t think their 
newly established rapport would permit him to tell her a naughty joke, for example. 
Not yet, anyway. But she was clearly very friendly and trying hard. No, the old school 
teacher-student barrier, if  it were to be dismantled, would need to be reduced bit by bit 
over a period of  time. In any case, how old would she be? She’d be about 30 when he 
was in the Sixth Form. Which would make her -

‘Here we are!’ Miss Beytagh interrupted his musings by arriving with a tray. ‘I hope 
you don’t take sugar because we haven’t any. Jenny and I are trying to give it up - with 
the able assistance of  Lord Woolton, bless his cotton socks.’ 

She sat, then poured the tea and passed it across. 

‘I thought you spoke very well, incidentally. Your last bit certainly had one or two 
people wriggling.’ 

Fitzgerald raised his eyebrows.

‘Guilty consciences, you mean?’ 

‘Something like that. People don’t like it even suggested that they’re unpatriotic 
slackers, you know.’ Then, seeing his lip, curl slightly, she hurriedly changed the subject. 
‘Anyway, how’s your French these days?’ 

He laughed. ‘Need you ask! I’ve never given it a thought since the day I left here.’ 

She grinned in return and shook her head. 

‘You’re hopeless! And you could have been so good, you know. But you didn’t try. 
Lacking in interest and application, that was your trouble. I remember saying so in one 
of  your reports. Or perhaps it was three or four!’ 

‘You’re determined to put me in my place, aren’t you?’ 

‘Perhaps you need it.’ She showed her teeth in a smile and he thought again, how 
nice her eyes were. 

‘Did I really sound big-headed? This afternoon, I mean?’ 

‘Not a bit! Just… what shall I say? … very confident. And just a mite contemptuous. 
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But, all morale-building stuff, I hasten to add. Can’t have our heroes made of  ordinary 
clay, when all said and done. No, you came across very well. If ’ - she put on a Uriah 
Heep smirk - ‘If  I may be allowed to say so?’ 

Fitzgerald laughed. ‘Feel free!’ 

For a second, she showed a blank face, after which they both laughed - together. 
‘Look, I really must change.’ Miss Beytagh drained her cup and stood up. ‘Help yourself  
to more tea. I shan’t be a tick.’ He watched her go with a swirl of  pleated skirt. Yes, 
there was certainly something about her. A bit small, though. He wondered why she 
had never married. Was there a man in her life? Probably so, though there’d never been 
a hint of  it during his time at school. 

As he was ruminating, he heard a rattle at the front door followed by a thump and 
a voice. 

Jennie Draper put her head around the door. 

‘Hello! Is that your monstrous car outside?’ 

He stood up. ‘Is it in the way?’ 

‘No. I just wondered whose on earth it was.’ She came in. ‘We’re not used to having 
such distinguished vehicles in front of  the house. Nor such distinguished visitors.’ 

Jenny Draper was of  middle height, slim and fresh complexioned, with raven-black 
hair which she wore parted at one side and cut short like a boy’s. But her most arresting 
feature was her eyes which were a light grey and magnified behind large, thick-lensed 
glasses. 

Her thin lips parted in a not unattractive twisted smile and she put out a hand. ‘We 
didn’t have the opportunity of  saying more than ‘Hello’ at School. So ...’

Fitzgerald said, ‘Hello’, and felt himself  giving a ridiculous little bow. This damned 
woman always made him feel uneasy. He had never taken to her whilst at school, nor 
did he now. He felt himself  frowning. She had once written on an essay of  his: ‘Your 
writing, like your prose, is altogether too flowery!’ - and he had never forgotten, nor 
forgiven her. Moreover, her politics irritated him. He remembered crossing swords with 
her once over a John Galsworthy play, at which time she had managed to introduce all 
sorts of  tendentious social implications and theories. Also, it was rather more than a 
rumour that she had been a member of  the Peace Pledge Union before the war; indeed, 
he had several times seen her wearing the organisation’s small lapel badge, until, it was 
believed, Fairbrother made her remove it. No, women, as far as he was concerned, fell 
into three categories: the ones he liked (not many); the ones he actively disliked (about 
the same number); and the whole mass who fell into the in-between category. She was 
definitely in group two. 

He watched her pour herself  some tea, after which she turned and faced him. ‘You 
had us all wriggling with those homilies of  yours.’ She smiled, her eyes like pale marbles. 
‘They also serve who only stand and wait, you know.’ 
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Fitzgerald replied evenly, ‘Oh, I accept that, absolutely. Each of  us has to decide for 
himself  - and live with his decision.’ 

‘You’re not really suggesting that war is the best solution?’ 

‘No, it’s a dreadful solution, but sometimes it’s the only course open to us. Unless 
we are prepared to accept total capitulation, that is, - which some of  us are, it would 
seem - and everything that that entails.’ He smiled to rob his remark of  any offence. 
‘If  there’s an alternative to what we’re doing, I’d be glad to hear of  it, because I don’t 
particularly want to be knocked on the head. My problem is, I don’t believe the meek 
inherit the earth and that, more often than not, they’re trodden into the ground.’ 

Miss Draper shook her head vigorously and frowned. ‘You know, I can’t believe, 
even now, that the German people want war. I can’t believe they wouldn’t want it 
stopped this very moment. Look how they suffered in 1918 - more than two million 
dead and their country reduced to chaos and financial ruin. Are we right to insist that 
we - they - all go through that again?’ 

Fitzgerald eyes narrowed. The woman was a bigoted fool and, in her position as a 
teacher, a dangerous one, at that. He was obliged to control himself. 

‘I can understand anti-war feelings - heaven knows, we all wish we were otherwise 
employed. But, if  I may say so, you’re not offering a solution, you’re just expressing 
a wish, although in one respect you’re dead right. There isn’t a burglar living who 
wouldn’t wish to be left in peace - with his swag, of  course, and without the fear of  
retribution! Simple chaps, burglars! And the Hitlers of  this world.’ 

‘But, you’re avoiding my question.’ Miss Draper’s eyes were bright with fervour. 
‘Are we absolutely convinced that the German people want war, and that, even now, 
there isn’t a chance that it could be stopped? Haven’t we a duty, a responsibility, to 
communicate, to find out what the people want as distinct from their leaders?’ 

Fitzgerald felt a surge of  exasperation. He said tightly, ‘The German people had lots of  
time to make up their minds before the event, but they were too busy inspecting the loot!’ 

He found his voice hardening and strove to keep it level. ‘My objection to your 
line of  thought is, every time someone has the bright idea that the Germans are really 
rather decent chaps and that we should sound out their opinion for the umpteenth 
time - even assuming they were ever allowed to voice their opinion - by, for example, 
dropping leaflets over Berlin instead of  bombs, 50 colleagues of  mine flying Wellington 
and Stirlings lose their lives in the process. It’s the age old business of  the radical 
intelligentsia salving its conscience at someone else’s expense! Personally, I have no 
time for that specious cant. The Germans started the war and, for better or worse, 
I’m in it. And people in my business have one war aim only, and that is to win the war. 
All the others, from rescuing Poland and liberating Czechoslovakia, to preserving the 
reindeer in Lapland and making the world safe for free-thinkers, Uncle Joe Stalin and 
all, come a very long way down my list. At the moment, the Germans represent tyranny 
and have to be stopped. It’s as simple as that. Even if  it means killing every last one of  
‘em. And in pursuit of  that aim, I’m making my own small, very willing contribution.’
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Aware that he was allowing his tongue to run away with him, Fitzgerald noted 
with mild surprise and more than a little satisfaction, the effect his words were having 
on the woman before him. Her face had visibly whitened, or was it that the colour in 
her cheeks had grown more vivid? Whatever the exact cause and effect, there was no 
mistaking the look of  resentment and dislike - hate almost - in her marbled eyes; any 
warmth there had been there previously had been wiped away like chalk from a slate, 
leaving a look of  cold and implacable hostility. 

For some moments there was an embarrassed silence before the situation was 
retrieved by the arrival of  Miss Beytagh, clad in her street clothes. 

She said brightly, ‘Here I am. Sorry to have been so long.’ Then, suddenly aware of  
the atmosphere as she took in each face at a glance, ‘Do I detect a whiff  of  discord?’ 

Fitzgerald said easily, ‘Certainly not! I was just exercising my prerogative as the local 
hero to be thoroughly and dogmatically biased. I’m afraid Miss Draper was not allowed 
to get a word in edgeways.’ 

Jennifer Draper’s face softened slightly. 

‘Not strictly true, but I’ll let it pass.’ She turned to her colleague. ‘You’re off, I see.’ 
Then, to Fitzgerald, ‘Nice to have met you again, young man. I hope you manage to 
keep out of  harm’s way and that we do ultimately come to the rescue of  all the people 
you mention - plus the reindeer in Lapland! And may I say that you’re remarkably 
articulate for one so young. I hope I may at least claim some credit for that!’ 

Fitzgerald inclined his head. ‘We shall just have to go on fighting in our own 
particular ways.’ 

When Miss Beytagh and he were seated in his car, she turned to him. 

‘What was all that about?’ 

Fitzgerald shrugged. ‘Oh, a slight difference of  opinion about the poor, misjudged 
Germans and our need to fight them.’ 

‘Oh, Lord! I should have warned you. Jenny gets a bit anti-war now and then.’ 

‘A bit! Anyway, don’t we all? Not least of  all, the chaps who are being killed. A bit 
Irish, I know, but you know what I mean.’ 

‘Don’t let it get you down. She doesn’t mean it half  the time. She’s just... well, just 
naturally agin the government. A perennial protestor.’ 

Fitzgerald snorted. ‘A cut-glass communist, you mean. Frankly, she a pain in the arm.’ 

His passenger turned on him quickly and grinned. ‘What a lovely euphemism! Anyway, 
how d’you know that I’m not one of  the same breed? You should be more careful.’ 

He flashed her a withering glance. They turned right down the slope that led to the 
station and drew to standstill alongside the booking office. With a sigh of  finality, Miss 
Beytagh said ‘Well... here we are. In good time, too. The first time ever!’ 
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Fitzgerald climbed out and opened the far door. 

She stepped down and said, ‘I really can’t get over how tall you are. She held out a 
gloved hand. ‘Well... goodbye, then. It’s been so nice seeing you again. We’re all terribly 
proud of  you, you know. Even Jenny, although I know you won’t believe me. So take 
care. And keep in touch, won’t you? The whole war will take on a new meaning for us 
after this. For me, anyway.’ 

For a moment, Fitzgerald thought she was about to become maudlin and felt an 
urgent need to bring the farewells to an end. He said, hurriedly, ‘Goodbye, then. And 
thank you for the tea and conversation. Can I carry your bag?’ 

‘No, really! You go... please? I hate station goodbyes.’ 

He went back to his car and reversed away. When he looked up, she was standing at 
the corner of  the station. Watching. 

Then, as he drove away and left her there, she gave a small, rather furtive wave. 
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CHAPTER TWO

Celia Beytagh walked along the seemingly endless platform that linked the exchange 
and Victoria railway stations in Manchester city centre. Crossing the footbridge and 
wrinkling her nose against the hot sulphurous breath of  a locomotive which ‘tack-
tacked’ slowly in reverse beneath her, she joined the growing crowd of  weekenders as 
she waited for the Liverpool to York train to arrive.

Within minutes, it slid into view around a distant curve, snaking purposefully across 
the points until, suddenly it was upon her, the engine clanking massively and radiating 
heat, setting the ground trembling. She climbed in, found a window seat, deposited her 
luggage and hat on the rack above her head, and settled into a corner. 

She smiled to herself. Having made the journey scores of  times over the past seven 
years, she knew the numbers of  the various locomotives and was even on nodding 
terms with some of  the footplate crews. Through wisps of  rising steam, she eyed the 
familiar bustle on the platform with detached interest. 

Presently, after the thin, distant note of  the guard’s whistle and the final banging 
of  doors, they were off, the engine jerking and whoofing somewhere ahead. Within 
moments, they had emerged into the sunlight and were rattling across the maze of  
points beyond the platform before accelerating slowly through the industrial back-
streets of  Manchester. 

Through gaps in the billowing smoke and steam, she surveyed the dreary scene with 
distaste. What an ugly Victorian mess it was. How glad she was to be on the western 
side of  the city where it was altogether better. Or was it just that she was more familiar 
with the landscape? 

After a time, lulled by the rhythmic beat of  the wheels on the track, she relaxed 
into the cushions and closed her eyes. A little tired, she was aware, even so, of  a vague, 
indefinable feeling of  excitement, something unusual, something intangibly different. 

She found her mind focusing on the events of  the afternoon - Fitzgerald, his 
speech, the Bentley, the minor embarrassment of  his tiff  with Jennie, but most of  all, 
the sight of  his hands on the steering wheel and the faintly blue cords on his slim arms. 
She saw, too, his face in profile and his tolerant grimace as that old dear nearly killed 
herself  by walking in front of  his car. Where was he now, she wondered? Racing off  
south again, she didn’t doubt, without a care in the world, schools and schoolmasters 
forgotten. Presentations and schoolmistresses, too, unfortunately. And how he had 
grown. Heavens! Well, not so much grown as matured. He was not that much bigger, 
just older, more confident, commanding even. Although he had always been a little 
aloof  and certainly not lacking in self-confidence.

She smiled to herself. And she had kept calling him ‘Fitzgerald,’ as though he were 
still her pupil! No wonder he had grinned! What a sauce - Flight Lieutenant T.M.F. 
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Fitzgerald, fighter ace, with DFCs and things by the hatful! What age would he be 
now? Twenty-one? Twenty-two? She did a little mental arithmetic. Left in… let’s see, 
38, when he was, what - eighteen? Yes, between 21 and 22. Lord, how terribly young! 
She sighed involuntarily so that the passenger opposite looked up. Then, as if  to 
discard the unpleasant thought, she turned her head quickly towards the window and 
the speeding countryside. 

Celia Beytagh was 36 and had been at the ‘Tommy B.’ for seven years. A Yorkshire 
girl, there was little in her accent to indicate her northern roots. An only child, she was 
the much-loved daughter of  an academically-minded solicitor and his small, turbulent 
wife, the family home being on the northern outskirts of  Easingwold, some twelve 
miles to the north of  York and on the fringe of  the Yorkshire Moors. 

The product of  a minor public school himself, John Beytagh had sent his bright 
and vivacious young daughter away to boarding school in North Wales at the age of  
thirteen. There she had shown an aptitude for languages and had spent four pleasant but 
uneventful years among other young ladies of  her own background, indulging in nothing 
more adventurous than midnight feasts, discolouring the shins of  opponents on the 
hockey field, and reading the occasional naughty book by torchlight under the bedclothes. 

By the age of  seventeen, having matriculated with distinctions in French and German, 
it seemed natural that she should pursue her language studies for the purpose of  becoming 
a schoolteacher, a course of  action approved of  with encouragement by her parents, to 
whom a future in industry, commerce or even the law, seemed wholly inappropriate. 

At eighteen, Celia passed into Girton College, Cambridge, eventually coming down 
with a creditable First in modern languages. 

Initially, she had found Cambridge a joy. She learned to drink gin-and-tonic, a 
hitherto forbidden pleasure; smoke cigarettes - the occasional cigar, even - from a 
fashionably long cigarette-holder; indulge with varying degrees of  aplomb in the chit-
chat and social intercourse of  university gatherings; and generally become involved in 
the minor pranks and misdemeanours of  the average female undergraduate. 

Initially, her associations with the opposite sex were occasional and fleeting. The 
men she encountered seemed to her childish and silly, her critical view of  them largely 
resulting from her own quiet and disciplined upbringing and the fact that she had always 
been close to her father. But, an affectionate romantic at heart, she was certainly no 
man-hater and in her first year, anyway, would have welcomed a liaison - or something 
more shocking, even.

It was during her second year, however, that an incident occurred which was to 
leave an indelible scar on her mind and memory. 

By that time, she had become infatuated with one of  the rugger fraternity, a beefy, 
immature young man at Kings. He it was who invited her to the annual Varsity match 
at Twickenham, and bubbling with excitement and adulatory puppy love, she had been 
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one of  a mixed party of  about twelve who, in celebration of  victory, had finished up at 
a house on the outskirts of  Cambridge in a highly vocal, almost riotous state. 

A wide-eyed onlooker rather than a participant throughout much of  the day, she 
was very much on the fringe of  things when the ritual horse-play had started among 
the men, a series of  bloody encounters which suddenly degenerated into a brawling 
debagging session. Watching with a mixture of  fascination and embarrassment 
as trousers were torn off  and more male genitalia exposed than ever she had seen 
in her life, to her horror, she suddenly found herself  the focal point of  the mob’s 
attention and, in moments, had been upended, struggling and kicking, and her own 
undergarments removed with brutal dexterity. 

Hysterical now, she had screamed, and punched, and clawed, jamming her knees 
together in a futile attempt to prevent the ultimate humiliation. But it had done no 
good; her legs had been forced apart and, amid thunderous whoops and cheers, she 
had been paraded at shoulder height, naked from the waist down, her thighs spread-
eagled helplessly in a white, all-revealing vee. 

Eventually, sobbing and distraught, she had escaped from the house to flee half  
naked down darkened streets to the nearest refuge she could find. After which, there 
were the tears, the recriminations, the apologies, the further enquiries, and finally the 
sending down of  three of  the more blameworthy culprits. 

In the months that followed, and vengeful still, she bore the stigma of  being 
responsible for the blighting of  three careers with silent, seething resentment and for 
the rest of  her time at Cambridge, she never allowed herself  to be in the company 
of  a man for a moment longer than was necessary. Men? Pigs! Scum! Drunken louts! 
Compared with her gentle and considerate father, they were less than vermin. Her 
romantic fantasies done to death that hideous night, for years to come she was revolted 
by even the thought of  being touched by a man. 

With the passing of  time, however, the nightmare of  it all faded in her memory, 
although the scar of  the wound remained, to be explored almost lovingly in her darker, 
more sombre moments. Even so, to all outward appearances, she slowly returned to 
being her normal, personable self. 

After taking her degree, she returned to Yorkshire, where she spent six months 
doing very little other than read, walk the moors, either alone or with her father, or help 
in the house. A tidy, organised person, her unpaid services were appreciated in silence 
by her slightly perplexed parents, who remained mildly surprised that their attractive, 
elfin daughter made no mention of  any love affair nor sought the company of  any 
boyfriend. At no time did they learn of  her unhappy experience, nor did they ever even 
remotely guess. 

After six months, and tiring predictably of  inactivity and lack of  challenge, she took 
a job as a student French teacher at a local private school where she rapidly became 
puzzled, irritated, then daunted by the lack of  enthusiasm shown by her twelve-year-
old charges who displayed a sturdy Yorkshire indifference to all foreign influences, 
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languages included. Pearls amongst swine, Celia had reflected despondently, but, with 
a tenacity which surprised even herself, she stuck to her task, eventually with some 
measure of  success. 

At 24, she applied for a post at a private school for young ladies in Gloucestershire, 
a job she held for three years, until, bored with what seemed to her a surfeit of  her own 
sex and out of  patience with the petty wiles of  female adolescents, she resigned - not 
too gracefully - and returned home to consider her future. 

Despite her settled family circumstances, Celia Beytagh was neither happy nor 
contented. At 27 years of  age, with considerable physical charms and intellectual ability, 
she recognised all too clearly that she was stagnating and that there was much more 
to life than security and a quiet time. She reflected, not without a trace of  bitterness, 
that no demands of  any consequence had ever been made of  her. Her deep-seated 
antipathy towards men had ruled out any love affair and she had reached the point 
at which she wished that something - anything - would happen to her. Stifled and 
frustrated, the future seemed to hold no challenge, and this at a time when that girl 
from Hull - what was her name, Amy Johnson? - was flying off  to Australia and doing 
all sorts of  madcap things. 

With the family retriever, a dear, shambling animal already advanced in years, she 
walked the Hambleton Hills alone, oblivious to the knife-edged moorland winds which 
made a tangled mess of  her thick, dark hair, and the slanting showers of  rain and sleet 
that stung her face and brought tears to her eyes as well as flame to her cheeks. 

Then, in 1935, she had joined the Sir Thomas Browne Grammar School, a mixed 
establishment of  500 pupils, situated six miles to the west of  Manchester. Her subjects 
were French and German and although nominally No. 2 to the senior French master, 
Barrington, she shared almost equally the task of  instructing the upper school. Within 
a month, she had settled in and was tolerably happy. Her colleagues were pleasant and 
agreeable and the pupils, with a few exceptions, disciplined and cooperative. The school 
itself  was bright and well maintained, the grounds and playing fields spacious and 
properly tended and, for the first time in years, her work was sufficiently demanding to 
provide a measure of  contentment. 

It was almost 7 pm when her train arrived in York and, with the shops closed in the 
town centre, Celia wandered along the river bank to kill time before her ‘bus left for 
Easingwold. By the time she had arrived home, the evening was well advanced and the 
sun low over the western hills. She blessed the war-time introduction of  double British 
Summer Time, much preferring light in the evening to sunshine in the morning. 

Walking up the curving drive to the house, she let herself  in with her own key, to be 
confronted by her mother, clearly in a hurry. 

The woman, white-haired and brisk, was in her usual turmoil. 

‘Oh, it’s you dear! I’m so glad you’ve arrived.’ She searched about. ‘Where’s my bag? 
Can you see it? Oh, there it is.’ Unsmiling, she kissed her daughter on the cheek. ‘Nice 
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to see you. It’s that wretched woman, Mrs. Jopling. She’s scalded her hand, the silly 
creature, and I’m having to stand in for her at the canteen.’ She rooted around in her 
pocket. ‘Now,’ where’s my key? And if  she isn’t scalding herself, she’s falling off  her 
bike or missing the ‘bus. Last week, would you believe, she trod on her false teeth. Can 
you imagine?’ She stopped and frowned vacantly into space. ‘That’s it, I think. Shan’t 
be long, about an hour, probably. Make yourself  a cup of  tea. Oh, and I’ve made some 
scones. In the round tin.’ She waved a hand and turned to go, then turned again to call 
out. ‘You didn’t forget to bring your ration-book, I hope?’ 

 Celia shook her head ruefully. ‘Mother, for heaven’s sake, be off  with you! And, no, 
I didn’t forget to bring my ration-book. Is Daddy in, by the way?’ 

‘No dear. He’s fire-watching later on so he’s staying at the office. Look, I really must 
go. Be back in an hour.’ 

Mrs. Beytagh, 63 years of  age, small and as active as a wren, scuttled off, to wave 
briefly at the gate before disappearing. 

Her daughter sighed. Removing her coat and hat, she wandered through the house 
and into the sitting-room, where one door of  the French windows remained open, 
leading into the garden. 

It was very quiet and the air cool and scented. It was nice to be home, everything 
around her solid, familiar, settled; as permanent as the distant hills themselves. 

The Beytagh house was a substantial, double-fronted Victorian building, set in its 
own walled garden of  about an acre. There were tall, well-established trees back and 
front, and shrubs and flower-beds everywhere. Further off  and behind, there was an 
old tennis court, minus the net, the white lines almost obliterated by neglect. 

She stepped out slowly onto the lawn and wandered off  into the distance. A flat 
basket full of  weeds and clippings lay beside a flower-bed, together with a pair of  
gardening gloves and secateurs. 

She stopped to touch them idly with a toe. Her mother had been working, obviously, 
when the summons had been received. 

She smiled. The summons! They knew what they were about, my goodness. Poor 
Ma! Helper, par excellence! Thrived on crises, did Mother. And didn’t they know it. 
Possibly why Daddy was so quiet; a life-time of  letting her get on with it in order to 
preserve the peace. 

She turned, retraced her steps, and picking up her bag and other belongings, went 
slowly upstairs to her room and stood before the window. 

The view was the same as always, as it had been since she was a child; the open 
countryside, the distant hills, blueing in the twilight, the silence of  an early summer’s 
evening. Beauty in all its forms. 

With a sigh, she turned and, unbuttoning her blouse, removed it, stepping next out of  
her shoes and skirt. In her pants and bra, she examined herself  critically on the long mirror.



26

For one of  the few times she could remember, she was acutely aware of  her lack of  
inches. She stretched herself  and lifted her nose. Yes, she had to admit, she was a bit… 
well, small. And a little top-heavy, too. Slim waist, though, and decent legs and ankles. 
Hair? She idly pressed a wave with her fingers. Not bad; thick, certainly, but a bit wild 
and difficult to control. The ends of  her mouth lifted. Her father had called her Gypsy, 
although that had been ages ago. Small wonder. Dark eyes – black at times – and olive 
skin. Swarthy? No, she didn’t like the term swarthy. Made her sound foreign, and no 
one could have been more English than the Beytaghs. She stood sideways and flattened 
her stomach with the palms of  her hands. Heavens! She WAS getting slack. Droopy, 
some would say. Yes, she’d have to get some new jacker-upper equipment. She heard 
herself  giving a snort of  disgust. Why did one have to grow old? And floppy? And 
limp? Ugh! 

Her thoughts turned to Fitzgerald. He had seemed so very tall; he must have found 
her positively wee. She flicked away some spilt talcum                             powder 
in a petulant gesture. What did it matter, though? - he’d probably never given her a 
moment’s thought despite their ‘tea and conversation’, as he had called it with that 
slightly contemptuous look of  his. She moved a finger, idly tracing a figure in the 
remains of  the talc. No, she’d never see him again, so what the heck? Ah, well! A 
marauding fly annoyed her and she flapped at it viciously, suddenly feeling flat and dull. 

Abruptly, almost, she turned and selected a light frock from her wardrobe and a pair 
of  flat-heeled casuals. She paused, reflecting. 

Almost sixteen years difference in their ages. Well, possibly not quite that much. 
Even so, he was bound to think of  her as pretty ancient, wasn’t he? If  he thought of  
her at all, that is. Silly damn woman! She was just being ridiculous. Although… Oh 
LORD! She found herself  sighing again and, putting away her case almost savagely, she 
slumped into a chair and gazed into space. 

He was not a Mancunian, she knew, as he had joined the ‘Tommy B.’ in the middle 
school when he was about fifteen. He was tall even then and quietly aloof. For his first 
year, except in the course of  lessons, she had hardly spoken a word to him although 
she did remember enquiring once about a medal he wore on the strap of  a watch he 
carried in his top left pocket. 

She had asked, ‘casually, ‘What did you get that for?’ 

He had glanced down. ‘The medal? For soccer. I represented Lancashire.’ 

‘Lancashire!’ She had shown surprise. ‘Are you that good?’ 

And he had nodded with just the trace of  a smile. ‘I’m very talented.’ 

For a moment there had been silence, after which they had both laughed, she in 
amusement as much as wonderment at his cool arrogance, he because of  her reaction. 
Then, weeks later - or was it months? - she had arrived in class and had dropped 30-odd 
exercise books on her desk. ‘Someone distribute those, please.’ 
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She had, then drawn herself  up to her full height, a habit familiar to most of  her 
pupils as one signifying unease. 

‘Not a very good effort from most of  you, I have to say, and - she had looked 
directly at Fitzgerald, ‘I want to see you, young man. Lunch time today, outside the 
Staff  Common Room.’ 

He had regarded her levelly with just the hint of  his usual smile. 

‘Yes, Miss Beytagh.’ 

As noon approached, she had found herself  dreading the encounter. 

As she walked towards the Common Room, she saw him in the distance, one hand 
in a pocket, reading the notices. ‘There you are!’ She contrived an edge to her voice. He 
turned to face her, removed his hand, but stayed silent. 

She took a deep breath. ‘I’m not at all happy with your behaviour, young man. Or 
your homework.’ She paused for effect. ‘Someone else did it for you, didn’t SHE?’ She 
had emphasised the ‘SHE’. 

Fitzgerald had regarded her silently before nodding. 

‘Yes, Miss Beytagh.’ 

‘So you admit it? Well, that’s something, I suppose.’ 

Silence. 

‘Who was she?’ 

His face had remained impassive. 

‘Well?’ 

He had shrugged slightly. ‘I’ll tell, of  course, if  you insist. But I’d rather you didn’t 
press me. It wouldn’t be fair. To the other person, that is.’ 

‘It was Margaret Anderson, wasn’t it?’ 

Fitzgerald had made no response. ‘Did you ask her to do it?’ 

‘Not exactly. We were all talking and I happened to say I wanted to do something 
else that particular evening, and she… the other person, that is… well, she just offered 
to do it.’ He had spread his hands to indicate his dilemma. ‘So, naturally, I said, yes.’ 

She had faced him, still on edge, a little amused if  irritated by his attitude. 

‘You really are a cool customer. You do something outrageously improper then you 
tell me about it without a trace of  penitence. You realise, of  course, that you are totally 
in the wrong - or do you? In any case, how on earth were you expecting to get away 
with it? Her writing is so obviously different from your own.’ 
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He had nodded agreement. ‘Yes, I was afraid you’d notice. I had hoped to copy it 
out but there simply wasn’t time. On that particular day, you collected the books early 
- too early, as it happened.’ His face had then creased into a grin. ‘So you see, you’re 
partly to blame!’ 

Her eyes widening in astonishment, she had been struck dumb with the sheer 
effrontery of  his remark. Then, trying desperately to control her face muscles, she 
had added sternly, ‘You know, don’t you, that I ought to report this to the Headmaster. 
Frankly, I just don’t know what to say to you other than you’re quite impossibly casual… 
and arrogant... and impertinent... and – OH!’ 

She had stood there glaring until her face had suddenly crumpled into a grin. 
‘Fitzgerald! I... look, you really must not DO this to me! 

Then, when she had controlled herself, she had shaken her head in despair. 

‘There’d be no point in bringing it to the Headmaster’s attention, would there?’ 

‘No, Miss Beytagh. I agree, absolutely.’ 

She looked up at him again and noted his carefully controlled features. 

‘What AM I going to do with you? You could be so good at French, you know, if  
you only deigned to try. But you treat it, and me, so lightly. It’s not very good for my 
self-esteem, I hope you realise that.’ 

And he had thought about it for a moment. ‘No, I quite see your point, and I 
apologise. But the truth is, I’m not very interested in languages - unfortunately.’

‘So, I’m just wasting my time, that’s really what you’re saying.’ 

‘No, not at all.’ He had sounded encouraging. ‘I shall need at least a credit in French 
for my Matric. So, I shall just have to –’

‘Don’t tell me!’ she had interrupted. ‘Do as much as is, necessary but not a jot more. 
Is that it?’ 

And he had frowned again before adding slowly, ‘Something like that, I have to admit.’ 

‘Well - !’ She was floored again and had stood there irresolutely, looking at him. 

He had attractively regular if  immature features and she knew that, despite his 
bland, serious look, he was laughing at her. She was losing face - by the minute! 

‘Oh!’ She half  stamped her foot. ‘You make me so CROSS! You’re wasting yourself. 
And your talents. Can’t you see that? You have so much to offer, but - !’

She had turned on her heel. ‘Get off  with you before I change my mind!’ 

But, after two paces, she had stopped and whirled abound, gown flying; nose tilted. 

‘At the very least, let me have it in your own handwriting.’ 
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The boy had then grinned. 

‘Thank you Miss Beytagh. Will that be all?’ 

But she had whirled again, saying nothing. Not quickly enough, however, to hide the 
sudden uplift to the corners of  her mouth. 

She was drinking tea at the kitchen table when her mother reappeared. 

‘Hello, dear!’ The older woman was breathless. ‘No too long, I hope. Thank heaven 
for a cuppa! I’ll join you.’ 

She sat down with a groan and selected a scone. ‘I never cease to be amazed by the 
amount the brutal and licentious soldiery eat. Not only the amount, but the type, the 
manner, and the speed. Especially the manner and the speed. I swear that most of  them 
would eat the furniture if  it wasn’t nailed down. Absolutely frightening!’ 

She glanced quickly at her daughter’s face. ‘You look a bit so-so. Are you all right, dear?’ 

‘Yes, I think so. Why, do I look odd?’ 

‘Not odd, exactly. Just so-so; a bit below the line, as they say.’ She bit delicately into 
her scone. ‘By the way, you did remember to bring your ration book, didn’t you?’ 

‘Mummy! Not for the first time, YES! Look, let’s change the record, should we? 
How’s Daddy?’ 

‘All right, I think. I make a point of  never asking; it might encourage him to find 
something wrong. He actually enjoys fire-watching, I do believe. Gets him away for a 
night or two, poor man.’ 

Popping the rest of  the scone into her mouth, she collected a few stray crumbs with 
her fingers. ‘Anything exciting happening in Manchester?’ 

‘Not really. Lots of  searchlights and things that go bump in the night. Nothing near 
us, though, thank heaven.’ 

‘And school?’ 

‘Nothing much.’ Celia hesitated. ‘But of  course! What am I saying?’ She paused, 
caught in two minds. Then: ‘Do you remember that boy I was telling you about who was 
doing so well in the Air Force, shooting down all those Germans and being decorated? 
Well, he turned up earlier today, to present a portrait of  himself.’ 

‘Goodness! That wasn’t very modest of  him, was it?’ 

‘Well, it wasn’t his fault. The school bought the photograph, he didn’t. He was just 
there to unveil it and speak to the children. Sort of  morale-booster. And not only for 
the children, I might add. The Headmaster is very

 
pro. Just his type.’ 

‘Did he perform well?’ 
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‘Very well, surprisingly. Much better than most of  us expected; in fact we were all 
dreading it, a bit. He always was a cool customer but now he’s a very impressive young 
man, my goodness.’ 

She again hesitated, uncertain as to whether or not she should proceed. ‘As a matter 
of  fact, he drove me to Worsley in his car so that I could catch my train. And guess 
what? It was a Bentley!’ 

‘What’s that, dear?’ 

‘Oh, Mother, really! Just about the most expensive car you can buy. I was quite 
bowled over.’ 

Mrs. Beytagh selected another scone - carefully - then flashed her daughter a glance. 

‘He seems to have made quite an impression.’ 

Celia suddenly found it necessary to stir her tea and pursue a recalcitrant tealeaf  
around the cup. 

‘Yes, I suppose he did. He’s very young, though. Just a boy, still.’ 

She glanced up quickly and changed the subject. ‘How’s the car for petrol these 
days? I hope Daddy is not giving away his coupons.’ 

‘His eight gallons a month, you mean. No, he hangs on to them now, so we’re pretty 
well off. No one has used it since last you were here.’ 

‘Good!’ Celia leaned back and stretched. ‘I think I’ll run up to the hills and take a 
turn along Drover’s Road.’ 

‘Not tonight, I hope!’ 

‘No, of  course not! Tomorrow morning. Weather permitting, that is.’

After a few silent moments, Mrs. Beytagh enquired, ‘Are you sure you’re all right, dear?’ 

‘Of  course I’m all right! Why do you keep asking?’ 

My dear child, I’ve known you intimately for 30-odd years and when you begin to 
talk and act as you have been doing, something is most definitely UP! Keep mum if  
you must, but don’t try to make me believe that there isn’t something buzzing about in 
that very woolly bonnet of  yours.’ 

‘Mother! For heaven’s sake! You’ll be reading tea-cups next! There’s nothing wrong 
with me. Really there isn’t.’ 

The week-end over, and having no responsibilities on the Monday morning, Celia 
Beytagh arranged to arrive at school a few minutes before noon. She did so with very 
mixed feelings. Her mind so pre-occupied with the young man who had so suddenly 
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been side-tracked into her life by an act of  fate, she had spent much of  her time in 
Yorkshire examining her thoughts and motives. 

What on earth was happening to her? Here she was, a mature woman of  36, 
becoming mildly obsessed, it seemed, by a boy little more than half  her age. All right, 
he was attractive physically and very personable, but she had encountered other men - 
as young as he and older - who had been equally presentable. 

No, his appeal for her was disturbingly irrational, something she was quite unable 
to specify or describe. All she knew was, she simply could not get him out of  her mind. 
Whatever she did or was thinking of, he would somehow intrude into her consciousness, 
after which she was quite unable to concentrate on anything else. 

With as much objectivity as she could muster, she attempted to examine the possible 
reasons, but the emotional nightmare of  her humiliating experience in Cambridge still 
lurking in the recesses of  her mind like some unspeakable, haunting spectre, proved 
always to be a barrier to rational thought. 

A sensitive and emotional woman, Celia Beytagh not only craved affection for herself  
but had the intellectual honesty to admit that she had always needed someone upon 
whom to lavish her own feelings of  love and devotion. Perhaps it was too simplistic to 
suggest that, on the basis of  one afternoon’s association, she was regarding Fitzgerald 
as a target and outlet for her own very powerful maternal instinct. But, she had known 
him before, hadn’t she? And how far back did this wretched yearning go? Might she 
not have harboured it subconsciously for years and then suddenly allowed it to burst 
forth like some embarrassing genie from a bottle? All she knew, dammit, was that she 
felt weak at the knees at the very thought of  him and that no amount of  rationalising 
could rid her of  the sight and memory of  his tall, slim, uniformed figure. But men - 
the memory of  Cambridge remained a dark and ominous shadow. Though, with all 
her heart, she wanted to believe he was different. He was, wasn’t he? Not like THEM! 
Surely he was different! He HAD to be! Please? 

These and other thoughts flowed endlessly through her mind as she sat in the train, 
watching the Pennines drift past. School! There, she would come face to face with his 
likeness as soon as she entered the Great Hall, at which time her reaction, she knew, 
would be one of  sadness as much as elation. And tomorrow, the next day, and every 
day thereafter, it would be the same. He would be up there. Surveying! Watching! A 
constant reminder. 

Later, and feeling ridiculously apprehensive, she pushed open the inner oak doors 
of  the vestibule and walked into the Great Hall, purposely keeping her eyes lowered 
until well on her way to the Common Room. Then, driven to raising her head, she 
experienced an emotion she had seldom felt before. 

With Mona Lisa intensity, he was looking down on her, his mouth lifted in that 
now-familiar ghost of  a smile, his eyes fixed seemingly on her and her alone. And they 
followed her, steadfastly, as she walked across the vast expanse of  wooden floor, her 
heels tapping endlessly. 


