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Daddy was on his feet. He caught Pauline as she stepped back, pulled her to him, shoulders against his chest, as if he was abducting her at pistol point. One arm about her waist, he extended his right hand and stabbed a forefinger accusingly, not at Mummy but at Grandpapa Haldane.

“You knew she was pregnant all along, didn’t you, you conniving old bastard?” Daddy shouted. Pauline could feel his chest heave against her shoulder-blades. His face was so close to her cheek that his glasses scraped her skin. She was almost deafened by his infuriated roar. “You hadn’t even the guts to tell me, man to man.”

Neither anger nor contrition touched Donald Haldane’s benign features. They were soft with age now, pink and passive under the halo of silver hair. He seemed less restrained than indifferent. Even his eyes showed no change in response to Harry’s outburst. He remained as bland as cream in coffee.
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PART I

Family Matters


One

For a full generation it had been the fashion in the Haldane family to send the girls to school in Scotland. Grandpa Haldane would have it no other way. It was the done thing and old Donald Haldane was, and always had been, a great one for doing the right thing. Besides, he owned shares in the school company and, while giving his girls a sound education in manners and deportment, he reaped a little profit on the transaction and got to consort with gentlemen whose style and breeding he had always admired.

Pauline’s Aunt Bea seemed to have enjoyed her years at St Austin’s. But Barbara, Pauline’s mother, had not been at all enchanted. She looked back upon her schooldays with uncharacteristic bitterness. She had no good word to say for Miss Aitken or Miss Gaylord or any of the other little tin gods who had been empowered to smother her youthful exuberance and stamp out her wilful tendencies by every conceivable sort of punishment, short of beating and expulsion.

Amid the piles of junk in the glory hole in the Veritys’ London flat were precious few remains of Mother’s girlhood and none at all, save an empty wicker trunk, to commemorate her eight years at St Austin’s. In vain Pauline rummaged in boxes, suitcases and hampers for a letter or postcard, a faded photograph, an inky primer or battered hockey stick, something to indicate that schooldays had left Mummy with even one fond memory.

The little that Pauline had learned of St Austin’s derived from a few half-remembered stories told to her at bedtime long ago – before Mummy went off with Captain Tiverton, even before the war – and from the photographs in a blue morocco album that Aunt Bea had produced during Pauline’s one and only visit to Flask Hall, in Derbyshire, in the summer of 1915.

Pauline had been eight at the time and quite old enough to realise that something unpleasant was happening at home. She’d had a sense of disharmony in the household long before the day when her mother, without a word of farewell, had finally gone away for good. The following morning Pauline had been packed off to stay with Aunt Bea and Uncle Lewis Jackson in their big house near Matlock. Mrs Dobbs, the Veritys’ housekeeper, had taken her up by train but had returned at once to London to look after Daddy.

Pauline retained only fragmented impressions of her two-week exile. High cliffs, steep brambly trails, caves she was supposed to wonder at, iron bridges over a river in a gorge. And Uncle Lewis’s dogs, black Labradors that had the run not just of the gardens and stable yards but also of the hall’s echoing corridors and gloomy public rooms. She only vaguely recalled her first encounter with cousin Stella who, advantaged by home territory and two months seniority, lorded it over Pauline and patronised her dreadfully.

The one episode that stood out clearly took place in Aunt Bea’s private sewing room at the top of the house. Stella had not been present. The boisterous Labradors had been left to scratch and whine at the door. Aunt Bea and she had been alone, seated together on an old chintz-covered sofa. Aunt Bea had put a plump arm about Pauline’s shoulders, had untied the album’s silk tapes and opened the precious book across their laps. “Now tell me, dear, do you know who this is?”

“Mummy.”

“She hasn’t changed much, has she? And the girl lolling on the grass?”

“You.” Steely summer rain had pattered on the lead-paned window. Aunt Bea had exuded a strange odour of babies and green soap and her gown, too heavy for a humid afternoon, had felt like sealskin against Pauline’s bare arm.

“Goodness, wasn’t I a proper little porker in those days? Who’s this hanging up holly?”

“Mummy again.”

“Well done, Pauline. Have you seen these photographs before?”

“No.”

Aunt Bea had sighed. She’d squeezed Pauline’s waist consolingly and had gazed out of the window at the gritstone sky for several seconds before turning the brown-card pages again. “Ah! The infamous tennis team. Did you know that your Mama had played tennis for school?”

“No.”

“She was very agile, even in that ridiculous skirt. It’s all uniforms now, of course. We must blame the war for that. Or the grammar schools. In my day tunics were not obligatory, except for games. Blouses and tight belts made us seem quite grown up, don’t you think?”

“Yes.”

“What age was I when that was taken? Let me see. Look, I’m wearing my monitor’s armband, so I must have been seventeen. Seventeen! Where do the years go to?”

“There’s Mummy.”

“In her straw hat. What a spring we had that year, so dry and hot. Even the well failed. There was talk of water having to be carted from the dam and boiled for consumption. Baths were prohibited and we were obliged to share wash-basins. Your Mama was furious, I remember. She wrote a stern letter to Papa and was all for leading a march on Kingsford House to protest to the Harveys. As if the drought was their fault.”

Aunt Bea had chuckled and given herself a shake, the way Mrs Dobbs did when a joke went against her. She had hugged Pauline close, as if to impart a measure of St Austin’s mettle or to explain, without having to frame it in words, that Mama had always been impulsive and must be forgiven for it.

“Is that where Mummy’s gone to?” Pauline had said.

“What?”

“Has she gone to stay at St Austin’s?”

“No, no. Mama’s just gone away – for a rest.”

“Is she coming back?”

“Of course. She’ll come to visit you. She’ll take you out to tea. And to the zoo, I expect.”

“Has Daddy gone for a rest with her?”

“Oh, my heavens! No, Pauline, Daddy will be here to collect you just as soon as he can. You’ll still be living in Weymouth Street. Daddy and Mrs Dobbs will look after you.”

“Where’s my Mummy?”

“Pauline, I told you. She’s had to go away.”

“To stay with Jesus?”

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

“When Pamela’s mummy went away, she went to stay with Jesus. And she didn’t come back. Not ever.”

“No, no, dear, your Mama isn’t dead. She’s just – gone.”

“To another school?”

“Really! I should not be obliged to do this,” Aunt Bea had said in the sort of voice that had reminded Pauline very much of her mother. “Papa – your daddy – will explain it to you. And when you’re older you’ll understand. Now. Look. Here’s the school in winter. Did ever you see so much snow? Papa, our Papa, used to tell us that Scotland was next door to the North Pole.”

“Will I have to go to school there too?”

“That’s certainly your Grandpapa’s intention. You’ll go up with Stella in three years time, when you’re eleven.”

“Will I be allowed to play tennis?”

“If you wish.”

“Will I play tennis with Mummy?”

At that point Aunt Bea had put a hand to her brow and had wept. It had taken Pauline by surprise. She had been so embarrassed and so filled with guilt that she had wept too, let her tears fall, crinkling, upon the photograph of snowbound St Austin’s and the high wooded hills beyond.

Pauline did not go off to boarding school at the age of eleven. Instead she continued to live in Weymouth Street with Daddy and Mrs Dobbs and to attend Glades Road Day School for Girls. Tucked away in a cul-de-sac off Marylebone High Street, Glades Road catered for the daughters of prosperous tradesmen and ambitious artisans and offered a polite ladylike education, without frills, at affordable rates.

Harry Verity seemed quite happy with his daughter’s progress from junior to secondary school. He was not in the slightest concerned that she had not been blessed with a more exclusive education. He studiously ignored Grandpapa Haldane’s threats and Aunt Bea Jackson’s predictions that Pauline would be ruined without a taste of St Austin’s esprit de corps to steer her through life. Pauline saw little of the Haldanes. She saw even less of her mother who, she gathered, had spent the best part of the war years in Truro with Captain Tiverton’s sister until Captain Tiverton was killed. After that Mama had moved away to stay in a house near Chichester with someone else.

Life with Daddy was orderly and secure and not at all dull. He took her out to the great public parades that celebrated the end of the war and led her gradually into the joys that London had to offer once the capital slipped back into mufti. And he had brought her the cats, two half-Persian females, mother and daughter. Portia and Dorothea – Pots and Dots – had accomplished more by way of healing than all Dad’s assurances that he was not going off to fight the Germans and that there was nobody in the wide world that he preferred to his little Pauline.

At that stage, soon after Pots and Dots had arrived, Pauline had been rapturously in love with them. They would rub against her legs when she got home from school, would sit on the table and dab at her pen while she did her homework and, when Mrs Dobbs wasn’t looking, would slither into bed and lick her nose and ears and purr philosophically.

Mummy did not like cats. The very idea of cats running loose about a house that, curiously, she still considered to be her property, had filled her with dismay.

“Who bought you these creatures?”

“Daddy.”

“He would! They’re tabbies, I suppose?”

“Yes.”

“Dirty beasts,” Mummy had said. “I do hope you don’t let them near the beds?”

“Oh, no.” Pauline had already learned guile. “They sleep in a basket in the kitchen.”

“What does Mrs Dobbs have to say to it?”

“She doesn’t seem to mind,” Pauline had said. “She pets them when she thinks I’m not looking.”

That particular conversation had taken place on the fourth or fifth occasion that Mummy had called to take Pauline out to tea. Intelligent communication had been impossible during the first three visits. Pauline had clung to her mother and wept, had promised to be good, had begged her to come home. And, because they’d been sitting in the window of the Parisian Tearooms in Oxford Street, Mummy had found Pauline’s behaviour frightfully embarrassing.

There had been a long gap between that visit and the next. Crocuses were on display in the parks before Barbara Verity called upon her daughter again. By that time Pauline was reconciled, and had begun to learn some of the rules of the game. She must not talk about Daddy, must not complain about anything, must not touch Mummy, except for a goodbye kiss, and must try to be as polite and distant as Mummy wanted her to be. It did not take Pauline long to become quite good at it.

“One’s called Portia, and the other’s Dorothea.”

“Oh?”

“They’re Persians.”

Barbara Verity had had enough of cats.

She’d blown a plume of smoke from her cigarette, had cradled her glass in both slender hands. “I really don’t know why Harry bothered when you’ll soon have to leave them.”

“Why?” Pauline had been puzzled.

“When you go off to school.”

“I go to school already.”

“To a proper school, I mean.”

“I don’t want to go to St Austin’s.”

“Nonsense!”

“I thought it was a horrid place?”

“Who on earth told you that?”

“You did.”

Babs Verity had inhaled more tobacco smoke, had imbibed more lemon tea. She’d worn a real fur set over a day dress. The fox head and paws were too realistic for Pauline. The fox’s sharp little teeth and black nose reminded her disconcertingly of Portia. But the face that rested against her mother’s powdered cheek had been quite tame and lifeless.

“Well, you will have to go, Pauline,” Mummy had told her. “Your cousin goes up next September, so I expect you should do the same. I’ll speak to Grandpapa about it.”

Pauline had opened her mouth to protest but had thought better of it. She had felt the gulf between her and her mother grow wide as a lake. She would have to depend upon Daddy who, in all things, was on her side. “If you like,” Pauline had said.

It was two years before she saw her mother again.

By which time Captain Tiverton was dead, the war was over, and Pauline had gone on to senior school at Glades Road and fondly imagined that she was old enough to take care of herself.


Two

Harry Verity had always regarded himself as a sort of boulevardier manqué, a man who, when the war was over, would strut with the smart set and have a whale of a time with the ladies now that he was shot of Barbara Haldane. In fact, he had not been shot of Babs at all for, beneath his arrogance, he had been badly hurt by her desertion and had refused outright to concede to her demands for a divorce. He had been furious at Babs for taking off with Tiverton and leaving him stuck with a girl child. It wasn’t that he didn’t love his little Pauline – of course he did – but rather that he saw in Babs’ flight from domestic responsibility a wilfulness that he knew in his heart he could never emulate.

The differences between Harry Verity and Barbara Haldane were that he had always had to work for his money and had no family name to live up to. He had been born and raised in Islington, second and final son of a small-time solicitor so dry and diffident of manner that neither Harry nor his brother George were tempted to follow into the suburban partnership by reading for the law. An education at Deanswood, a modest academy in Cornwall, had hardly equipped the Verity boys with much by way of ambition and neither of them had gone on to university. In fact George had packed his valise and had headed out for the United States of America about ten minutes after he had reached his majority. He was settled now, with a wife and family of his own, in Rhode Island where he owned a chain of drygoods stores and, last Harry had heard, was doing quite nicely, thank you.

Death came unexpectedly early to the upright terraced house in Islington. It took Harry’s mother and, less than a year later, tugged away his father too. Harry had been twenty-four years old at the time, clerking for the old boy for a pittance while he studied the noble art of accountancy at nights and boned up for examinations. Old Harry Verity’s legacy was divided equally between his sons, home and abroad. Sensible George put his share into the purchase of his first little store on the North American seaboard, while Harry, striving to become a grasshopper, sold up the Islington property and took off for a summer on the Cornish Riviera and his first adult encounter with the leisured classes.

It had been a wonderful summer. He had put up at a cottage near Stratton and had spent several weekends as a guest at Nick Goodchild’s father’s house. There he had met up with all the little sisters who, it seemed, had grown in stature and worldly wisdom since Harry’s last term at Deanswood. He’d had a fast and furious flirtation with middle sister Sarah, who was so notoriously wild that she had three broken engagements behind her. Harry had not lost his virginity. He had almost lost an eye instead.

Cycling was all the craze. Wheelers and Flyers and Peddlers and impromptu all-day treks were quite the rage and Harry was not about to be left behind. He had hired an Ajax from a tiny store in Stratton and had flung himself into showing-off with the best of them. He had an aptitude for it and was soon proficient enough to attempt certain acrobatic tricks which, egged on by Sarah, resulted in Harry falling head-first into the Ajax’s front wheel and sustaining permanent damage to the retinal muscles of his right eye.

It was all terribly dramatic. And Harry was terribly brave about the whole thing and, before the injury required him to return to London, he cracked all sorts of jokes and was definitely the hero of the hour. The eye, thank God, was saved. Damaged, defective in function, painful as hell, but saved. Harry even managed to convince himself that the puckered scar at the corner of the lid and the gradually-increasing opacity of the old brown orb gave his saturnine good looks a final sinister twist. It bothered him enough, though, to make the winter’s final cram for accountancy examinations doubly difficult. He was living like a monk in a rooming house in Holborn to preserve what remained of his cash for another fling in Cornwall in the summer of 1906, the year he first met the Haldanes and fell for little Babs like a ton of bricks.

If Sarah Goodchild had been wild she had never been reckless. That could not be said for elfin-faced Barbara Haldane. Babs had just been released from penal servitude in some awful boarding school in Scotland and was busy making up for lost time. In a matter of weeks Babs had used the Goodchilds to infiltrate the county set and had embarked on a passionate pursuit of a thirty-three-year-old bloodstock owner named Fletcher who, it seemed, had neither the scruples nor the sense to turn down what was so patently and temptingly on offer.

From the wreckage of that disastrous affair Harry Verity patiently picked up the pieces. He was in no position to be snooty about damaged goods. He was crazy about the girl. He was too relieved to be given a reluctant nod from Donald Haldane to enquire too deeply into just what he was taking on and what would be expected of him as a member of the Haldane family. He had Haldane’s influence to thank for his post with Ostermann’s Fire & Accident Insurance Company, and for the flat in Weymouth Street. But Harry’s gratitude was swiftly tempered by the realisation that there was no satisfying little Barbara. Being loved devotedly by one man, in and out of the bedroom, was not enough for the child-woman who was now, under law, his wife. As Babs had turned against Harry so he had turned against the Haldanes who, in Harry’s opinion, had spoiled her and allowed her to grow up twisted. By 1919, however, he was free of Babs and free of his obligations to the Haldanes, or so he thought.

The damaged eye – a blessing in disguise – had kept him out of uniform. Though Harry was as patriotic as the next man he saw no reason not to continue in his chosen profession, particularly as Ostermann’s, a Dutch-owned, non-tariff company, were going through hard times. The company had lost its European base and with it the capital necessary to underwrite the industrial machinery that had been its speciality. Extensive offices in the Baberton building in Holborn had been reduced to a single small suite on the fifth floor, and the staff to a handful of decrepit old men and skittish girls. Harry’s team of six eager young men-in-the-field had vanished in a puff of military fervour. Harry was spending more time on the road than ever before, travelling to industrial towns in the north and Midlands, away for three or four days at a stretch. He was, however, still alive, which was more than could be said for many of his former colleagues.

Harry had been celibate since Babs had walked out on him. He was far too sensible to associate with street women and far too wary to begin an affair with some little office bunny. He would give Babs and the Haldanes no opportunity to force him into a divorce that might wrest Pauline from his keeping. It was his one true piece of power over Barbara Haldane and he exercised it patiently.

“No divorce, dear heart,” he’d told her. “If I live to be a thousand, no divorce.”

For Pauline, however, the post-war years were one long treat. Not for her an annual outing to a pantomime or the ballet. Just as soon as she was old enough to exchange ankle socks for stockings Daddy whisked her on to a roundabout of plays and musicals and visits to the cinema. Daddy was a splendid companion. He cared not a hoot for the snooty looks and disapproving stares that the presence of a child at some of the heavier dramas brought him. Now and then Mrs Dobbs would accompany them to a matinée, particularly if it was a John Barrymore film, but Pauline preferred it when Daddy and she were alone. She had grown tall for her age. She was not petite like her mother. Her impersonation of an adult was aided by the fact that every fashionable female in London was striving to appear like a schoolgirl. By the summer of 1921 Pauline did not seem out of place in the dress circle of the Adelphi or at a table in a Corner House.

It was not Harry Verity’s intention to furnish his one and only with a precocious education. He did not regard himself as eccentric in taking her out and about with him. He would admit that it wasn’t usual but he saw no harm in it. And Pauline showed no signs of moral or physical degeneration. She was quite capable of separating fantasy from everyday reality, safe in the rooms in Weymouth Street with Daddy, Mrs Dobbs and the cats, with cocoa and buttered toast and fleecy cotton knickers drying on the rack before the kitchen stove.

When postcards arrived from her mother in Deauville or Montreux Pauline scanned them without anguish and just a tiny flicker of envy, as if they came from an older and more sophisticated sister. Daddy did not take her abroad. Holidays were not for him. He was frightfully busy with the insurance business. He was frequently out of town for two or three days at a time, trekking off to Glasgow or Derby or Belfast. Pauline fell into a kind of limbo when he was away and had to content herself with magazines and novels, walks in the park and having her special chums, Andrea and Katy, round for tea.

Perhaps it was the increasing frequency of his absences but now and then Pauline felt that there was something transient about her father, something that could not be marked like the milestones in her mother’s life, stuck like postcards round the edges of the mirror or propped against the costume dolls on the dressing table.

Daddy remained adamant in refusing to grant Mummy a divorce. For that reason, perhaps, it had been simply ages since Mummy had called at Weymouth Street. Cards and gifts arrived from time to time but there were no real letters and no telephone calls and this lack of contact transformed Barbara Haldane Verity into a free spirit and, in Pauline’s eyes, added romantic lustre to her mother’s wanderings.

Daddy had given no hint that trouble was brewing. True, he had been grumbling of late about the speed with which Pauline grew out of her clothes and at the voraciousness of her appetite. There had been fewer theatre evenings and a tendency not to be able to acquire tickets for the circle but to wind up in the gods. Pauline thought nothing of it. Schoolyard conversations led her to believe that all fathers went through fits of economy now and then and that, as Andrea loftily put it, stinginess was endemic to the species.

Certainly Daddy’s invitation to take dinner with him in the regal splendour of the Savoy Hotel did not augur impending disaster. It was to be a very special evening and Mrs Dobbs helped Pauline dress for the occasion. Summer taffeta, hair licked into something resembling a bob, a tight little hat and a powder blue coat; Mrs Dobbs, on her knees, made final adjustments to seams and hems and then, rising, gave the excited young girl a hug.

“You’re a picture, dear,” the woman said, in a queer, choked voice. “Just remember how growed up you are. An’ how good your father’s been to you all them years.”

“Yes, Mrs Dobbs,” said Pauline airily. She was trying to be suave about the treat in store but was not quite up to it. “Do hurry. Mr Williams will be here at any moment and I don’t want to keep Daddy waiting.”

Pots and Dots were lurking in the long hallway to chase Pauline’s shoe-laces and receive a parting tickle but the girl rushed past them with just a flutter of the hand and a cry of “Goodbye, all.”

Mr Williams, who was her friend Katy’s blacksheep uncle and ran a motor-taxi business, had come up in the lift to collect Pauline and escort her down to the street where his vehicle was parked at the kerb. The inside of the cab smelled of leather, sweet petrol and the fumes of a cigar which a previous passenger had discarded. The aroma was not yet stale and seemed suitably rich to Pauline as she sat back, crossed her legs and sighed with happiness.

She loved riding in taxi-cabs. She loved the London summer evenings, buildings sharp as chrome against a lilac sky and the streets, even at that early hour, changing from workaday to glamorous. She did not notice the inconveniences of scaffolding and deep ditches dug across roads, the scars of bombing and redevelopment. To Pauline these were passing signs of progress and rejuvenation, as fructifying as Nature. So, too, were the motorcars and taxis that swarmed round Oxford Circus, Piccadilly, Haymarket, pouring out cosmopolitan crowds, in fading July sunshine, on to the famous thoroughfare of the Strand.

The cab swung into the courtyard entrance, under the arch on which stood the gilded figure of Peter, Count of Savoy, and glided to a halt before the hotel’s bustling doorway. Spendidly arrayed in dinner jacket and black tie – he had changed in the office – Daddy awaited his princess by the step. Pauline restrained herself. She did not rush from the cab. Mr Williams opened the door for her and she advanced with an affected little swagger towards her father who, playing his part to perfection, graciously kissed her hand. With a wave to Mr Williams, who had already been paid his fare, Pauline was led through the swing doors into the glittering hall.

Ushered on by undermanagers, who were all as handsome as matinée idols, Mr Verity and his daughter descended through the vestibule to the Babylonian foyer and thence into the restaurant which was the most enormous room that Pauline had ever seen. It was like an opulent cathedral, or an ocean liner brought to berth by the bank of the Thames. She was courteously relieved of her coat and hat and assisted to sit at the table for two that Harry had reserved in advance. It was the quiet hour, quiet for the Savoy that is. Later, about eleven, restaurant and grill would be packed with celebrities. Harry would have preferred to bring her here then, but not even he had enough nerve, or gall, to crash that fast and frivolous society with a young girl in tow.

Pauline seemed to grow taller. She sat up straight in her gilded chair. Harry had deliberately placed her with her back to the window so that she could gaze into the room itself. He was no habitué of the Savoy and had no idea who might be nibbling on a little something at that early hour. In any case, he had no stomach for star-gazing tonight. He had eyes only for his daughter, for this was her show, sugar-icing on a bitter pill.

“Daddy, don’t look round,” Pauline confided in a stage whisper. “But I’ll swear that’s Somerset Maugham.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised,” said Harry. “Is he alone?”

“No, there’s a woman with him. I don’t recognise her, though.”

“And what’s young Somerset doing?”

“Eating soup,” Pauline, round-eyed, reported. “Oh, look! That’s Evelyn Laye, I’ll swear it is.”

Harry glanced with exquisite casualness towards the palms by the main entrance and caught a glimpse of the lady in question just before she vanished. He was not at all sure that his daughter’s guess was correct but said, nevertheless, “So it is. Isn’t she a peach?”

“I just knew you’d say that. You are fickle, Daddy. I thought Winifred Barnes was your one and only.”

“Winifred Barnes?”

“You know,” Pauline sang softly, “Bells in my heart are ringing, Out of the sky above, Voices of dreams are singing—’”

“Ah, yes,” said Harry. “’Love, love, love.’”

“Why didn’t you marry an actress, Dad?”

“Never met one who’d have me,” Harry said. “Besides, I met your mother.”

“And fell instantly in love with her?”

“Oh, yes.”

Pauline hesitated. She so rarely mentioned her mother that Harry wondered if she had deduced the point of the dinner.

“Are you still in love with her?”

In view of what he would have to tell her in the course of the next hour or so he had to be careful how he answered. With an apologetic shrug, he said, “I honestly don’t know. I think of her rather a lot, and wish that she hadn’t decided to leave us.”

“Don’t you wish she’d come back?”

“No, sweetheart. I don’t think I’d want her back.”

“Because of the other men?”

“Because of a lot of things.”

With a gesture too hasty to be suave Harry summoned a waiter with the menus.

Nothing was too good for young Miss Verity. The Savoy’s kitchen would not let her down. What did she fancy, snails, frogs’ legs, caviare? Plovers’ eggs, cygnet pie, braised foie gras? A whole bullock, lightly browned? Pauline sensibly chose melon, sole, chicken, and meringue. Each dish was perfectly prepared and presented in crystal or on silver. Harry ordered a bottle of Hock to wash it all down and gave Pauline a little in a glass, well mixed with iced water.

During the course of the meal the restaurant gradually filled with sportsmen, financiers, politicians, brash American entrepreneurs, their sweethearts and wives. Outside, stealthily, the Thames grew dark and lamps came on along the span of the Waterloo Bridge. Harry ordered strong coffee, declined brandy, lit a cigarette. His eye ached. He felt almost queasy with apprehension. He dabbed his brow with the back of his wrist.

Filled with food and sated with excitement, Pauline was relaxed almost to the point of drowsiness. Her posture was no longer ladylike but had regressed into an adolescent slouch, her arms hanging loosely by her sides.

“Phew!” she said, in stage Cockney. “Whatter buster, eh?”

Harry was taken aback by her resemblance to her mother. He had fooled himself into thinking of Pauline as his child, uncontaminated by Haldane blood. Slumped and sleepy, Pauline bore an uncanny resemblance to Babs when he’d first met her as a knowing child of seventeen. Babs’ precocity had been of a quite different order, though; self-dedicated, fiery and without much humour. Babs did not so much attract attention as demand it as her right.

“Pauline, I’ve something to tell you.”

She frowned. “Something unpleasant?”

“I’m afraid so, sweetheart.”

She gripped the base of the gilded chair and hoisted herself into an upright position. She placed her hands flat upon the tablecloth and, as girls do, gave her hair a little toss.

“What is it?”

“I – I have to go away for a while.” Harry cleared his throat. “There’s no help for it. Ostermann’s has been losing money on the British market and the directors are closing up the London office. They’ve offered me a managership in Africa instead.”

“Africa!” Her lip trembled and she thrust her forefinger against it to hold back tears. “How long will you be gone?”

“Two years, possibly three.”

She knew the truth but tried anyway. She forced a smile, said brightly, “Oh, I shall enjoy Africa. All that sunshine. And lions. Not sure about Mrs Dobbs, though.”

“Pauline—”

“Yes, yes, I know.” She fumbled in her pocket, brought out a little lace handkerchief, pathetically crumpled, and held it to her nose. “It’s all right. I’m not going to cry.”

“If I had any choice, any feasible alternative—”

“Couldn’t you sell the house? Couldn’t we all go to live somewhere less expensive like – like Lambeth or Canning Town?”

Harry shook his head. “I should have told you this before, Pauline, but I didn’t think it mattered. I don’t own the rooms in Weymouth Street. I rent them from Donald Haldane.”

“Grandpapa?”

“Yes, your grandfather’s our landlord. Always has been. He’s the owner of the building, you see, and when your mother and I were married, he offered us apartments there.”

“Free?”

“God, no!” Harry said. “I pay the same as everybody else in our building. Somewhat more, in fact, because of the facilities.”

“Have you talked to Grandpapa Haldane? I’m sure he’d lend you—”

“No.” He hadn’t intended to be sharp and reached across the table between the cups and wine glasses and took her hand. The little handkerchief was damp. “Pauline, I’m broke. That’s the long and the short of it. Broke, skint, down on my uppers.”

“But how?”

“I wanted to be independent, you see, so I rejected the help and advice that Grandpapa Haldane offered me when I got married. He’s not the sort of chap to forget that. I put what money I had into Ostermann’s instead of into a company that your grandfather owned. Now, because of the war, things are going badly.”

“How will things be better in Africa?” Pauline asked, indignantly but without sarcasm. “What on earth is there to insure in the middle of the jungle?”

“Lots of things. Anyway, it isn’t the jungle. I’ll be safe and sound in Durban.”

“Isn’t that in Natal?”

“Well done!” said Harry. “Sub-tropical climate, fanned by sea breezes, never too hot and steamy. So I’m told. I’ll be in the offices in the city with just occasional trips up country. Not a cannibal in sight.”

“Why can’t I come with you?”

“Because you must go to school.”

“Aren’t there schools in Durban?”

“Well, yes, I expect there are,” said Harry. “But they won’t be up to much. Education’s important, you know. You’ll be matriculating in a year or two and then, with luck, you’ll be off to college.”

“Or married,” said Pauline.

“It’s a bit early to contemplate anything as drastic as marriage, don’t you think?” Harry said.

“Please take me with you.”

“I can’t. Truth is, I’m not allowed to.”

“Not allowed to travel with your own daughter! Who says you’re not?”

“All right,” Harry said. “If you must have the truth, Pauline, I simply can’t afford the passage.”

“Are you that strapped?”

“Yes, I am.”

“In that case I suppose I’ll just have to stay put with Mrs Dobbs. Hold the fort. Grin and bear it and all that,” said Pauline bravely. “I shall miss you dreadfully though.”

“Pauline, sweetheart, there’s more.” He stubbed his cigarette into a silver ashtray, lit another immediately. He could not bear to look at her white, mournful face. “You can’t stay with Mrs Dobbs in Weymouth Street because Grandpapa Haldane will be subleasing the flat while I’m away.”

“Where will I stay? And Mrs Dobbs?”

“Well, Mrs Dobbs will go to Dorset to live with her sister.”

“So Mrs Dobbs knows all about this?”

“Well, yes. Obviously I had to discuss—”

“So it’s all cut and dried,” said Pauline. “Except for me. I’m the little inconvenience, am I? What’ll you do with me? Put me into a box and store me away with the ornaments?”

“You’re going to school.”

“I already do.”

“To –” Harry picked a fleck of tobacco from his tongue, let out a smoky breath, “– to St Austin’s. Boarding. It won’t be so bad.”

“Yes, it will. My friends are here. Andrea, Katy.”

“You’ll soon make new friends.”

“I don’t want new friends.”

“Besides, your cousin Stella’s at St Austin’s. Has been for years. She’ll show you the ropes.”

“I hate Stella.”

“Now, Pauline—”

“What about the cats? What will happen to Pots and Dots?”

Harry forced a smile, winked. “Thought of that. They’ll go to Dorset with Mrs Dobbs. Not a problem.”

“Daddy, they’ll hate it there. They’re London cats. They’ll hate the country. They’ll pine and die without me to look after them. You’d be just as well having them put down.”

“You don’t mean that, surely?” Harry said.

He watched her struggle, inhale three or four breaths that made her bosom heave as if the rich air of the Savoy had become suffocating. Her fingers curled petulantly into her palms. But the initial shock of his news was wearing off, the first flash of panic and despair diminishing.

“No, I don’t mean it,” Pauline told him. “Course I don’t.” She dabbed her nose with the balled-up handkerchief and firmed her lips. “May I have a little coffee, please?”

As a rule he did not permit her to drink coffee but tonight he did not hesitate. “Of course. Shall I order fresh?”

“From the pot will do.”

He poured, hand trembling slightly, allowed her to doctor the cupful as she wished, with sugar and a little cream. She tasted it and drank the liquid quickly, as if it was medicine.

“More?” Harry offered.

“No, thank you.” She looked out over the restaurant with what seemed like indifference. “Will they accept me at St Austin’s?”

“Yes,” Harry said. “Your grandfather wrote on my behalf and explained the situation. Your headmistress, Mrs McAlpine, sent details of your academic achievements.”

“She didn’t tell me.”

“I asked her not to.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to tell you myself,” Harry said. “You’ll have to take some sort of test or examination when you get to St Austin’s, so that they can put you into the best form. That shouldn’t be a problem, though, not for my clever girl.”

She was cleverer than he supposed.

She said, “What exactly does Grandpapa have to do with all this?”

Harry said, “He’s meeting your school fees.”

“Yet he won’t pay for my passage to Natal?”

“He – we didn’t feel that Durban was the best place for you. By the way, he wants to see you before you leave.”

“Why?” said Pauline. “To make sure that my nose isn’t running and that I don’t have lice in my hair?”

“Unfair,” said Harry. “I admit that Grandpapa Haldane’s a snobbish old devil but this time he’s seeing me out of a jam.”

“She wants me back, doesn’t she?”

“Pardon?”

“Mummy wants me back. And this is Grandpapa Haldane’s way of doing it. I’m being bought, aren’t I?”

“Don’t get carried away, Pauline,” said Harry. “I doubt if your mother knows anything about this.”

“I’ll bet she does,” said Pauline.

“Sweetheart, I hope you don’t think—”

“I don’t think anything,” Pauline said. “Tell me, when do you leave for Africa?”

“Middle of September,” Harry said. “That’s one good thing. You won’t have to stand on the dock in a shawl and clogs and wave bye-bye in the rain.”

“When does the Scottish school term begin?”

“Saturday, the second. But as a new girl you’re requested to arrive on the first, to give you time to settle in.”

“St Austin’s,” Pauline said. “Why does it have to be St Austin’s?”

Harry shrugged, guiltily. “Tradition.”

“Haldane tradition, not ours,” Pauline said. “I take it that Grandpapa insisted on it?”

“I’m sorry, Pauline. I’m really, truly sorry.”

“Well, I suppose there will be compensations,” Pauline said. “Christmas in Davos and summer holidays in Antibes.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Harry said.

“Who’s to look after me, then, if not Mummy?”

“Aunt Bea.”

“Oh!” Pauline bit her lip, gently put her napkin down upon the tablecloth. “I think you should pay the bill now, Daddy. I really would rather like to go home.”

“Darling—”

“If you don’t mind.”

As Pauline preceded her father between the tables heading towards the exit, she passed close to a group of five men and a woman who were just beginning dinner. She recognised the woman at once; Lady Dianne Chadwick, no chicken now but still beautiful in a shimmering gown and dripping with jewels. The men were obviously foreigners, one at least was an American.

Lady Dianne was not the centre of attention. The prince of the party was a youthful Italian-looking man, so handsome that it almost hurt to look at him. Pauline had a feeling that she had seen him on the screen, that he was becoming famous, but she could not quite recall his name. He glanced up as Pauline approached. His bold, olive-black eyes seemed to caress her insolently as she passed. He gave her a wicked smile and, not caring who saw, opened his hand as if to catch her.

Uncaring, unimpressed, Pauline slipped past him as if he did not exist. She wanted only to be in the taxi-cab with Daddy; then home, safe home, alone in her bedroom where she might cry like a child to her heart’s content with only the cats to hear her and offer, with their broad, moist noses and pink tongues, something as honest as sympathy.


Three

Crises of identity were common enough in Lowland Scots who had crossed the Border with England in search of fame and fortune. The Haldanes were no exception to the general rule although, to give him his due, Donald Haldane had done his best to adopt protective coloration. By tacit understanding he suggested that the ‘Half-Danes’, in whom the family originated, had somehow gravitated voluntarily from the fenlands of Beowulf’s England to the miserable tenement in Glasgow where he had first seen the light of day.

The Haldanes’ ancestral records were studded with earls, viscounts and other men of consequence. But the name of the dark horse who had leapt the gate of privilege to sire the common line that eventually fathered young Donald Haldane remained a mystery. Lots of other things about Grandpapa Haldane were equally mysterious; how he had made his first small fortune, and why the child born to him by his first wife, who had died tragically at the age of twenty-six, had been cut off so completely from his favour.

Very little of the family background was known to Pauline. She had visited Grandpapa and Grandmama three or four times a year when Mummy still resided in Weymouth Street. In those days Hampstead had seemed a long, long way off, a strange, quaint place compared with what Pauline thought of as London. After Mummy went away, however, she saw no more of Grandpapa and Grandmama and heard not a word from the house in Ostler’s Walk.

It was a hot, humid Thursday afternoon in August before Harry Verity finally got around to taking Pauline out to Hampstead. Drought had already parched the harvest in southern counties and London had been dunned by a brassy sun for weeks on end. The top of the omnibus sizzled in the heat and the ‘bus panted and wheezed like an old horse as it carried the Veritys north up Haverstock Hill. Harry tried to make conversation, pointing out that Durban couldn’t be any hotter than this and telling Pauline that in Scotland there was always a breeze to blow up the kilts of the natives.

Pauline did not respond. Her cotton dress clung to her and perspiration prickled on the nape of her neck where yesterday the hairdresser had cropped a line with a razor. She realised that her father was also suffering but she offered him no sympathy. The dry air had irritated his sore eye and he had purchased a pair of spectacles with dark brown lenses which made him seem sallow and indrawn, as if he had already become somebody other than the man she had loved for so long.

Pauline had, in fact, fretted herself into such a state of melancholy that at another time Mrs Dobbs would surely have dosed her with sulphur-and-treacle or dollops of Scott’s Emulsion. School had closed. Teachers had bidden Pauline farewell and wished her success for the future. Andrea, Katy and her other chums had gone off on holiday and there was nothing left for Pauline to do but to wait for summer to pass and the inevitable to happen.

Pauline knew perfectly well that her father had no wish to leave England. Daddy’s jolly prattle about Durban’s colonial hotels, modern boulevards and proposed electrical railway system consoled her not one whit. She would waken, hot and uncomfortable, in the wee small hours, convinced that Africa would swallow up her father as it had the missionaries and explorers she’d read about in books. A sense of foreboding cast a gloomy shadow over the glaring summer days. The one and only redeeming feature in the whole horrid mess was that she would surely see more of Mummy. And now that she was almost grown up, Mummy would not find her silly and boring and they would become firm friends.

The omnibus dropped them in Hampstead High Street opposite the Bird in Hand. Pauline recalled the place as through a haze. Usually it had been winter when Mummy had brought her here. In those days Grandpapa and Grandmama had spent their summers in Devon. She did not take Daddy’s hand – she was too big for that now – nor did she accept his arm when he offered it. She scuffed sulkily along a half step behind him, hating herself for being so unkind but unable to prevent it. Harry waited patiently while Pauline dithered in front of a confectioners’ and then at a bookshop window. Only when she was ready did he guide her across the High Street into Church Row, the hub of old Hampstead.

Mansions and dull, red-brick, Queen Anne houses, two centuries old, led up to the church of St John, brick too with a little tower and a spire. Surgeons, artists and peers of the realm lived here but the Haldanes did not consort with their neighbours. They kept themselves to themselves in a huge old house hidden away behind sycamores on the corner of Ostler’s Walk, a house whose upper rooms gave views down the elegant old street with its gas-lamps and delta of trees and whose servants’ garrets looked out to remnants of countryside beyond Childs Hill.

Fashionable motorcars shimmered metallically in the sun. Harry spared them not a glance. He wanted very badly to take Pauline’s hand, to pretend that she was a little girl again, to believe that his presence would protect her against the Haldanes’ pernicious ability to hurt.

No motorcars were parked at the gate of the Haldane residence. The house beyond the laurel hedges had a rustic sort of look, sun-baked yet musty, as if nothing had been changed and not much had happened here in the forty years since Grandpapa Haldane had bought it. It did not remind Pauline of her mother. She could not associate her mother with such a stuffy place.

Harry opened the gate and allowed Pauline to go through. A gravel walk, in need of weeding, curved beneath the sycamores to a pillared doorway. He touched her arm. When she stopped he put his hands on her shoulders and inspected her gravely. The light cotton frock made her seem younger than her years; a far cry from the girl he had taken to dinner at the Savoy. He could not get used to this betwixt-and-between stage. By the time he returned from Durban, though, she would be a confident, self-assured young woman and he would look back with longing on this uncertain phase. He tidied a lock of her hair, what was left of it. He straightened the collar of her dress.

“Now—” he began.

Pauline said wearily, “Speak only when spoken to. Call him Grandpapa, not Grandpa. And don’t take two pieces of cake, even if offered, at tea-table.”

“You’ve got it,” Harry said. “One last thing, sweetheart, I know it’ll be difficult but when the subject of school’s mentioned try not to appear as if you’d been sentenced to ten years on Dartmoor.”

“Women aren’t sent to Dartmoor.”

“Don’t be smart, Pauline. You know what I mean.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t let you down.”

He peered at her through smoke-brown lenses. Sunlight and humidity had made his eyes water. He wiped the rim of his spectacles with the back of his hand. He kissed her on the brow. “All right,” he said, “let’s get it over with.”

The servants that had survived were soundless ghosts, discreet to the point of invisibility. The aged butler who opened the door to Harry’s ring was no exception. There was nothing comical in his bearing, though, and his whispering tone seemed sinister. Side by side, Harry and Pauline followed him up a broad uncarpeted staircase that turned back upon itself at a half landing speckled with reflections from a stained-glass window. They climbed another flight of broad stairs, crossed a half acre of varnished floorboards and were finally ushered into a first-floor drawing-room.

The room had once been magnificent. Done in the French style and centred on a marble fireplace carved with fruit and leaves and little cherubim, its ornate furnishings and painted panels had become ingrained not so much with dirt as with a still and pallorlèss neglect. Grandpapa had suited himself to the room. He had contrived at elegance in a rich quilted smoking jacket and cravat, green velvet slippers upon his feet. His hair was wispy as a halo in the light from the long window. He was seated upright in a high-backed wooden armchair, directly facing the doorway. Grandmama Haldane, who seemed even older than Donald, though he gave her ten years, was appropriately placed behind her husband and off to one side as if she sought, or had been ordered to seek, a corner to hide in. Her chair was quilted in a granular brocade. She crouched down upon it and leaned into a thin ebony stick. She was clad in an ancient black dress with gigot sleeves and voluminous skirts. Her pug face was set in a ferocious scowl. Pauline remembered the room and the couple, unchanged it seemed, from her last long-ago visit.

She hardly glanced at the elderly couple, however, and gave them no audible greeting. Her attention had been immediately drawn to the window, to the woman who stood by it. The woman wore a summery one-piece day dress, light as froth, and a picture hat in matching fuchsia. One hand was raised to the heavy velvet drape as if she had not noticed the Veritys’ arrival and watched and waited for them still.

Pauline felt her mouth go dry, her heart thump against her breastbone. “Mummy?”

The woman glanced over her shoulder and, smiling, said, “Yes, darling, it’s me.”

She looked wonderful. Her eyes were luminous, her elfin face just a little fatter, her skin dusted with a fine, fine tan that she had not bothered to disguise with make-up. She turned from the window, both hands extended and, waddling slightly, came forward to embrace her daughter, the day dress hanging outward from her swollen stomach.

Pauline felt her father’s fingers tighten painfully upon her arm and then a sudden break in contact as he staggered backward.

“Oh, Christ!” Harry Verity groaned.

He groped behind him for a chair and, head in hands, sank down upon it.

Tentative exchanges of information in the cloakrooms of Glades Road School and during those ambling and apparently aimless peregrinations that girls of a certain age undertake had provided Pauline with all she needed to know about the rude mechanics of conception and birth. She had been able to add her groatsworth, of course, from interpretation of certain amorous scenes in theatrical and moving picture plays. Andrea, Katy and she were agreed, however, that all of ‘that’ was really rather nasty and, while necessary for survival of the species, could not have much to do with ‘love’, as they understood it. Now, in the French-style, mausoleum-like drawing-room of Grandpapa Haldane’s house in Hampstead, Pauline was abruptly confronted with the truth. Gossip, fable and fact merged into the ugly bump that her mother carried before her, the bulge that came between them when Pauline was scooped into an awkward maternal embrace. She backed away instantly.

Daddy was on his feet. He caught Pauline as she stepped back, pulled her to him, shoulders against his chest, as if he was abducting her at pistol point. One arm about her waist, he extended his right hand and stabbed a forefinger accusingly, not at Mummy but at Grandpapa Haldane.

“You knew she was pregnant all along, didn’t you, you conniving old bastard?” Daddy shouted. Pauline could feel his chest heave against her shoulder-blades. His face was so close to her cheek that his glasses scraped her skin. She was almost deafened by his infuriated roar. “You hadn’t even the guts to tell me, man to man.”

Neither anger nor contrition touched Donald Haldane’s benign features. They were soft with age now, pink and passive under the halo of silver hair. He seemed less restrained than indifferent. Even his eyes showed no change in response to Harry’s outburst. He remained as bland as cream in coffee. Pauline felt her father’s chest swell. She flinched when he roared again. “Well, who the hell is it? What poor sod’s going to carry the can this time?”

“That’s no concern of yours,” Grandpapa Haldane said.

“Oh, is it not?” Daddy said. “I suppose you’ll tell me the ghost of poor Johnny Tiverton put it there?”

“It’s no one you know, Harry,” Pauline’s mother said.

She had eased her weight on to a small sofa. One slender hand was placed on top of her stomach as if to reassure the occupant that no harm would come to it in spite of all the shouting. In the back of Pauline’s mind was the faint fond hope that her mother’s pregnancy might change everything: Daddy might not go to Durban: she might not have to go to school in Scotland.

“Is it Vernon?” Daddy said.

Mummy laughed. “Good heavens, no.”

“Charlie Stanhope then?”

“I haven’t seen Charles in years. Honestly, Harry, you don’t know the man. Thing is, I am rather in love with him.”

“Therefore you require a divorce?”

“Obviously.”

Pauline shifted her gaze to her grandfather and grandmother, both mute and motionless as carved statues. Harry reached behind him, found the chair’s edge and seated himself upon it. He brought Pauline beside him and continued to hold on to her arm. “I’ll bet it’s some pipsqueak country squire like Jackson, who lives off an allowance and has nothing better to do with himself than stick every little tart who comes his way,” Harry said. “Is he married too?”

“Too?” Babs said. “Come now, Harry. We haven’t been married, properly married, for years. I can’t understand why you won’t face the fact that it’s all over and give me a divorce.”

“Do you mean, bring an action against you?”

“No, Verity, that’s not what she means,” Donald Haldane said.

Harry ignored the interruption.

“Let me divorce you, Harry. Please,” Babs said. “It’ll be quick and simple. And it won’t cost you a bean.”

Harry circled Pauline’s waist with his arm. He shook his head. “Not on, Babs. Sorry and all that.”

“Harry, you can’t keep her,” Babs said. “In three or four years she’ll spread her wings and be gone.”

“No, I won’t,” Pauline heard herself say.

Babs flashed her daughter a dimpled smile. “Why, of course you will, dearest. Look at you already, all grown up. Come over and sit by me.”

“No.”

“Do as your mother tells you, child,” Grandmama Haldane growled, speaking for the first time.

“No,” Pauline repeated.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Babs patted the cushion by her side. “Come on, there’s plenty of room. Come, give me a cuddle.”

“Stop it, Babs,” Daddy said.

“You can’t possibly keep the child, Verity,” Grandpapa Haldane said. “You can’t even afford to keep yourself, can you?”

“Why didn’t you tell me that Babs was expecting?”

“You can’t have it both ways,” the old man said. “Do you or do you not want me to finance your daughter’s education and pay off your debts—”

“Such as they are.”

“—while you pursue your career in Durban? Oh, I know all about the trouble at Ostermann’s. It’s Africa or bust for you, sir.”

“I’m sorry you’re on the rocks, Harry,” Babs said. “Truly I am. However, what Papa says is absolutely right. You can’t have it both ways. Look at me, Harry. I’m not your wife any more. What will it cost to give me grounds to divorce you? The lawyers will fix it. You’ll be in Africa. You won’t even have to appear.”

“And if I still refuse, what then?” Daddy said.

Pauline understood exactly what was at stake. She had enough sense however, not to bridle and not to whine. Inside her mother nestled a real child, a child whom her mother would love as she had never loved her. She felt sorry for her father and her pity was somehow strengthening.

“Good God, Verity, this is not an ultimatum. It’s a request,” Grandpapa Haldane said. “I’m giving you an opportunity to do the decent thing in the circumstances.”

“When are you due, Babs?” Harry said.

“In seven weeks.”

“Left it rather late, haven’t you? The baby won’t wait for a divorce and the issuing of a special licence,” Harry said. “Will its father?”

“Absolutely,” Mummy said.

“How long have you known him?”

“Two years, give or take.”

“Is he rich?”

“Not short.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a member of the Baltic Exchange.”

“Where will you live?”

“London, I expect. At least in the season.”

Pauline sensed the moment of defeat. She alone could detect the rim of fluid that leaked from Daddy’s irritated eye and gathered against the spectacle lens.

Barbara leaned forward, both hands upon her stomach. “Harry, what difference can it make to you now?”

Daddy slapped a hand on his thigh and got to his feet.

He said, “None, I suppose.”

“Well?” said Grandpapa Haldane.

“All right,” Daddy said. “I agree to your terms.”

Grandpapa Haldane said, “You’ll have to give grounds, you know.”

“I know. I will.”

“Soon, Harry, please,” Babs said.

“Let the lawyers arrange it,” Harry said. “I won’t stand in your way.”

Babs laughed, a fat, breathless sound. “I’m glad that’s settled. Now, do come and sit with me, Pauline darling.” She patted the cushion once more. “Tell me all your news.” Pauline glanced at her father. Sallowness had spread all over his face and neck. His skin was a faint purplish red, like the complexion of old men who drink too much.

Pauline said, “I think we might be leaving now.”

“Oh, don’t be so silly, dear. Sit down. Talk to me. There’s no reason for us not to be friends.”

“Daddy, I want to go.”

She offered Daddy her hand. She didn’t in the least care if it seemed childish. His grip was moist with perspiration but reassuring.

“Good luck, Babs,” Harry said.

“Pauline—”

“Goodbye, Mummy,” said Pauline politely.

It was breathlessly hot and sultry outside. To the south, over London, the sky had taken on a strange unsummery tint, grey as lead. The air smelled rancid, reeking of coal smoke and petrol fumes. As they walked down the drive into Ostler’s Walk Pauline felt perspiration start out on her brow and cheeks and down her spine and thighs. The cotton dress clung to her like wet paper. They had been in Grandpapa’s house for less than a quarter of an hour yet a whole season seemed to have slid away in that short space of time.

Outside the gate, protected from view by sycamores and laurel hedges, Harry stopped. He leaned, exhausted, against the wall. He took out a large blue silk handkerchief, carefully dried his hands upon it then removed his spectacles. His right eye was livid and shed a clear fluid like tears, but his pallor had returned to normal. He dabbed the damaged eye for a moment or two then returned the handkerchief to his pocket. He brought out his cigarette case and a box of pin-headed cocktail matches and, fingers trembling, extracted a cigarette from the case and lit it. He inhaled deeply and, still leaning against the wall, contemplated the heavy leaden-grey sky.

“Thunder about,” he said conversationally. “Rain too, I shouldn’t be surprised. Farmers’ll be glad. Are you all right, sweetheart?”

“I’m awfully hot,” said Pauline.

“Yes, the mean old devil didn’t even offer us tea.”

“There’s a tea-shop by the bus-stop in town,” Pauline told him.

“Is there indeed. Do you fancy a cuppa, sweetheart? It might cool us down.”

Pauline nodded.

Harry sucked on the cigarette again. He let out smoke with a little throaty woof then grinned. “Quite a turn-up, eh? Your mother being – that way. What do you make of it, Pauline?”

“I shan’t see her again if I can help it.”

“Perhaps you won’t be able to help it.” Harry pushed himself away from the wall. “Listen, Pauline, say the word and I’ll cancel the whole shooting-match. I mean it. I’ll find some sort of job. Take an insurance book if the worst comes to the worst. Say the word and we’ll muddle along somehow.”

“How much do you owe to Grandpapa Haldane?”

“I’m not really in debt, just – stretched.”

“Daddy, how much?”

“Five hundred pounds.”

“It’s for Mrs Dobbs, isn’t it?”

“I can’t just send her off with nothing,” Harry said.

“What’s best for you, Daddy?”

Pauline was grateful to him for not prevaricating. He did not shut her out or patronise her.

He said, “Africa.”

“Will two years put us on our feet again?”

“Three at most.”

“I’ll be eighteen by then,” Pauline heard herself say.

“My, my! So you will.” He smiled then playfully framed her face between spread hands. “Act the Second. The curtain rises on a twilit patio. A beautiful young woman gazes out over a balustrade. She starts back as an old man laboriously climbs the marble steps.”

“An old man in a solar topee and khaki rags.” Pauline took up the story easily. They had played this game of make-believe before. “He has a bundle on his back and a rusty firearm slung over his shoulder. The young woman recoils in horror.”

Harry went on, “’Is it . . . can it really be you?’ she cries.”

“‘Yes, yes, Lobelia. I have returned,’ the old man croaks. He lowers the bundle, opens it and brings out a handful of jewels.”

“You found them. You found them, Father,’ Lobelia cries. ‘King Solomon’s mines. We are rich, rich beyond the dreams of avarice. But wait! Who is this? Your faithful servant?’”

“‘No, my dear Lobelia, this is . . . ah, the Queen of the Zulus. My wife. Your new mother.’”

“‘Not—’”

“‘Yes.’” Together, in unison, Harry Verity and his daughter shouted out, “Mrs Umslopogass!”

They laughed in mutual silliness then Harry said, “It’s not the second act that concerns me, sweetheart. It’s what’ll become of us in the interval. Candidly, I don’t want to lose you to the Haldanes. I don’t want you to become like them.”

“I shan’t.”

“The school, does it worry you going there?”

“It isn’t a prison,” Pauline said. “It won’t be so bad.”

“I’m not sending you away just to be rid of you.”

“I know that, Daddy.”

“Well, on or off? Last chance, sweetheart.”

“On,” Pauline said. “But promise me – no Mrs Umslopogass.”

“On that,” said Harry Verity, “you have my word.”

“Now can we go and have some tea?”

“By all means,” Daddy said and linking her arm with his led her downhill towards the High Street just as the first plump spots of rain patterned the pavement and spattered the dusty laurel leaves.

The days – and nights – of her last weeks at home were almost unendurable. Harry did his best to provide diversion. He took her to the pictures, to What’s Your Hurry, The Dancin’ Fool and to The Kid, which had them both in tears at the end. He gave Pauline as many hours as he could spare from his own hectic schedule. But he had so much to do closing down the London office, arranging for furniture to be stored, as well as legal and financial matters to attend to, that he became thin and nervy and too harried to be sentimental. Mrs Dobbs was deeply affected by the imminent parting from the young girl she had raised from infancy and by the Veritys’ great upheaval which, of course, meant radical change in her life too. She bore it all with apparent stoicism until Pauline’s last evening at home. Out it came then in a flood of tears which soon had Pauline weeping too so that when Harry came home for supper he found the pair of them red-eyed, pink-nosed and quite washed out with emotion.

Breakfast the following morning was an anticlimax. Pauline felt as if she was surrounded by glass, like a goldfish in a jar. Her trunk waited in the hallway, the same ‘ark’ of wickerwork and painted canvas that had accompanied her mother to school all those years ago. A telegram message from Aunt Bea wished Pauline well. But there was no greeting from Hampstead or from her mother. Early post brought letters of cheer and condolence from Andrea, who was still in Eastbourne with her parents, and a box of chocolate babies from Katy in Yarmouth. Welcome little diversions while Pauline ate her eggs and toast and Harry hopped about and gulped coffee and tried not to glance at his watch.

The cats were grouchy at being roused so early. Pauline loved them all the more for being their natural selves but came very, very close to bursting into tears when Dots deigned to give her nose a lick before curling up with paws over ears to sleep again. “Don’t fret on their account, dearest,” Mrs Dobbs told her. “I’ll take best care o’ them.”
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