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Prologue

1916


The lights are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.

Sir Edward Grey, 1914







It was a dank day in March when the telegram came. Ralph, who was fourteen, was sitting in his bedroom looking at the bust enlargement pictures. Such was his absorption that he heard nothing, neither the dog barking nor the doorbell jangling, downstairs in the hall.

He had retrieved the magazine from beneath his mattress, where he kept it hidden from his mother and Winnie, the only people who would possibly come into his room when he wasn’t there. Mr Boyce Argyle, who lived on the top floor, had given it to him. Ralph had a deep admiration for Boycie, who was eighteen years old and something of a dandy. By day he was an upholsterer but at night he became a man about town, issuing forth in his canary-yellow waistcoat and returning smelling of cigars. There was nothing about women that Boycie didn’t know and he had given Ralph some tips for the future, along with the magazine. Ralph had had it in his possession for some months now. His shame at its possible discovery made him blush at unpredictable moments – a meeting on the stairs with one of the lodgers on their way to the bathroom; a glance from some passer-by in the street. They must know what he had been doing; it must be written on his face.

How I Enlarged My Bust Six Inches in Thirty Days. The advertisement showed a sequence of pictures: the same woman, whose expressionless face gave no sign of the miracle she was experiencing. Her chest, flat in the left-hand picture, swelled as she was repeated across the page. It swelled as if inflated by an invisible pump. I had tried Pills, Massage, Wooden Cups, and Various Advertised Preparations Without the Slightest Results. Such was its size in the final image that were she real the woman would surely topple over; her bodice strained at its bulk. With what pity must every man look at every woman who presents to him a flat chest – a chest like his own. Can such a woman inspire in a man those feelings and emotions which can only be inspired by a real and true woman, a woman with a beautiful well-rounded bust?

Every few minutes the window panes rattled as a train passed; Ralph’s room was at the back of the house, and overshadowed by the massive brick viaduct that carried the railway to London Bridge Station. The sounds of normal life however seemed very far away.

Even the dog seemed to know that Ralph was engaged in a shameful activity. The appearance of the magazine had prompted Brutus to slink out of the room and go downstairs, presumably to join Ralph’s mother who was in the parlour. Though something of a relief, this deepened Ralph’s sense of mortification; since his father had gone, the dog had attached himself to Ralph, padding around behind him and sleeping beside his bed. Their mutual comfort had been a sustaining bond over the past two years. But the dog knew, as Ralph’s mother must surely know. They knew that upstairs in his bedroom, the doors to his mother’s room firmly closed, Ralph was experiencing the same warmth in his private parts that he had first felt at the age of ten, when looking at a picture of the sinking Titanic.

A beautiful, well-rounded bust. As the woman gazed at Ralph, it dawned on him with dismay that she bore a distinct resemblance to his mother. The same handsome hauteur, the same challenging stare – indeed, she wore a remarkably similar blouse. And though it didn’t bear thinking about, his mother too was possessed of an ample chest. Ralph couldn’t have helped noticing this; it was not as if he especially looked. Her figure was there for everyone to see. But one night, when he was ill, she had bent over him in her nightdress and he had seen the two globes that by day had been united as a chest; he had glimpsed the mysterious darkness of the valley between them, the most secret place on earth, and the most forbidden.

So Ralph didn’t hear the doorbell, or Brutus barking. When the news of his father’s death arrived, he was thinking of his mother’s bosom.

*

Nor did Winnie, the maid, answer the bell. She was downstairs in the kitchen, mixing suet, and her hands were greasy. Besides, her mistress was upstairs in the parlour, which was nearer the front door. Mrs Clay was labouring over the accounts. Winnie could sense the stillness, the concentration, through the floorboards. They creaked when Mrs Clay rose to collect some papers from the sideboard, and creaked again when she returned to her chair. Winnie could almost hear the dog shifting and sighing as he adjusted his position at his mistress’s feet. Winnie’s sense was finely tuned; it was the skill she needed to survive in this world. She could tell, before knocking on a door, the mood within. The house, the five floors of it, thrummed with its human cargo.

Mrs Clay had a good head for figures. In fact, even when her husband was at home she had organised the household finances, Mr Clay being something of a dreamer. A dear man, Winnie thought, but disconnected from the realities of life. However, for better or worse he had brought home a wage. Now he was gone to the war and money was short. Over the past months Winnie had grown closer to her mistress – not intimates, Mrs Clay didn’t encourage that, but they had established a kind of solidarity. The charwoman had left, to work in the munitions factory in the Gray’s Inn Road, and that had meant that Winnie and Mrs Clay had to do all the housework themselves, with the help of the boy. Winnie suspected that her mistress had hoped for better things in life but the war had put paid to that, as it had to so many things. So they cooked and cleaned for the lodgers, trudging up and down the four flights of stairs; they waged their own battle against the soot that, even with the windows closed, fell noiselessly, speckling the surfaces minutes after they had been polished. Winnie was a country girl, she had had no idea of this enemy’s stealth.

The trains made it worse. They belched out smoke which fell into every crevice and settled on the curtains like black fur. Though travelling by train was a thrilling thing, the railway did wreak havoc in a neighbourhood. Palmerston Road had been built as a street of terraced houses for the well-to-do. However, a few years later the railway line had been built; it sliced through it, demolishing its middle section, amputating the houses on either side and plunging the street into permanent twilight. Mr Clay, who knew about history, had told Winnie this. Soon after it happened the houses had fallen into disrepair; they had been divided up into lodgings whose inhabitants struggled to retain their respectability. And now conditions were worsening. The war, which they thought would soon be over, showed no signs of coming to an end. In fact news was arriving of U-boats sinking British ships, merchant ships importing food; butter and sugar were already short and people talked of rationing.

Winnie, however, had troubles of her own. Though loyal to Mrs Clay, on that particular afternoon she spared little thought for the housekeeping problems. Nor, indeed, for the vast and incomprehensible momentum of war. Archie was outside, whistling. How could Winnie possibly go to the door with her tormentor loitering in the street?

Winnie’s usual view of passers-by was of their nether regions. She saw this through two sets of bars – the stout bars of the kitchen window and beyond them the railings. She didn’t have time to be curious and, secure in her cage, seldom speculated about the upper halves of those who passed. The only legs that materialised into human beings belonged to the people with whom she was on familiar terms – the delivery men, who carried their parcels or heaved their goods down the steps and into her domain.

Some of the familiar faces had gone – Gyles, the young lad from the greengrocer’s; the faintly threatening man who delivered the fish and whose name Winnie had never caught. They had disappeared, like so many men, and been replaced by younger boys.

One of these new arrivals was Archie, who had taken up a position at Mr Turk’s butcher’s shop on the Southwark High Road, where Mrs Clay had an account. Archie was seventeen years old but small for his age – a ginger-haired, wiry boy with a grin that lit up his face. He had taken to lingering for a cup of tea and a macaroon. When she asked if Mr Turk would be angry he shrugged; ‘He can jump in the lake.’ His cheek made Winnie laugh. ‘Heard the one about the elephant and the Chinaman?’ he asked, with a wink. How lumbering were her slow wits, compared to his battery of jokes! Winnie started to wait for the sounds of his arrival – his faint whistling, the clatter of his bicycle as he flung it against the railings. She darted to the mirror and tidied her hair. As the weeks passed a shy hope flickered in her breast. Surely he couldn’t be sitting down in every kitchen he visited? Her heart thumped when she walked to the shop, to place Mrs Clay’s order. It thumped in the hope that it might be Archie serving behind the counter, that she might glimpse him in the back room amongst the carcasses.

How could she have been so foolish? After the shock of what happened, the shock that sent her reeling, she realised how stupid she had been even to entertain the idea that somebody could form an attachment to her. Could even find her tolerable. At Sunday School she had learnt the Bible story, how Eve saw she was naked and was ashamed. She too had been blind, before she bit the apple.

So Winnie didn’t go upstairs. She went into the scullery and washed her big red hands under the tap. Wiping them on her apron, she returned to the kitchen where the prunes waited to be chopped.

By now she had forgotten about the doorbell. Somewhere in the back of her mind she realised that Archie’s whistling had stopped. He would have left, to play football. That was why he was loitering outside in the first place. It was nothing to do with Winnie, of course – it happened to be his half-day and he met his friends in Palmerston Road. They would move off, shuffling and shoving, to kick a ball around in the long dark tunnel of the railway arch.

Winnie, however, didn’t feel relieved. The house was too silent. Ralph, who read books, had told her that in some foreign country people hung crickets in cages outside their front doors, to warn them of burglars. Crickets sang all the time, that was why; it was only when a stranger approached that they fell silent.

Winnie stood still, as alert as an animal sensing danger. Then she rushed to the door, drew its bolt, pushed it open and ran up the area steps. The street was empty. At one end, from the cavern of the arch, came the echoing whoops of the football game. At the other end, far in the distance, a telegram woman, on her bicycle, turned the corner and disappeared.

*

No sunlight penetrated the parlour where Eithne Clay sat, struggling over her accounts. The room faced north, with heavy drapes at the window; a half-lowered blind and gauzy netting veiled its occupants from passers-by. The wallpaper was a pattern of brown upon ochre, darkened by age and the smoke from countless lodgers’ cigarettes. The massive mahogany sideboard, inherited from the previous tenants, sucked into its bulk any remaining light. When Eithne and her husband took over the lease he had planned to redecorate the room but when he considered the disruption – where would everybody eat? – a certain lassitude set in. That was Paul, through and through. His head was filled with dreams and schemes that seldom came to anything, because sooner or later something else would take his fancy and they quietly expired.

His latest enthusiasm had been snail-shell-collecting. The summer before war broke out he had taken the train to Box Hill, with Ralph and the dog, and come home with a bag of snail shells. The calcium in a chalk soil, he said, produced shells of the most delicate colours. Eithne had been in a sulk that Sunday, and hadn’t accompanied them. She had long since forgotten the reason for her miff – no doubt some task he had left undone. What she did remember was her husband’s boyish excitement on his return. The wonder of the shells! However closely you examined them, none was the same. Each a tiny miracle of creation, each so beautiful, with chocolate stripes against palest lemon, with black stripes against terracotta. Eithne should have been charmed but in truth she was exasperated. Where did snails get you? There was something of the amateur about her husband, he should have been born into the gentry which had a long tradition of useless hobbies. The brutal realities of life seemed to evade him.

These papers, spread over the table – they were the brutal realities. Paul, away in France, had no idea of their problems. She gave no hint of them in her letters for he must surely have other matters on his mind. At present his regiment was stationed near the Marne river, which was somewhere in northern France, planning an offensive. His letters, however, were relentlessly cheerful in tone: We gave Fritz a pretty good bump this time! A rat, rifling through my kitbag, resembled Ralph exploring his Christmas stocking.

On occasion Eithne felt that the hardships at home were at least equal to those suffered by the men who might be fighting for their country but who were removed from its daily grind. Theirs was a life freed of the responsibilities that beleaguered her as she sat there, her head in her hands, gazing at the papers spread over the tablecloth. Tea had risen to two shillings and twopence and was in short supply; butter was one shilling and tenpence a pound. There were nine mouths to feed and most of her lodgers had hearty appetites – Mrs O’Malley, though eighty years old and crippled with arthritis, always cleaned her plate and even swabbed it with bread like a Continental. There was money owing to the tradespeople and now Mr Boyce Argyle had been given his call-up papers and would soon be gone. How was his rent to be paid? Then there was the matter of the Spooners, on the top floor. They already owed three pounds fifteen shillings in arrears but in their circumstances Eithne hardly had the heart to demand it. She wasn’t made of stone.

In fact she was a woman of strong emotions and could love with a passion. For her son she felt such a fierce and protective ardour that the very sight of him, his frail neck rising out of his manly suit, his large ears, could bring tears to her eyes. Nobody had warned her of this; it seemed to be one of the many surprises that women had to discover for themselves. Motherhood unravelled a woman. However strong she might seem to the outside world, a son had her in his thrall.

And the feeling was mutual. Ralph loved her deeply and in the absence of his father was doing his best to look after her. They were very close, during this time. The dog followed Ralph around and Ralph followed his mother. When she flung herself in the armchair, exhausted at the end of the day, he sat on the arm and stroked her brow. He was too old now to be put to bed; they found themselves retiring at the same time and, lying in their adjoining rooms, murmured sleepily to each other through the interconnecting doors. He was her solace, and she his.

When they walked down the street and she took his arm they resembled a married couple. Ralph had grown tall enough to be a husband, and when he shouted at some boy whose ball had nearly hit them it was hard to remember that a mere whisper ago he had been that boy himself. This filled Eithne with both pride and sorrow. For Ralph took his responsibilities so seriously that sometimes she had the feeling that it was her son who was growing up too fast whilst her husband was trapped in time – trapped in a perpetual present of advance and retreat, a war game, a boys’ adventure, whose rules were as incomprehensible as cricket. Somebody had to win, of course, but it all seemed curiously pointless.

And while the men were away, life had moved on. Two years earlier Ralph had been a boy, with a piping treble voice. He had jumped up and down with excitement and urged his father to go and bash the Hun. He wanted to be proud of him, he wanted to show off to the other boys at school. Though Eithne’s feelings were mixed she, too, had been fired with a certain patriotic zeal. Somewhere, deep within her, she longed for her sweet and self-effacing husband to prove himself a man. The thought of him in uniform aroused her. Life was suddenly simple, thrillingly so: he would fight for her and save her from the Germans, he would return a hero, with flags waving and medals glinting on his chest, and she would swoon in his arms. It was as she dreamed a man and woman should be, when she was a girl. Transformed by his bravery, he would whisk her away from this dismal house and forge his way in the world, and they would be happy.

Besides, like everybody else she thought the war would soon be over. Not that the years would pass and her son’s voice would break; that he would reach the age of fourteen and a fuzz would appear on his upper lip and there would be no father at home to show him how to shave. That when his father returned, for a brief week’s leave, it would be somehow a disappointment. There were no altercations; time was too short for herself and Paul to slip back into their old ways. But for the same reason intimacy seemed to elude them. They seemed to be acting at marriage rather than living in it. He was neither a changed man, whom she had to get used to all over again, nor the old Paul with whom she was so familiar. He was inert, like a photograph of himself – a truthful approximation, but an approximation all the same. Eithne couldn’t get a grasp on him. He scarcely seemed to inhabit the house; with him there, it felt like a waiting room.

When Paul departed, at the end of his leave, she had felt a shameful sense of relief, that he could revert to the hero she had fabricated. Of course she was distressed, but not quite about this man. As she kissed him goodbye, she felt stagy. They had stood in the hallway, lost for words.

He turned to Ralph. ‘You look after your mother. She’s a good woman.’ He had never spoken like this in his life.

‘I’ll do my best, sir.’ Sir? There was a silence.

Ralph was too old to be hugged. Paul shook his hand. They were the same height now. Eithne noticed the similarity of their profiles – the beaky nose, the prominent Adam’s apple.

Only the dog behaved naturally. Scenting, beneath the cleaned and pressed uniform, the beloved human within, he jumped up and mounted his master’s leg.

‘Goodbye, old pal,’ said Paul, easing him off. Brutus gripped tighter. ‘Sorry, old chap, wrong gender.’ Paul put him down. ‘Wrong on all accounts.’

Ralph pulled the dog away and held him by his collar. There was another silence. Eithne suddenly remembered the mutton bones; she had left them boiling in a saucepan, for stock, and Winnie was out. Had they boiled dry? She was sure she could smell burning.

Distracted, she kissed her husband on the cheek and the next moment he was gone.

*

The fire had died down but Eithne didn’t have the energy to put on more coal. She sat there gazing at the rent books, the notebook of household accounts, the chits and receipts. They filled her with a panic-stricken torpor. The cat, Flossie, lay asleep on the greengrocer’s bills; she didn’t give a fig.

Outside, the grey day weighed down; it seemed unnaturally still, as if thunder were threatening. What was Ralph doing, up in his room? The boy spent too much time alone. There was no doubt that he missed his father but he seldom spoke of him. Neither of them did. Eithne, if she were truthful, sometimes forgot about her husband for days. The trouble was, he had been away for so long. Of course she felt guilty, that he was out there fighting for his country and yet he didn’t cross her mind for days at a time.

Today, however, Paul was in her thoughts. That was the strange thing. Maybe she had a presentiment that something was about to happen. For as she sat there, the world holding its breath, she heard the creak of a bicycle approaching. It was that quiet. She even heard the sound of it being laid, gently, against the railings.

It was only then that the dog started barking.

*

Ralph found his mother in the back room. She sat very still, as if she were a vessel whose contents would spill with the slightest movement.

‘There’s been some bad news, I’m afraid,’ she said.

Ralph sat down beside her. She took his hand.

‘It’s about your father,’ she said. ‘You’re going to have to be a very brave young man.’


Chapter One

1918


The mode of slaughtering sheep is perhaps as humane and expeditious a process as could be adopted to attain the objects sought: the animal being laid on its side in a sort of concrete stool, the butcher, while pressing the body with his knee, transfixes the throat near the angle of the jaw, passing his knife between the windpipe and bones of the neck; thus dividing the jugulars, carotids, and large vessels, the death being very rapid from such a haemorrhage.

Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management





Eithne was boiling potatoes when the kitchen window darkened. A man was descending the steps. He knocked on the basement door. Eithne wiped her brow with the back of her hand and hurried down the passage.

‘Goodness!’ she said. ‘The great man himself.’

Mr Turk, the butcher, filled the doorway. ‘Morning, Mrs Clay.’ He was in shadow, the great bulk of him. ‘Short-staffed today,’ he said. ‘And seeing I was passing.’

She moved aside to let him in; he seemed to presume it.

‘Brought your bit of neck,’ he said, putting a package on the table.

Eithne’s heart thumped. She knew why he had come to her house in person.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.

‘And what might you be sorry about?’

‘I was coming round tomorrow to settle up.’

Mr Turk leaned against the dresser and looked at her. ‘You don’t have to bother yourself about that.’

‘You’ve not come for the money?’

He shook his head. ‘As I said, I was passing.’

The ceiling felt lower, with Mr Turk in the room. He was a big man, built like a bull, with a florid complexion and thick black hair. It gleamed in the lamplight. Eithne had never seen the butcher out of his shop. It gave her a jolt; the same readjustment she had to make when, as a girl, she had seen her schoolteacher out of the classroom – playing tennis, in fact, in the Stockport Recreation Gardens.

‘I’ve just made a pot of tea,’ she said. ‘Or are you in a hurry?’

‘No hurry.’ Mr Turk pulled out a chair.

Eithne was sorry. It was laundry day, the busiest day of the week. She should be going upstairs to help Winnie with the sheets. However, she was in this man’s debt to an alarming degree. To the tune of one pound, fourteen shillings and sixpence, to be precise, and it was in her interests to keep him sweet.

Mr Turk stretched out his legs. He wore caramel-coloured trousers and a smart black waistcoat and jacket. His watch-chain winked as he reached for his cup.

‘Big place you’ve got,’ he said. ‘A lot of work, I dare say.’

Eithne nodded. ‘Keeps us busy.’

 ‘But good solid houses, good foundations. Known this street since I was a boy. You own the freehold?’

Startled, Eithne shook her head. The question struck her as impertinent. Still, she felt obliged to answer. ‘My husband and I had rooms on the top floor. When the old lady died we took over the lease.’

‘Take a tip from me, Mrs Clay.’ He took a gulp of tea. ‘Get your hands on that freehold. Pawn your soul, if need be. Soon this war’ll be over and know what’ll happen then?’

Eithne shook her head.

‘There’ll be a housing famine,’ he said: ‘and know why?’

She shook her head again.

‘Because nothing’s been built for these past four years. And know what’ll happen then? Property prices’ll go through the roof.’ He grinned. ‘In a manner of speaking. If you need any advice, I could put a good man your way. Believe me, Mrs Clay, you’re sitting on a gold mine.’

‘Nothing I can do about it,’ she blurted out. ‘I’ve got no money! You know that perfectly well. I haven’t paid you for two months and I can’t come round tomorrow to settle up either.’

Startled, he looked at her. The sudden intimacy shocked them both. Neville Turk drew his hand across his moustache. In the silence they could hear the water bubbling.

Eithne tried to gather her wits. The man was confusing her but she’d had no call for that outburst. She dropped her gaze, and caught sight of his hand. ‘You poor thing!’ she said. ‘How did that happen?’

He looked at the scar. ‘Knife slipped. Lucky not to have lost a finger.’

 ‘It must be strange, cutting up dead animals all day.’

‘Stranger if they were alive.’

Eithne laughed. The butcher drew in his breath. Some of her hair had come down, she could feel it tickling her neck.

‘Must drain those potatoes,’ she said, ‘or they’ll be falling to bits.’

‘Can’t have that.’

‘No.’ She stood up. ‘You caught me on the hop.’

Eithne lifted the pan off the range. She felt his eyes on her as she walked out of the kitchen. In the scullery she hastily inspected herself in the mirror. She looked distrait, like a child who had lost her parents in a crowd. She tried to pin up her hair but gave up. If only Winnie would come downstairs!

In the kitchen the butcher pushed back his chair. ‘I’ll be off then,’ he said. ‘Let you get on.’

‘Yes.’

He stood up. ‘Your son in good health?’

She nodded.

‘Hard for a lad,’ he said.

Eithne nodded again. He put on his hat. She was seized by an urge to keep him there a moment longer, to feel again that thrum of intimacy.

‘A new lodger’s moved in,’ she said. ‘He’s blind.’

‘Blind, eh?’

‘He was gassed. The poor man. I have to tell him, at dinner, what he’s about to eat. Just so he knows.’ She laughed, shrilly. ‘In fact, with my cooking, they all need to know.’

Mr Turk raised his eyebrows. ‘That bad, are you?’

She had only meant it as a girlish sort of self-deprecation, to catch his interest. Rallying to her own defence, Eithne said: ‘Well, there’s nothing in the shops, is there? You queue for hours and when you get there it’s gone. And the quality’s so poor there’s nothing you can do to make it taste of anything. We had some sausages last week and they were so full of bread I didn’t know whether to spread them with mustard or marmalade.’

Even as she was speaking Eithne realised what she was saying, but it was too late. Her words had a will of their own. She clapped her hand to her mouth.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ She felt the blush spreading.

But Mr Turk was grinning. Head on one side, eyebrows raised, he watched her with amusement. ‘I knew you were a woman of taste,’ he said. ‘In fact, I’ll let you in on a secret.’ He leaned closer; she could smell his hair oil. ‘I’ve got some top quality bangers, sixty per cent pork, for my favourite customers. I’ll have them put aside. Tell your girl I said so.’

Eithne tried to be grateful, but she prickled with resentment. It was all his fault that she had made a fool of herself.

The butcher bowed his head and was gone. Eithne sat down at the table. She looked at the blood seeping through the parcel. How could the man have led her along like that? Yes, it was all his fault, for marching into her kitchen as if he owned it, for speaking to her with such presumptuous familiarity. It was no way for a tradesman to behave.

He had a carnation in his buttonhole, too, and stank of brilliantine. No doubt he was off to see some fancy woman, he looked the type. In future she would avoid his shop. In fact she would avoid the street altogether, and take the long way round. Winnie or Ralph could drop in the orders.

Even the thought of those two young people, blameless as they were, filled Eithne with irritation. If they had been here, none of this would have happened. And now her morning tasks were all at sixes and sevens and her poor maid was struggling with the laundry alone.

Eithne sat there, recovering her breath. How could her husband have left her like this? She was all alone, with a houseful of people dependent on her. The responsibility weighed her down. Paul had had his shortcomings, but in his own way he had looked after her. She missed his warm body in her bed, and now two years had passed and his very face was beginning to lose definition. She had to resort to his photograph to remember what he looked like.

Eithne’s eyes moistened. This alarmed her; she wasn’t one of those frilly creatures who sobbed at the slightest opportunity. In fact she despised women of that sort. But the world was cruel, horribly cruel. Paul himself used to suffer on behalf of its victims. Once she had found a slug in the kitchen – a large black slug. It must have slid in under the door. Disgusted, she had thrown it into the back yard and sprinkled it with salt. Paul had been deeply upset. He had gazed at the slug which was bubbling and dissolving in front of their eyes. ‘How could you?’ he had cried. ‘Look at its suffering. It’s dying a horrible death, it’s drowning in its own mucus.’

Several of the lads have suffered with the mustard gas, he had written in his last letter. But we have our trusty respirators, the design is much improved now, and last week they issued us with steel helmets. I had grown attached to my cap, which has been my companion for two years, but it’s not much use of course if things get sticky. So, like the snail, we now wear our ‘Battle Bowlers’ and it’s done a world of good for the old morale. My love to you and our dear boy.

On the floor, a trail of slime glistened in the lamplight. Two trails, in fact; they criss-crossed near the dresser. Those dratted slugs.

*

‘Describe them to me,’ said the blind lodger.

‘Who, sir?’

‘The people in this house. What do they look like?’

Winnie was bent over Mr Flyte’s bed, pulling off the sheets. He sat by the window, his face in shadow, but he appeared to be looking at her. His face was turned in her direction.

‘Well, the room above you belongs to Mr Argyle, but he’s not there.’

‘I gathered that. Never heard a dicky-bird.’

‘He’s missing in action.’

‘Ah.’

‘But Mrs Clay has kept the room for him.’

Winnie pulled off the sheet and bundled it into her arms.

‘Then next to him, on the top floor, there’s the Spooners. That’s Mr and Mrs Spooner and their daughter Lettie. They keep themselves to themselves. Mrs Spooner drives an omnibus but Mr Spooner stays in his room.’

‘Why?’

Winnie dumped the sheet by the door. ‘He’s not too well, sir. Lettie looks after him, she’s ten years old, she’s a treasure.’

‘What do they look like?’

 ‘I don’t know really. Mrs Spooner has brownish hair. The little girl takes after her.’ Winnie unbuttoned the pillowcase.

‘And what about the old lady next to me? In the front room?’

‘That’s Mrs O’Malley. She’s been here for ever.’

‘What’s she look like?’

Winnie pulled out the pillow. ‘I don’t know. Old.’

‘You’re not doing very well.’

‘I’m sorry, sir.’

‘Don’t call me sir.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Call me Alwyne. I call you Winnie, you should call me Alwyne.’

Winnie’s mouth fell open. It was fortunate that he couldn’t see her face.

‘All right, sir – I mean...’ She stopped, blushing.

‘Does that make you feel awkward?’

A train rattled past. On this floor, the railway line was level with the window. Winnie looked longingly at the flash of faces. How happy they were in their carriages, and now gone in a trice! She wished Mrs Clay would come upstairs and rescue her. What was her mistress doing, down in the kitchen?

Mr Flyte lit a cigarette. The room stank from his smoking but Winnie supposed he had few enough pleasures left. The trouble was, if you opened the windows on this side of the house the smuts blew in.

‘And what about our landlady, Mrs Clay?’

‘Oh, she’s very handsome.’ Winnie’s voice warmed. ‘I think she’s beautiful. So does everyone. She’s tall, with brown hair –’

 ‘Not brown hair again.’

‘But hers has got red in it. You can see it in the lamplight. She turns heads in the street, it’s the way she holds herself with her skirt swinging. She’s got a lovely green skirt with braid round the bottom.’

‘Well done, that’s better.’

‘And her green hat with the guinea-fowl feathers.’

Mr Flyte blew out a plume of smoke. ‘And is she a good employer?’

‘Oh yes.’ Winnie stifled the sir. It felt as if her tongue had been amputated. ‘She treats me very well.’ Winnie was a loyal young woman; she wasn’t going to mention Mrs Clay’s moodiness in front of this man even if he was a war hero. Besides, she loved her mistress. Their mutual dependency meant the world to her. ‘Of course it’s hard for Mrs Clay, with her husband dead.’

‘Terrible, isn’t it.’

Winnie nodded. ‘All those young men being killed for nothing. They’re out there fighting and we’ve stopped believing in it and nobody’s told them and they’re going on dying.’

‘I mean the class system, Winnie. Here you are, an intelligent young woman, why should you wait on people who’re perfectly capable of looking after themselves?’

Startled, Winnie considered this. ‘Because I get paid for it. If they looked after themselves I wouldn’t have a job, would I?’

Mr Flyte laughed – a short, harsh bark. Winnie had never heard him laugh before. She looked at him. It was a funny feeling, looking at a blind person. You could inspect them like a piece of furniture. Come to think of it, Mr Flyte could do with a good spring-clean himself. His jacket was stained and even in this dim light she could see that his shirt was grubby. This was hardly surprising; she, of all people, knew how seldom he surrendered up any personal items of washing. His skin had the waxy look of somebody who never saw daylight. There was, however, something raffish about him – full lips nestling in his beard, a relaxed looseness to his limbs. She suspected foreign blood. In fact, if he spruced himself up he could be a fine-looking man though much good that could do him now. No wonder he had gone to seed.

Today his face was naked. At meals, and out in the street, Mr Flyte wore black spectacles. In his room, however, he often took them off. Somehow, despite the beard, his face looked more bare than the faces of ordinary men. At times he kept his eyes closed, which could be unnerving – was he dozing? When they were open his pupils fluttered at the top of his eyeballs, as if searching for some truth in the roof of his skull. Winnie’s heart melted. He had lost his sight for his country, the mustard gas had done it, and it felt wicked even to notice that his fingernails were dirty. After all, he didn’t.

Winnie plumped up the pillow, in its fresh pillowcase. The poor man – how could he, of all people, question the need for a helping hand? It must be terrible, being blind, the day dawning for everybody else while you remained in darkness – blackness – with no hope of even a glimmer. For ever. Until you died. The terror of it, being locked into your own thoughts. It must be like being bound in a bandage. The panic, the loneliness... The very idea brought Winnie out in goosepimples. It was hardly surprising that Mr Flyte’s behaviour was odd.

Winnie wondered what his last sight on earth had been. A German face, contorted with rage? A cloud of gas? Was it yellow, the gas? She had no idea. It didn’t bear thinking about. In fact she had only the vaguest idea of that parallel world into which men had been disappearing in such vast numbers for so many years. There were photographs in the paper, of course, but they looked posed, and the men who returned seldom spoke about what had happened to them. There was no way, for example, that she could ask Mr Spooner, upstairs, about his experiences in the trenches. He was in no state for anything of that kind.

Winnie unfolded the clean sheet and shook it out. At least Mr Flyte couldn’t see his room. That was a blessing, she supposed. It really was in a shocking state. The gutter outside was broken and damp had crept in. The wallpaper was blistered and peeling; one section had come away from the wall and hung down like a tongue. Chalky patches had bloomed down one side of the window, sprouting a sort of cotton wool. A substance resembling boiled toffee had also erupted beneath the cornice, where the wash-basin upstairs had leaked. The whole house was going to rack and ruin but what could Mrs Clay do, living on her war widow’s pension?

Winnie tucked the sheet under the mattress. They sent the bedlinen out to the laundry – it would be impossible to wash it all in the copper – and it returned smelling as fresh, as new-born, as a baby’s scalp. It brought a breath of hope into the house. She liked burying her nose in the crisp cotton. The scent made her long for a child of her own, a home of her own, but that was not meant to be. She had realised this some time ago.

 ‘And what do you look like, Winnie?’

Winnie didn’t falter. She laid the eiderdown on the bed. If she didn’t make a noise, perhaps Mr Flyte would think she had already gone. Where, oh where, was Mrs Clay?

Mr Flyte stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Come on, Winnie. Don’t be coy.’

‘I can’t say, sir.’ Winnie bundled up the dirty sheets and blundered out of the room.

*

Ralph stood still on the top landing. No sound came from the Spooners’ room. What did the little girl do all day, alone with her father? Sometimes she emerged, pattering down the stairs, to run errands but most of the time she was shut up there with him, the door closed. There was no question of school. What did he do all day? Before he went to the Front Mr Spooner had worked as a french polisher, but even then he was a shy, retiring man. He had left the house early in the morning and the little family took their evening meal alone, before the other tenants ate. Occasionally he had played chess with Ralph’s father in the back room but the games were played in a concentrated silence. Each man drank a bottle of stout. That was in another life, now. It was hard to believe that a mere four years had passed. Now it was like having a ghost in the house – a presence, a creak of the floorboards. Mrs Spooner collected the supper for the three of them and took it upstairs. Nobody remarked upon her husband or his condition, and Ralph could hardly bring the subject up. Even Winnie just rolled her eyes and busied herself with something else.

Ralph took a breath and turned the knob of Boyce Argyle’s door. He stepped in and was flooded in sunlight. Though no fire had been lit for months it felt like the warmest spot in the house. This was because, during winter, it was the only room that caught the sun. The railway bridge blocked the lower floors but Mr Argyle’s window was above the gloom; outside was blue sky and a view of rooftops. Only now did Ralph realise that it was a dazzling January day. The windowsill was still encrusted with pigeon droppings; Boyce had liked feeding the birds. How many times had they landed there before giving up?

Down in the yard Winnie was beating carpets. He heard the faint, rhythmic thud, like jungle drums. His mother was out shopping. She had taken the dog, so there was no danger of Brutus padding up to this room to seek his master.

Winnie had made up the bed, as if its occupant had just popped out and would return at any moment. This was
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