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      The gluey smell

      
      
      The first time I met Wonder Boy, he pissed on me. I suppose he was trying to warn me off, which was quite prescient when you
         consider how things turned out.
      

      
      One afternoon in late October, somewhere between Stoke Newington and Highbury, I’d ventured into an unfamiliar street, and
         come upon the entrance of a cobbled lane that led in between two high garden walls. After about fifty metres the lane opened
         out into a grassy circle and I found myself standing in front of a big double-fronted house, half derelict and smothered in
         ivy, so completely tucked away behind the gardens of the neighbouring houses that you’d never have guessed it was there, crouched
         behind a straggly privet hedge and a thicket of self-seeded ash and maple saplings. I assumed it was uninhabited – who could
         live in a place like this? Something was carved on the gatepost. I pulled the ivy aside and read: Canaan House. Canaan – even
         the name exuded a musty whiff of holiness.
      

      
      A cloud shifted and a low shaft of sunshine made the windows light up momentarily like a magic show. Then the sun slipped
         away and the flat dusky light exposed the crumbling stucco, the bare wood where the paint had peeled away, rag-patched windows,
         sagging gutters, and a spiny monkey puzzle tree that had been planted far too close to the house. Behind me, the gate closed
         with a clack.
      

      
      Suddenly a long wailing sob, like the sound of a child crying, uncoiled in the silence. It seemed to be coming from the thicket. I shivered and drew back towards the gate, half
         expecting Christopher Lee to appear with blood on his fangs. But it was only a cat, a great white bruiser of a tomcat, with
         three black socks and an ugly face, who emerged from the bushes, tail held high, and came towards me with a purposeful glint
         in his eye.
      

      
      ‘Hello, cat. Do you live here?’

      
      He sidled up, as though to rub himself against my legs, but just as I reached down to stroke him, his tail went up, his whole
         body quivered, and a strong squirt of eau-de-tomcat suffused the air. I aimed a kick, but he’d already melted into the shadows.
         As I picked my way back through the brambles I could smell it on my jeans – it had a pungent, faintly gluey smell.
      

      
      Our second encounter was about a week later, and this time I met his owner, too. One evening at about eleven o’clock, I heard
         a noise in the street, a scraping and scuffling followed by a smash of glass. I looked out of the window. Someone was pulling
         stuff out of the skip in front of my house.
      

      
      At first I thought it was just a boy, a slight sparrowy figure wearing a cap pulled down low over his face; then he moved
         into the light and I saw it was an old woman, scrawny as an alley cat, tugging at some burgundy velour curtains to get at
         the box of my husband’s old vinyls half buried under the other junk. I waved from the window. She waved back gaily and carried
         on tugging. Suddenly the box came free and she fell backwards on to the ground, scattering the records all over the road,
         smashing a few of them. I opened the door and rushed out to help her.
      

      
      ‘Are you okay?’

      
      Scrambling to her feet, she shook herself like a cat. Her face was half hidden under the peak of the cap – it was one of those big jaunty baker boy caps that Twiggy used to wear, with a
         diamanté brooch pinned on one side.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what type of persons is throwing away such music. Great Russian composers.’ A rich brown voice, crumbly like
         fruitcake. I couldn’t place the accent. ‘Must be some barbarian types living around here, isn’t it?’
      

      
      She stood chin out, feet apart, as if sizing me up for a fight.

      
      ‘Look! Tchaikovsky. Shostakovich. Prokofiev. And they throw all in a bin!’

      
      ‘Please take the records,’ I said apologetically. ‘I don’t have a record player.’

      
      I didn’t want her to think I was a barbarian type.

      
      ‘Thenk you. I adore especially the Prokofiev piano sonatas.’

      
      Now I saw that behind the skip was an old-fashioned pram with big curly springs into which she’d already loaded some of my
         husband’s books.
      

      
      ‘You can have the books, too.’

      
      ‘You heff read them all?’ she asked, as though quizzing me for barbarian tendencies.

      
      ‘All of them.’

      
      ‘Good. Thenk you.’

      
      ‘My name’s Georgie. Georgie Sinclair.’

      
      She tipped her head in a stiff nod but said nothing.

      
      ‘I’ve not lived here long. We moved down from Leeds a year ago.’

      
      She extended a gloved hand – the gloves were splitting apart on the thumbs – like a slightly dotty monarch acknowledging a
         subject.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Naomi Shapiro.’

      
      I helped her gather the scattered records and stow them on top of the books. Poor old thing, I was thinking, one of life’s
         casualties, carting her worldly possessions around in a pram. She pushed it off down the road, swaying a little on her high
         heels as she went. Even in the cold outside air I could smell her, pungent and tangy like ripe cheese. After she’d gone a
         few yards I spotted the white tomcat, the same shaggy bruiser with three black socks, leeching out of the undergrowth of next
         door’s garden and trailing her down the pavement, ducking for cover from time to time. Then I saw there was a whole cohort
         of shadowy cats slipping off walls and out of bushes, slinking along behind her. I stood and watched her go until she turned
         a corner and disappeared from sight, the Queen of the Cats. And I forgot about her instantly. I had other things to worry
         about.
      

      
      From the pavement I could see the light still on in Ben’s bedroom window and the computer monitor winking away as he surfed
         the worldwide waves. Ben, my baby boy, now sixteen, a paid-up citizen of the web-wide world. ‘I’m a cyber-child, Mum. I grew
         up with hypertext,’ he’d once told me, when I complained about the time he was spending online. The square of light blinked
         from blue to red to green. What seas was he travelling tonight? What sights did he see? Up so late. On his own. My heart pinched
         – my gentle, slightly-too-serious Ben. How is it that children of the same parents turn out so differently? His sister Stella,
         at twenty, had already grabbed life by the horns, wrestled it to the ground, and was training it to eat out of the palm of
         her hand (along with a changing ménage of hopeful young men) in a shared rented house near Durham University which, whenever
         I phoned, seemed always to have a party going on or a rock band practising in the background.
      

      
      In the upstairs window the coloured square winked and disappeared. Bedtime. I went in and wrote my husband a curt note asking
         him to come and remove his junk, and I put it in an envelope with a second-class stamp. First thing next day, I telephoned the skip hire company.
      

      
      So let me explain why I was putting my husband’s stuff on a skip – then you can decide for yourself whose fault it was. We’re
         in the kitchen one morning – the usual rush of Rip getting off to work and Ben getting off to school. Rip’s fiddling with
         his BlackBerry. I’m making coffee and frothing milk and burning toast. The air is full of smoke and steam and early-morning
         bustle. The news is on the radio. Ben is thumping around upstairs.
      

      
      
      
         
         Me: I’ve bought a new toothbrush holder for the bathroom. Do you think you might find a moment to fix it on the wall?

         
      
         
         Him: (Silence.)

         
      
         
         Me: It’s really nice. White porcelain. Sort of Scandinavian style.

         
      
         
         Him: What?

         
      
         
         Me: The toothbrush holder.

         
      
         
         Him: What the fuck are you talking about, Georgie?

         
      
         
         Me: The toothbrush holder. It needs fixing on to the wall. In the bathroom. (A helpless little simper in my voice.) I think it’s
            a rawplug job.
         

         
      
         
         Him: (Deep manly sigh.) Some of us are trying to do something really worthwhile in the world, Georgie. You know, something that
            will contribute to human progress and shape the destiny of future generations. And you witter on about a toothbrush.
         

         
      

      
      
      I can’t explain what came over me next. My arm jerked and suddenly there were flecks of milky froth everywhere – on the walls,
         on him, all over his BlackBerry. A gob of froth had caught in the blond hairs of his left eyebrow and hung there, quivering goopily with his rage.
      

      
      
      
         
         Him: (Furious.) What’s got into you, Georgie?

         
      
         
         Me: (A shriek.) You don’t care, do you? All you care about is your bloody world-changing destiny-shaping bloody work!

         
      
         
         Him: (Shaking his head in disbelief.) As it happens, I do care very much. I care about what happens in the world. Though I can’t
            say I care deeply about a toothbrush.
         

         
      
         
         Me: (Watching, fascinated, as the gob of froth works itself loose and starts to slide.) A toothbrush holder.
         

         
      
         
         Him: What the fuck’s a toothbrush holder?
         

         
      
         
         Me: It’s… ah! (There she goes… Splat!)

         
      
         
         Him: (Self-righteously rubbing his eye.) I don’t see why I should put up with this.

         
      
         
         Me: (Flushed with achievement.) No one’s asking you to put up with it. Why don’t you just go? And take your bloody BlackBerry
            with you. (Not that there was the slightest chance that he’d have left that behind.)
         

         
      
         
         Him: (Hoity-toity.) Your outbursts of hysteria are not very attractive, Georgie.

         
      
         
         Me: (Lippy.) No, and you’re not attractive either, you big self-inflated fart.

         
      

      
      
      But he was attractive. That’s the trouble – he was. And now I’ve well and truly blown it, I thought, as I pictured Mrs Shapiro
         pootling away up the street with his precious collection of great Russian composers tucked away in her pram.
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      Pheromones

      
      
      I was sitting at my desk, staring at the rain and trying to finish off the November edition of Adhesives in the Modern World, when the skip lorry arrived. Adhesives can sometimes, I admit, be quite boring, so it was nice to be distracted. I watched
         it reversing and clanking into position, lowering the chain loops to winch up the overflowing skip, dangling it in the air
         with the damp spare mattress, the dishevelled papers, limply flapping magazines, the bin bags of clothes and the boxes that
         contained all the soggy detritus of his Really Important Work, and crashing it down on the back of the truck with a satisfying
         thud. When it was ready I went out and paid the skip man, and I must confess I did feel a pang of extreme apprehension as
         it trundled out of view. I knew Rip would be furious.
      

      
      When he’d got back from work that day – the day of the toothbrush holder – I’d calmed down but he was still in a rage. He
         started piling up his stuff in his car.
      

      
      
      
         
         Me: (Nervous.) What are you doing?

         
      
         
         Him: (Stony-faced.) I’m leaving. I’m going to stay with Pete.

         
      
         
         Me: (Clinging. Pathetic. Despicable. Self-hating.) Don’t go, Rip. I’m sorry. It’s only a toothbrush holder. I’ll put it up myself.
            Tell you what (little giggle), I’ll learn to do rawplugs.
         

         
      
         
         Him: (Clenched jaw.) But it’s not just that, is it?

         
         
      
         
         Me: What d’you mean? (A terrible truth dawns on me.) Are you…?

         
      
         
         Him: (Sigh of boredom.) There’s no one else, if that’s what you’re thinking. Just…

         
      
         
         Me: (Relief.) Just… me?

         
      
         
         Him: (Looking at his watch.) I’d better get going. I told Pete I’d be there at seven.

         
      
         
         Me: (Feeling like a despicable worm too low even to crawl out of its miserable hole, but putting on a show of nonchalance.) Fine.
            If that’s what you feel. Fine by me. Give my regards to Pete.
         

         
      

      
      
      Pete was Australian, Rip’s squash partner, and a senior colleague on the Progress Project. We called him Pectoral Pete, because
         he always wore tight white T-shirts and big white trainers and made loud jokes about lesbians. In spite of that, I quite liked
         him. He and his wife Ottoline lived in a tall-windowed house overlooking a square in Islington, with a top-floor flat that
         they sometimes rented out. I went and stood outside one evening, looking up into the lighted windows. They couldn’t see me
         standing down there in the dark with tears pouring down my face.
      

      
      It lasted for a few weeks, the crying phase. Then rage took over.

      
      ‘I’ll come back for the rest of my things,’ Rip had said as he left.

      
      But he didn’t. The shoes in the hall – I gave them a kick each time I went past – the old clothes in the wardrobe – they still
         carried a faint whiff of him – the back copies of The Economist and the New Statesman stacked up against the wall, the filing cabinets bulging with progress. Even his used underpants he’d left in the laundry
         basket. What was I supposed to do – take them out and wash them?
      

      
      
      I didn’t want him cluttering up my new independent life with his old discarded stuff. I’ll be fine, I told myself. I’ll get
         over it. I’ll meet someone else. And just to convince myself that I really meant it, I hired a skip. Perhaps I should have
         taken it all to Oxfam, but I didn’t have a car and it just seemed too complicated. And besides, if I had done, this story
         might never have been written, because it was the skip that brought Mrs Shapiro into my life.
      

      
      About an hour after the skip had gone, the doorbell rang. So soon! I stood frozen, paralysed by the enormity of what I’d done.
         I listened as the bell rang again, a long, persistent, I-know-you’re-in-there ring. No, best not to answer it. But what if
         he looked in through the window and saw me standing there? Maybe I should take my shoes off and silently sneak up to the bedroom.
         But what if he looked in through the letter box and saw me creeping up the stairs? What if he saw my silhouette in the window?
         I tiptoed into the corridor, lay down on the floor out of the sight line of any of the windows, and held my breath.
      

      
      The doorbell rang again and again and again. Obviously he wasn’t fooled. Then the letter box clattered. Then silence. As I
         lay stretched out on the floor watching the light fade on the ceiling, I could feel my heartbeat slowing down and my breathing
         getting calmer. After a while, a song drifted into my head.
      

      
      ‘You thought I’d lay down and die. Oh no, not I! I will survive!’ Gloria Gaynor. It was one of Mum’s favourites. How did it go? ‘At first I was afraid, I was petrified.’ I started to sing. ‘I didn’t know if I could something something without you by my side… something change the locks… I will survive!’ I’d forgotten most of the other words, but I still knew the chorus, ‘I will survive! I will survive!’ I belted it out over and over again.
      

      
      
      That’s how Ben found me when he got back from school, lying flat on my back in the corridor, singing at the top of my voice.
         He must have let himself in so quietly that I didn’t hear the door; then I looked up and saw his face looking down at me.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Mum?’ His eyes squinted with concern.

      
      ‘Course I am, love. Just… enjoying a musical interlude.’

      
      I clambered up from the floor and looked out of the window. The street was empty. It was raining again. There were no signs
         the skip had ever been there apart from a few shards of black vinyl on the road. Then I noticed a leaflet on the doormat.
         Ben picked it up curiously. The Watchtower. Watch and pray for ye know not when the time is.

      
      ‘What’s this about?’

      
      ‘It’s the Jehovah’s Witness magazine. It’s about the end of the world, when Jesus returns, and all the true believers get
         whisked up to heaven.’
      

      
      ‘Hm.’ He flicked through it, and to my surprise he stuck it in his pocket and clomped upstairs to his room.

      
      What a shame. I could have done with a comforting heart-to-heart with some nice Jehovah’s Witnesses.

      
      The doorbell rang again as Ben and I were about to sit down for tea. Ben answered it.

      
      ‘Hi, Dad.’

      
      ‘Hi, Ben. Is your mother in?’

      
      Nowhere to hide this time. I had to face him across the table. Pectoral Pete was with him. They were both wearing their jogging
         gear. They must have run all the way over from Islington. I could smell the sweat on them. The whole kitchen reeked of pheromones,
         and I felt a mortifying stab of lust – my traitor hormones letting me down just when I thought I was beginning to get things
         under control.
      

      
      
      Him: (Lounging in his chair and stretching his legs out as if he owned the place.) Hi, Georgie. I got your message. I’ve come
         to rescue my stuff.
      

      
      
      
         
         Me: (Oh, help! What have I done?) It’s too late. They took the skip away this morning.

         
      
         
         Him: (Eyes round and blinky. Mouth open in a little round O that makes him look like a hooked trout.) You’re kidding. (Yes, definitely
            more trouty than destiny-shaping. Ha ha!)
         

         
      
         
         Me: Why would I be kidding? (His hair seems to have receded a bit, too. Good. He’s not as gorgeous as he thinks he is.)

         
      
         
         Him: (Disbelieving.) They took the records? My great Russian composers?

         
      
         
         Me: (A sly smirk.) Mmhm.

         
      
         
         Him: (Even more disbelieving.) My first-fifteen rugby boots?

         
      
         
         Me: All the junk. (How can a man who discards his loyal and devoted wife without a frisson of sentiment get all dewy-eyed about
            a pair of mouldy old football boots?)
         

         
      
         
         Him: (World-weary sigh.) Why are you being so childish, Georgie?

         
      

      
      
      Childish? Me? I picked up a plate of pasta. I could feel that twitching in my arm again. Pete was grinning with embarrassment,
         trying to bury his face in the Guardian. Then I caught the frightened look in Ben’s eyes – poor Ben, he didn’t need to see his parents behaving like this. I put
         the pasta down, bolted out of the room and ran up the stairs; I threw myself on to my bed, blinking the tears out of my eyes.
         I will survive. I will grow strong. I will change the locks. Look at Gloria Gaynor – she turned her heartbreak into a song
         that sold millions. As I sat there listening to the voices down below, and wishing I’d kept my cool, an appealing thought floated into my head. I can’t sing, but I can write.
      

      
      In fact I was already halfway there. I had a working title and a terrific nom de plume. My mind lingered on a seductive image
         of myself as a published author, trendy in crumpled linen with a stylish leather bag full of proofs slung casually over my
         shoulder, jetting around the world with an entourage of poet toyboys. Rip would be revealed to the world as a self-obsessed
         workaholic, pitifully underendowed, with an insatiable Viagra habit and dandruff. His wife would be beautiful and long-suffering,
         with a fabulous bum.
      

      
      ‘Forget! Survive!’ Gloria Gaynor’s voice seemed to chide in my head. ‘You’ll waste too many nights thinking how he did you wrong. Change the locks! Grow strong!’

      
      And to be fair, she had a point. My previous attempts at fiction, twelve and a half full exercise books, were stowed away
         in a drawer, along with a file of hoity-toity rejection slips.
      

      
      
         Dear Ms Firestorm,

         Thank you for sending The Splattered Heart for our consideration. Your book has some colourful characters and displays an impressive array of adjectives, but I regret
            to say I was unable to summon sufficient enthusiasm…
         

      

      
      That sort of thing is bad for morale, and my morale was already low. But it was no use – a seed of optimism had lodged itself
         in my heart, and the opening lines were already sprouting in my head. There was one empty exercise book left.
      

      
      
            
      
         
         
         The Splattered Heart 
Chapter I

         
         It was past midnight when Rick rolled exhaustedly on to his broad, muscular slightly podgy back and casually ran his powerful fingers with their chewed-down fingernails through his thick curly, naturally blond discreetly highlighted hair.

      

      
      Okay, I know it’s not your Jane Austen. Maybe Ms Insufficient Enthusiasm had a point about the adjectives. I sat staring at
         the page. Had I developed writer’s block already? Downstairs I heard voices in the hall and the click of the latch. Then my
         bedroom door opened a crack.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Mum? Aren’t you having any dinner?’
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      Shelf life

      
      
      After Rip moved into Pectoral Pete’s top-floor flat we agreed that Ben should spend half a week with each of us. One day I
         noticed him with his watch and his pencil ticking off the days on the calendar. Sunday, Monday, Tuesday: Dad. Wednesday, Thursday,
         Friday: Mum. Saturday – that’s the tricky one – one week with Dad, one week with Mum. We broke him in half and divided him
         between us. I could see the frown of concentration on his face as he tried to work out which week we were in. He was determined
         to be fair to both of us.
      

      
      As the rage against Rip congealed in my heart, I was sometimes taken over by a numbness so intense it felt like pain. On the
         days when Ben wasn’t here I found it almost unbearable to be in the house alone. The silence had an intrusive jangling quality,
         like a persistent tinnitus. When I walked from room to room I could hear my footsteps on the laminate floor. When I ate, I
         could hear the scraping of my knife and fork on the plate in the echoing kitchen. At first I tried having the radio on or
         playing music, but that made it worse: I knew the silence was there even though I couldn’t hear it.
      

      
      When the silence got too much I’d take a walk, just to get out of the house. Wearing my comfy trodden-down trainers and an
         ancient brown duffel coat with a wide flapping hood and sleeves like bat’s wings, I flitted about at dusk, peeping through
         lighted windows into other people’s lives, catching them eating an evening meal, or sitting on a sofa watching TV, and tried to remember what it felt like to be still stuck together. Maybe I should have been prettying myself up and keeping
         my eye open for another man, but the wing-sleeves of the coat enfolded me like arms, and at that time, it was the only comfort
         I had. The look was not so much Bat Woman as batty-woman, but it didn’t matter because I never met anyone I knew, and anyway,
         the coat made me invisible.
      

      
      One afternoon I went as far as Islington, thinking I’d get a few things I needed from Sainsbury’s and catch the bus back.
         It was about four o’clock, and the sticker lady was doing her end-of-day reductions. A crowd was milling around her like a
         piranha tank at feeding time. Mum had always been a great advocate of sell-by-date shopping, and I remembered with a twist
         of nostalgia how, when I was little, she used to send me scampering along the aisles looking out for the bright red REDUCED stickers that pouted like scarlet kisses on the cling film. She didn’t think much of Listernia and Saminella, and even an
         unpleasant experience with some mature crabstix didn’t dampen her enthusiasm. She would pat her elasticated middle. ‘Waste
         not, want not.’ Mum always looked after her pennies as if they came from heaven. Funny how long after you leave home you still
         carry a bit of your parents around inside you. Now, without the certainty of Rip’s salary landing in our joint bank account
         with a generous kerchung! each month, I understood that sharp edge of insecurity that Mum must have felt all her life. Or
         maybe I was just so dejected at the time that I felt a queasy kinship with the curled-at-the-corners pastries, the sad rejected
         chicken wings. Anyway, I pushed forward to join the crush.
      

      
      The sticker lady was working incredibly slowly, spewing out labels that kept jamming the machine. No sooner had she stuck
         a new label on something than a hand reached out of the throng and grabbed it from her. The reduced items weren’t even reaching the shelf. I noticed it always seemed to be
         the same hand – a bony, gnarled, jewel-encrusted hand, darting out and snatching. Turning to follow it with my eyes, I spotted
         an old woman diving in low beneath the shoulders of two fat ladies. Her hair was tucked up into a jaunty Scotch plaid cap
         with a heart-and-arrow diamanté brooch pinned on one side, and a straggle of black curls escaping under the brim. She was
         reaching and grabbing like a virago. It was Mrs Shapiro.
      

      
      ‘Hello!’ I called.

      
      She looked up and stared at me for a moment. Then she recognised me.

      
      ‘Georgine!’ she cried. She pronounced it with hard ‘G’s and an ‘eh’ sound at the end. Gheorghineh! ‘Good afternoon, my darlink!’

      
      ‘Good to see you, Mrs Shapiro.’

      
      I leaned and gave her a peck on each cheek. In the enclosed space of the groceries aisle, her smell was ripe and farty like
         old cheese, with a faint hint of Chanel No. 5. I could see the looks on the faces of the other shoppers as they backed away
         and let her through. They thought she was just a bag lady, a batty-woman. They didn’t know she collected books and listened
         to the great Russian composers.
      

      
      ‘Plenty good bargains today, darlink!’ Her voice was breathless with excitement. ‘One minute full price, next minute half
         price – same thing, no difference. Always tastes better when you pay less, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘You should meet my mum. She always likes a bargain. She says it’s because of the war.’

      
      I guessed she was a bit older than Mum – in her late seventies, maybe. More wrinkled, but more energetic. She was of the age
         when she should have been wearing those extra-wide-fitting bootees held on with Velcro, but in fact she was tottering about daintily on peep-toe high-heeled shoes
         like a lady of style, the grubby toes of her grey-white cotton ankle socks poking out in front.
      

      
      ‘Not only the war, darlink. I heff learnt in my life to make the ends meet. A hard life is a good teacher, isn’t it?’

      
      Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes focused and alert, her brow slightly furrowed with the effort of mental arithmetic as the
         new labels were stuck on top of the old.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Georgine – you must grebbit!’

      
      I squeezed in beside one of the big ladies and grabbed at a passing chicken korma, reduced from £2.99 to £1.49. Mum would
         have been proud of me.
      

      
      ‘You heff to be quick! You like sossedge? Here!’

      
      Mrs Shapiro snatched a pack of sausages reduced to 59p out of the hand of a bewildered pensioner, and tossed it into my basket.

      
      ‘Oh… thanks.’

      
      They looked unappetisingly pink. Seizing me by the wrist, she pulled me towards her and whispered in my ear, ‘Is okay. Jewish.
         No sossedge.’ The pensioner was staring at the sausages in my basket.
      

      
      ‘You Jewish also, Georgine?’ She must have noticed me eyeing the sausages with distaste.

      
      ‘No. Not Jewish. Yorkshire.’

      
      ‘Ach, so. Never mind. Can’t help it.’

      
      ‘Have you been playing the records, Mrs Shapiro? Are they all right? Not too scratched?’

      
      ‘Great records. Glinka. Rimsky-Korsakov. Mussorgsky. Such a music. Take you straight up into heaven.’ Her bony hands spread
         theatrically in the air, the rings glittering, the varnished fingernails bright like little bunches of cherries. Close up
         I saw that the red highlights in her cheeks, which I’d mistaken for a flush of excitement, were actually two circles of rouge, one with a clear thumbprint in the middle.
      

      
      ‘Shostakovich. Prokofiev. Myaskovsky. My Arti has played with them all.’

      
      ‘Who’s Arti?’ I asked, but she was distracted by a 79p quiche Lorraine.

      
      I didn’t like to admit that classical music wasn’t my thing – I always thought of it as Rip’s look-at-me-I’m-doing-the-hoovering
         music. I’m a Bruce Springsteen and Joan Armatrading fan myself.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think I have much of an ear for music.’

      
      Rip used to tease me that I was tone deaf and even my singing-in-the-bath efforts were painful to the cultivated ear.

      
      ‘Not all great art is for the messes, darlink. But you would like to learn, would you?’ She batted her azure eyelids. ‘I will
         play for you. You like the fish?’
      

      
      As she said the word, I noticed a fishy undernote welling up through the cheese-and-Chanel. It was coming from her trolley.
         I saw that among her bargain produce were several packs of fish, all REDUCED. I hesitated. This fish definitely smelled off. Even Mum would have given it a miss.
      

      
      ‘You come in my house, I will cook them for you.’

      
      Poor old thing, she must be lonely, I thought.

      
      ‘I’d love to, but…’ But what?

      
      I was trying to muster an excuse when she let out a blood-curdling shriek.

      
      ‘No no! You teef!’

      
      There was a sudden angry scuffle in the aisle and a clang of shopping trolleys being barged. The pensioner from whose hand
         she’d grabbed the sausages had sneakily tried to pinch them back out of my basket. Mrs Shapiro snatched them from him and
         brandished them in the air.
      

      
      
      ‘Teef! You pay for you own sossedge full price if you want it!’

      
      Defeated and humiliated the pensioner slunk away. She turned towards me, flushed with triumph.

      
      ‘I am liffing not far from you. Big house. Big garden. Too many trees. Totley Place. Kennen House. You come on Saturday seven
         o’clock.’
      

      
      ‘Have you got a Nectar Card?’ asked the girl at the checkout, swiping my bargains over the bar-code reader (where did that
         vile-looking cheese sauce come from?).
      

      
      I shook my head, and muttered something Rip-like about the surveillance society. Behind me, Mrs Shapiro had got into an argument
         with someone else in the queue and I was planning a quick getaway.
      

      
      ‘Bravo, darlink! These surveyors are getting everywhere,’ she cried, barging her way towards the exit, bashing the legs of
         the man in the next queue with her trolley. He was a big man with a stubble of close-cropped blond hair, built like a rugby
         player. He turned round and gave her an unsmiling stare.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, sorry, darlink.’ The crimson lipstick flashed. The blue eyelids fluttered. The man shook his head, as though saddened
         by the presence of lunatics.
      

      
      He made his way through the checkout and out into the car park. I watched him load his purchases into a massive black tinted-windowed
         four-by-four parked in a disabled bay in front of Mrs Shapiro’s pram. Immediately behind him, a blue Robin Reliant had pulled
         in tight, sideways on. It had a disabled badge in the window. He put the four-by-four – it looked like one of those American
         military Humvee things – into reverse and started to back up, but the Robin Reliant was blocking him in. On the other side,
         Mrs Shapiro was loading her purchases into her pram. He edged forward and stuck his head out of the window.
      

      
      ‘Can you just shift your pram, lady, so I can pull round?’

      
      ‘One moment, please!’ Mrs Shapiro cried. ‘I need a new reduction!’ She’d found a bruise on a not-reduced apple, and was heading
         off back into the shop to negotiate a discount.
      

      
      While I was waiting, the owner of the Robin Reliant returned. He was a little shrivelled man, propping himself up with a stick.
         He got into the Reliant, took a meat pie out of a paper bag, and started to eat. The man in the Humvee beeped his horn loud
         and long, but the meat-pie man carried on eating. The Humvee started to reverse, slowly slowly, until its rear bumper touched
         the door panel of the Reliant. Tunk! There was a distinct jolt as it made contact. By now a few people had gathered on the
         pavement to watch. I spotted the two fat ladies from the sticker scrum, eating biscuits out of a bag. The Big Issue seller had come round from the front of the store, and a girl who’d been handing out leaflets when I arrived. They were all
         yelling at him to stop. The meat-pie man was taking his time, savouring every bite.
      

      
      Suddenly the Humvee driver slammed into forward, swung the wheel round as far as it would go, and started inching his chrome
         bumper towards where I was standing by Mrs Shapiro’s pram. There was something about the fixed set of his jaw and the way
         his eyes stared straight ahead, refusing to look at me, that made me livid. I positioned myself defiantly in front of the
         pram, gripping the handle tight, with my own shopping bags wedged between my feet. I hadn’t picked this fight, but I was prepared
         for martyrdom. The driver beeped his horn and carried on inching. He was going to barge the pram right out of the way with
         his bully bull bars!
      

      
      Then Mrs Shapiro emerged beaming from the super-market, brandishing the apple, which now had a REDUCED sticker on it.
      

      
      ‘They give me five pence off!’

      
      She pulled a packet of cigarettes and a box of matches out from under the hood of the pram, offered me one – which I declined
         – and lit up.
      

      
      ‘Thenk you, Georgine, for waiting.’ She nodded in the direction of the Big Issue salesman and the leaflet girl, and whispered loud enough for them to hear, ‘Looks like gypsies, isn’t it? They want to steal
         my shoppings?’
      

      
      ‘No, they’re…’

      
      ‘Just shift your bloody pram, you old bat!’ snarled the Humvee driver out of his window.

      
      ‘Don’t you dare talk to her like that, you big bully!’ I hissed back.

      
      ‘What he is saying, Georgine?’

      
      ‘I think he wants you to move the pram, Mrs Shapiro, so that he can get his car out. But just take your time.’

      
      She fluttered her azure eyelids at him.

      
      ‘Sorry, sorry, darlink.’

      
      Swaying a little on her heels, she manoeuvred the pram out of the way and tottered off down the road towards Chapel Market,
         still puffing away.
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      Bonding dissimilar materials

      
      
      When I got home, I put the kettle on for a cup of tea and phoned Mum to tell her about my pram adventure. I knew she’d be
         as intrigued by Mrs Shapiro as I was. (Dad, on the other hand, would approve of my befriending a vulnerable old lady.) Mum
         had turned seventy-three in October and time was weighing down on her. Her eyesight was beginning to deteriorate (‘immaculate
         degeneration’) and the doctor had told her she shouldn’t drive any more. Dad had been struck down with the ‘waterworks mither’.
         Her son, my brother Keir, five years divorced, with two sons he hardly ever saw, was posted in Iraq. And now I was splitting
         up with my husband. Just at the time when she should have been sailing into a rosy sunset, everything on her horizon seemed
         stormy and unsettled.
      

      
      To cheer her up, I launched into a description of my bargains.

      
      ‘Chicken korma, Mum. Reduced from £2.99 to £1.49.’

      
      ‘Oh, lovely. What’s a chicken corner?’

      
      Mum isn’t stupid, but she’s partially deaf – my nana had measles during her pregnancy. Dad and I tease her because she refuses
         to wear a hearing aid. (‘People’ll say I’m an alien if I start going around wi’ bits of wire coming out of my head.’ Actually,
         where I come from, in Kippax, they might.)
      

      
      ‘Chicken korma. It’s Indian. Sort of spicy and creamy.’

      
      
      ‘Oah, I don’t know if your dad’d fancy that.’ Her voice sounded flat and defeated.

      
      I tried another tack.

      
      ‘Have you read any good books recently, Mum?’

      
      In the right mood, this is her favourite topic, a guilty pleasure we share. When I was sixteen, Dad had given me a copy of
         The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, which I’d pretended to enjoy but had secretly found depressing and tedious, and Mum had introduced me to Georgette Heyer
         and Catherine Cookson, whom I pretended to despise, but secretly devoured.
      

      
      ‘Always look out for the underdog,’ Dad had said.

      
      ‘There’s nowt to beat a happy ending,’ said Mum.

      
      ‘I just finished Turquoise Temptation,’ she sighed down the phone. ‘But it were rubbish. Too much heavy breathing and ripped-up underwear.’ A pause. ‘Have you
         seen owt of Euridopeas?’
      

      
      I knew she secretly hoped we would get together again. I didn’t tell her he’d been round to pick up his stuff.

      
      When Rip and I first fell in love, I sometimes used to imagine us as romantic characters in a great tempestuous love story
         set against the turbulent background of the miners’ strike, transgressing boundaries of wealth and class to be together. I
         was his door into an exotic world where noble savages discussed socialism while soaping each other’s backs in t’ pit baths.
         He was my door into Pemberley Hall and Mansfield Park. We were so full of illusions about each other, maybe it was bound to
         end in a splattering.
      

      
      After Mum had rung off, I made myself a cup of tea and picked up my pen.

      
      
      
      

      
      
         
         The Splattered Heart 
Chapter 2

         
         It was a sunny October day, and Rip ck’s mind was on carnal things as his mini Porsche nosed its way roared up over the Roaches hills still brilliant with dazzling autumn colour. After a few miles after Leek… (Should I change the location as well as the names? I tried to cast my mind back to my journalism course with frisky Mrs
            Featherstone, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what she’d said about libel.) … the road turned sharply to the right, and Gina saw the entrance to a driveway, with a cattle grid and two stone gateposts,
               and there at the bottom of the valley, a good mile away, was Holtham House Holty Towers, sailing like a stone galleon in a shimmering red-green-and-gold sea. (Pause for admiration; that was good – the galleon bit.) Despite herself, Gina was impressed by found herself inexorably drawn towards the house stately pile and she could not help noticing that these people obviously had a bob or two the stunning period features. So this is how the other half live, she thought. Actually, she found it quite appealing. How disgusting.

      

      
      In fact Rip was always much less troubled by the differences between our two families than I was.

      
      
      
         
         Me: (Whisper.) You never told me they were so posh.

         
      
         
         Him: (Murmur.) But when you have money, you realise how little it really matters.

         
      
         
         Me: (Loud whisper.) Yes, but it matters if you haven’t got enough.

         
      
         
         Him: (Quietly confident.) Inequality only matters if it makes people feel unequal.
         

         
      
         
         
         Me: Yes, but… (But that’s a load of crap.)

         
      
         
         Him: You don’t feel unequal, do you, Georgie?

         
      
         
         Me: No, but… (Of course I bloody do. I don’t know what to do with all the knives and forks. I feel as though they look down their
            hoity-toity noses at me. But I can’t admit it, can I, without seeming like a complete loser? So I’d better keep my mouth shut.)
         

         
      
         
         Him: Mmm. (Kisses me tenderly on the lips, then we end up in bed. Which is always nice.)
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      Fish

      
      
      It was already dark on Saturday evening when I made my way up the lane to Canaan House for my dinner date. As I moved out
         of range of the spooky sodium glow from the street lamp on Totley Place, the shadows closed in on me, and I must admit I felt
         a tremor of apprehension. What was I letting myself in for?
      

      
      The night was cold and starry. The moonlight etched silvery outlines of trees and the gables of Canaan House on to the darkness.
         But even in that ashy light there was something cheerfully eccentric about its hodgepodge of styles: Victorian bay windows,
         a Romanesque entrance porch with twirly columns supporting chubby rounded arches, exuberant Tudor chimneys, and a mad Dracula
         turret with pointed Gothic windows stuck on one side. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I was inexorably drawn, but I did quicken my step. The garden path was almost overgrown with brambles but a narrow trail led towards the porch.
         I pulled my duffel coat around me and looked for signs of light up ahead. Had she forgotten I was coming?
      

      
      The house itself was dark but I had a sense of eyes watching me. I stopped and listened. I could hear nothing but a faint
         rustling of leaves that could have been the wind. There was a smell of earth, mouldering vegetation and a musky foxy stink.
         I took a couple of steps closer to the house, and as I approached the porch a cat burst out of the undergrowth on to the path in front of me. And another. And another. I couldn’t count how many cats there were in that soft seething throng,
         rubbing up against me, purring and mewing, their eyes glinting gold and green, as if I’d stepped into a teeming shoal of furry
         fishes.
      

      
      The front door had a frosted glass panel through which I could now see a faint sliver of light far away inside. There was
         a bell to one side. I pressed it and heard it ringing somewhere in the depths of the house. The sliver of light widened into
         a crack and then into a rectangle as a door opened. I heard shuffling footsteps, a safety chain being unlocked, then Mrs Shapiro
         opened the door.
      

      
      ‘Georgine! Darlink! Come in!’

      
      It’s hard to describe the stench that hit me as I stepped over the threshold. I almost gagged and I had to struggle to keep
         the look of disgust off my face. It was a smell of damp and cat pee and shit and rot and food mould and house filth and sink
         gunge and, cutting through all that, a rank, nauseating, fishy stink. This last smell, I realised with a sinking feeling,
         was dinner.
      

      
      The cats had slunk in beside me – there were only four of them after all – and dashed up ahead into the back of the house.
         Mrs Shapiro clapped her hands as though to chase them away and smiled indulgently.
      

      
      ‘Little pisskes!’

      
      She was wearing a long-sleeved dress in carmine velvet, shaped at the waist and daringly cut away at the front and back to
         reveal her wrinkled shoulders and the loose skin of her chest. A double string of pearls gleamed around her throat. Her dramatic
         black curls were piled on top of her head with a collection of tortoiseshell combs, and she’d painted on a dash of matching
         carmine lipstick – not all of it on her lips. I was wearing jeans and a baggy pullover under my brown duffel coat. She stepped back on her high heels and eyed me critically.
      

      
      ‘Why you wearing this old shmata, Georgine? Is not flettering for a young woman. You will never get a man this way.’

      
      ‘I… er… I don’t need…’ I stopped. Maybe a man is what I needed after all.

      
      ‘Come. I will find you something better.’

      
      She led me into the wide tiled entrance hall, from the centre of which a polished mahogany staircase curved away to the next
         floor. Underneath the staircase were piles of black bin bags, bursting with – I don’t know, really, what they contained, but
         I could see clothes and books and electrical items and crockery and bedding spilling out where the bags had split. To one
         side was parked the old high-sprung pram, now apparently full of bundled rags, on which a couple of stripy felines were dozing.
         She shooed them away and started to root among the bundles. After a few moments she began to tug at a piece of dark green
         stuff which, when she pulled it out, turned out to be a dress in some heavy silky fabric with long scalloped sleeves.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ she held it up to my chin, ‘this I think is more flettering for you.’ I looked at the label – it was a size 12 – my
         size – and a Karen Millen. In fact it was a gorgeous dress. Where on earth had she got this from?
      

      
      ‘It’s lovely, but…’ Actually, when I thought about it, I could guess where she’d got it from – she must have pulled it out
         of a skip. ‘… but I can’t possibly take it.’
      

      
      Who would put a dress like this in a skip? Then I thought of Rip’s clothes, which I’d put in the skip, and in a flash I understood
         – another heart had been splattered somewhere.
      

      
      ‘Is too big for me,’ she said. ‘Will look better on you. Take it, please.’

      
      ‘Thank you, Mrs Shapiro, but…’ I brushed away the cat hairs that were clinging to the silky fabric. As I shook it out, I could smell the faint sweat and expensive perfume of its
         previous owner, and I wondered what had driven her lover to get rid of the dress.
      

      
      ‘Try it! Try it! No need to be emberressed, darlink.’

      
      Did she expect me to put it on straightaway? Obviously she did. She stood over me as I stripped down to my knickers in the
         cold foul-smelling hall and slipped the dress, still slightly warm from the sleeping cats, over my head. It slid down over
         my shoulders and hips as though it was made for me. Why was I doing this? I asked myself. Why didn’t I just put on my own
         clothes and firmly but politely say goodnight? I thought of escaping, I really did. Then I thought of the trouble she must
         have gone to, to prepare the meal, and how let-down she would feel. And I remembered my empty house and the bright pink sausages
         in the fridge and Casualty on TV. And by then it was too late.
      

      
      ‘Wait, I will zip it!’ I could feel her hands, bony like claws, on my skin as she wrenched the zip up behind me. ‘Beautiful,
         darlink. You already looking much better. You are a nice-looking woman, Georgine. Nice skin. Nice eyes. Good figure. But look
         at your hair. Looks like a sheep’s popo. When you last been at the hairdresser?’
      

      
      ‘I can’t remember. I…’ I remembered the way Rip used to look at me, the way he would run his fingers through my hair when
         he kissed me.
      

      
      ‘You want I will put some lipstick on you?’

      
      ‘No, really, Mrs Shapiro.’

      
      She hesitated, looking me up and down.

      
      ‘Okay. For tonight is okay. Come, please.’

      
      I followed her through a door into a long gloomy room where an oval-shaped mahogany table had been spread with a white cloth
         and two places set at one end with cutlery, napkins and glasses. In the centre of the tablecloth, the large white tomcat was curled up asleep.
      

      
      ‘Raus, Wonder Boy! Raus!’ (She pronounced it Vunder Boy.) She clapped her hands.

      
      The cat stretched one muscular black-socked leg behind its ear and began licking its private parts. Then it scratched about,
         sending bits of fluff flying everywhere. Then it rose to its feet, stretched itself a couple of times, jumped down from the
         table, and sauntered around the room.
      

      
      ‘This is Wonder Boy. Looks like he has made a little wish in the corner.’ There was a wet patch on the wall by the door, more
         or less at the height of Wonder Boy’s tail, that reminded me of our first meeting. She reached out and scratched him behind
         the ears, and he let out a purr like a motorbike starting up. ‘He is my darlink. Soon you will meet Violetta and the Stinker.
         The pram babies you have already met. Mussorgsky is somewhere hiding. He is a little bit jealous of the Wonder Boy. Borodin
         you will not see. He comes only to take the food. Seven altogether. My little femily.’
      

      
      I handed her the bottle of wine I’d brought. White Rioja. Nice with fish. We both struggled with the corkscrew, but she got
         it open and poured us each a glass.
      

      
      ‘To bargains!’ she said. We clinked.

      
      ‘Can I help you with anything?’ I was nervous about what could be happening in the kitchen, but she gestured me severely to
         a chair.
      

      
      ‘You are my invited guest. Please, Georgine, tek a seat.’

      
      Close up I could see that the tablecloth was not white at all but a sort of mottled greyish yellow, bristling with cat hairs
         of many colours. The napkins weren’t white either, they had pink and red blotches that could have been wine or beetroot or
         tomato soup. While Mrs Shapiro busied herself in the kitchen, I discreetly tried to clean away the gunge that was encrusted between the prongs of my fork, and to study the room I was in. The only light came from a single long-life bulb
         screwed into a brass chandelier whose other five bulbs were defunct. On the wall opposite the door was a marble fireplace,
         and above it a large gilt-framed mirror so spotted and clouded that, when I stood up to take a peep at myself in the green
         dress, I seemed faded and grey, sadder and older than my mental image of myself, my eyes hollow and too dark, my hair wind-snaggled
         and too curly, the dress so different to anything I’d worn for ages that I hardly recognised myself. I turned away quickly
         as if I’d seen a ghost. On the facing wall were two tall windows that seemed to be boarded up behind the curtains, and between
         them hung a photograph in black and white, an old-fashioned studio portrait of a young man in evening dress with sharp clean
         features, fair curly hair swept back from a high forehead, and in his left hand, held up against his cheek, the neck of a
         violin. He had startlingly pale eyes staring out of the picture that caught and held my gaze as though he was present in the
         room. Strangely, although the photograph was in black and white, it seemed more vivid and alive than my own image in the mirror.
      

      
      As I studied the photograph I became aware of a smell – a faintly fishy aroma that seemed to have wafted into the room. I
         looked round and saw that Mrs Shapiro was standing in the doorway carrying a large silver tray on which were two steaming
         bowls.
      

      
      ‘Soupe de poisson. Cuisine française,’ she beamed, placing one bowl in front of me and seating herself opposite me with the other. I looked into the bowl. It
         was a thin scummy-looking liquid in which some greyish gobs of matter were floating part-submerged.
      

      
      ‘Please start. Don’t wait.’

      
      I dipped my spoon in. Probably it won’t kill me, I told myself. I’ve eaten worse than this in Kippax. Across the table, Mrs Shapiro was slurping away with gay abandon, pausing only
         to dab her lips with her napkin. Ah – that’s what those red blotches were. I found that if I held my breath as I swallowed
         I could manage the liquid. The grey gobs I tried to mash up in the bottom of the bowl so it wasn’t obvious how much I’d left.
      

      
      ‘Lovely,’ I said, trying to find a clean corner of napkin to pat my mouth.

      
      The second course was in some ways better and in some ways worse. It was better because there were boiled potatoes and leeks
         in a white sauce which, although lumpy, looked reasonably edible; it was worse because the fish, a whole curled-at-the-corners
         fillet of something hard, brown and yellow, smelled so sickening that I knew I would never be able to bring myself to swallow
         it. Even Mum never served anything as bad as this.
      

      
      As I was poking away at the potatoes and leeks I felt a sudden warm pressure in my groin. I looked across the table at Mrs
         Shapiro. She smiled. The pressure turned into pounding, rhythmic and insistent. What the hell was going on?
      

      
      ‘Mrs Shapiro…’

      
      She smiled again. I could feel a vibration accompanied by a strange rasping sound like a car engine trying to start on a cold
         day. Now through the silky stuff of the dress I felt a sharp prick of claws on my thighs. I slipped my hand down under the
         tablecloth and touched warm fur. Then I had an idea.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Shapiro, that photo,’ I pointed to the wall behind her, ‘who’s it of?’

      
      As she turned her back for a moment, I slid the fillet off my plate on to the floor, and gave the cat a shove.

      
      ‘That is my husband,’ she turned towards me and clasped her hands together, ‘Artem Shapiro. My beloved Arti.’

      
      
      Beneath the table the purring had intensified, and turned into a satisfied chomping.

      
      ‘Was he a musician?’

      
      ‘One of the greatest, darlink. Before the war. Before the Nazis got him into the camp.’

      
      ‘He was in a concentration camp?’

      
      ‘Besides the Baltic Sea. Many Jews from all over Europe ended there. Even some we knew from Hamburg.’

      
      ‘Your family was from Hamburg?’

      
      ‘Left in 1938.’

      
      ‘But Artem – he got away, too?’

      
      ‘This story is too long, Georgine. Too long and too long ago.’

      
      The young man in the picture held me with his pale intense eyes. I noticed how elegantly his fingers were clasped around the
         neck of the violin. In The Splattered Heart the heroine’s lover would have hands like this, I thought. Ms Firestorm was already on the prowl, looking out for a great
         romance set against the turbulent background of World War Two.
      

      
      ‘Please tell me, Mrs Shapiro. I love stories.’

      
      ‘Yes, this is a loff story,’ she sighed. ‘But I do not know if it will heff a happy ending.’

      
      The story she started to tell me that night did turn out to be a love story of sorts, and though she related it in her funny
         hobbled English, my imagination filled in the spaces between the words so vividly that afterwards I couldn’t remember what
         she’d said and what I had imagined.
      

      
      Artem Shapiro, her husband, she told me, was born in 1904 in the small town of Orsha in a country that sometimes belonged
         to Poland, sometimes to Russia, sometimes to Lithuania, and most of the time was just a place where people – Jewish people,
         anyway – got on quietly with their business, keeping their heads down during the years of wars and pogroms and the political machinations of the great powers.
      

      
      ‘It is our way. We believed if we kept quiet we would survive.’

      
      His father was a violin maker, quite a successful one, and he thought the boy would learn the trade, too, but one day Artem
         picked up the instrument and began to play, and that was how it started. Every day for an hour or two after working with his
         father, he would sit outside in the backyard and play the popular tunes he heard on the street. Then he tried to improvise
         his own tunes. The neighbours would drop whatever they were doing, and hang over the fence to listen. It was not long before
         he began to show real promise as a violinist.
      

      
      ‘Darlink, everybody who was listening was astonished. They could not believe that such a young boy would be playing like this.’

      
      When Artem was in his teens, the family moved to Minsk, the capital of Byelorussia. His parents paid for him to have lessons
         with a violin teacher, and it was the teacher who suggested that the young man should go to St Petersburg, or Leningrad as
         it was by then, several hundred kilometres to the east, to study at the conservatoire.
      

      
      ‘He was tooken to it like a duck into the water!’ she said, gobbling up the vile brown-yellow fish with apparent enthusiasm
         as she talked.
      

      
      After the revolution, Leningrad was a hub of political and cultural life; musicians, writers, artists, film-makers, philosophers
         were caught up in the ferment of political ideas. Many had revolutionary sympathies and were eager to put their art to the
         service of the people. One of these was Sergei Prokofiev, who met the talented young violinist from Orsha when he conducted
         the orchestra in which Artem was playing.
      

      
      ‘Arti, too, wanted to bring the great music in front of the masses.’

      
      
      He had learned his socialist sympathies from his father, who was a Jewish Bundist, she explained. Before I could ask what
         a Bundist was, she rattled on, ‘So long as you were not saying something bad about the Bolsheviks, in that time you could
         play what music you liked.’
      

      
      By the late 1930s Artem was playing lead violin with the People’s Orchestra and had just started to perform as a soloist.
         But as Stalin’s grip tightened musicians, too, were booted into line. Mrs Shapiro frowned and wolfed down her fish.
      

      
      ‘Like poor Prokofiev. He had to repent, isn’t it? When I listen to the seventh symphony I think always of how they made him
         change the ending.’
      

      
      The false sense of security afforded by the Molotov– Ribbentrop pact meant that Russia did not anticipate the German invasion
         in the summer of 1941. So when Artem heard that his father was ill, he felt safe enough to set out to visit his family in
         Minsk in June that year. Byelorussia was at that time in the eastern part of the former Polish territories, which had recently
         been annexed by Russia, and rumours were flying about of what had happened to Jews in the German-occupied west. Artem hitched
         a ride on a goods train heading west at exactly the time when every Jew in Europe who could flee was heading east, just as
         the pact collapsed and the German armies swept eastwards through Poland into the Soviet Union.
      

      
      ‘But he was reunited with his family?’

      
      ‘Yes. His parents and two sisters still were there. But the Nazis were building a wall of barbed wires around the streets
         in Minsk where the Jews lived so no one would run away.’
      

      
      ‘A ghetto?’

      
      ‘Ghetto. Prison. Same thing. But ghetto is worse. Too many peoples crammed inside. No food. Potato peels and rats they were
         eating. And every day soldiers were shooting people in the streets. Other ones died from diseases. Some suicided themselves out of despair.’
      

      
      Mrs Shapiro’s voice had grown so quiet that I could hear a tap dripping in the kitchen, and the scuffle of a feline scratching
         itself under the table.
      

      
      ‘But what happened to Artem’s family?’

      
      By the time Artem arrived in Minsk, the population was already swollen by the thousands of Jews who had fled eastwards, as
         well as by German Jews for whom there was no longer room in the German and Polish ghettoes or concentration camps. Despite
         starvation and the periodic typhus and cholera epidemics that raged through the ghetto, and daily summary executions, sometimes
         of hundreds of people at a time, they just weren’t dying fast enough. Shooting them all would use up too much ammunition.
         Then a local Nazi commandant came up with a clever idea to kill Jews efficiently without wasting precious bullets.
      

      
      One morning some forty Jews were picked up at random off the streets, herded to a woody spot on the outskirts of town, and
         forced to dig a pit. Then they were roughly roped together and pushed into the pit they had dug. Russian prisoners of war
         were ordered to bury them alive.
      

      
      ‘But the Bolshie Russians refused to do it, so the Jews had to be shot in the end and the Russians also. So even more bullets
         was used up, isn’t it?’
      

      
      Artem’s father was among the forty.

      
      To save bullets and time, mobile gassing vans were set up to tour the district. But why waste all that human labour potential,
         when the munitions factories were struggling to find workers? It was decided that able-bodied Jews like Artem should be made
         to contribute to the war effort.
      

      
      ‘So they put him in the camp.’

      
      
         *

      

      
      
      The camp to which Artem was dispatched was a labour camp, not an extermination camp, though it was no holiday camp either,
         buffeted by cold winds off the Baltic, squatting inside its cage of barbed wire under a perpetually pewter sky. In this miserable
         spot, a number of German companies, including some that are now household names, contracted to use the cheap labour facilities.
         Those inmates who could work could eat, the others died.
      

      
      But the Lithuanian guards were lax and lazy, and couldn’t always be bothered with the security procedures demanded by their
         new bosses. One early morning on his way to work Artem came upon a guard, still tipsy from the night before, pissing against
         a wall – he had chosen a private spot where the wall turned a corner behind the barracks. Artem knew immediately that this
         was his chance; live or die, he had to take it. Although he was weak from months of semi-starvation, surprise was on his side.
         He picked up a stone and bludgeoned the Lithuanian over the head; then he stole his uniform and papers.
      

      
      ‘And he ran away on all his fastest legs into the forest, to join the partisans.’

      
      She paused and reached for a cigarette. Beneath the table a fight had broken out over the remnants of my fish. There was a
         screeching and thrashing of tails.
      

      
      ‘Raus, Wonder Boy! Raus, Stinker! Raus, Violetta!’ She tried to kick them under the table but her feet got tangled in the
         tablecloth and she sat back with a sigh of resignation.
      

      
      ‘What happened next?’ I prompted.

      
      Straightening herself out, she lit her cigarette.

      
      ‘Ach, Georgine, I cannot tell this story while we are eating good food and thinking of these poor hungry peoples. Another
         time I will finish it. Better now I should play you some music. Great Russian composers. You would like?’
      

      
      I nodded. Under the table, hostilities had been suspended while the cats waited for their next course. Wonder Boy was licking his bottom again. Violetta was rubbing herself against
         my legs. Mrs Shapiro gathered the plates and tottered off into the kitchen, leaving her cigarette smouldering in a saucer.
         I was beginning to feel a bit strange. Between us, we’d almost polished off the bottle of wine. The dim long-life bulb cast
         fuzzy downward shadows on the table and walls that made everything seem faded and unreal – or maybe it was the images from
         the terrible story working on my imagination.
      

      
      After a while I became aware of a sound in the next room, a low mournful sound, like a voice calling from the netherworld.
         For a moment I thought it was a cat, then I realised it was music – such soft, sad music – that had crept in quietly through
         the open door. At first it was a single violin, then it was joined by others, and then a tune emerged, throbbing with melancholy
         and repeating itself over and over, growing louder and higher. For some reason I found myself thinking of Rip
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