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Auntie Betty arrived in the first week of 1909, a cold, crackle-foot day when the sea was sorely vexed with the land. In the old times it would have bitten great chunks of clayey cliff from Sea Bank Road. Now the concrete seawall offered protection, a brave urban shoulder against nature built three years before and renamed the Kingsway. Della was barrelling down it on her bicycle, a cloud of icy dust hounding her wheels. Before turning into Bradford Street, she looked out across the heaving estuary hurling insults at the flat sands and saw the broad-winged gulls above bank and yaw, dive and flap, flicking their wingtips as a glance to the wind’s fury. Steering her bike around the corner, she nipped across to the corner house and spotted her father seated as usual in the bay window, the wild sea reflected back at her making him appear as a ghost of a man lost beneath the waves. She raised a hand as her bicycle slowed, but he made no sign of seeing her. She hopped off as promptly as her long skirt allowed. As she wheeled her bike around the back and leaned it against the wall, she cursed her girl’s clothes and wished her only brother had been born before her, so that his breeches would have been big enough to borrow. Anything close-fitting would do, to keep her clothes free from the oiled moving parts. Knickerbockers and puttees would serve. But Pop would have a stroke if he caught her disgracing herself like that: ‘Ye gods!’ he’d cry, and forbid it outright. For a theatre man, he was queerly old-fashioned when it came to females. She’d wanted to chop her long, fine, mousy hair, but Pop wouldn’t hear of that. As it was, every day she wound it into a low knot at her neck to keep it out of the way. 

She patted the handlebars of her bicycle, something she always did after dismounting, so fond of her steed she was and the freedom it gave her. She opened the side door and strode into the house to find a stout, round, wrinkly-faced woman seated imperiously at the oblong slab of the kitchen table, at the head of which stood Mam, florid-cheeked and sharp-eyed.

‘I hoped you’d be back sooner to welcome Great-Aunt.’

The woman turned her narrow, dark gaze on the girl and said, ‘So, this is Cordelia.’

‘She won’t speak to you,’ said Mam. ‘She hardly speaks at all.’ Yet she added softly, ‘But it isn’t bad manners. It’s just Della’s way.’ 

‘Suits me,’ replied the aunt. ‘It’ll mean less bother when we share a room.’ 

‘She suits me too,’ smiled Mam, all annoyance about Della’s tardiness evaporated. She never could be grumpy with Della for long, or any of her children; a sweet soul, Mam. ‘Back in a tick.’

Her mother left the kitchen and Della heard her open Pop’s study door down the hall. Words were swapped, Pop’s utterances short and displeased, but the sense of it was lost on Della as her great-aunt spoke again.

‘Sit down by me, young lady.’ Her voice was peculiar, not local, not even like a Yorkie. Della had never heard an American speak. When Mam had said that Pa Broughton’s sister was coming back home to Cleethorpes after twenty years away, this piqued her interest before she recalled that her mother’s aunt would be an old woman, and to a girl of fourteen all old women are intolerable. ‘I am your great-aunt, but you may call me Auntie Betty. You may not know my history and it is an interesting one. I sailed over to America with your grandfather some years back and fell for a fisherman and married him. I was a fishwife for a long while in a wild old place, much wilder than here, even on a day like this. One day, across the hard and windswept sands, I saw the great bird fly and I felt somehow it was a sign for me to fly away home. I thought of my lost youth and my home town here, but I had my life out there and put it out of mind. But my husband was a lifesaver too, you see, and one night he was out a-rescuing and perished by drowning. Then, I got lonesome and, well, I had nothing to stay for, and with some of my dead brother’s money, I booked passage to England and here I am.’

Della stared and – despite this being the most interesting thing she’d heard since they said the pier was burning down six years before – she did not say a word. It was true she was taciturn, unlike her family, who talked incessantly, all over and under and inside each other’s conversations, fighting for sound-space, until her poor head throbbed with it. What a relief it had been to go to school, where Miss Dimelow demanded silence from the girls, all in white aprons with white floppy ribbons in their hair. The dull-headed yet boisterous ones sat at the front, while the self-sufficient ones like herself could sit unhindered and unheeded at the back and thankfully be left well alone. Sometimes one of them was called to the front to point at the blackboard with a chalky finger, reading the words scribed in copperplate: fish, dish, wash. But that was the only speech required of her. She shuffled through her schooldays head-down, neither lagging nor excelling, average and therefore invisible. Her two much older sisters were so garrulous and vivid – Gertrude (or Gertie), beautiful and gay, and Miranda (or Midge), arch and talented – that Della stood behind them at school, sometimes noticed with a pat on the head or a brisk hug, and found no need to say a word or make a friend while the glorious elder Dobbs sisters reigned in the playground. Puck, as a brother, paid no attention to her at school. Sisters were mostly personae non gratae for boys, certainly to older brothers and even those two years younger like Puck. He ignored her entirely, as if they were no relation whatever. It wasn’t something she minded or even questioned: an unwritten playground law. But he was fond with her at home and that was enough. 

Once her sisters had left, in quick succession – Midge to stage school and Gertie to a good marriage – she became aware that she had no friends, not one. She formed an awkward acquaintanceship with some quiet girls, yet they were bookish and she was never keen on books. She never knew exactly what she was keen on, except the rare occasions when they did something practical, modelling clay or potting up seedlings. Her hands were mercurial, as if they had their own manual mind. But they didn’t do practical things at school very often, and when Pop had his accident a couple of years back and Mam said she must leave school to help at home, she welcomed it. That was, until she realised what her mother had had to put up with day after day, until she saw clearly what her father had become.

She could hear him now down the passageway, his voice raised at Mam, its tone strident and bullying. 

‘He doesn’t want me here,’ drawled Auntie Betty, winking at Della to show she didn’t give a damn whether he did or not. ‘He doesn’t like it that my brother made his fortune on the railways in America and when he died gave half of it to your mam. That’s why you have this attractive house here, despite your pop’s infirmity. He doesn’t like that, being a kept man.’

‘What are you telling the girl?’ said Mam, appearing noiselessly at the kitchen door. 

‘Just a tidbit of family history.’ And she winked again at Della, who couldn’t help but smile. She knew nothing of this, only that they had moved last year to this much nicer house, with more rooms on the ground floor for Pop to get about easily; and she knew about the sending out of the laundry, and the hiring of a house parlourmaid for cleaning and a cook to do breakfasts and lunches, though Mam still liked to do the evening meal when she could and the servants did not live in – Pop abhorred the company of strangers nowadays. She had not questioned, as children rarely do, how they could afford it all. Before the accident (and before the money came, she now realised), Mam had made do with a woman who came every day to do the heavy work. But Mam did all the rest, for years managing four children and a husband, though Pop was often on the road touring the provinces’ theatres, rarely at home, and thus a source of curiosity and wariness for the children and a man of few demands on Mam, until the accident. 

The automobile had been taking Pop to the Grand Opera House in Hull for a performance in a Granville Barker play, when a van smashed into the side of the car. The van driver died in the road, gory and broken, but Pop lived, though he lost the use of his right arm and right leg for a year, and became a bed-bound giant, prone to bouts of fury and blame. He improved to the point of walking with a limp, but his right arm remained withered and thus, his acting career was over. He moved from his bed to a chair in his new study, facing out towards the sea, learning to write with his left hand and – Mam told her – penning melancholy plays about men trapped by dreary circumstance. No company would stage them, though the great and successful Midge herself touted them around London. And Pop’s misery deepened. They all felt for him, they all pitied him, of course they did. Yet that angered him further. He was a bear in a cage, was reduced to his rage, had only rage left in him.

Just then, the back door crashed open and there was Puck, red-faced yet shivering, his cocoa-coloured hair sticking up wildly, clutching his air rifle in one hand and in the other a dead rabbit, which he flung on the table with a flourish. Mam clapped her hands and laughed. Thank heavens for Puck.

‘And you must be Julius.’

‘And you must be Great-Aunt Elizabeth. And nobody calls me Julius, except old Drummer at school. Everybody calls me Puck. It’s my middle name. But Della hates her middle name because it’s Titania and has a rude word in it. And so you must call me Puck, Aunt. I say, you’re a bit broad in the beam. But I suppose everyone from America is fat, except the sporting types.’

‘Now, now, Puck,’ said Mam, taking her woollen cardigan from a chair and placing it around her son’s cold shoulders.

A shout came from the study. ‘Is that my boy?’ Pop called, his voice high and yearning. ‘Come here, you rascal!’ To which call Puck leapt, shrugging off Mam’s cardie to the floor, to regale his father with thundering good yarns about his exploits. A lame-dog life is of no use to me, Puck would say, and even Pop forgave him that.

‘The prodigal son,’ said Auntie Betty in a stage aside, laconic.

Thence Della was not required to speak again that day, as Puck did all the talking for all of them all of the way through supper, paragraphed only by staccato demands from Pop down the passage. Though they did not need the rabbit – their improved fortunes had meant Puck was no longer required to hunt small animals for food – he so enjoyed killing things, nobody had the heart to stop him. And everyone loved Mam’s rabbit pie, rich with waxy potatoes and onion gravy. Pop ate alone in his study, but called in Puck to entertain him afterwards; the drug of Puck’s homecoming from boarding school over Christmas had been his father’s only respite from gloom since the boy had left them last September. Their new circumstances meant a good school for their only son, at last, to give him a good start in life, a chance of something better, of escape, Pop said. That idea was the only thing that brightened Pop’s eye, in the dark days when Puck was gone from home and the house ached, vacant and grey without him. Nobody could make you laugh like Puck did, and nobody else could make Pop smile, nobody else at all.

Later that night, while Puck slumbered in his palatial top-floor room known as The Crow’s Nest (sent to bed early with a chill), Della sat up on the quilt and blankets Mam had laid on her bedroom floor for her to sleep on. She watched her great-aunt’s myriad minute ablutions before sleep. Wrapped in a woollen dressing gown and flannelette nightie, her white hair released from its hairgripped bun and trained over one shoulder in a long, thick plait, she settled herself in Della’s bed that creaked in protest and made Della wish for it, though it was rather thrillingly like a bivouac, roughing it in a makeshift bed on the wooden boards. It reminded her of when she used to ask to drape a fringed blanket over the kitchen table and make a den. Mam often said no, being too busy on it all the day through, but there were golden times when she would say yes, and Della would hide there joyously. Those were the days when she shared a room with Gertie and Midge and felt keenly that she needed somewhere of her own, even if it were just the space beneath a table. Once her elder sisters had left, Mam said she was too old for such silliness and the child’s-eye view from beneath the table of legs and feet and adult purpose was gone forever. 

It was chilly on her bedroom floor – as everyone knows, heat rises, she thought, peering at the high ceiling – and she wrapped a blanket tight around herself as her great-aunt turned down the gas lamp to darkness. They lay in silence for a time, Della listening to the woman’s deep, restful breathing keep time with the waves beyond, taking in the foreign scent of foot lotion. Then Auntie Betty spoke.

‘Is there anything you wish to ask me? I must be a curious sight to you and something tells me your quiet ways are not evidence of a dull mind but quite the opposite. Speak, if you wish. I am quite without judgement.’

Nobody at home ever asked her to speak. Pop and Midge only complained that she did not; Mam and Gertie had always accepted her quietude yet gently mourned it; and Puck didn’t mind at all. He never had, as it was the perfect foil to his loudness. But now, there was a thing Della wished to say. She’d been harbouring it all day, so she said it.

‘What was the great bird you saw?’
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‘Do you like bedtime stories?’

Della considered when had been the last time this magical event occurred. It could have been Gertie, years ago, before she left, married Eric, got that smart house in the Avenues in Hull complete with full complement of servants and then had those three rollicking boys Pop loved so. For boys were everything, and girls made a good marriage, or went on the stage, or helped Mam. There was no other definition of girl in Pop’s mental dictionary, whereas to be a boy was an open-ended existence of highways and skyways, as free as the gulls.

‘Not since I was a strutling.’

Auntie Betty laughed, a high girlish thing unsuited to her girth. ‘Oh, it’s years since I heard a word like that. How I’ve missed this place.’

Unaccustomed to conversation with anyone but Mam, Puck or herself, Della lay screwed up in a cocoon of timidity. But she wanted to know more.

‘Why did you go?’

‘I wanted to escape, of course. My father was very strict. Yours had nothing on him. We had to stand at the table to eat our dinner, every day of our childhood.’

‘You couldn’t sit down to eat? Ever?’

‘Never, not at supper anyhow and not when we were little. So, you can see why, when my brother said he was going to the States to make his fortune on the railways I said to him, Take me with you. We were close and he was affectionate and I was a spinster at forty years of age, a great disappointment to my father.’

Della’s cheeks flushed unseen in the dark, that phrase having been applied to herself by Pop more than once, but not said by Mam, never Mam (though she feared her mother felt it). Dull brown hair, dull brown eyes, dull brown freckles. Everything about herself felt dull and brown.

‘So I knew I was a burden in my home and yet I was fully old enough not to be a burden to my brother bound for the New World. And indeed, I troubled him no further than our ship itself, as I met my future husband on it. My, he was so handsome, big strong arms and that American accent, lilting and lovely. Truman Perry, his name was. I used to fly kites on Cleethorpes beach when I was a child. Well, Truman was to be my kite, lifting me up from my home and carrying me away. He was travelling back from Liverpool where his people came from. His mother was dying there and all his family and their friends had clubbed together to send him the fare for his passage, so that she could see her son for one last time. But she passed before he got there and he was returning to America full of sadness and longing. Unmarried he was and in his forties, surprised to find a well-dressed woman such as I who knew about fishing and lifeboats and the life of the sea. And by the end of the journey across the ocean, we knew that I would trouble my brother no further. That I was newly engaged and would be going with Truman to his home on the Outer Banks in North Carolina, a village of Currituck County, a desolate place at first sight, but I thought it beguiling. Miles and miles of dunes as tall as buildings. A place called Kitty Hawk.’

Della tried to picture it, trackless and storm-tossed. Just then, the wind whipped up and rattled the window frame, making a point.

‘It was my home for twenty years. Strange to think on that now. When I landed there – you could only reach the place by boat, along the snaky way of sand islands named the Outer Banks – I thought to myself, I’ve come all this way to end up on another windy shore, yet more harsh and out-of-the-way than even my tiny childhood home. You see, the railway only came to Cleethorpes when I was about your age. And with it came the tourists and the town shrugged off its wild past and civilised itself. So going to Kitty Hawk was like a step back into my baby days, when the village was simpler, was for itself alone, and not for visitors. I liked that about Kitty Hawk. It made no excuses for itself. It just was.’

Auntie Betty paused to cough, chesty. 

‘Did you miss your mam?’ said Della, so quiet, her aunt asked her to repeat herself.

‘Oh, mine was dead, long dead. I went to escape my pa. And my prospects. A spinster’s life, consisting of general nursemaid and slave to my ageing father. I just couldn’t bear the thought of spending decades in that house, ageing with him and regret building up in my head like layers of dust at the thought of what could have been.’

Della shuddered; someone was walking over her grave as her mind’s eye filled with the shapeless years stretching ahead, if no husband stepped into that blank space. And why would there be a husband? Plain and shy, plain and shy – that had been the litany of her father’s disappointment. 

‘Kitty Hawk had a scattering of houses built upon the sand, not painted, not plastered, not varnished. Shingled roofs made from cedar trees. A few families, neighbourly and friendly. Farmers, sailors and fishermen, though the last only worked five months of the year and had to find other employment for the rest. Truman helped out at the life-saving station at Kill Devil Hills. In the village there was the church, school, general store, two carpenters, a physician and a preacher. The women were housekeepers, dressmakers, widows. Only about three hundred of us altogether. Humans, that is, though there were thousands of mosquitoes, bedbugs and wood ticks. Every one of them – bugs and people – born in North Carolina. I was the only immigrant.’ 

‘You weren’t lonely?’

‘Not at all. I had my Truman. I’d never been loved like that before. Never been loved, I’d say. Not since my mother died and that was when I was too infantile to know her. My Truman’d put his arms around me and the whole world would fall away. He’d kiss me and …’

Della’s eyes grew wider, waiting. She was well aware that she knew nothing of romantic love, and hadn’t even read novels, which was where she supposed girls learned about such things. Nobody she knew talked this way, certainly no woman in her sixties – could Mam, in her forties now, ever think of such things? Had she ever felt that for Pop? Impossible. Auntie Betty was a different species, bringing strange tales from another world. All Americans must be like this, she marvelled.

‘Well, that’s my business. Anyhow, no children came for us. I don’t know why. God’s way. Truman’s people were Methodists and I’d go to that church and pray and pray. But it did no good. I was barren. A great sadness to us. And I always loved children, loved to watch them and hold them, little hot parcels of love on your hip. I couldn’t bear it that I was barren, so I went to the woman in the town who called herself the midwife and said I’d help her. She trained me in the ways of childbirth and when she got too old to carry on, I became the town midwife. Never had a child of my own, but spent my days and nights helping new children come into the world. I was very happy that way. Truman spent his days fishing, attending shipwrecks, catching wildfowl. Sometimes he’d work with foreigners – I mean, wealthy gentlemen from the cities who came for the hunting and angling. He’d tell me how they would drink all the time and nearly shoot each other dead in their drunkenness! That taught me, more than anything, that money and class are not the same thing, certainly not. The wage was useful but we were always glad when they went, the invaders, leaving us and our place alone. But there were two gentlemen that came who were different. Brothers from Ohio. They came because it was a lonely place, windy place, miles of flat sands. The perfect place for them and their big birds.’

Now they’d come to it. Della had fallen headlong into Auntie Betty’s memories and forgotten where they’d started. Big birds, the great bird. She pictured a swan, then an egret, a heron – all local to her shore. Then a random stream of images from the school encyclopaedia – vultures, eagles. A sailor taking a shot at an albatross. What on earth was Auntie Betty talking about?

‘Flying machines. That’s what they brought with them. Gliders first, like great kites made for a man. No engine though and awful for steering. I told you, I flew kites as a child. I knew about kites. I made my own, improved them, got them to fly higher and brisker. My brother and I were crazy for it. So when they came, with their gliders, I told Truman how kites work, how the wind plays with them, how it moves over and under a shape, lifting and twisting it. I surprised Truman, I surprised myself. I’d forgotten how my brain used to be, in my youth, the long summer days spent chattering with Alfred – Pa Broughton to you – puttering about with our kites and perfecting them. We just had a mind to do it, the right kind of mind. But he was a boy and could use that mind, put it to good use, I mean. And so he did, apprenticed to the railways, soon an engineer. And thence to America to make his career building railway tracks and making, oh my, some money, a lot of money. I had that mind too, a mechanical mind. Could see how things worked at first glance. I fixed everything around our house. I was better at it than Truman, so he let me get on with it.’

‘I fix bikes,’ said Della.

‘Do you now?’

‘I do. Mam bought me a bike last year and I go everywhere on it. All over, up top town, through the villages.’

The bicycle had been purchased for chores, for her to fetch things for Mam. But it soon became her companion. She loved nothing more than to pedal furiously about, willing herself to go further and faster, the wind in her face and leg muscles straining. She’d go for miles sometimes, through Holton-le-Clay or Waltham, over to Tetney or even out to Grainthorpe once, up and down the coast. That’s why she was late that afternoon, setting herself a speed record on Humberston Avenue. 

‘You fix your bicycle, you say?’

‘Yes. And others too. A neighbour of ours saw me fiddling with mine one day in the street and he asked me did I know what I was doing? Yes thanks, I said. Could you fix mine then, do you think? he said, so I did. After that, a friend of his asked me and then another. I stand for a while and stare at the bike. I must seem odd. But I’m thinking, about what might be wrong, looking at all the parts and fiddling with them in my head. And I always work it out. And now I fix quite a few around here, quite a few.’

‘That’s the most I’ve heard you say all day.’ 

The most I’ve said in months, thought Della. 

‘Fixing things,’ continued Betty, ‘that’s Broughton blood in you. Could turn a hand to anything, the Broughtons.’

‘I never knew that,’ said Della, a small voice.

‘Your mam never told you about her pa? She had it too, but turned hers to music. A natural piano player she was, just took to it like a duck to water. Could play anything, by ear. Anything. Didn’t she teach you? I saw the instrument in the parlour, lid down, no music on it. Don’t she play no more?’

‘She tried to teach me. I had no talent for it.’

‘But you do for fixing, eh?’

‘I didn’t know that was a talent.’

‘Course it is. Some people think too much with their heads. Broughtons think with their hands.’

A window opened in Della’s mind, a dozen windows flung open. All this time, she’d crept through her life shamed by her uselessness. And now, to discover she had had a talent, born in her, handed down like a precious heirloom. She could be special. She could shine.

‘Climb up here, on the bed, dearie. You must be cold down there. We can snuggle up like a pair of possums and talk easier.’

She clambered up and saw her aunt’s kind old face in the moonlight, and wanted to throw her arms about her and thank her. But she had not lost her shyness all in one night. So she perched at the end of her own bed and wrapped herself in the fringed blanket. Sleep tight, Mam used to say when they were three girls together and shared a bed. And sleep tightly they did, elbows in backs and full of complaint. Yet in the night, when they were cold and dream-ridden, her sisters would hold her safe and warm. She realised how much she missed them, missed that.

Auntie Betty said, ‘You heard of the Wright brothers? They used to fix bicycles, just like you. And then they changed the world.’

They talked long into the night, of the two Ohio brothers: Wilbur came first, stayed with the postmaster and used his wife’s sewing machine to stitch linen wings; Orville came later and the two of them set up camp in a windswept hut, decked out with clinical precision; mechanical, methodical. The gliders were first, tested aloft on the great winds across the sands, one brother or the other taking his life in his hands on each bumpy ride. Then came the engine tests, to find a shape and design that would lift the extra weight, and that of a man. The real problem was not only power, but control. The chaos of flight was found in its manoeuvrability. 

‘Birds make it look easy,’ said Della. 

‘But it’s not. To get something aloft is the first challenge, but to keep it up there and to control it is quite another thing. The brothers experimented for years, on and off, staying a while and then back and forth to Ohio. They had blazing rows in their hut, their voices lost in the wind, but you could hear them if you crept up close, like Truman did sometimes. Some of the other lifesavers helped them often, dragging the aeroplane across the sands, which the brothers could not have managed alone. Truman was there a few times, with other onlookers – perhaps a local businessman, or a number of boys. The women were busy in their homes. But there were a few occasions where Truman’s tales got the best of me and I went out to Kill Devil Hills and watched them test their bird there; failing, crashing, trying again. There came the day when they got it right, in December of ’03. I wasn’t there and neither was Truman. But his friends were, the lifesavers, and they took a picture – you seen it? The first powered flight, powered by an engine and carrying a man and controlled. That’s the key thing. Many have tried it, got up in the air but it’s about staying there and steering the damn thing. That’s what they cracked that day. Afterwards, more and more of us from the village went down there to watch them. Some said if God had meant us to fly, He’d’ve given us wings. And I thought to my own self, He did – and we call it the mind. Birds do make it look easy, Della, you’re right – but by God, they have it easy. We had to think our way into the air.’

Della wanted to ask a hundred more questions about the mechanics of the thing – really, the engineering of it, though she was not familiar with the word. But it was late and her aunt was tired out and the questions would have to wait. 

They settled down top to tail in her bed that night and just as they were drifting off to sleep, Della made time for one more question:

‘Why did the big bird make you want to come home?’

‘I don’t know, child. There was something in me, like an unanswered question, when I saw that flyer lift up and leave the earth. I was back on my childhood beach, flying kites with my brother, my whole life ahead of me – as if my life would be an open vista like the blue skies above Cleethorpes – the freedom of them. And a miniature me, my skirts dragging in wet sand – wanting to lift up with my kite and fly away to the rest of my life.’

Della recalled that she’d felt the same when she’d run from school with the others to watch the pier burn down and they stood on the sands and watched the flames lick the sky and she wanted to rise on them like a phoenix, flap wings and fly away. That was in 1903, the same year the Wright brothers flew – great-aunt and great-niece watching the skies together on opposite sides of the ocean. 

‘It’s a mystery.’ Auntie Betty’s voice grew fainter, sliding into sleep. ‘Something spoke to me, said Go Home. Maybe it was just to meet you, Della. Maybe that was it.’

And her next sound was a grunt and a snore and she was far gone. But Della lay wide awake for hours.
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Puck had pneumonia. The doctor came and confirmed it. Pop’s distress lay thick in the house like sea fret. Mam’s worries were never shared, merely borne and that done quietly. Pop could never hide a feeling and Della even heard him moaning through his study door, as if he felt the boy’s pains in his own lungs and heart, which he did, in his way. His boy was kept in bed, curtains drawn tightly, not a chink of light allowed to disturb the patient. 

Della missed him. They no longer played together as they once had, as she was a young woman by now and busy in the house with Mam, and Puck ranged wide and free, but their childhood closeness had formed a bond that drew him back to her after every adventure. ‘Look, Della!’ was his usual herald when he came skittering in from outside, mud on his cheeks or sand in his hair. He was always out getting into scrapes in ponds or caught by the tide. He was a brutal naturalist, a butterfly collector, a keeper of beetles in boxes and sticklebacks in jars. Kept them till they died and never mourned; in fact, was more fascinated by them still and dead than alive and wriggling. She never minded, always greeted his finds with quiet, intense interest and helped him press samples of weeds between heavy books or dispose of his cadavers when he had tired of them. When Puck was around six months old and sitting up, Pop took a treasured photograph in the backyard, the boy playing with his toes on a mat, with a two-year-old Della sitting to one side, legs crossed and comfy, her left hand placed protectively behind his back, defensive, proud. That’s how they’d always been when they were little, Puck and Della.

The minute the doctor said Puck’s condition was serious, Mam shouted for her and they packed her a bag. Auntie Betty had moved out a few days before, into her new house opposite the Dolly, known to outsiders as the Dolphin Hotel. Her brother’s legacy had bought her a tidy dwelling with sea views and a long, narrow garden filled with spring bulbs. She said that she could’ve bought a mansion with her brother’s money but, ‘It’d only take more cleaning.’ The plan was to send Della up the street to Betty’s house, away from infection, to stay for as long as it took for the invalid to recover. Pop was not happy about this, saw its necessity but had words with Mam. Della could hear the argument and its main theme was Betty’s influence. They were thick as thieves, came the accusation, and no good would come of it. Betty had been living with them for two months while she organised her affairs and everyone in the house knew Pop was sick of it. So, Della was told to see him in his room




































































AUTHOR’S NOTE

In my historical novels, I do my best to base everything I can on the facts of the time, while also allowing my stories to take a flight of fancy. In my previous novels, I’ve found that some readers have enjoyed hearing about the historical basis of my heroines’ exploits, so to that end, here is some information about the background to this novel set in the early days of powered flight.

Kitty Hawk

Betty Perry, Della’s great-aunt, comes home to Cleethorpes, having lived in Kitty Hawk. When analysing data about the inhabitants of this tiny place that was to become world famous because two brothers from Ohio happened to visit and fly their machines there, I discovered one immigrant from England who lived in Kitty Hawk at that time, a woman, about whom I could find no more details than that. But she intrigued me and gave me the narrative permission to place Auntie Betty there for a few years, married to her beloved Truman.

Cleethorpes in the Edwardian era and during WW1

All of the streets and other locations mentioned in the novel are real Cleethorpes places that existed during the period, and many are still around now – including the pier, which looks virtually identical. I took a liberty with the manager of the Dolly, or the Dolphin Hotel, who is my own invention but the Dolly was indeed there and its building still stands near the seafront today.

Female aviators of the Edwardian era

Every time I start researching about women in history, I always find the most extraordinary stories of women who circumvented the restrictions of their time and lived lives of adventure and exploration that defy expectations. Most of these women are almost completely lost to history and remain unsung. I’ve chosen to create my own main character for this novel, but her experiences and ambitions are typical of many an aviatrix I read about. 

Firstly, the real-life aviatrixes who have a cameo appearance:

Hélène Dutrieu – this Belgian aviatrix known as the ‘Girl Hawk’ was the first woman in her country to earn her pilot’s licence. She was a champion cyclist, stuntwoman and all-round speed freak before becoming an aviatrix. During the war, she became an ambulance driver and director of a military hospital. 

Hilda Hewlett – as Dud reports, the first British woman to gain her pilot’s licence, she also opened the first flying school in England. She became a highly successful aircraft manufacturer and businesswoman.

Melli Beese – an extraordinary woman, the first female German to get her licence, she was a pilot and aircraft designer with her husband, just as she is in this story. However, the Great War did for both of them and their story ends in tragedy. Imprisoned as an alien and as wife to an alien, both Melli and her husband grew ill and weak throughout the awful years of WW1-era Germany. Their business was also taken by the government, so that after the war they were penniless. They later separated and Melli killed herself. A terrible end for a brave, heroic young woman who was beaten by the system. But history bears witness to her glorious career and her role as a pioneer in women’s aviation. (By the way, I couldn’t find out if Melli was a fluent English speaker, but I needed her to speak English in order to help Della, so I hope the reader will forgive this potentially fictional skill to serve the narrative.) 

Other aviatrixes of the period:

Lilian Bland – an Anglo-Irish journalist who designed and built her own aeroplane from scratch. It didn’t fly far but it’s the effort that counts. A pioneer of aviatrixes and female aircraft designers, she deserves her place in aviation history. Betty’s plans to design and build their own aeroplane and fly it from Cleethorpes beach finds its inspiration in figures like Bland.

Katherine Stinson – an American aviatrix, who was known as the ‘Flying Schoolgirl’ (you see, it’s not only Meggie Magpie who was given a daft epithet). She was a flying instructor and the first woman to perform a loop. Amongst other feats, such as being one of the first women to carry airmail, as well as night flights and skywriting, she toured China and Japan giving demonstrations of her aeroplane, an extraordinary accomplishment in any time, for woman or man.

Marie Marvingt – a French aviatrix who disguised herself as a man and fought on the front lines for a while until she was discovered. Then, while serving as a nurse in 1915, a tale is told that she treated a pilot patient who was upset because he was going to let down his crew on a mission that day. The story goes that she took his place and flew several missions over German-occupied territory. She was later awarded the Croix de Guerre. 

There are other stories, some real, some perhaps apocryphal, of unofficial aviatrixes flying in France, Italy, Germany and Russia during WW1. Women pilots were refused in their bid to join the air forces of many countries, including Britain. We’ll never know what effects there may have been on the lives of the men in the trenches below if those women had been allowed to fly for the RFC above them, but it could only have helped. What a waste. (It’s worth noting that WW1 has often been characterised as a period of emancipation for women, where many took over the roles of the men who had gone off to fight. What we sometimes forget is that after the war, pre-war chauvinism towards women and work returned and some of that hard-won progress was set back. A good example is to be found in the fact that women became train drivers during WW1 and yet post-war, the first woman to become a train driver in this country again did not come along until the 1970s. (See Kate Adie’s Fighting on the Home Front: The Legacy of Women in World War One for this nugget of information, including many more.)

Above, I’ve listed just a handful of the many pioneering women who learned to fly during the Edwardian and Great War era, most of whom are long forgotten now. Mention female pilots and if anyone has anything to say it’s usually about Amelia Earhart or Amy Johnson, about whom Hollywood movies were made and countless books written. And those women certainly were fabulous figures in the history of flying females. However, they were flying in the wake of earlier heroines, many of whom died in their pursuit of flight, yet laid the foundation for women everywhere to think, If she can do it, so can I.

Please see the book on the history of the aviatrix, Before Amelia: Women Pilots in the Early Days of Aviation by Eileen F. Lebow, which was extremely helpful in understanding the challenges women faced in these difficult times.

Edwardian & WW1-era aeroplanes 

I have the Shuttleworth Collection and everyone associated with it to thank for much of the factual detail about aeroplanes to be found in this novel. This extraordinary collection of aircraft from the earliest days of flight, situated at Old Warden in Bedfordshire, is well worth a visit, especially on one of their marvellous airshow days. The depth of knowledge and expertise housed in this place is phenomenal. Through this marvellous place I also made contact with vintage aircraft experts and pilots Robert Millinship and Roger ‘Dodge’ Bailey, who contributed hugely to the factual basis of all the flying sequences in this story (see Acknowledgements). And yes, pilots really didn’t wear seatbelts in most early planes. Unbelievable but true!

Blackburn aeroplanes

Thanks to ‘Dodge’ Bailey for his expert help on Blackburns in particular. As both he and Rob Millinship told me, those who can fly the early planes are the best pilots, as modern planes are designed to almost fly themselves, whereas you have to fight to control the early planes as they’re full of imbalance and instability. Dodge explained that the Blackburn was extraordinary for its day and in fact would pass the test of stability in all three axes now, whilst most planes up until WW2 would not have passed that test. The Blackburn would have back in 1912 – an extraordinary accomplishment for such an early plane and in my opinion Robert Blackburn should be far more famous and well-remembered than he is, for this achievement.

Some readers may question the likelihood of flying the Blackburn across the Channel in 1918, with enough fuel and oil to get there and back. To them and all doubters of extraordinary feats in any of my novels, I quote verbatim Dodge’s marvellous pronouncement upon the topic, proving once and for all why a novelist like me needs experts like Dodge:

To answer your question I’m going to assume that the aircraft is fitted with the same engine as our Blackburn, i.e. 50 HP Gnome, and that the fuel and oil tanks have the same capacities, namely 12 gal fuel and 4.5 gal oil. Fuel weighs 7.2lb per gal and castor oil weighs 9.5lb per gal. The Specific Fuel Consumption for the Gnome is about 0.6lb/HP/hr and the Specific Oil Consumption is about 0.12lb/HP/hr, therefore the engine will consume fuel at about 4.2 gal per hour and oil at about 0.83 gal per hour. The tank capacities would allow for 2¾ hours’ flying from the fuel but the oil tank should last nearly 6 hours. So this would allow the aircraft to fly safely for say 2 hours or about 100 miles in no wind. On landing there should be nearly 4 hours’ worth of oil remaining. So, if the fuel tank is refilled, it should be possible to make another 2 hour flight without having to top up the oil tank. So full fuel (12 gal) would weigh 86lb and full oil would weigh about 43lb making 129lb altogether. Now 129lb is 9 stone – the weight of a light passenger. Therefore if no passenger was carried, 12 gal of fuel and 4.5 gal of oil could be carried in the passenger seat and used to top up the tanks.

Claude Grahame-White and other pilots

A major personality of early aviation, Claude Grahame-White is rightly revered for his place in the history of flying. So, this is what’s true and what isn’t about Claude Grahame-White in this book: he was very good-looking – just look at any photograph! And he was married to a wealthy socialite. He was instrumental in the creation and development of Hendon and the art of flying: just read his book Learning to Fly to hear his expert voice and demonstrate his love for flight. 

But his dialogue, personality and of course Della’s imaginings about him that are presented in this novel are pure fiction. In aviation history, one could say that Claude was not particularly an advocate of women pilots. His school at Hendon did offer training to a few women – and in that respect they differed from some other contemporaries who refused to teach women at all – but he did make pronouncements from time to time on women’s natural unfitness for flying. In this respect though one must view him as a man of his time, with typical views of his era. He was such an interesting character, I really wanted Della to meet him – and when she did, and saw what a handsome devil he was, and found herself shoved up against him on the narrow seat of the Bristol Boxkite, she promptly fell for him, much to my disapproval. Well, what can you do with characters? They will up and do their own thing. So, I hope the reader will forgive me for allowing Claude to improve somewhat his rather shabby record towards women in aviation, my only excuse being that perhaps if he’d met Della Dobbs in real life and seen her fly as brilliantly as she did, he might well have changed his opinion slightly, just as he does in this novel. And whatever one might say about his attitudes towards women, there’s no doubt that he was a true hero of early aviation and I have tremendous respect for him. I used his excellent book Learning to Fly, published in 1913, to gain insight into the man and his love for flying.

Other pilot cameos played in this novel include B.C. Hucks and Hubert Oxley, amongst others. I’ve based these representations on the few facts I could glean from contemporary accounts about their appearance and demeanour, but mostly they are from my own imagination.

Aviators’ Certificates

Della’s pilot’s licence is gained on the 25th day of May 1913, on a Grahame-White biplane, at the Grahame-White School, Hendon, Aviator’s Certificate 492. The real pilot to be given the certificate of that exact number was Lieut. Paul Augustine Broder (5th Worcestershire Regt.) on a Bristol biplane of the Bristol School at Brooklands. See the wonderful Grace’s Guide online for details but I needed a date around that time and his fitted the bill, so I’m hoping he would forgive me for pilfering his for Della.

Electric lights on an aeroplane

As seen in Della’s flight over Cleethorpes, electric lights really were used at a night flight airshow at Hendon during this era, in case you were wondering.

The Grimsby Chums

These soldiers were part of the ill-fated idea of local men joining up together, training together, shipping out together and ultimately dying together. The so-called ‘pals’ regiments, formed up and down the country in the early years of the war, condemned many villages and small towns to the most devastating kind of loss. The Chums were no exception and Puck’s fate was tragically typical of this brave bunch of Grimsby lads.

Despatch riders

Della speeding her motorcycle around London during the war was based on the experiences of despatch riders such as Mairi Chisholm who worked for the Women’s Emergency Corps. Mairi went much further, to become an ambulance driver in war-torn Belgium. As ever, my fictional characters’ experiences pale beside the true heroism of real people in extraordinary times.

Puck’s letters

Some readers may be surprised to read the honesty of Puck’s letters in terms of conditions in the trenches and his feelings about what’s happening to him. I direct you to the real letters themselves, published in a range of books about the period and many unpublished found in the Imperial War Museum, for examples of searing honesty that escaped the censor. Some soldiers kept quiet during the war itself and for the rest of their lives. Others did not, and some of those wrote in astonishing detail about the horror they’d witnessed as well as their disgust and misery for what they were experiencing in the trenches.

Please see the compilation of real WW1 soldiers’ correspondence, ‘Letters from the Trenches’, ed. Jacqueline Wadsworth, for an eye-opening range of words from the men themselves.

Dudley Willow

In many ways, Dud Willow is his own person. He stepped out of my plans and strolled along Cleethorpes beach fully formed. In other ways, Dud is based on some aspects of my lovely Papa, my grandfather who fought in the First World War and lived to have a son who was my father. My Papa was tall and willowy, was gentle and kind, had a quiet smile on his face whenever you saw him and was also a radio ham. Once, a couple of years before Papa died, I had to do some school homework on WW1 and I telephoned him to ask about his experiences. He barely told me a thing and I remember hanging up feeling frustrated but also humbled by his voice, small and quiet on the telephone line, a man born in the nineteenth century, who spoke from another age. Years later, I found a fascinating box of photographs and documents relating to Papa’s service, which set me off to discover more about his path through the Great War. Through archives and online forums, books and records, as well as the wealth of material in that beloved box, I found that Papa studied textiles in Bradford, trained at the Leeds OTC, left for Clipstone Camp, joined the 4th (R) King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, then the 8th KOYLI. There the similarities between Papa and Dudley end, as Papa didn’t go on to become a pilot. Instead, he was lucky enough firstly to contract influenza and be shipped home in January 1917 and secondly to survive the deadly flu and spend the rest of the war at the Northern Command Depot. If he hadn’t, of course, I’d most likely not be here writing this about him today.

Weelsby Old Hall

There was a convalescent hospital here during the war, where recovering soldiers wore the blue uniforms and escaped the trenches for a while. Nearby Weelsby Woods, where Della and Dud take their walks, is still there today and provides a woodland oasis in the centre of the busy town of Grimsby.

Royal Flying Corps

I based Dud’s experiences on the records of 60 Squadron, in particular to give some details of what happened from September 1917 when Dud is there. However, I have fictionalised his comrades’ names in order to give me freedom over Dud’s movements and sorties. I used other RFC published memoirs as well as visiting the Research Room at the Imperial War Museum. There I read a wide range of unpublished letters from RFC pilots sent during the war and other unpublished RFC documents, such as diaries written during the war and memoirs written after the war was over. Dud’s letters are faithfully based on the letters of these men, most of whom died in the skies over France and Flanders.

Dropping spies over the lines

This is all true about RFC pilots doing spy drops and did happen regularly. Famous pilot Albert Ball did it many times and some of his spies refused to get out of the plane after he’d risked his life getting them there (see the excellent book on the RFC, No Empty Chairs by Ian Mackersey). As for RFC pilots on the run and getting home, see the extraordinary story of Claude Alward Ridley, on whose experience of landing across the lines and being helped by locals to evade capture the early part of Dud’s experiences is based. Their paths diverge when Dud meets up with his saviour Della, but Ridley’s real-life exploits went on through Europe, where he escaped back to England and freedom, entirely without speaking a word of French and helped by every local he asked. Hilda Hewlett – a real aviatrix and aircraft maker who appears as a character in the novel – had a pilot son who went missing in France and was mourned as missing in action, who then returned to England after having been rescued by a Dutch trawler, surprising and delighting all who’d thought they’d lost him. Truth, fiction and strangeness. It never ceases to amaze me.

Canada

Della’s pioneering role in Canadian airmail is a bit early, as the first airmail service here didn’t begin till a bit later in the 1920s, but if Della had been there, I suspect she’d have hurried things along in her trusty Jenny. 

Flight today

In writing about an aviatrix, I intended to create the whole story through research and imagination, as writers are wont to do. Having met Rob Millinship early on in the research process, who told me that I really ought to go flying if I was going to write about it, I said Maybe … but never actually intended to go through with it, terrified as I was at the thought. I put it off and put it off for about eighteen months, until one sunny perfect Good Friday I thought, Oh stuff it, and went down to Leicester for my first flight in a light aircraft. Della’s first flight is entirely based on that experience and how glad I am now that I finally did it. I thought I knew about flight, because I’d read about it and interviewed pilots and watched videos. But I didn’t know about it, not really, not from the inside out. Only doing the damned thing can give you that. It was fear and freedom all at once and it was bloody marvellous. Thank you again to Rob for that amazing day and for giving Della’s flights the texture of truth. I know the book is immeasurably better for it.

In interviewing Diana Britten, a champion aerobatic aviatrix, I found that the position of women in aviation had in some ways improved since Della’s time, but I was surprised to find that in other ways little progress had been made. There are still relatively few women airline pilots. I was shocked to read of an interview with an airline pilot from only a couple of years ago who had passengers refuse to fly on her aircraft when they discovered their pilot was a woman. Della would be so disappointed to find that a hundred years of progress had come to this. I can only hope that young women are not put off by such stories and instead see them as a challenge to overcome. Let us hope that as time goes on, more and more women are encouraged to make the sky their home, as Della did.

As Dud says, flight is preposterous. It just doesn’t really seem possible, when you think about it (especially bumble bees and jumbo jets). Today we are still learning about flight and, in particular, how birds and insects do it so effortlessly. To date in 2017, it was only recently that researchers finally proved exactly why and how migratory birds fly in V formations. It’s all to do with upwash and how each bird’s position in a V maximises lift. Birds worked this out themselves, the clever things, whereas we had to think our way into the air, as Auntie Betty tells Della. I take my hat off to those early pioneers of flight, both women and men, many of whom diced with death to drive flight forwards, and many of whom died trying. As war overtook aviation, many pilots from different nations became guinea pigs in the rapid development of aircraft and paid for this with their lives. Throughout the history of aviation, from gliders to space shuttles, many women and men have died in our pursuit of this glorious dance with the wind. This story is a celebration of their bravery and spirit.
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