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I must find myself a life, a new life, even if all of life consists only of an endless search for life.

ROBERT WALSER




Prologue

Friday 27 March 1953

Jimmy was cold, paralysingly cold, and sticky-wet above the waist. Blood soaked his jersey, churned in his throat, filled his lungs. He tried to move, to turn onto his back, but an iron bar of pain held him in place. Circling above like seagulls’ squawks were voices discussing, with maddening dispassion, if he was alive or dead. None of them tried to help. Why would they? To be rid of him was their dearest wish. Honor was smoking – sucking on her eternal cigarette holder – and casually speculating whether his heart was still beating. Even little Mina seemed unperturbed that a man was dying right there on the carpet. She might have been watching a scene in a film.

A soft warm hand grabbed his wrist, and he wondered if it meant to pull him from the black hole that swayed beneath, engulfing him with nausea – until, in an instant, all physical sensation ceased and he saw himself lying face-down on the floor. Honor, Georgina, Mina, Saul and Robbie were cheerfully looking at one another, and at him. Except it was no longer him: it was only his body. He hovered somewhere near the ceiling. Slowly, he noticed a sphere of bright white light drawing him higher. It was surprising, how he longed to submit to the light. That would mean letting them, all of them, get away with it. With him gone, their problems would disappear. And who would mourn him, let alone avenge his death? No one. The injustice was unbearable.




Part 1
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An Unconventional Situation

Five weeks earlier

How did Honor Wilson arrive at her place in the world? None of the explanations were quite satisfactory. Her late husband, a publisher she met during the war, had many useful friends and even more enemies, as befitted a prestigious man. Yet people said it was Honor, not Gerald, who had ‘married down’ (an expressive phrase, used freely back then). Others remarked on their age difference – thirty-five years, maybe more – with all the given connotations. Honor seemed an unlikely coquette, with her boyish figure and literary pretensions, her sexless aura. And such unusual colouring, that coal-black hair and bloodless complexion. There were whispers of ancestors in a bygone Middle-European crown land, Moravia or Carinthia.

 Even of royal blood, a rumour Honor did nothing to dispel. ‘Well, you know, my dear,’ she liked to remark dreamily, ‘I have come down in the world.’ But this was the early 1950s. Who hadn’t?

Her home, at least, was a kind of queendom, where she held official sway over a collection of lodgers. ‘My dear house guests’, as she called them. This happy menage lived at 42 Tregunter Road, just east of Brompton Cemetery, whose headstones, supposedly, had supplied Beatrix Potter with character names. Honor’s house was medium-sized, a rectangular semi-detached Victorian with its mirror image next door. Dingy cement-coloured stucco rose halfway up the frontage, giving way to yellowish brick. There were five floors if you included the attic and basement, and overgrown gardens front and back.

On one especially bitter evening in February 1953, a moonless dusk obscured all but a silhouette of the front garden’s unkemptness. Not that the stranger approaching the front door would have passed judgement. For many years he’d lived in a place devoid of greenery and foliage, of joy in all its forms.

From the back kitchen, George heard the doorbell’s chime and went to answer it with a sigh. She wasn’t in the best of spirits. Her period was two weeks late – just her rotten luck – and her back hurt from holding a position in Auden Quennel’s draughty studio. George worked as an artist’s model, the least worst of several demi-monde professions she’d dabbled in. During today’s sitting, a mouse had run over her bare foot, making her jump up. ‘Keep still!’ shouted the rude bugger (Auden, not the mouse). She had burst into tears, then wondered what the hell was wrong with her. Usually she gave as good as she got. How else was a girl to survive in this blasted world?

In any event, her nice manners weren’t on full display to the tall, overcoated figure who stood on the doorstep. ‘Ye-es?’ she said, holding the front door only slightly ajar. She peered at the man, who had an angular, clean-shaven face and dark shadows under his eyes.

‘Good evening,’ he said cordially. ‘Is Mrs Honor Wilson at home?’

George opened the door a little wider. As the entrance hall’s electric chandelier subsumed the weak glow of the porch lamp, she assessed the stranger. He was somewhere in his twenties, she decided, and not bad-looking. Not her type, though. George liked well-fed men with twinkly eyes and languid movements. Men who seemed durable, brimming with life. ‘And you are?’ she enquired. Some sort of charity collection, she suspected. Or one of those Jehovah’s Witnesses.

‘The name’s Jimmy Sullivan. I hope Mrs Wilson won’t mind me dropping in like this. We knew each other years ago, you see.’

George didn’t see. In her conceptions of Honor’s past lives, there weren’t any young men who – she glanced down – wore spiv’s shoes and spoke in unmistakable cockney tones. ‘You’d better come in,’ she said. ‘I’ll go and see if Mrs Wilson is at home.’

Mr Sullivan stepped inside, bringing the mingled smell of fog, tobacco and Old Spice. George saw him look at her chest. Admirable at the best of times, it was emphasised by an accidentally shrunken white pullover, the only clean thing she’d had to wear that morning. Men, she thought with infinite weariness.

They went into the drawing room and she invited Mr Sullivan to sit down. Glancing around, he removed his hat and half smiled, perhaps a little awed by the surface grandeur of the high-ceilinged room, with its maroon velvet sofas and antique-looking rug, the cherub-carved marble fireplace and chandelier made of glass fruit. As George left him alone, it crossed her mind that he might steal any number of things. Or was she being a dreadful snob? Thievery was unconfined by class, after all. One of her school friends had a brother in Wormwood Scrubs. Wartime profiteering. Nevertheless, she hastened her step on the stairs.

Honor was in the so-called office, from which she published her literary quarterly, Vista. From a glance, she appeared a handsome woman in her thirties. Her eyes were a deep china blue and her black hair was fashionably short, coaxed into waves around her white-powdered face. The effect was striking: she looked like a silent film star, or a French chanteuse in a faded professional photograph. She had spindly fingers, indeed a spindly physique altogether, and wore neat high-necked blouses, jewelled brooches, and mannish trousers. A pair of tortoiseshell spectacles hung around her neck on a gold chain. She was seated at a large squat desk with her back to the window, mustard-yellow curtains drawn against the dark evening. On the desk was a typewriter, a glass holding an inch of whisky, and a jumble of typescripts, books, and magazines. At her feet, almost hidden from view, lay her little white mongrel, Lulu.

‘George, darling, whatever’s the matter?’ she said by way of greeting. ‘You galloped up those stairs like you were running from an axe murderer. Is someone here?’

Robbie, cross-legged on the rug with some marked-up page proofs spread out in front of him, merely glared at George. Robbie was thirty-two, but he had the thwarted, perplexed air of a teenager. His hair didn’t help: wiry and buff-coloured, it resisted all attempts to smooth it down. When he wasn’t swatting hair from his forehead, he was pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. Impatience emanated from him, as though he were unfairly held back from some glorious destiny. Perhaps he was. The son of a parson in Dorking, he had planned to go straight to Cambridge from his middling provincial grammar school. For years, he’d survived on the knowledge that at university, his evident genius (thus far underappreciated by the third-rate minds in his midst) would set in motion a virtually effortless ascent to renown. The war got in the way, of course. Eventually, his youthful immodesty relinquished somewhere in North African enemy territory, he spent three undistinguished years at Downing College. He then loitered, not entirely fruitlessly, on the fringes of the London literary world, until coming to Honor via a family connection. That was nearly five years ago. He had a wife somewhere or other, but no one had ever met her.

‘Nothing’s the matter,’ began George, ‘but—’

‘You do look cross. Doesn’t she look cross, Robbie?’

Robbie sighed as if making a huge effort and looked at George. As usual, she got the feeling he disliked her. But what she’d done to offend him, she couldn’t imagine.

‘You’ve a visitor,’ she said. ‘A young fellow. Drat, what was his name? Jimmy something. I put him in the drawing room.’

‘A writer, I imagine,’ said Honor. ‘It’s a bit much, calling at this hour.’ She glanced at her wristwatch: gone six o’clock. ‘Robbie, are you expecting someone?’ Writers, invariably young men, occasionally came knocking with pages in hand, hopeful of an audience with Honor. She enjoyed making someone’s day by praising their work. This happened rarely. She also enjoyed taking some overentitled twerp down a peg, opportunities for which were more frequent.

Robbie began to deny he was expecting anyone, and George said: ‘He’s not a writer. At least, I don’t think so.’

Honor got to her feet, drank what was left in her glass and said: ‘Ah well, no rest for the wicked!’ She was incongruously prone to these washerwoman phrases. Another favourite was: ‘This won’t get the greens on!’ As if she knew one end of a cabbage from the other, thought Robbie.

George and Honor went downstairs. As they entered the drawing room, the visitor stood up and came towards them. George felt Honor stiffen and gave her a sideways glance. Her nonchalant expression hadn’t altered.

Mr Sullivan spoke first. ‘Good evening, Mrs Wilson? As I was saying to the young lady, I hope I’m not intruding. I was wondering if we could have a talk.’ He glanced at George. ‘Alone?’

‘Gosh,’ said Honor. ‘This is all very mysterious. Very well, then.’ To George’s surprise, as she’d never known Honor to care about privacy, she added: ‘Be an angel and shut the door behind you, would you?’

Up in her room George kicked off her shoes, got into bed fully clothed, and pulled the grimy pink counterpane up to her neck. Pondering on her absent period, she soon forgot about the visitor. She was never late, was the thing. Obviously, if she was up the duff, she couldn’t have it. It was simply a question of getting hold of some money. Whose fault was it, she wondered, other than her own? She cast her mind back. Christopher Maidstone or Julian Fyfe, it was one or the other. Julian was richer, but he was also a Roman Catholic. Imagine if he proposed? George lit a cigarette and contemplated being Mrs Julian Fyfe. Mrs Fyfe would carry a shopping basket and wear headsquares tied under the chin. She’d make jam and give some to her neighbours, who’d think her a wonderful woman, a credit to her husband. When she put on weight – for Mrs Fyfe, bless her, could never resist a second slice of Victoria sponge – she wouldn’t mourn her nineteen-inch waist. She’d have more important things to worry about, like organising the bring-and-buy sale for the WI and ironing Mr Fyfe’s shirts.

Suddenly nauseous, George stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette.

She’d go cap in hand to Christopher, then. He already had a wife, so no fear there. But even if she scrounged together the money, where did one find a safe abortionist? A girl she knew had gone to a Harley Street man, who declared her mentally unfit to be a mother and thus was the operation done: quick, clean, and perfectly legal. The trouble was, George doubted Chris’s funds would stretch to Harley Street. And she didn’t fancy being classified as crackers. It felt like tempting fate.

There were her sisters: a farmer’s wife in Eastleigh who wore old tweeds and bred Alsatians, and a banker’s wife who did heaven knew what in an overdecorated house near Regent’s Park. George was the youngest by some years – she’d been an unwelcome surprise – and she doubted either sister would offer much sympathy for her predicament, each being a mother several times over. They took gleeful pleasure in talking about the revoltingness of the whole business, the bulging veins and stretch marks, the swollen breasts and leaky nethers. Why should George get to opt out? she could imagine them thinking. Wasn’t it high time she stopped gadding about having her portrait painted, or however she spent her days?

She could confide in Honor, she supposed. Somehow Honor had managed to never have a baby, so she must know a thing or two. Then again, she could be oddly prudish. George recalled making some throwaway lewd remark to her about a friend’s honeymoon, only for Honor to turn all red and stuttery. It put George guiltily in mind of her school’s biology mistress, the most spinsterish of spinsters and terribly sweet with it, who almost wept when she had to describe frog reproduction to a bunch of nasty sniggering girls. Except Honor wasn’t a spinster. Her marriage to her late husband had been very happy, supposedly. And she and Saul were once lovers, it was gossiped, although George could scarcely credit this. Oh well, she’d thought, Honor’s bedpost notches are none of my affair. Still, her embarrassment at a mere allusion to sex had cast her in a new light. Not such a seasoned sophisticate after all.

George liked living at Tregunter Road. All she needed was to be thrown out on her ear. Before she’d moved in, nearly a year ago, she’d rented a shabby bed-sitting room off the Earls Court Road. The gas fire positively ate shillings and the window panes rattled at the lightest breeze. But even in warm weather, she dressed and undressed under the bedclothes: she suspected her landlord, who had a droopy brown moustache, of spying on her through a crack by the ceiling light fixture.

So when Auden’s wife, Edwina, had told her about Honor’s house, George had begged to be introduced. ‘The situation’s a bit unconventional,’ said Edwina, who vaguely knew the girl moving out, a student at the Slade who was getting married. ‘She rents out all her spare rooms, and yet one can’t imagine she really needs the money. I suppose she’s playing out a bohemian fantasy of communal living.’ Her tone was disparaging. She regretted marrying a penniless artist and longed for suburban comforts, a brand-new little house with a fitted kitchen, wall-to-wall carpets, and a mint-green bathroom suite. ‘To each their own,’ she went on. ‘She runs that magazine from home, too.’ The word magazine was given verbal inverted commas. ‘I’m not sure it would be your cup of tea.’

But George thought it sounded fine. If ten years at boarding school had taught her anything, it was that privacy and solitude were luxuries, not necessities. Edwina duly telephoned Honor, who invited George round for tea. An anxious George sat in the drawing room at Tregunter Road, wearing a striped dress with a full skirt and matching jacket, her best outfit, while Honor talked about herself, the writers she liked, and how everyone said she ought to write a novel. George hadn’t the first idea what to say. She’d last read a whole book when she was twelve and an illicit unexpurgated copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover was passed round the dorms. It was sufficiently enlightening that any further literary education seemed pointless.

Honor barely seemed to notice her silence and chattered gaily on. Finally she said, as though they’d been discussing the room the whole time, ‘It’s one pound and three shillings a week. Can you manage that? I’m sure you’ll be happy here.’ George, whose bed-sitting room was two quid, could hardly believe her luck.

There was a loud knock at George’s bedroom door. ‘Hang on,’ she shouted, getting out of bed and smoothing the covers. ‘All right, come in.’

Robbie entered. He exuded even more discomfort than usual, as well he might: he’d never visited George in her room before. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘I just wanted a word.’

‘By all means.’ Her tone was bright. She kicked a pair of drawers under the bed and pointed to her little horsehair settee. ‘Won’t you sit down? Can I offer you a drink? There’s only gin, I’m afraid. No tonic. But Mina might have some.’

‘It’s all right. I don’t want anything.’

‘If you’re sure.’ George took a bottle from the tray on the sideboard and half filled a tooth glass with gin. Wasn’t gin meant to be helpful in her circumstances? She took a gulp, scalding her throat and bringing sour saliva rushing onto her tongue.

Robbie sat down, a tad gingerly, she thought. He crossed his ankles, exposing the worn soles of his brogues, and said: ‘I wanted to ask you about that person in the drawing room. Have you any idea who he is? They’ve been shut up in there for an age.’ He caught George’s look. ‘I know. It’s nothing to do with me. But I happened to catch a few snatches of their conversation. It sounds like he’s going to be moving in.’

‘Really?’ She perched on the edge of her bed and thought about this. ‘I must say, he doesn’t seem Honor’s type. Though I only exchanged a few words with him. He claimed they knew each other years ago, which struck me as queer. And there’s no room, surely?’

‘The only space is the other attic bedroom. You know there’s a smaller one just across from mine? It’s basically a box room now, full of old junk. But it could be cleared out.’

She saw what he was getting at. ‘And you’re accustomed to some degree of privacy, up in the roof by yourself.’

‘Well, quite. The only time I’ve got to write are the evenings. You know how I’m run off my feet with Vista. Supposing he has noisy friends over, or listens to the radio at odd hours? I need my sleep. I’m useless if I don’t get eight hours.’

George was touched he was confiding in her, even if only to fret and complain. She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him speak so many words in a row.

‘Yes, I do see your concern.’ She sipped her gin, more slowly this time. ‘I suppose I could say something to Honor. It wouldn’t seem quite right, having a strange man sleeping above our heads. Especially for Mina. She’s only seventeen, you know. And sometimes she wanders about in her nightdress. What would her parents say?’

Robbie grinned. ‘What about me – aren’t I a strange man?’

‘Oh, you know what I mean!’ But George realised she’d made a faux pas. The notion of Robbie as someone to protect young girls from – as a viable romantic figure, come to that – had never even passed through the outskirts of her mind. She wasn’t sure why. He was married, allegedly. And he was pleasant enough to look at, if a bit on the scruffy side. He was an intellectual, that was the problem. All his vitality was diverted to his brain. ‘You’re so evidently a decent chap,’ she assured him. ‘Didn’t you come to Honor via a family connection? It’s hardly the same.’

Robbie laughed. ‘My dear George, please don’t worry. I’m not offended. I grew up with four sisters. Haven’t you noticed that girls invariably feel comfortable around a man with sisters? We’ve had some of the masculine corners rubbed off, or something.’

‘What an interesting theory. I think you might be right.’ Pish, she thought. She’d known plenty of utter scoundrels with sisters. ‘In any case,’ she went on, ‘why don’t we wait and see if this fellow actually is moving in? Perhaps you misheard.’

‘Perhaps.’ He frowned and fixed his gaze on the ashtray at George’s bedside. ‘Are you going to finish that cigarette?’

Taken aback, she passed him the ashtray. ‘Be my guest.’

Robbie found some matches in his trouser pocket and lit the fag end. Then he asked, belatedly, after George’s well-being.

‘Why, do I look ill?’ She felt it, though she was dimly aware it was too early for morning sickness and all that malarkey.

Robbie, exhaling a stream of smoke, looked alarmed. ‘No … I mean, of course not. I was only—’

‘I think I’m preggers, which is an awful, awful bore.’ She hadn’t planned on telling him, of all people. She was rather tight, she realised. Several ounces of gin swirled acidly in her empty stomach. If she finished the bottle while lying in a hot bath, would that do the trick? It wasn’t her day for a bath, but Mina might swap with her. Especially if she explained why. Mina would enjoy being enlisted into a crisis, would think it a learning opportunity. She regarded George as something of a mentor, the older girl being a bona fide deb who’d received an expensive education. For all the good it did her. Mina, the daughter of a coach driver and a district nurse from Essex, had left school at fourteen. She’d worked as a packer in a chocolate factory until she’d saved enough to move to London. Courageous little Mina wanted a glamorous career or a rich husband. It hardly mattered which. When she wasn’t attending classes at Mrs Morley’s Charm Academy for Young Ladies in Shaftesbury Avenue, she worked as an usherette at the local Classic Cinema.

‘You’ll keep this under your hat, won’t you?’ George said to Robbie. ‘I especially shouldn’t want Honor finding out. And it might be a false alarm. Fingers crossed.’

‘By all means. I shan’t breathe a word. What are you going to do?’

‘Get rid of it, of course.’

Robbie couldn’t help being shocked by the baldness of her statement. George saw his face and said: ‘Oh, come on. It’s not a baby yet. It’s no bigger than your fingertip. If it exists at all.’

‘If this isn’t too gauche a question, have you …’

‘Told the would-be father? No. Bit of a snag, there. I’m not entirely—’

‘George, no!’ The words burst out. ‘But how many have … not that it’s any of my—’

‘Goodness, keep your hair on. Only two.’ She pointed an accusing finger at Robbie, a representative (albeit barely) of the sex that had got her into this mess. ‘Count yourself lucky you were born a man. Not that any man would do otherwise, unless he were a bloody fool.’

A look passed across his face – of scepticism, of disagreement? – and he opened his mouth to respond just as Honor’s voice trilled up the stairs. ‘Darlings! George! Anyone? Could you please gather in the drawing room? There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’
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Living Cheek by Jowl

On the stairs Robbie and George, hearing animated voices and laughter, exchanged a bemused glance. They entered the drawing room to see Honor and her guest sitting on a sofa, both in an alert, raised-chinned posture. Saul Reznikov, the poet-refugee who lived in the basement, sat on the facing sofa, a drink in his hand and Lulu the dog in his lap. As he stroked Lulu’s head, he wore his habitual expression of abstracted benevolence. Catching George’s eye, he conveyed with a lightning-fast smile-shrug that he too had no idea what was going on.

‘Ah, here they are,’ said Honor. ‘Allow me to present Mr Robbie Trafford and the Honourable Miss Georgina Mountford-Owen – though of course you’ve already met. George is very much the linchpin of our little coterie, aren’t you?’

George offered a wan smile and went to make herself a drink.

‘This is Mr James Sullivan,’ continued Honor. ‘An old family friend.’ On the last word her voice quavered almost imperceptibly. Between her long fingers she twisted the fraying fringe of a cushion.

If I didn’t know better, thought Robbie, I’d say she was nervous. But the man standing up and extending his hand didn’t seem at all frightening. He was tall and narrow-hipped, wearing a forest-green jersey, dun-coloured corduroy trousers, and black suede brothel-creepers. His dark hair was close-cropped, and freckles faintly dusted his hands and face. There was something callow about him, something innocent and unworldly, that made Robbie think of the young privates he’d fought beside. ‘How do you do,’ he said, grasping Mr Sullivan’s hand extra firmly.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ returned Mr Sullivan, saying it as a single four-syllable word. ‘And please, call me Jimmy.’ He sat back down and looked at Honor, as if for guidance.

George, who was busying herself with whisky bottle and soda siphon, asked over her shoulder if Robbie wanted one. He didn’t normally drink, being irrationally fearful of what he might say or do under alcohol’s disinhibiting influence. But the strangeness of the occasion seemed to warrant a loosening of his rules. He was unnerved, too, by George’s news. What did she mean by telling him? He hated keeping secrets. And her predicament was the ultimate irresponsibility. Extramarital sex was one thing – he took no moral position on either side – but innocent babies ought to have willing mothers. His estranged wife, Pamela, had used an apparatus whose intricacies he took care to know nothing about. Suffice it to say, she knew what she was doing. She always did; she was an extremely capable girl.

He accepted the drink George proffered, watching uneasily as she sat down next to Saul and took several unflinching gulps from her own glass. Robbie, rather than sit too close to anyone, pulled over a cane-backed chair with deflated upholstery. As he sat, broken springs jabbed him. He shifted, and tried to think of something to say.

George leant forward and addressed Jimmy. ‘You’re a family friend, are you? How …’ She paused to concentrate on accepting a cigarette from Saul’s silver case. ‘How nice. What’s the connection? Honor’s past is an enigma to us. Has she always been such a dark horse?’

Honor stared at her in frank astonishment.

Jimmy cleared his throat. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘my mother—’

Honor interrupted. ‘Jimmy’s mother was in service at my grandmother’s house, in Windsor. We were all devoted to Mrs Sullivan. Sully, we called her. The kindest of women. Jimmy used to visit on school holidays, didn’t you, Jimmy dear, and when my cousins and I were staying we would all play together.’

Robbie considered dubiously if Honor and Jimmy were close enough in age to have played together as children. He placed Honor at around thirty-eight. As for Jimmy, it was difficult to tell. But there was surely a decade between them. At minimum. So it didn’t quite add up. He tried to picture Honor as a child. It was impossible.

‘Have you lived in London before?’ Saul asked Jimmy.

Jimmy hesitated, then said: ‘I haven’t, no. As Mrs Wilson said, I grew up near Windsor. Always wanted to live in London, though.’

‘What did you do in the war?’ asked Robbie.

‘Really, Robbie!’ said Honor, laughing. ‘As if anyone wants to talk about the war. The point is that Jimmy is going to live here, at least while he looks for a new job.’

Jimmy, glancing from Robbie to Honor, nodded. ‘I’m ever so grateful. And I promise not to get under anyone’s feet. You won’t even know I’m here.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Honor, patting his knee. ‘Saul, darling, how about some music?’

Saul, who kept his own collection of gramophone records in the drawing room, chose a Shostakovich symphony. Its strings blared out with, thought Robbie, profound foreboding. He shivered and looked at his empty glass. Probably a bad idea to have another.

In showy appreciation of the music, Honor placed her hand on her chest and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she looked around and frowned. ‘Now, Jimmy, there is someone missing. Has anyone seen Wilhelmina? Is she at that job of hers?’

She spoke, thought Robbie, as if Mina’s job were a needless frivolity. As if Honor wasn’t the one charging the girl rent, due promptly each Friday.

‘I believe the only evenings she works are Fridays and Sundays,’ said Saul unexpectedly. ‘On those days, she lets me in without a ticket after the programme has started. If the auditorium isn’t full, naturally. Dear girl.’

Robbie felt slighted: Mina had never offered him this favour. Saul belonged to that magical club of men whom women adored, a club Robbie had no hope of joining. The trick, he suspected, was being handsome but purporting not to realise it. Saul was in his forties, the most attractive male age in Robbie’s opinion, and knew how to look understatedly suave. His shirts were always crisply ironed, his ties spotless, even though he had no woman taking care of him. Noticing an ink stain on his own shirt cuff, Robbie pulled his threadbare jersey sleeve over it.

‘Where’s your accent from,’ Jimmy was saying to Saul, ‘if you don’t mind me asking? It’s not English, is it?’

Saul smiled. ‘How clever of you to notice. The place I’m from no longer exists. I come from Bukovina. Which means I was born in the Austrian Empire. Then, when I was a child, the Bukovina became part of Romania. Today, it is gone from the map. Poof!’ He made a fist and flung his fingers open, like a magician revealing a vanished coin.

To this startling answer, Jimmy could only blink and nod.

Robbie felt sorry for him, and said to Saul: ‘But geographically, your birthplace is in the Ukraine now, is that right?’

‘Indeed so,’ said Saul. He turned back to Jimmy. ‘I have lived in your country for nearly six years.’

‘Will you stay for ever, do you think?’ asked Jimmy, back on firmer ground.

‘That depends. If I am allowed to, then yes. Why not?’

Why not indeed, everyone murmured, as the slam of the front door shook the house, signalling Mina’s arrival. Honor sent George to fetch her, and the girls’ voices drifted in from the entrance hall. Robbie, sitting nearest the ajar door, heard Mina say: ‘But I look a fright. It’s filthy out tonight. All right, let me hang my coat up.’

Mina followed George into the drawing room and saw, unusually, all the residents sitting together, along with a man she’d never seen before. He looked clean and tidy, but she knew, before he’d even opened his mouth, that he wasn’t of means (a kind girl will never encourage advances from a man in a subordinate position). Cosh-boy shoes, for a start. She stopped caring about the droplets of sleet clinging to her drooping pin-curls and the ladder creeping up her stocking.

Honor made the introductions. He had good teeth, noticed Mina. She’d give him that. Saul offered to get her a drink. She saw they were all drinking whisky, which in her opinion tasted like petrol. ‘A drink?’ she said, as if equally tempted and scandalised. ‘I’ll have a very small sherry, if I may.’ She looked at Honor, who was normally a right stingy cow with the booze. But apparently it was a very special occasion, as Honor just smiled.

Mina sat on the end of the sofa (back straight, ankles crossed) next to George. Saul handed her a large sherry with a smile. He was a good old sort. A Jew, of course, and a foreigner. But Mina took as she found. And Saul had always been kind to her. Said she reminded him of his daughter. They got separated in Hitler’s war, Saul and his daughter, and he never saw her again. Nor his wife. Poor sod.

‘Have you been out somewhere nice this evening, Mina darling?’ asked Honor. Nosy parker, thought Mina. What business was it of hers?

‘I had an extra dancing class with Mr Romano,’ she said. ‘He’s not at all satisfied with our progress on the slow foxtrot. You know what a taskmaster he is!’ Gabriele Romano from Florence – né Malcolm Sidebottom from Yorkshire – was a stalwart of Mrs Morley’s Charm Academy for Young Ladies, much relied upon for his expertise in Deportment, Carriage and Sitting. Mina squirmed to remember how, as an uninitiate, she would sit with her hips too near the edge of a chair.

‘Ever been to the Lyceum Ballroom in Covent Garden?’ asked Jimmy. ‘I can just imagine you there, on the dance floor.’

‘I haven’t had the pleasure,’ said Mina. ‘I’ve been invited a few times, though.’

George, cheeks flushed and eyes glazed, circled an arm around her. ‘I’m confused,’ she said, cocking her head at Jimmy. ‘Didn’t you say you had only just moved to London?’

‘That’s right,’ he said quickly. ‘A friend told me about the Lyceum Ballroom.’ He saw he’d have to be careful around this one, the posh blonde. As for the brunette, she wasn’t fooling him. He knew when someone was putting on airs and graces. She wasn’t bad-looking either. Neat little pointy face, ringletty hair. But too slight in the figure. The way she’d tightly belted her costume, with its big skirt, couldn’t hide that she had hips like a young boy. And bee stings for thrupenny bits. Then again, she was only a kid. Maybe she had some growing to do. Not the blonde. She was fully grown and then some.

George noticed Robbie peering into the bottom of his empty glass, looking worried. ‘Honor,’ she said, ‘I was just wondering: where will Mr Sullivan sleep? There’s not a great deal of room, is there?’

Honor frowned again. ‘I suppose there isn’t. Jimmy, for the time being we’ll have to put you in an attic bedroom, across from Robbie. It’s not ideal – rather cramped. I’ll ask Greta, our daily woman, to organise it in the morning. No doubt she’ll bite my head off, but that can’t be helped.’

This crucial question settled, Jimmy jumped to his feet and explained that he had to be getting back to the Fulham Road YMCA. Everyone dispersed in their respective directions, except for George, who lingered, and Honor, who was brushing invisible lint from her trousers and considering the full ashtrays and dirty glasses. ‘Greta can deal with this tomorrow,’ she said, more to herself than George. Then: ‘What was that?’

George repeated: ‘Can I have a quick word?’

‘You can, but I’m famished, aren’t you? You could do with something to eat, I’m sure. A cup of strong coffee, too. Come on, I’ll make us some supper.’

They walked through the dining room, which was separated from the drawing room by double doors and never used except for parties. Instead, people ate in the kitchen, a squarish low-ceilinged room overlooking the garden. There was a cavernous larder but no fridge, an electric washing machine, an enamel gas stove, and an ancient mushroom-coloured dresser with an inexplicable funnel-type structure built in. (Only Honor knew this was a flour hopper, for sifting, but she feigned bafflement.) A more modern touch was the table, hyacinth-pink Formica and pale wood, around which the residents sometimes gathered for breakfast. Their rent didn’t include board, only light and heat, but a system operated whereby ration coupons were pooled and, for unrationed staples, a kitty maintained. Greta, the daily woman, presided strictly over the kitchen economy, terrorising shopkeepers with her Slavic thrift and merciless haggling. The local butcher, a sixteen-stone former POW, had taken to retreating into the back room at the sight of her, leaving his assistant to be accused of rigging the bacon scales. Honor, for her part, seemed to require remarkably little nourishment and subsisted mainly on MacVita crackers and king-size Pall Malls.

This evening, however, she insisted on preparing for herself and George a concoction she called ‘egg in a nest’ – a slice of stale National Loaf topped with powdered egg and fried in lard. It wasn’t bad, thought George, as she ate and considered what to say about Jimmy.

‘Listen,’ she ventured. ‘I know it’s not my place. But is it entirely appropriate for Mina to be living cheek by jowl with a strange chap? You know me, I’m a tough old boot. I’ll be twenty-six soon, God help me. But she’s just a child, however much she tries to pretend otherwise.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Honor. ‘You don’t think she’ll want to move out, do you? I never promised to provide a female-only environment. After all, Robbie’s here, isn’t he? I must say, I don’t really understand what you’re getting at.’ She of course knew exactly what George meant. And she was right to speak up. Robbie wouldn’t touch a hair on a girl’s head unless expressly invited to do so. Even then. Whereas she’d seen the way Jimmy had looked at Mina and George. He didn’t realise he was doing it, of course. For men like that, it was a reflex. And Mina was just a child. Still a virgin, Honor imagined. But that clock was ticking. Must she be in loco parentis, though? She thought of herself at Mina’s age. No one had protected her. She’d learnt the hard way what beasts men were. All the more reason, then, to look after Mina. As for George – well, it didn’t bear thinking about. But George had standards. Of that Honor was quite certain.

‘Oh, Robbie,’ said George. ‘He’s like a brother. This Jimmy Sullivan character – well, are you positive he’s the sort of person you want to have around? It’s terribly nice of you to help him out and all that. But couldn’t he stay on at the YMCA? I gather those places are quite comfortable.’ In the summer of 1949, George had spent several nights at the YWCA in Bloomsbury, sharing a room with four other girls. In the mornings there was a deafening waking-up bell, like you were in prison. And in the evenings, a ten o’clock curfew. One night she’d rolled in at 2 a.m. with her fourteen-year-old roommate, who was three quarters cut and wearing a sequinned cocktail dress of George’s. They’d been at the Café Royal, being stood round after round of drinks by some merchant seamen on shore leave. The YWCA’s battleaxe in charge had thrown George out there and then. She’d spent the rest of the night in a twenty-four-hour milk bar off Leicester Square, repelling the attentions of pimps and one very persistent old girl who claimed to want to recruit her to MI6.

Honor speared a burnt crust with her fork and sighed. ‘It seems he’s had a little trouble at the YMCA. And I do feel an obligation, you know. To his poor mother. Sadly, she’s not with us any more. But she was very kind to me as a girl. No one else was, you see. I hope you’ve never known what that’s like, to feel so alone. You never forget it.’

George, who had wolfed down her food, was now sober. She was also numb with fatigue. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Probably for the best. She didn’t trust herself not to blurt that she was pregnant, as she stupidly had to Robbie. Embarrassment clenched her stomach. He must have been horrified.

‘Look,’ said Honor, not unsympathetically, ‘why don’t we see how it goes with Jimmy? If you girls feel uncomfortable, or if he misbehaves in some way, then I’ll ask him to leave. I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.’ My hands are tied, she thought miserably.

Saul had repaired to his basement quarters, where he had his own kitchen annexe with a bath (saving him from participation in all the coupon-pooling business, which he found tawdry). Close at his heels was Lulu the dog, who hoped for a treat. ‘Oh, little one,’ said Saul. ‘That we could all be like you, content with a scritch on the neck and a bit of liver sausage.’ Lulu accepted this morsel from his hand and pressed her pink and white snout against his leg in gratitude.

He made himself a simple meal of sliced apple and Jacob’s Cream Crackers as he pondered the fact of Mr Sullivan. His arrival wasn’t a happy event, that much was evident. But would Honor explain? You’d think she might trust him, given the past they shared, the confidences he’d kept. Of course, that was – what was the English saying? – all water under the bridge. Up until a year or so ago, they would still occasionally sleep together, always in his bed, after the house had gone quiet and the young people were either out gallivanting or fast asleep. By the end of their affair, he sensed her heart wasn’t in it. She had begun making excuses to avoid spending time with him, and when they were together, he seemed to get on her nerves. Not daring to bring about any type of confrontation – for he couldn’t bear to cause bad feeling and risk losing her as a friend – he mirrored her coolness, her withdrawal. And so it was that a fresh layer of sadness settled on the older layers petrifying in the pit of his stomach.

They’d first met in 1947, during the last days of that strange, sultry summer. Britain’s hottest of the century, supposedly. For reasons lost to time, Saul had attended a publishing company’s party in Bloomsbury. The large, square office-cum-reception-room, with its oil paintings and glass-fronted book cabinets, had impressed him as more like a comfortably appointed home than a workplace. He had hovered on the outer fringes of the sizeable gathering, by an open window. You could see directly into the building over the road, its rooms sliced open to reveal floors gnarled with desecrated belongings, wallpaper sun-bleached and caked in filth. Like a hellish doll’s house. The man who’d invited him – they’d shared a publisher in Paris, he remembered now – noticed Saul standing alone and said: ‘Oh, but you must meet Gerald and Honor Wilson.’ He conducted him over to the couple. Saul politely shook Gerald’s hand, brought Honor’s lightly to his lips. Poor Gerald was already ravaged by lung cancer, his face withered to its skeletal constitution, eyes huge. And yet Honor held onto his arm, standing slightly behind him, as if she were the one in need of protection.

It didn’t matter. Saul was irresistibly impressed. Not by Honor’s appearance, immaculate though she was in a violet suit, expertly tailored to emphasise her hand-span waist. And he couldn’t honestly claim that anything she said was remarkable or original. No, it was her stately demeanour that drew him, her air of lofty self-absorption. This belied a generous nature, he discovered. She became his champion, shepherding his work into publication, recommending him to editors and newspaper people. At times it was almost stifling, the role she took as his advocate. He was, in a sense, her creature. Yet how could he mind? Without her, God only knows what might have become of him. He had helped her too, he hoped. It was Gerald who had asked him to move into Tregunter Road, during the poor man’s last days. He may have known about our affair, mused Saul. May have been glad of it.

An odd life I lead, he thought as he polished off his solitary meal and gave Lulu the plate to lick. When that young man had asked if he meant to stay in England for ever, he had thought: But I exist minute by minute, hour by hour. To contemplate beyond tomorrow was somehow impossible. He filled his days with work, and in so doing, he felt he managed commendably. Sleep, food, reading, writing. Sex – well, occasionally, but it wasn’t a priority. The cinema was a more reliable balm, that escape for hours into a dark, smoky room, alone and yet safely alongside others. He liked comedies best. To try and make people laugh was to Saul the very essence of goodness.

He heard Honor’s step on the stairs. Come to fetch Lulu, he thought, and indeed the little dog jumped down from a chair, ready to greet her mistress.

‘Come in,’ he called. Honor glided in with her usual light-footed grace, but her small shoulders were stooped and she looked tired. Pensive. As though the bright social performance of earlier this evening had taken a particular toll. ‘I’ve just had a bite to eat,’ he said. ‘Can I offer you anything?’

She picked up Lulu, then turned to him, smiling and making more effort. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say no to a drink. So long as I’m not disturbing you.’

‘You? Never.’ He gestured to the leather sofa and poured two whiskies. As he sat down next to her, he murmured: ‘Is everything all right, Honor dear?’

She smiled again, nodded. ‘Of course. Just one of those days.’

‘Because if there’s anything you want to talk about …’

‘I know. Thank you.’ She said no more, but seemed content to sit and sip her whisky.

‘Is this young man’s arrival something of a burden? You know, you can’t always be everyone’s saviour. You must think of yourself. Who is he, anyway?’

‘As I said, his mother—’

‘His mother worked at your grandmother’s house. I remember. But this is me.’ He placed his hand lightly on her forearm. ‘We don’t need to have secrets, do we, you and I?’

She gave him a plaintive look and asked for a cigarette. He sensed she was about to offer some confession, that she had reached, precariously, some emotional brink. ‘I do know him from a long time ago,’ she said. ‘That much is perfectly true. As for the rest – well, it doesn’t matter. But I wonder if …’ She stopped and watched the bluish smoke stream from the corner of her mouth.

‘What? Tell me. Is there something I can do?’

She smiled again, but with sadness. ‘You are sweet. You’ve always been sweet to me.’

He looked at her enquiringly, and her eyes filled with tears. She took an intake of breath and brushed both cheeks with the back of her hand. Thus composed, she said: ‘I know you work awfully hard, and have precious little free time. But I wonder if you might come upstairs more often. Not for any reason other than I think the girls will feel better with your presence. As a paternal figure.’

He understood. ‘In case that young man thinks he can get away with any hanky-panky.’ Mina had taught him the phrase, but he’d not yet had the chance to use it. ‘Say no more.’

Honor laughed, then sniffed. ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself.’

‘Speaking of the girls,’ said Saul, ‘George wasn’t herself this evening, was she? Is she unhappy about something?’ He hated to see a woman not in control. It was so undignified. His own mother, of blessed memory, never took a drink except for a sip of wine on Shabbos.

‘She was drunk! Disgracefully so. I don’t know what on earth has got into her. It’s setting a poor example for Mina.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about our little Mina. I sometimes think she’s cleverer than all of us put together. George … well, I just hope she’s not in any trouble.’

Honor widened her eyes. ‘You don’t think … No, George would never be so foolish. She was presented to the King at Buckingham Palace!’ She spoke as if this were a magic spell against future disgrace. And in a way, perhaps it was.

Friday 27 March 1953

‘All right,’ said Robbie. ‘I’ll take one end, and Saul, you take the other. Ready, so, on my count of three. One, two, three. That’s it.’ Christ, he thought, he’s heavy. He’d always thought of Jimmy as weightless, graceful. Like a ballet dancer. Me, a ballet dancer, Robbie heard him say. You’re having a laugh.

George, seeing Robbie and Saul struggling, came and supported the middle of the rolled-up rug as they inched towards the door. Robbie muttered thanks. The familiar smell of George – flowery scent, unwashed hair, alcohol-tinged breath – mingled with the coppery smell of the blood-soaked rug.

Robbie’s stomach rose into his throat. He feared his knees might buckle.

‘His foot!’ cried Mina suddenly. ‘Oh God, his foot is sticking out.’

‘Calm down, for goodness’ sake,’ said Honor. ‘Let’s just get him into the Anderson shelter for now, so we can clean up in here. Then tomorrow we’ll decide what to do.’




3

Unwelcome Details

George didn’t feel magically shielded against catastrophe. Not by a long chalk. As a younger girl, it was true, she’d operated with a sort of reckless entitlement, an assumption that everything would work out all right in the end. And usually it did. She’d got into plenty of scrapes, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed. This wasn’t even her first time with a bun in the oven. When she was eighteen, she’d taken a nasty tumble from a horse and was knocked out cold. She came round in a little country hospital to be told, sadly, that there was no longer a detectable heartbeat. ‘No heartbeat?’ she said. ‘But wouldn’t that mean I’m dead? I’m not dead, am I?’ The ruddy-faced old Irish doctor exchanged a look with the matron. There had been a babby, he gently explained. George understood: the babby was no more. ‘Good heavens,’ she said, sitting up. ‘Do you know how far along I was?’ Don’t worry about that now, she was told. They were going to put her back to sleep and do a little operation. Politely rebuffing the matron’s offer to ring up her husband, George sank back on the pillows and marvelled at her extraordinary good fortune.

But lightning wasn’t going to strike twice, however tempted she was to go horse-riding, or take up circus acrobatics, or throw herself under the wheels of a vehicle. In diagnosing her condition, the National Health Service quack had supplied two small yellow pills: after she took them on consecutive days, he promised, menstruation would recommence, unless she was enceinte. Alas, as she told the good doctor, her menses remained stubbornly AWOL. Case closed, apparently, because he immediately enquired if she was getting married. No, she confessed, marriage wasn’t on the cards. This brought forth a philosophical sigh and a speech, clearly well rehearsed, about how a great many couples, through no fault of their own, were unable to have children and would love nothing more than to adopt a little newborn. It was straightforward to arrange. George thanked him very much. She saw he meant well.

The next person she told was Chris, who had a fifty per cent chance of being the father. As far as she knew; she was no mathematician. A different sort of girl, she supposed, would work out the true culprit by cross-referencing diaries and cycles and so forth. George was nowhere near that organised. Even if she were, she didn’t particularly care to know. She had decided this was Chris’s cross to bear. She rang him up at his office (Chris worked in some government department or other; George was hazy on the details) and told him they needed to talk. Would he meet her at their pub? Affable as ever, he said certainly.

George had deliberately used the standard verbal formula for implying bad news. Better to prepare him, she thought
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