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The mist covers everything; all around him there is an endless white hush, broken only by the dreary slap of the waves. He waits, feeling the chill sink into his bones. The emptiness and the waiting are so familiar that it has started to seem as if he has always been here, suspended in this nothingness, drifting on the slow tides of his body.


Then, in the very instant that someone whistles to give the signal, he sees MacIntyre moving through the blankness. Startled by the sound, MacIntyre stops and listens. The faint blur of his head turns this way and that with a deliberation that is almost theatrical, but he detects nothing. Quiet settles over them again and for a few moments they both stand completely motionless; even the vapour seems stilled. From somewhere high above a gull keens faintly. MacIntyre takes a tentative step across the shingle, hesitates, and strides on towards him.


Wary of being seen, he crouches down behind a rock, leaning against it to relieve the stiffness in his knees. His fingertips meet the barnacled dome of a limpet and he turns it speculatively, countering its tightened grip until, seized by impatience, he wrenches it away from its anchorage. He presses his hands hard against the rock; beneath its cold, slick surface there is a weight and solidity that is somehow gratifying. When MacIntyre passes by a few feet away, the feeling intensifies; he is rooted, secure in his purpose, his whole being channelled to a point of will.


MacIntyre is stooping, his neck and shoulders dragged down by a bulky satchel slung crosswise against his chest, but he steps along quite jauntily, singing under his breath. The song seems tantalisingly familiar, and as his mind begins to scan and puzzle his gaze eddies away through the swirling whiteness. Then, abruptly, he snaps back and his eyes lock on to MacIntyre, vanishing into the dark mouth of the cave. He heaves a long sigh and folds his hands in front of him. It has all proceeded to plan. Now he must wait. There is no other way out; sooner or later one of them will reappear and, really, it does not matter which.




It is very cold standing here; the dead are cold like this. And all this will end in death, like a neat line ruled across a page, with nothing to follow.


His head turns. He hears a sound like a gull mewing; it is a woman’s voice, dampened by the fog. She is calling and then waiting and then calling again. He cannot see her yet, but of course she is moving this way. She ought not to have come here; he is tired of complications, tired of these people and their silly, pointless gestures.


A gunshot rings out inside the cave. He readies himself. There is a clamour of footsteps and then a man emerges at breakneck speed, running straight at him. He grabs the man’s coat by the collar, looks him in the eye and pushes the knife into his throat. The man’s pupils flare in shock and his eyes film over as he drops forward, choking and gurgling, his blood spattering the sand. He draws a few last rasping breaths, shudders violently and then lies still.


For a short time the assassin stands with his head bowed. Then, bending down to rest one palm on the shingle, he eases himself into a squatting position and cleans his knife on the dead man’s jacket, gentling the blade to a silver sheen before straightening up and setting it snugly in his belt.


Another cry: a seabird’s shriek. He knows she’s watching him. When he turns round he will see her there, bewildered and afraid; he will be obliged to give her an explanation. The prospect exhausts him and so he closes his eyes and stands perfectly still, feeling the mist on his eyelids.


And his mind moves away from him again, and he is thinking of what comes next, now that all of this is done: the scurrying forward, the keeping on while the clocks keep ticking and the politicians jabber away. For he is part of the machinery that mustn’t be stopped, the wheels within wheels that drive the march onward.


He opens his eyes, he sets his lips into a smile, and then he turns towards her.











One


1905


Since it has fallen to me to relate MacIntyre’s story, it is necessary to begin by telling my own, or at least that portion of it that is relevant to the matter in hand. My first encounter with MacIntyre was brought about by a chain of circumstances that commenced, inauspiciously enough, on a bright May morning, nearly six months before the day on which we lost him; though if one were to look further into the past, as I have been compelled to do very frequently of late, one might trace the first tiny ripples in the current that drew me towards him right back to the days of my girlhood.


I was at that time employed as a secretary in a small firm, a position that I had held for nearly ten years, and would have been astounded had I known that this period of my life was shortly to come to an end. Yet how much more it would have astonished me to learn that I had become an object of interest to people whose existence I should scarcely have credited; that my future was no longer subject to the workings of chance; and that an intricate and insidious mechanism had been set in motion by invisible hands, a mechanism that was shortly to propel me into a sequence of



remarkable adventures of the sort that I had hitherto encountered only in books.


On my way to work I had lingered a little, enjoying the early sunshine and the scent of lilacs coming into bloom. I alighted from the tram at five minutes to nine, somewhat later than was my custom, and darted across the Holloway Road to the familiar, grimy-looking building with advertisements for New Pin soap and Pinnace cigarettes blazoned across its exterior. Without pausing for breath I sped up three flights of stairs to a poky landing on the topmost storey and turned the handle of the single, plate-glass door, which bore the legend Plimpson and Co. in bold white letters. To my surprise, however, it remained firmly shut. Relieved that I was not to be caught out in my poor timekeeping after all, I took the key from my reticule, turned it in the lock and passed through the door, wriggling out of my coat as I went. However, as I reached to hang it up, I saw that Mr Plimpson’s hat was already on its hook and realised to my dismay that he must be in the office after all. I opened the blinds, reflecting how peculiar it was that my employer had locked himself inside his own business premises and allowing myself a brief moment of speculation as to whether this had been done unintentionally, or whether in fact he might be trying to evade an irate customer. Such a necessity would not have been unprecedented, though on two of the three previous occasions on which it had arisen he had simply avoided the office for a few days, leaving me to soothe the clients’ injured feelings as best I could. The third, more memorable episode I shall come to in its proper place.


I tore off my gloves, seized my pen and notebook from the top drawer of my desk and knocked briskly on the door to the inner room, just as the clock on the mantelpiece chimed nine. Inwardly, I berated myself for my lack of discipline; I took great pride in being punctual and always made sure that I was in the office at least ten minutes before the hour struck. In the usual course of things Mr Plimpson took little notice of my comings and goings, but during the past few days he had become uncharacteristically short-tempered, scolding me for committing all manner of bureaucratic misdemeanours,



every one of which was either imaginary or caused by his own absent-mindedness. Indeed, I could not recall his ever having been quite so on edge; only the previous day, I had brushed against a stack of ledgers which, to my considerable annoyance, he had piled up on my desk, and sent them crashing to the floor. Immediately, he had burst into the room wearing such a look of terror that my own heart had begun to race. He had attempted to make light of his agitation by scolding me for my clumsiness, but his voice had been thin with relief, and when he had reached into his breast pocket for his cigarette case his hand had trembled.


I knocked again, and, hearing nothing, turned the door handle and peered into the room. Mr Plimpson was pacing up and down on the faded Turkey rug as though intent on mapping out its pattern with his feet. He looked as if he had been in the office all night; his cheeks and nose were flushed an unhealthy red, a sheen of perspiration glistened on his forehead and there were wet marks beneath the arms of his shirt. The blinds were still drawn and I hurried across to open them, for the air in the room smelled strongly of tobacco smoke intermingled with a fug of other stale and unpleasant odours.


“Stop!” cried Mr Plimpson, rushing to intercept me. “Don’t touch the blinds, Miss Trant . . .” As if recollecting himself, he stopped short. “Ahem! That is, as you may have noticed, I have not been at all well of late, and the doctor has advised me to avoid getting too much sun. It tends to bring on my headaches, you know.”


His voice trailed off and he dropped onto the chair behind his desk with a groan. I watched with some anxiety as he sat staring into space and stroking his moustache, for I was perturbed by the wildness of his appearance, and more particularly by the fact that I could detect whisky on his breath at such an early hour. He took out his handkerchief and mopped his brow.


“Miss Trant, I have some news . . . ’Tisn’t good news, I’m sorry to say. I am at present experiencing some business troubles . . . nothing too serious, you understand.” He loosened his tie and licked his lips, his eyes darting about the room as if he were weighing up



what he would say next. “As a result of various ill-judged investments made, I freely admit, on the advice of a once loved and trusted . . .” he paused, appearing to grope for the word before continuing, “friend, the firm has incurred some bothersome debts. Unfortunately, that donkey of a landlord has chosen this moment to raise the rent on these premises. Ergo, the books do not balance. Ergo, we shall have to move elsewhere. To Deptford, in fact.” I found myself suddenly short of breath and was obliged to sit down; it seemed clear that the situation must be far worse than I had originally suspected. Mr Plimpson, though small in stature, was rather portly. He manoeuvred his bulk with some difficulty round the side of the desk and patted me awkwardly on the arm. I shrank from his touch, but he seemed unaware of my discomfort, for his damp fingers continued to linger on my shoulder.


“You have no cause for concern, Miss Trant, no cause at all. Your job is perfectly safe; I would never dispense with your invaluable services so lightly. Fear not, the fortunes of Plimpson and Co. will rally in due course! There has been a temporary reversal in the markets, nothing more.”


Sighing, I bowed my head. “As you can imagine sir, this news is rather a shock to me. Much as I value my situation here, such a move would present me with a number of practical difficulties. I do hope that you will not consider me guilty of ingratitude if I ask for a few days in which to consider my position.”


He snatched his hand away from my shoulder as if he had been burnt.


“But Miss Trant, it never occurred to me that you might leave! After all, you are not a married woman. You have no domestic responsibilities, no children. Surely it would present no great difficulty to take new lodgings? I dare say you could find rather a nice little place in Deptford; the rents are very reasonable.”


I stood up. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him the reason for my hesitation, but when I looked into his eyes, which were regarding me with the beady intensity of a bird determined to catch a worm, I held my peace.




“I’m terribly sorry, Mr Plimpson, but I will need some time to think the matter over. I’ll let you know as soon as I have come to a decision.”


He exhaled mournfully. “Very well, Miss Trant, you must do as you think best. But it would make me very happy if you chose to stay.”


He took my hand in his clammy grasp, leaning over it earnestly as though he were about to kiss it. I drew my arm away and hurried out of the room, murmuring an excuse about a letter that needed to be typed in order to catch the morning post. I crossed behind my desk to the window and pulled up the sash with trembling fingers. The clip-clop of traffic on the road below was broken through abruptly by the roar of an approaching motor bus, which sped past a grocer’s van moving in the opposite direction, causing the horse to rear up between the shafts. The driver of the van got to his feet and shook his fist at the receding bus, yelling a string of curses that were drowned by the rumble of its engine. I drew several deep breaths of the sooty air, then sat down at my desk and laid my head on my arms.


Though he had been a friend of my father, Mr Plimpson knew nothing of my domestic circumstances. It struck me that he might attribute my hesitation about moving to Deptford to a lack of enthusiasm for my work, whereas in fact the prospect of losing my job filled me with despair, for I feared that a woman of my age and limitations would be unable to find a suitable position elsewhere. Yet I was not free to act as I wished, for in contemplating such a significant change in my life I was obliged to consider someone besides myself.


I did not reside alone, as my employer seemed to suppose, but shared lodgings with my mother. Ten years earlier, my father’s untimely death had left us in a state of near penury and in order to pay off his debts we had been compelled to sell our house in St John’s Wood, together with most of the furniture. My aunt Sophie, my mother’s elder sister, whose husband had died some years before, had attempted to rescue us from our plight by inviting us to live with her and her daughter in Hertfordshire. I was at that time still at



school and she had pledged that she would support us until I had completed my education and been trained as a teacher. However, it was not to be. My mother had long held a grudge against Sophie who, she asserted, held her in contempt for marrying beneath her. Claiming to act out of loyalty to my father, she objected with such violence to the notion of leaving the district in which she had dwelled since her wedding day that all my aunt’s plans had to be abandoned. Instead, much to my dismay, we took up residence in a seedy boarding house just a few streets away from our old home.


Aunt Sophie, it seemed, had also inherited the family tendency towards stubbornness. She wrote me a letter in which she explained in a sorrowful tone that until my mother had come to her senses, acknowledged the foolishness of her behaviour and apologised, “family pride” would permit her to have nothing further to do with either of us. She kept her word; though I wrote several times pleading with her to relent, we did not hear from her again.


Mother had never been strong; her health deteriorated under the strain imposed by the misfortune that had befallen us and she lay confined to her bed for days at a time. I was obliged to leave the small private school that I attended on a scholarship and was sent to work in a department store. Then, a few months after my father’s death, Mr Plimpson had offered to train me to become his secretary.


Ever since, we had struggled to preserve the veneer of shabby gentility that Mother insisted was of the utmost importance. She clung to her memories of the old days with pathetic determination, and the fact that our lodgings were located in the familiar surroundings of St John’s Wood did much to reconcile her to the shabbiness of our rooms and all the other daily ignominies that boarding house life compelled her to endure. I was aware that to force her to abandon all this, to leave behind the ghost of my father’s memory for an unknown district on the other side of London, might well be too much for a woman of her delicate sensibilities to bear, and the prospect of broaching the subject filled me with dread.


I looked up at the framed photograph of my father and Mr Plimpson that hung on the opposite wall. It was an object to which



I had grown so accustomed that I scarcely saw it any more, though when I had first come to work at Plimpson and Co. I used to pretend that if only I stared at it with sufficient intensity, my gaze might have the power to bring my father back to life. But time is a great healer; gradually I had stopped indulging in this ritual, and familiarity – and my increasing short-sightedness – had conspired to cause my perception of the two figures in the photograph to blur. Impulsively, I took down the picture, exposing an oblong of much whiter paint on the grubby stretch of wall. The two men, wearing evening dress, stood side by side, beaming at the camera. Mr Plimpson was slimmer than of late and had a great deal more hair, and my father looked carefree and boyish; very different from the way I remembered him. Peering more closely, I was struck by a detail that I had missed entirely; what I had taken for so long to be handkerchiefs in the gentlemen’s breast pockets were in fact white lilies. I responded instinctively to the realisation by humming a few bars of my father’s favourite song.





Oh! Lilly, sweet Lilly,


Dear Lilly Dale,


Now the wild rose blossoms


O’er her little green grave


‘Neath the trees in the flow’ry vale.





The clock struck the half hour and I stood up, guiltily aware that I had sat dreaming at my desk for at least twenty minutes. I was loath to disturb Mr Plimpson, lest in his excited state he should begin a second, more agitated discussion about the matter of my staying on, so I resumed the ongoing task of devising a new filing system for the firm’s correspondence, a conundrum with which I had been wrestling ever since I had started the job. To begin with I had been sufficiently innocent to believe that I would be able to invent a method of organising my employer’s affairs within a day or two, yet I soon found that his business dealings were so confused and obscure (sometimes, I allowed myself to suspect, deliberately so) and of such a mixed character that it was well-nigh impossible to resolve



them into any kind of order. Nevertheless, I had persisted in trying to do so, and I still drew a perverse satisfaction from the performance of this Sisyphean labour. I removed several deed boxes from the cupboard and began to sort through their contents, and was soon thoroughly bogged down in a mental quagmire of conjecture and classification. The minutes plodded by, but despite my best efforts I made little progress.


At twelve o’clock the office door opened and Mr Plimpson emerged, stumbling on an uneven floorboard. I observed that he had made some effort to smarten himself up; his jacket was buttoned snugly over the bulge of his stomach and he had plastered his fringe of greying hair over his scalp with scented oil.


As soon as he saw the open window he dropped down onto his knees. “Miss Trant! Pull down the blinds!” he hissed.


I did as he asked and, puffing and blowing, he heaved himself back into a standing position. He walked unsteadily up to my desk and leant across it, regarding me sternly through bloodshot eyes. At such close quarters the reek of alcohol and cheap scent was almost more than I could bear and my fingers itched to whisk my handkerchief out of my pocket so that I could cover my nose.


“Miss Trant, I am sorry to say that I was not quite straight with you before – about the headaches, I mean. I didn’t want to frighten you, but I have been wrestling with my conscience and for your own safety I feel obliged to tell you that most unfortunately Plimpson and Co. has become embroiled in some dealings with what I have lately discovered to be a highly disreputable and unscrupulous . . . er, firm. I truly believe that the individuals concerned will stoop to nothing to get what they want. Ergo, it would not be sensible for us to draw attention to our presence here; ergo, we must keep the blinds closed and the door locked at all times. And whatever cunning pleas or unpleasant threats may be addressed to you, you must admit nobody onto these premises!” He thumped on the desk for emphasis. “Nobody, under any foreseeable or conceivable circumstances whatsoever, is to come into this office. Do I make myself clear?”




“Yes, sir,” I replied, considerably taken aback by this tirade.


Apparently satisfied that he had impressed on me the necessity for caution, Mr Plimpson tottered towards the door, remarking rather thickly and with forced brightness, “Such lovely weather we’re having, Miss Trant. I’m off to meet a client now – a little light luncheon – always does the trick. Be sure to lock the door behind me. I shall be gone for the rest of the day and therefore entrust the running of this great enterprise to your capable little hands. Remember, my dear, we must tread with caution, but with our heads held high.”


As he went out onto the landing he tripped and narrowly avoided plunging down the stairs. I sat listening to his precarious descent until he was safely on the ground floor, then got up and locked the door.


I was not sure how seriously to take Mr Plimpson’s fears; after all, he had been drinking, and even when completely sober he was the sort of man who tended to exaggerate in order to instil in his auditors a sense of his own importance. Moreover, I was aware from bitter experience that he was capable of working himself up into a dreadful state if things were not going his way. Feeling thoroughly oppressed by the dinginess of the room, I crossed to the window and opened the blinds again, reflecting that it was surely more conspicuous to leave them closed and that, furthermore, it was unlikely that anyone would go to the trouble of spying on us, situated as we were on the third floor of the building.


I passed a dispiriting afternoon straining my eyes over a collection of yellowing import receipts from Germany, which had mysteriously appeared in a box of correspondence from a factory manager in Birmingham. My thoughts were awhirl with visions of the approaching conversation with my mother, and several times I was obliged to stage a painstaking reconstruction of a train of thought in order to retrieve a sheaf of letters or receipts that I had wrongly categorised. At twenty minutes to five, still surrounded by drifts of paper, I suddenly lost patience, bundled the unsorted documents back into the deed boxes and put them away in the



cupboard. Dejectedly shrugging off the conviction that my efforts had only served to worsen the chaotic state of Mr Plimpson’s affairs, I pulled down the blinds, locked up the office and caught the tram back to St John’s Wood.











Two


I disembarked at an earlier stop than usual and walked slowly along the tree-lined streets, nodding every now and then to a person of my acquaintance, but moving on before I could be engaged in conversation. I racked my brains for the words with which to persuade my mother that we must move to Deptford, yet every sentence I rehearsed seemed weak and unconvincing. By the time I arrived at the door of our lodgings I still had not found a satisfactory way of breaking the news.


As I entered the hallway, I was engulfed by the familiar mingled scents of furniture polish and boiled greens. It always took my eyes several moments to adjust to the murky gloom, for the walls were papered dark brown, the same shade as the scuffed floor tiles, the doors to the adjoining rooms were kept closed, and there was no window save for a pane of coloured glass in the front door. I hung up my coat and glanced at the hall table to see whether there were any letters. There was nothing for either Mother or me, only a picture postcard with a view of Weymouth for Mr Smith, who lodged in the garret. I am curious by nature and I am ashamed to say that I turned the card over and furtively examined the message on the other side. As I had suspected, I could make nothing of it: Smith, a taciturn fellow who kept himself to himself, had received three other postcards from coastal resorts since he had moved into



the house nearly three months before and each of them, like this one, had been written in a foreign alphabet. Naturally, my interest was aroused by the mysterious nature of these communications; I had rather a passion for detective stories at that time and imagined that I had stumbled upon a mystery like those in the magazines.


I took care to replace the card in the same position as I had found it and then, aware that I could put off the evil hour no longer, I ran up the two flights of stairs to our rooms.


Whenever I try to remember my mother’s appearance in detail, the image of her face as it was on the last occasion I saw her, stricken and distorted, steals unbidden into my thoughts and blots out any other recollection. Therefore, I keep as an aide memoire a portrait painted some weeks after the day with which we are presently concerned, in circumstances that were to prove instrumental to the course of this narrative. The painting shows a shrunken, sharp-featured woman with a sallow complexion, high cheekbones and startling blue eyes, like stones of pale turquoise. Her hair, formerly dark brown, is liberally touched with grey and there is disappointment etched in the lines of her mouth, which turns down discontentedly at the corners. She looks towards the artist with a seductive tilt of the chin, which hints at the consciousness of former beauty, long since shrivelled and faded through prolonged illness and ardent grief.


Mother was lying on the sofa by the sitting room window, with curl papers in her hair and wearing a bedjacket. I perceived at a glance that she was in one of her difficult humours and my heart sank. I helped her to sit up and plumped up several cushions to support her back before saying, “Shall I open a window? It’s very close in here and it’s such a lovely evening outside.”


She frowned in irritation. “Don’t be foolish, Margaret; you know my constitution can’t tolerate the evening air. Go and fetch my blue shirtwaist. Quick-sharp now, or we’ll keep everyone waiting.”


“Mrs Hodgkins wouldn’t wait for us in any case,” I muttered, adding with a twinge of compunction, “Perhaps you ought to stay upstairs, if you’re not feeling well. I could bring your dinner up on a tray . . .”




“Just do as I ask; I have no strength to argue,” she sighed, turning her face away.


My mother was very hard to dress. She was physically capable of putting on her clothes herself, but lacked the will to do so. Her spine was stiff and unyielding, and her limbs seemed so brittle that I touched her somewhat apprehensively and with painstaking care, earning many rebukes for my slowness. Today my fingers were trembling with nervousness, which made matters worse, and I fumbled terribly with the buttons and fasteners until at last, as I was stooping to do up her boots, she snapped, “Good gracious, whatever is the matter with you? You’ve been behaving like a moonstruck ninny ever since you got home!”


I straightened my back and laid the buttonhook on the table. “Mother, I have some news.” I stopped, suddenly overcome by a breathless, fluttering sensation in my chest.


“Well, what is it?” she demanded. “I knew there was something you were keeping from me.”


I flailed desperately for the right words with which to continue, but they refused to come. She raised her eyes to the ceiling, as if seeking heavenly solace.


“I see. Well, if you won’t tell me now it must wait until after dinner – no doubt whatever it is will keep for a little while longer.”


I eased her legs over the edge of the sofa, smoothed her skirts and took her arm to help her up; she never used a stick unless through absolute necessity, though she was incapable of walking unaided. I was fleetingly conscious of the bird-like fragility of her bones as she leant against me and felt a surge of disquiet just as I found myself saying in a matter-of-fact tone, “Mr Plimpson has told me that he intends to move the office to Deptford. Of course, it means that you and I will have to find new lodgings nearby. I don’t believe that Father would have wanted us to stay here and starve.”


She stopped stock-still in the middle of the floor. My heart was pounding and for a moment I was too fearful even to breathe; then I forced myself to glance at her and saw that she was weeping noiselessly, as if her heart would break. I led her back to the sofa and went over to stand at the window, at a loss as to what to do next.




Since my father’s death, it had become a habit with us never to refer to him. To begin with Mother had been so overcome by grief and shock that she had found it unbearable to hear him mentioned, and gradually our silence had grown to be the great unspoken taboo on which our lives together were founded. I dug my nails into my palms with frustration, desperately wishing that I had never allowed his name to pass my lips.


At length Mother spoke, in a voice quavering with distress. “I should have thought you would have more consideration, Margaret. I only hope you haven’t allowed yourself to turn into one of those dreadful New Women, thinking only of your own career . . .” Her face crumpled and she burst into tears. She started to cough wretchedly and I hastened across to pour her some water. Her hands were shaking so hard that she was unable to hold the glass and I was obliged to lift it to her lips.


Suddenly, she grabbed me by the wrist. “Put me to bed. My appetite is gone.”


“Mother, you really ought not to miss dinner. The doctor said . . .”


“I am perfectly aware of what he said! But if I were to attempt to eat now, the food would choke me. Besides, it might be preferable, given the circumstances, if my strength did fail and I was no longer here to trouble you.”


She was as pale as a ghost and her red-rimmed eyes seemed to have sunk deep into their sockets. Somewhat alarmed, I helped her into her bedroom and onto the bed. It was a terrible struggle to remove her clothes and put on her nightdress, for she made herself as rigid as a post, staring unblinkingly ahead as if I didn’t exist. I did not attempt to speak to her, for I knew that to do so would only provoke further tears, and so we continued in silence until I left the room.


I had missed dinner, which was something of a relief, for I could never have brought myself to sit and make conversation with our landlady, Mrs Hodgkins, and the other lodgers. I heated some water on the gas burner to make tea and cut two slices of bread, for I had been too overwrought to eat luncheon and I had begun to feel weak and unsteady after the excitements of the day. Having forced down



this scanty supper, I decided I would attempt to blot out my troubles for a time by reading one of the detective magazines that I kept hidden beneath a loose floorboard in my room. I had inherited my taste for detective stories from my father, who had possessed a great fondness for puzzles of all kinds. Mother knew nothing about the magazines but would undoubtedly have regarded them as a selfish extravagance, and despite all my scrimping and saving, despite the fact that without my salary we would be destitute, I always found myself unable to suppress a pang of guilt when I thought of them.


I prised up the floorboard with the butter knife, selected an edition that contained several of my favourite stories and lay down on the sofa to read it. The prospect of two hours’ undisturbed leisure was rare for me, for Mother seldom went to sleep early, yet I now found myself distracted from the heroine’s adventures by my own nagging anxieties. At last I lost patience, closed the magazine and returned it to its hiding place, picked up my shoes, and crept out of the apartment.


I tiptoed down the stairs in my stockinged feet and sat on the hallstand to put on my shoes. Just as I was about to get up, the front door opened to admit Mr Smith. He did not seem to see me, but snatched up the postcard from the hall table and began to pore over it eagerly. I studied him with some interest, for he looked very much like the villain in the story I had just been reading. His hair was cut very close to his scalp and he had a large, hooked nose and hooded eyes that creased downwards at the corners in symmetry with his sullen mouth. I moved towards the front door, poised to greet him in case he should look up and acknowledge me. The strange message on the postcard appeared to absorb the whole of his attention, however, for though I passed right in front of him he seemed unaware of my presence.


I slipped out, closing the door softly behind me. The air was balmy, though the pale glimmer of the street lamps already shone out through the gathering dusk. As I strolled along, half listening to the snatches of domestics’ conversations drifting up through the area railings, my thoughts turned once again to Mr Plimpson’s



shocking tidings. I tried to picture the lives Mother and I might lead if we were to uproot ourselves from these familiar streets; I knew little about Deptford, but I possessed a shadowy notion that it was rather a grim and gloomy place, inhabited by sailors, dock-workers and other rough people. However, I was under the impression that the neighbouring district of Greenwich was comparatively respectable, and after all it ought to be perfectly possible for us to find a decent place to lodge there . . . I brought myself up short and heaved a deep sigh. It was no use; all this speculation was a foolish waste of time. Mother’s nerves were so delicate and her attachment to St John’s Wood so strong that it was absurd to suppose that she could ever be reconciled to leaving it.


I drifted on, lost in vague dreams, until I realised with a shock that it was almost dark and, moreover, I had strayed further from home than I had intended. I turned round at once and started walking quickly back. What if Mother had awoken in a panic and called out for me, only to find that I was gone? I strode along faster and faster, picturing her livid, tear-stained face, and in a sudden flash of understanding I knew that though I wanted very much to stay on at Plimpson’s there was no point in deceiving myself any longer. Mother’s fussy ways could be very trying – indeed, when she was at her most cantankerous I felt sometimes almost as if I hated her – but my conscience would not allow me to pursue a course of action that would make her utterly wretched.


I crossed the Finchley Road and passed onto one of the quiet streets adjacent to our lodgings. I found that I was crying and breathed deeply into my handkerchief. How would I ever get another job that paid as well as my current position? My experience was very narrow; I had been with the same firm for effectively the whole of my working life and Mr Plimpson and I had grown accustomed to one another’s peculiarities. Worse still, I was twenty-five years old; undoubtedly most employers would prefer to take on a secretary who was younger and more malleable. But I had no choice; I must start looking for a new post at once, for our savings would support us for no more than a month or two once I stopped working.




From the corner of my eye, I glimpsed a man walking a little way behind me on the other side of the street. I turned into another road and looking round saw that he was still there, moving stealthily through the pools of gaslight. I began to feel somewhat ill at ease, for there was no one else in sight, and I quickened my pace. With a thudding heart, I saw that the shadowy figure at my back had also started to walk faster and, hoping to shake him off, I made an abrupt turn into a side street and hastened across the road, glancing over my shoulder as I did so.


As I stepped onto the pavement I bumped into someone coming from the opposite direction with a jarring shock that sent me stumbling onto my knees.


“Miss Trant! Are you hurt?”


I looked up in bewilderment to see the massive form of Mr Smith towering over me. He extended his immense hand and I took it and allowed him to pull me to my feet.


“Thank you! I’m quite all right. I’m terribly sorry – I wasn’t looking where I was going.” I dusted down my skirts and glanced about, but there was no sign of the man I had thought was pursuing me. To my dismay, I realised that Mr Smith was regarding me with curious intentness.


“You ought to be careful, Miss Trant. I should say it wasn’t safe for a lady to go out walking on her own so late at night.” He made a courteous inclination of his head. “I’d be glad to accompany you the rest of the way home.”


“That’s very kind of you, but I shouldn’t like to put you to any trouble.”


“Not at all – it’s not very far in any case.”


I should have liked to turn him down, for there was something about the way he was looking at me that made me feel decidedly uncomfortable, but I felt that to do so would be rude, so I nodded without meeting his gaze and murmured once again, “You’re very kind.”


I could think of nothing else to say to him and we walked back in silence. At the garden gate he lifted his hat and his lips curved in a smile that did not reach his eyes. “Good evening, Miss Trant.”




“Good evening, Mr Smith – and thank you.”


He turned abruptly and strode off in the direction from which we had come. With the toe of my boot, I pushed aside a newspaper that someone had dropped in front of the gate and walked despondently towards the house.











Three


The following day, as I alighted from the tram, I noticed a man in a checked jacket gazing up at the windows of Plimpson and Co. To my surprise, the blinds were all open, but the morning sun shone in at such an angle that it was impossible to see inside. I hurried across the street, glancing over my shoulder at the stranger, whose eyes remained fixed on the upper storeys of the building. Filled with anxiety, I ran up the three flights of stairs and turned the handle of the plate-glass door, which was unlocked.


I removed my hat and coat, then approached the door to Mr Plimpson’s office, clutching my letter of resignation.


“Come in!” My employer was writing at his desk and scarcely looked up to acknowledge my entrance. To my great relief, he was clean-shaven and dressed in a freshly laundered shirt and a neatly knotted tie, and looked in every respect utterly transformed from the unhappy wretch I had seen leaving the office on the previous day.


“Good morning, Mr Plimpson. There is something I should like . . .”


“Wait a few moments, would you, Miss Trant? I don’t want to lose my flow.”


He continued to write with painstaking concentration for several minutes, mouthing the words to himself as he formed them with his pen. I watched impatiently as he signed his name with a



flourish, folded the paper in half and inserted it into an envelope. At last he looked up, and his eyes fell on the letter that I held clasped against my chest. “Is that for me?” he asked. “I’m glad to see the postman’s decided to come at a decent hour for once. Or was it delivered by hand?”


“Mr Plimpson, before I give you this I think I ought to mention that on my way in I saw a man on the other side of the street staring up at the windows of this office.”


He narrowed his eyes at me, looking smug. “Oh, I shouldn’t concern yourself about that, Miss Trant. Just nerves on your part, I expect – quite understandable after what passed between us yesterday. However, I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble from the parties I alluded to – I have resolved the situation most satisfactorily. I imagine he was just some innocent fellow looking up at the advertisements on the building while he was waiting for his tram. The girl with the soap bubbles is remarkably pretty, you know – why, sometimes I even stop to glance at her myself.” He flashed me a smile and gestured towards the window. “Go on – I’ll wager you a day’s pay that he’ll be gone already.” He held out his hand to seal the bet, but I pretended not to see and went across to look outside.


Mr Plimpson was quite right; though the opposite pavement was thronged with passers-by, there was no sign of the man in the checked jacket. Feeling rather foolish, I turned back into the room and laid the envelope on his desk. As I did so tears sprang unexpectedly into my eyes and I hurried out, determined that my employer would not see me crying. However, I scarcely had time to blow my nose before he bellowed out my name. With a palpitating heart, I stood up and scurried back into his office.


He brandished the letter at me and demanded, “And what, Miss Trant, is the meaning of this?”


“With the greatest respect sir, I explained . . .”


“I suppose you’ve found another job and are too frightened to tell me. Well, whatever it is they’re paying you, I can match it . . . within reason, of course.”


“Mr Plimpson, as I explained in my letter, I am obliged to hand



in my notice due to personal circumstances. I am unable to move house and Deptford is simply . . .”


“Not getting married, are you?” He eyed me in disbelief.


“No, Mr Plimpson.”


His face went ashen and he hesitated for a moment before saying with a quiver in his voice, “I say, that fellow Peters hasn’t been writing to you has he?”


“No sir, of course not,” I said stiffly. “I haven’t seen Mr Peters since . . . I haven’t seen or heard from him for many years, as you know.”


Mr Plimpson blew out his cheeks and expelled a breath of relief. His bright little eyes scrutinised my face and, although I had done nothing wrong, I felt myself blush. “I should warn you, Miss Trant, there are some unpleasant people in the world – people who would besmirch the good name of Plimpson and Co. for the sake of a personal grudge. I do hope you haven’t been listening to any rumours.”


“I really have no idea what you mean.”


My employer turned puce and thumped his desk. “Well, what is it then? Have you no sense of loyalty to the company? Don’t you realise that you will struggle to find another position even half as good as this?”


“I am only too aware of that, sir. I am more sorry than I can say to be obliged to leave and I regret very much any inconvenience that my departure will cause you. I will, however, work as hard as I can to ensure that your affairs are left in the best possible order before I go.”


“I see. Like that, is it, eh?” He stood for a moment as if deep in thought, his paunch resting on the edge of the desk, his forefingers pressed together to form a triangle across the bridge of his nose. But then, all at once, he appeared to make a resolution: his face brightened and he took up his pen with such vigour that it sent a spasm of plum-coloured ink flying across the surface of his blotter.


“Very well, you may go,” he said, as if suddenly in a great hurry to get rid of me.


“Mr Plimpson,” I protested, finding myself once again on the verge of tears, “my mother is ill . . .”




He took out another sheet of writing paper from a drawer in his desk. “Miss Trant, I have no more time for your excuses,” he snapped, wiping his pen on the blotter. “Go now and get on with your work.”


For the rest of that day, a Friday, Mr Plimpson treated me with cold politeness, but by the following Monday he seemed to have forgotten about my leaving altogether. Nor did I see any evidence that he was looking for a new secretary. He made no further reference to the business troubles that had driven him to near despair only the week before. However, during the days that followed I regularly observed the man in the checked coat or, at other times, a tall fellow with a black beard looking up at the windows of Plimpson and Co. When I mentioned the matter to Mr Plimpson, he chuckled and told me not to “begrudge them their one bit of pleasure” and to “let the poor chaps alone” and so I did not bring up the subject again, though I saw them loitering outside on numerous occasions and sometimes passed one or other of them on my way to or from the office.


There followed an unhappy month, during which I scanned the newspapers daily in pursuit of the fading hope that I might find a situation before my notice had been worked out. But, though I posted several letters of application, I was not called for a single interview, and the prospect of imminent penury began to keep me awake at night.





It was with a heavy heart that I walked through the door of Plimpson and Co. for the last time. The rooms by now were cluttered with half-filled packing cases and a sack containing old correspondence had been hooked onto the peg where I usually hung my coat, obliging me to lay it instead on top of some cardboard boxes. I went in to say good morning to Mr Plimpson, who was writing at his desk. Without looking up, he told me to continue packing and to come back at eleven o’clock. I returned to the outer office and began to remove bundles of papers from the cupboard.


Since the day of my resignation I had lost heart with my projects for categorisation and so I piled the documents straight into boxes



without troubling to sort them out. The painful task of preparing for the firm’s removal had done much to contribute to my misery during the past few weeks, for I was continually wrenched by the thought that I was helping to undo almost ten years of hard work and that soon all evidence of my labours during that period would disappear without trace.


Just as the clock on the mantelpiece was striking eleven, I knocked on Mr Plimpson’s door and entered his office. Immediately, he got to his feet and without looking at me began to speak in an oratorical tone as if addressing himself to an imaginary audience in the far corner of the room.


“Miss Trant, you have been with the company now for almost ten years. During that time your services have been invaluable, and they will be sorely missed. We should like to commemorate the sad occasion of your departure by presenting you with this small token of our esteem, engraved in recognition of your dedicated service.”


He wiped his forehead with his handkerchief and handed me an open jeweller’s box containing a silver pocket watch. He gestured impatiently and I turned it over to look at the inscription on the back, which read To Miss M. Trant, devoted servant of Plimpson and Co. 1896–1905, then he sat down and gave a blustery sigh through his moustache.


“I believe your father would have wanted you to have this too.” He opened his desk drawer and took out a flat parcel wrapped in brown paper tied with a grubby piece of string, and watched with a faraway expression as I picked at the knot.


“It marks an occasion when Fortune was smiling upon me more fondly than she appears to be at present. Your father had a marvellous head for figures, Miss Trant – better than any man I’ve ever known. It could have been the making of us, if things had turned out differently.”


I continued to work away at the knot, reflecting how strange it was to hear him refer to my father in such a matter-of-fact tone, after the passage of so many years during which he had made no mention of him at all. At last I succeeded in untying the string, and



unfolded the paper to reveal the framed photograph of the two of them in evening dress which had hung in the room next door.


“Thank you, sir – it’s very generous of you to give me such thoughtful presents. Do you know, I have only recently noticed the lilies . . .”


Immediately, he glanced at his watch as if the time for reminiscences had run its course and declared, “Take a half holiday, Miss Trant, as a reward for your hard work.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he anticipated my objections. “No, I have an extremely pressing appointment this afternoon and I intend to close the office early.” He ducked his head below the level of the desktop and began rifling through the drawers.


This was by no means the first of Mr Plimpson’s “pressing appointments”, and I gathered at once that the “holiday” was merely a convenient excuse to get rid of me. Therefore I did not pursue the subject, but muttered, “Thank you, sir,” and left the room.


Ever since I had started working for him, Mr Plimpson had been in the habit, once a month, of closing the office at midday, giving me a paid half holiday. For nearly nine years I had unquestioningly accepted his explanation that he was meeting a client who “liked to keep things private”, and it was only by chance that I had ever discovered the truth. On one such afternoon, having waited for some time at the tram stop, I recalled that I had left my purse on my desk. I hurried back to the office, where I discovered my employer locked in a feverish embrace with a brassy-looking woman in a bright blue dress. Mortified, I stammered an apology, snatched up my purse and ran out. The incident was never mentioned by either of us, but after that he sometimes sent me out to buy flowers, scent or cheap trinkets shortly before one of these assignations was to occur.


I began to empty my desk drawer, but was interrupted by the sound of the outer door closing. I looked up in surprise, for we rarely had visitors at Plimpson and Co. Standing before me was the very woman with whom my thoughts had been occupied a few moments before. Today she wore a low-cut dress of a viridian hue, and a little feathered hat was perched jauntily on top of her red



curls. It was difficult to make a judgement as to her age, for her face was heavily rouged and powdered, but I should have said that she was nearing forty.


“May I help you?” I enquired, endeavouring to conceal my surprise.


The woman scrutinised me closely, gave a grim little nod as if she found me to be no better than she had expected, and said in a tone of shrill and unconvincing gentility, “Indeed you can, Miss Trant. I should like to see Horace at once, if you please.”


“I’m sorry, but Mr Plimpson is busy this morning. If you like I could give him a message.”


She gave a toss of her curls. “Oh, Horace will certainly see me. I’m Miss Hagger.”


“I’m afraid I don’t recall his mentioning that name.”


“So he hasn’t told you?”


I shook my head. “I’m afraid not. Would you care to make an appointment for later in the week?”


She broke into a peal of artificial laughter. “Appointment, indeed! That’s a good one! We’re to be married this afternoon.”


“Married?” I repeated weakly.


At that moment the door to Mr Plimpson’s office opened and we both looked round.


“Aggie, my dearest! I didn’t expect to see you so early.”


“That’s clear,” she said, directing a smile of triumphant self-satisfaction towards me. “Your secretary has been very short with me – looking down her nose as if I wasn’t fit to set foot in the office, when it was only yesterday you said to me, ‘what’s mine is yours’.”


“Indeed I did, my dove, indeed I did.”


Miss Hagger glared at me, then turned away with a great swishing of skirts and minced across the room, leaving behind a lingering aroma of cheap violet scent. She took her fiancé’s arm and propelled him back into his office, slamming the door behind them. There was a murmur of voices and then the door opened again to emit Mr Plimpson. He cleared his throat several times and ran his hand nervously across the top of his head.




“So, Miss Trant, it’s goodbye at last,” he said, without meeting my eye. “I expect you’ll want to be off. Plenty to do now you’re a free agent, what?” He gave a nervous laugh, rocking back and forth on his tiny feet, oblivious of the fact that one of his trouser legs had rolled itself up to reveal his garter.


“Horace!” Miss Hagger called piercingly from the other side of the door. “Horace – have you remembered to write down her address?”


“Would you mind, Miss Trant?” he said, looking more ill at ease than ever. “I might have questions to ask you about the filing and so forth.” I wrote down the address and gave it to him, then held out my hand. “Goodbye, Mr Plimpson – and might I offer my best wishes to you and the future Mrs Plimpson?”


“Thank you . . .”


“Horace!” Miss Hagger shrieked once again. Mr Plimpson gave a violent start, jerked away his hand and retreated hastily into his office.


Shaking my head over the astonishing tidings that Mr Plimpson was getting married – and to such a woman! – I wiped away the traces of hair oil from my fingers with my handkerchief and continued the task in which I had been interrupted by Miss Hagger’s entrance. I had brought a carpet bag to carry home my possessions, and into this receptacle went an embroidered handkerchief case given to me by my cousin Anna long before the estrangement from my aunt, a fountain pen with a broken nib presented to me by my father on the occasion of my winning the scholarship to St Margaret’s, an old detective magazine, a bottle of smelling salts and sundry articles of stationery, upon which it would be tedious to elaborate. Last of all, I picked up a studio portrait of my mother and father in a silver frame, taken perhaps two or three years after their marriage and some ten years before my birth. Though the young people in the picture were scarcely recognisable as my parents, I found some obscure comfort in the sight of their youthful faces and solemn, self-conscious smiles. Tenderly, I put it inside the bag and did up the clasp.


The hands of my new watch showed that it was now a quarter



to twelve. My gaze travelled around the room, lingering in turn on each of the objects that had grown so familiar to me: the battered walnut cupboard, the hatstand, the tarnished gilt-framed mirror, the cracked Japanese vase in which we kept our umbrellas, the glass-panelled door with its back-to-front writing, and the ornamental carriage clock on the mantelpiece, which had been given to Mr Plimpson in lieu of an unpaid debt. Only a few weeks before, all these things had seemed to me as immutably fixed in their places as I was in my own. Yet now the open packing cases served as an unhappy reminder that the little world I had inhabited for so long would soon cease to exist. With a sigh, I buttoned up my jacket, glanced at my reflection in the mirror, and stood for a moment breathing in the odour of pomatum and cigars before walking out through the plate-glass door for the last time.


The tram came roaring up just as I was approaching the stop; I hurried towards it and as I took my place at the back of the queue I felt a tap on my shoulder. I went cold with dread, remembering the two men who had been lingering suspiciously in the vicinity for weeks. However, when I looked round I saw neither the man in the checked coat nor his black-bearded confederate, but a broad-shouldered fellow with the brim of his hat pulled down over his face. “You dropped this,” he said, handing me a rolled up newspaper.


“You must be mistaken . . .” I began, but he had already walked off, so I got on the tram and paid my fare with the newspaper still clutched under my arm. I took a seat on the upper deck, which at that hour of the day was occupied chiefly by maidservants and housewives clutching shopping baskets full of groceries. An elderly man sat down just behind me, alternately puffing on his pipe and hacking away with a hoarse, racking cough; the stench of cheap tobacco turned my stomach and so I stood up to move elsewhere. As I brushed past him, he cursed vilely under his breath and spat on the floor. The tram moved off with a jerk and I sank down in the nearest seat, my cheeks flaming and tears pricking at my eyes. The old lady next to me peered at me with short-sighted sympathy and I blinked fiercely and swallowed hard to get rid of the lump in



my throat. Loath to be drawn into conversation, I unrolled the newspaper, which I now saw was that day’s edition of The Times. I began to read the advertisements for “Situations Vacant”, for by what seemed to me then a serendipitous quirk of fortune the paper was folded in such a way that they were uppermost. Prominent amongst them was a notice edged with a thick black border, which appeared at first glance to have been accidentally transposed from the obituary pages. It read as follows:





SEIZE THIS UNIQUE OPPORTUNITY!





OPEN NEW HORIZONS BEYOND YOUR
WILDEST DREAMS!





A position has arisen for a person of enterprising character to perform secretarial and administrative tasks in the offices of a small organisation located in central London. Honour, discretion and a calm temperament are essential. Substantial remuneration will be awarded to the successful applicant for the execution of his or her duties.





Intrigued by the gulf between the thrilling headline and the mundane description of the post, I looked for the name and address of the organisation concerned but could not find it; applications were to be returned to a post office in the West Central district of London. I am not by nature superstitious, but I was struck by the queer manner in which the advertisement had come to my attention at the precise moment when my association with Plimpson and Co. had ended, and the coincidence began to assume a fateful significance in my mind.


I am a person who likes to keep things in order. When obliged to make an important decision, it has always been my habit to draw up a list of the issues under consideration, each of which I mark with a tick, a cross or a question mark, as appropriate. With this purpose in view, I took out my pencil, wrote Honour and Discretion in the margin of the newspaper and ticked both words. Below that I printed



the word Calm, underlined it and made another affirmative stroke, reflecting that there was no more effective training in maintaining one’s composure in the face of the utmost provocation than to spend years tending a fretful invalid. Next, I set down the word Enterprising, and hesitated uneasily before marking it with a cross. For though I passed long hours reading detective stories and dreaming of adventure, I knew that as a rule I was far too timid to act upon impulse or to take an unnecessary risk.


Yet, once again, I found my eyes drawn to the tantalising headline. Open New Horizons. I pictured myself standing on a high peak, gazing out over endless waves of dark green wooded hills, and felt an unfamiliar surging sensation in my stomach. For an instant I feared I was going to be ill and then it dawned on me that I was in fact quite heady with excitement. I drew a deep breath. Was it really possible that my life could change? It was a question that for the moment I was unable to answer; perhaps I was fearful of doing so. Nevertheless, I made up my mind that I would apply for the job.











Four


After an interminable week during which the inclement weather kept me penned up inside the house with my mother’s petty anxieties and complaints, I was surprised and delighted to receive a cursory note inviting me to attend an interview at an address in Whitehall on the following Wednesday. Folded within it was a small card stamped with a curious device in red ink, which I was requested to show upon my arrival. Nothing so momentous had befallen me for a very long time, if ever, and the prospect of the interview threw me into a tumult of nervousness and excitement. Nevertheless, I refrained from telling Mother the news, for in my heart of hearts I believed that I was unlikely to be successful and wished to avoid raising her hopes unnecessarily.


When the critical day came round at last, I informed her that I was going into the city to make enquiries at some employment agencies and set out for Whitehall, weighed down by the awareness that the next few hours were to be of the most vital importance.


I found the building that the letter had stipulated with little difficulty and entered through a pair of gleaming glass-fronted doors, to be intercepted by a porter in dark blue livery who glanced at the card that I held out to him, then rang a little brass handbell which stood on his desk. A pair of mahogany doors shutting off the entrance hall from the rest of the interior sprang open to reveal another



uniformed attendant, who stepped towards me to inspect my card and then beckoned me forward with a white-gloved finger.


I found myself in an echoing, high-ceilinged chamber with a chequered marble floor and immense, gilt-framed oil paintings on the walls. My guide led me across to the far end of the room, through a second set of doors and down a long passageway. We passed in silence through a maze of corridors, queerly shaped rooms, cramped alcoves and narrow staircases before he stopped abruptly and ushered me into a small, windowless office.


Sitting behind a desk bestrewn with papers was a lean, grey-haired man. He raised his eyes towards me for an instant, then looked down and continued writing. I waited nervously as he read through what he had written, took up the pen in his spindly fingers and rapidly signed his name. Having done so, he sat back in his chair and looked up at me once again, removing his spectacles to rub vigorously at the bridge of his nose with his thumb and index finger. Then he put the spectacles back on and gestured for me to sit down.


“Good morning, Miss Trant. I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said, scrutinising my person carefully, as if noting every last detail of my appearance. “Let’s move straight on to business, shall we?”


He began by asking two or three questions about the nature and extent of my secretarial skills, but the subject was touched upon only briefly and almost, it seemed to me, as a matter of form. Then, just as I was wondering whether the interview could possibly be over so soon, he clasped his hands together on the desk and said with a languid air, as if he were thoroughly bored by the question but was obliged to ask it anyway, “Could I ask you to expand a little on the nature of the business carried out by Plimpson and Co.? Mr Plimpson is an exporter of goods, if I understand correctly?”


I tried not to appear flustered at this, for I was aware that some of the more dubious aspects of Mr Plimpson’s dealings might be frowned upon by this gentleman, who, after all, must be a functionary of the state. Consequently, I framed my response as vaguely as possible, murmuring something about “shipping goods from Europe” and “overseeing negotiations between different parties”.




The official’s eyes were watchful and as I spoke he listened so intently that he might have been a figure carved in stone. “And the ‘Co.’? How many individuals does the firm employ?”


“I believe the ‘Co.’ is purely ornamental, sir,” I said, feeling my cheeks grow hot.


“Really?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “How very interesting. And are you able to tell me with which companies your former employer regularly does business?”


I gave him the names of one or two shipping merchants, who were among the more respectable of Mr Plimpson’s clients.


“Is that all? Surely you can give me a longer list than that?” he said, regarding me slyly over the top of his spectacles.


“Of course, sir, but I’m afraid that I would have to consult the paperwork in order to be able to give you the names. There are so very many of them, you see.”


The expression on his face hardened from one of irony into a look of outright scepticism, and all at once it occurred to me that the two men I had seen loitering at the tram stop might have been policemen, and that the man behind the desk might be a policeman too. I remembered the peculiar way in which the job advertisement had come to my attention, at the exact moment my connection with Plimpson and Co. had come to an end. Could it be that there was in reality no job; that the interview was simply a pretext, a trap into which I had fallen all too readily, preparing the way for my interrogation? Worse still, might it be possible that not only Mr Plimpson, but I too was under suspicion?


The official glanced at a sheet of paper on his desk before saying, “Can you tell me about any of the recent negotiations that Mr Plimpson has carried out, Miss Trant? With what types of goods is the firm dealing at present?”


With these questions he seemed to confirm all my fears. I was so frightened of condemning myself through some unwitting slip of the tongue that my mind froze and I began to babble. “Goods? Oh, all kinds really – it’s never the same from one week to the next. I seem to recall that there were some Bibles recently – those were being



sent to a German charity, for slum children, I believe. And there was a shipload of buttons . . .” The official shook his head and tutted. Almost on the point of tears, I said, “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t tell you much more. As a matter of policy, Mr Plimpson has always been extremely discreet about such matters; I’m afraid that I have never been privy to the full range of the firm’s undertakings.”


The official gave a cold smile, then removed his spectacles and passed a hand across his eyes. There was a silence of sufficient length to make me wonder once again whether the interview might be over, and inwardly I began to congratulate myself on having traversed such dangerous terrain without having committed any glaring indiscretions.


My relief, however, was short-lived. The official put his spectacles back on, leant forward with his elbows on the desk and his chin resting in his cupped hands and then, choosing each word with deliberation, said, “Tell me something about your father and his connection with Mr Plimpson.”


This was so unexpected that for a few seconds I was lost for words. “My father?” I said, observing that my interrogator’s spectacles glinted and caught the light so that I was unable to see his eyes. “I don’t quite see . . . They were friends. Mr Plimpson is an old family friend.”


“And they never worked together?”


“No, sir – my father was an accountant, at Bellows and Tuttle.”


The official wrote something down and then said, “Your mother is an invalid, I believe?” I nodded. “And she had a sister?”


“She has a sister, sir – my aunt Sophie. Sadly we haven’t heard from her for quite some time.”


“I see. And was your aunt ever acquainted with Mr Plimpson?”


“Not to the best of my knowledge, sir.”


“And you used to reside at . . .” He gave the address of the house in St John’s Wood where we had lived until my father’s death. I nodded once again, feeling thoroughly unnerved by the fellow’s uncanny familiarity with my family history. “Did Mr Plimpson ever visit the house?”


“No sir, I don’t believe that he did. I certainly never saw him there.”




The official shifted back in his seat and regarded me thoughtfully for a long moment. Then he stood up, holding out his hand.


“Thank you, Miss Trant – that will be all. Good day.” He reached behind his chair and unwound a snake-like speaking tube, into which he enunciated the single word “Travers”. Then he walked across to the office door, which opened to reveal another liveried attendant, who bowed and gestured for me to precede him into the corridor.


I was led out by a different, though equally circuitous, route from the one that I had entered by, and when at last I stepped through a little door that opened onto a poky courtyard and felt the fresh air on my face, I experienced an overwhelming sensation of release. Still considerably agitated by the ordeal that I had undergone, which I had found as unsettling as it was unexpected, I made my way to Green Park and sat down on a bench to eat the thin slices of bread and margarine that I had prepared before leaving that morning. The sunlight slanted down through the leafy branches of the trees, dancing in jewel-like patterns on the path in front of me and warming the back of my neck. Yet in spite of the summery weather and the knowledge that there stretched ahead of me a few precious unclaimed hours, which I might pass as I chose, I could not help feeling utterly cast down.


There was no secretarial job; I was now convinced of it. For one thing, the precise nature of the duties that I would be expected to undertake had never been revealed to me. And, more strangely still, the questions that I had been asked had almost all, albeit in some instances rather tenuously, been connected in some way with Mr Plimpson and the history of his business dealings. Undoubtedly, the whole proceeding had been concocted as a smokescreen, so that the police could find out what I knew without alerting me to the fact that an investigation was being carried out. New horizons, indeed! I had been a gullible little fool to believe that such a position might exist, or that someone like me would have had a chance of being considered for an interview, much less of being offered the job. My only consolation was that I had said nothing to incriminate either



myself or my former employer, towards whom, despite everything, I still retained a lingering sense of loyalty.





The next morning I slipped out of the apartment early, before Mother was up, for I had decided that the best course of action was to purchase a newspaper so that I could resume my search for a new situation at once. As I passed through the hallway I glanced, out of habit, at the hall table. There were no postcards, but there was a solitary letter, which, I saw upon closer examination, was addressed to me. I opened the envelope with trembling hands, removed a sheet of bond paper and read, to my utter astonishment, an official confirmation of my appointment as the secretary for – – (the word was blacked out). The letter stipulated that I was not to discuss the interview or the nature of my new post with anyone, on pain of instant dismissal, after which injunction it concluded abruptly, with an official stamp instead of a signature.


I went out and walked about for a while through the surrounding streets. Once I had got over my initial surprise and confusion, my predominant emotion was one of blissful relief. In the short time since I had stopped bringing home a weekly salary, Mother and I had edged closer to outright poverty than ever before: we struggled to pay the rent, and had lately been obliged to rely on the unpalatable evening meal cooked by our landlady as our main source of sustenance. These privations had at last penetrated the shell of Mother’s indifference and her doom-laden predictions of our imminent ruin had begun to tell on my nerves.





Now that I knew that our savings would not have to last us indefinitely, I felt as if a great burden of anxiety had been lifted from my shoulders. The knowledge that I had a job to go to at the beginning of September made my domestic cares seem less overwhelming, and I was able to endure Mother’s fussing and her sudden changes of mood with greater composure than before.


However, this is not to say that I had had such an abrupt change of heart that I now looked forward to commencing my new role



with anything like complete equanimity. I was both thrilled and alarmed by the wall of secrecy surrounding the organisation that I was to work for and, of course, I was intensely curious; I wore away countless hours speculating about its scope and purpose, and about the nature of the duties that I would be required to perform. However, I was unable to move beyond the vague supposition that I would be taking up a situation in some obscure government department, perhaps one that dealt with official secrets of some kind, which would explain why the Whitehall official had been obliged to test my discretion in matters relating to my former employer.


I remember little of what I did in the following weeks. I do recall that the time passed slowly, but I did not resent the tedium of my daily life, for I sensed that after I took up my mysterious post in the autumn things would never be the same again.











Five


On the appointed day I left the house dressed in a new tweed suit, though the portfolio I was carrying was still the one that I had used throughout my time at Plimpson and Co. The September sun shining on my face gave off a lingering echo of the summer’s warmth, and I felt as if I were stepping out of a long, dark tunnel into a new world. I was so glad to have regained some independence at last and to have a legitimate object that would take me out of the house every day that for a time I forgot the churning anxiety that had kept me awake for much of the night. My mood of calm optimism lasted until I reached the tram stop, but as we began to rattle along past the grimy backs of houses, faded scraps of lawn and miserable-looking suburban trees the shadowy qualms that had plagued me ever since I had received my letter of appointment came crowding back to the surface of my mind and I sat fidgeting in my seat, half wishing that I could turn back.


I alighted at Tottenham Court Road and, stopping every now and then to consult the roughly sketched map that had been enclosed with my letter of appointment, made my way slowly along the thoroughfare and turned off into a narrow side street. I had not supposed that my new place of work would be quite as imposing as the grand Whitehall offices in which my interview had taken place; nevertheless, I had anticipated that it would be reasonably smart



and substantial. Imagine my surprise, then, when in place of the respectable premises that I had expected I saw only a run-down shop, in the window of which was displayed an assortment of appliances for the hard of hearing. Surely it was impossible that this poky little place could be a headquarters of any kind! I stood gazing in perplexity at the shabby array of ear trumpets, speaking tubes and other less readily identifiable contraptions fashioned from rubber, pewter and wax, until a stooped figure in a green gabardine brushed past me and scuttled in through the door. Startled into action, I straightened my hat and went in after him, for it seemed clear that I had taken a wrong turning and I hoped that the shopkeeper would be able to give me directions.
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