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         It would remain a black and white photograph in the spectators’ and survivors’ minds for most of their lives. Over time, the

         picture would get touched up and bleed into colour by those furthest from the blast, then embellished into their own personal

         drama.

      


      Someone else’s agony kidnapped by strangers as a piece of future entertainment.


      Twenty or more onlookers stood on the spot, catatonic statues of horror. Their hands welded to their faces. From high above,

         office windows were thrown open and heads shoved out to scan the mayhem below. From streets away, everyone came to a halt,

         waiting for something more to occur. After the final boom came a steamy hiss and ooze of diesel, swirls of smoke, and the

         billowing of papers and city detritus blocking out the sunlight. Nothing else moved. Not a sound. Only the distant clip of

         heels trotting rhythmically through puddles somewhere along the street.

      


      Ivy passed by on the other side of the road without a blink 

         at the disaster and turned right on to Southampton Row. Even here she had to chicane her way through a hushed avenue of paralysed

         traffic and people. The stolen umbrella, almost as high as herself, was tossed casually into the municipal bin on the corner.

      


      After a few moments, her sole moving presence roused the street back to some kind of life. Strangers queried each other in

         whispers as to what could have happened and started to move en masse towards where Ivy had come from. Behind her she heard

         the ringing bells of ambulances and the fire brigade. Ahead of her, a bit of a jaunt away, was one of the main-line railway

         stations out of London: Euston.

      


      Ivy wasn’t dwelling on anything that had gone before. Instead, she followed the route embedded in her since birth. Once that

         door is shut, it’s shut forever.

      


      ‘You alright, madam?’


      Outside the Boswell Hotel the lanky old doorman, in full blue and cream livery a few sizes too wide for him, was peering down

         at her. ‘You look a bit dusty, were you caught up in whatever happened up there? Would you like to use our facilities? I’m

         sure that would be alright… in these circumstances.’

      


      Ivy touched her hair and then her face in an act of delicate astonishment, and shook her head. She realized she looked absolutely

         filthy. Dust all over her two-piece costume, her handbag, and mud-spattered feet.

      


      ‘That’s very kind, thank you, I’m off to the station. I’ll deal with myself there. Thank you.’ She shook her little ginger

         head at him again, gave a grimace that was meant to be a warm smile, and clacked off down the street.

      


      ‘Was anyone hurt, do you know?’ he shouted after her.


      

         Ivy, without breaking step, moved on.

      


      She finally reached a stop point at the station. The trek had taken her forty minutes and it was now past five o’clock. At

         this time of day the Ladies Cloakroom was getting busy. Locked inside the cubicle, Ivy pulled the chain for clean water, soaked

         the handkerchief in the lavatory bowl, and wiped herself down from head to toe. Hearing the comings and goings of the female

         enemy outside, and what sounded like a queue forming, Ivy came out and finished her tarting up at the vanity shelf by the

         basins.

      


      ‘The face that looks back at you from the mirror is never the same one you feel sure walks around the world with you, is it?’

         Two middle-aged women, plump as pigeons, had elbowed their way to the vanity area, powdering their noses, spit-licking bits

         of grey hair back into place and straightening coat collars and cuffs.

      


      ‘I stopped looking close quarters at myself about twenty-five years ago, around the same time George did, which I regard as

         a blessing.’

      


      Ivy couldn’t get a toe-hold on these two classy frumps, taking up so much room in the tiny area, enjoying themselves and each

         other through their reflections.

      


      ‘Poor eyesight and gas lighting kept my parents content for years. Absolutely no idea what the other looked like by the end.

         Violent lighting will do more harm in a marriage than any five-minute gasp with a young floozy.’

      


      Squashed into a corner, Ivy patted her face with a new layer of pancake, put a slick of orange on her lips and attempted to

         push her frizzed-up hair into some kind of reasonable style. There was no need for powdering; the pancake was already 

         beginning to flake as it dried. She couldn’t get out of there quick enough.

      


      Plonked in the Refreshment Room, as far away from the door as possible, Ivy sat with a cup of strong, sugary tea and read

         the posters and advertisements on the wall.

      


      Night trains to Scotland… Night trains to Cornwall… Boat trains to France.


      The clunk of metal on metal and the whooshing screech of brakes drowned out all the unwanted chit-chat going on behind. She

         thought how trains were never as romantic as they were made out to be.

      


      Ten Pound Assisted Passage to Australia. The Land of Tomorrow. The poster was a very bright illustration of green fields and

         a cow.

      


   

      PART ONE


   

      Chapter One


      1963 | FEBRUARY


      

         

         

         Ivy stepped out of the lift and gave the commissionaire a conniving smile. Stopping inches away from the front desk, Ivy curved

         a saucy lean towards him as she struggled to put her mittens on.

      


      ‘I’m sure you’re snug as a bug in that marvellous creation, Mrs Brown, going out to lunch today, are we? Mind you don’t slip.’


      To anyone with an eye for these things, a small, sloping-shouldered, ginger-haired spinster in the brown black pelt of a beaver

         lamb coat didn’t quite manage chic. Somehow the colour, the texture, and most of all the chunky weight of it, made Ivy’s little

         head look like a Percy Dalton’s peanut struggling to pass through the arse of a black Labrador. Head down, she pushed through

         the heavy double doors out into freezing air that razor-bladed over any exposed flesh.

      


      The acquisition of this coat six weeks ago had put paid to any chance of cycling to work, quite apart from the ice age that

         had descended on the whole country the past two months. A 

         Christmas present to herself out of her fifty-pound yearly bonus. The best perk of working for an American company. The best

         coat that C&A Oxford Street had ever had in their shop. She’d go back to the bike in the spring, when the precious garment

         would be laid to rest in its special bag until next winter.

      


      Ivy’s mottled trotter feet warily tried to keep their bearings down the three icy steps, the inch-high stiletto heels of her

         plain black court shoes working as crampons to keep a grip. Her engine wasn’t revving towards a sandwich. She was thinking

         about the weekend and Arthur. Where and how to slide into him by accident? They mustn’t be seen together. By anyone. They

         could both lose their jobs for a start, and Arthur particularly had told her it was always a mistake to let people know your

         business. We are our own secret, he had said.

      


      ‘We are our own secret.’ Ivy knew that most likely he had got the line from the pictures, but enjoyed him mouthing it between

         kisses. It was as good as ‘I love you’ as far as she was concerned. She also knew he was right. If anyone got an inkling of

         their state of affairs and immoral yearnings, they could both be out of a job. Sacked for bringing scandal and gossip to the

         workplace. The heavier slur would, of course, be on Ivy: she, the older woman, an apparent widow, having it off with some

         young lad from the printers’ depot.

      


      Ivy went down the alley at the side of the building, hoping to find Arthur in the loading bay, slushing along the snow-covered

         cobblestones, making as much noise as possible but at the same time looking as if she had an important destination to somewhere

         other than him. She stopped and rummaged around in her handbag to have a chance to scan the backyard. The gates were wide

         open and she could see out of the corner 

         of her eye that the enormous snowman with a frozen stick of liquorice poking out of his mouth was still centre-stage, surrounded

         by three white Luderman’s vans. He wasn’t there. She hobbled on through the alley and out on to the main road of Kingsway.

      


      Perched on a high stool, looking out of the window of Luigi’s espresso bar, Ivy pondered her next move. She daydreamed the

         weekend with him, and the weekend without him.

      


      Without him had the biggest picture.


      Her mood couldn’t rise to fun and warmth, only the hanging gloom of aloneness. She hadn’t been able to get last night out

         of her head all morning. The tingling power she had felt when she discovered him waiting at the station, dangling keys and

         winking at her. How he had pushed her hand deep into his overcoat pocket to feel him at half mast, both knowing that they

         would have to be stealthy and walk the back alleys for at least another hour before the coast would be clear. Eventually the

         burglar sneak into the backyard, and a clamber up inside the back of the van. No words.

      


      Under her coat, slowly moving up and down, Ivy dusted invisible crumbs from her right breast as she remembered his squeeze

         and bite through her brassiere; Arthur’s knack to keep her frizzing and wanting. Long enough to finish the job, when her tangerine

         lizard lips swallowed him. Over the cartons of paper and brown envelopes, surprisingly, there was never any mess to speak

         of.

      


      She allowed a tiny smirk to lift her face, thinking of his skinny limp back to Vauxhall that night, and what he might have

         got up to once he was home. The twenty-minute ride north to her bedsit in Islington had been a moist, warm rush 

         to keep the fires burning. That last goodnight hot pee in the lavatory on the communal landing, and then back to the secrecy

         of her room. Stripped in a flash, clothes everywhere, Ivy jumped into the single bed and dived under the pile of blankets.

         Slow, muscular throbbings with the pillow pushed high between her legs. Many, many times she managed a pleasurable outcome.

         Nine she clocked up at the last count. Eventually, bored, tired, and suffering from leg cramps, she hauled her stiff limbs

         out of the little bed and carefully hung her costume and blouse ready for the morning to avoid any sign of crumpled habits

         and crumpled soul.

      


      Jostling into her contemplations, a queue of half a dozen chilled bodies rattled out their individual lunch orders. For a

         moment she felt stark naked. Beneath the long shelf at the window was Luigi’s only seating. Ivy sat at one end, as far away

         as possible from an old man further along. At first glance he could have been mistaken for a woman. The thick tartan head-scarf

         tied primly, in royal fashion, at the point of his chin, was completely at odds with his ripped, greasy fawn raincoat and

         tar-covered boots.

      


      Hunched and wrapped in the carapace of her fur coat, Ivy clamped her woolly mittens around the hot, frothy cup of milk. She

         had wolfed down the sandwich in four neurotic bites. A smear of margarine and a half-chewed knot were all that were left on

         the small white plate: the tail end of a sausage skin. Transfixed on the struggling traffic, Ivy stared out of the window:

         buses and lorries creeping along in the grit and filthy mush, hoping to avoid the hidden skiddy ice beneath. Great mounds

         of snow were piled high on the edge of pavements, showing no signs of piddling away yet.

      


      

         Some larkers had rolled newspapers and stuck them in rows along the snow heaps, the papers freezing into a rampart.

      


      She watched three young women come towards Luigi’s, walking arm in arm and giggling, the blonde on the end holding out her

         engagement finger and then blowing on the diamond and rubbing it on her coat. The other two trying to get hold of her hand

         and pretending to take it off. A passing boy on a bike slow-pedals to a dawdle and gives them a wolf whistle. Shy shrieks

         that they may be making too much of a public scene, and they run out of Ivy’s view.

      


      A twinge of something unpleasant moves around her heart. She can’t be sure if it’s the girly friendship, the engagement ring,

         or the wolf whistle. Female company was not something Ivy lived for. She knew she was not a belonger, a safe confider. Mostly

         she was an avoider of women.

      


      Every face that swept by the café was given the once-over, followed by a study of her own face reflected in the glass. She

         sipped her hot milk and her ribs grasped at something needling her: jawlines. She had looked at every woman with a jawline…

         and realized… hers had already gone.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      1963 | FEBRUARY


      

         Janet Brady checked the backs of her legs. She was finishing her tea break, getting ready for her favourite part of the day:

         filing. Preparing for the architects’ room first and all their sauciness, then downstairs to the ‘Don’t touch that yet I’m

         not finished’ from some of the more poncy typists.

      


      Although Wiseman Pulverizer used only the top two floors of this enormous marbled, curlicued building, everyone else benefited

         somewhat from the American company’s extravagant twenty-four-hour heating. The main entrance on the ground floor had Mr Bertram

         at his commissionaire’s desk and, opposite him, a busy Irish bank. Down in the basement was Luderman’s, stationers and printers.

         Their entrance was through the backyard, where they kept the delivery vans, and they had an internal tradesman’s stairway

         to the rest of the building.

      


      The business traffic through the great front door constantly dispersed most of the luxurious warmth felt elsewhere, but it

         was better than nothing. At three o’clock in the afternoon the 

         Irish bank would close, and Mr Bertram could settle down to read, more or less uninterrupted, for the next two hours. The

         comings and goings would start up again when the office staff trundled out at the end of their day. The Royal Air Force Flying Review was Mr Bertram’s close study, with its true stories of wartime heroes and escapades; other times he would scan Dalton’s Weekly for second-hand puppets and any Punch and Judy equipment. Airfix Magazine would be saved for the Underground journey back to his two-room lodgings in Paddington.

      


      Londoners were dropping dead from the smog and cold. Back in November, when the weather was beginning to get really bad, Wiseman’s

         had issued face masks. By February around seven hundred people had choked their lives away in the putrid yellow poison. A

         handkerchief would return home after a day out black and sooted.

      


      ‘Oi, I can see right up your skirt. Fancy milk and a dash after work?’ Brian, Luderman’s delivery bloke.


      Janet looked down the stairwell into his amazing violet eyes and felt her face burn. Brian was so good-looking it made hearts

         over-pump the blood. He was more film-star dashing than Little Joe, her favourite, from Bonanza. But Little Joe didn’t have that black glossy hair and those eyes.

      


      ‘You delivering? Or have delivered? Bit late either way, isn’t it?’ Eileen Arthur, the tea-lady, was exiting the Ladies when

         she heard his voice. She put a protective arm around Janet, peered down the stairs at him. Like lightning he was gone.

      


      ‘Why don’t you like him?’ Janet said.


      ‘Did I ever say I didn’t like him?’ Eileen took a step back and searched around in the front pocket of her Wiseman’s green

         

         overall; a plunge of Catholic guilt as Janet watched her fiddle with a blue and white gentleman’s handkerchief. She couldn’t

         find anything else to say, so mumbled a ‘Sorry’, having absolutely no idea what she was sorry for.

      


      ‘What I don’t like is him traipsing up here for no good reason. Well, I have a bloody good idea of his reason, but you’re

         just a kid and he’s a grown man. It’s not right. If I told Miss Armstrong about him she could get him the sack, I reckon…

         and look at the time… The sack for me if I don’t get a shift on.’ Janet knew that Eileen had her own furtive whisperings with

         Brian sometimes, when she thought no one was about. There was no way she would get him the push.

      


      Janet followed her along the corridor, back into the narrow kitchenette, and could see that the typing-pool tea trolley wasn’t

         fully organized yet.

      


      ‘Do the backs of my legs look alright? Normal?’ Janet whispered.


      Moving backwards and forwards, placing sugar, milk, and teaspoons in their place, Eileen glanced a couple of times the girl’s

         slender legs.

      


      ‘They seem perfectly alright to me, the stockings are a bit washed out looking, that’s all. Why?’


      ‘Nothing,’ Janet said, readjusting her black velvet Alice band. It made Eileen smile that this pretty young girl should worry

         herself about a pair of legs that had everything going for them as far as she could see. But Janet wasn’t fretting about the

         shape of her legs, she was fretting about the backs of them. Her day had cracked badly from the beginning.

      


      There had been pandemonium that morning, the conductress having rows with all sorts on the top deck. Passengers 

         were always a bit more frisky on a Friday, with pay day and the weekend off to look forward to. The top deck fugged up with

         WildWoodbines being puffed, swearing and piss-taking of the fat conductress, then that terrifying helter-skelter on the ice

         when the bus went too fast around Old Street roundabout, with Janet almost obliterated as the stout conductress tilted and

         tipped on to her. As one, men in heavy boots had slammed and stamped their feet to aggravate the bus driver to be more careful.

         The comment that would eventually wobble the rest of Janet’s day had only been half absorbed in the mayhem. It came as she

         swayed towards the stairs, ready to hop off at the next stop. Not a mention of was she alright, or a mind how you go.

      


      ‘It looks deplorable, hasn’t your mother passed comment? It wouldn’t go amiss if you gave the backs of your legs a good wash,

         young lady,’ the conductress boomed, making sure that all and sundry turned round.

      


      Later on, Tony the crooning Italian newsagent put his twopennyworth in. Not at first. At first he reminded her she was late.


      ‘You cutting it fine, en’t you, dharling?’ He had pointed, without even turning round, to the clock behind and above his head.

         It was as she was running out, clutching her breakfast of a bar of Fruit & Nut, knowing that she was going to be at least

         ten minutes late for the first time in her life, that he called again.

      


      ‘Eh, you bit of dirty gel, you no wash this morning?’


      He’d pointed at her legs and swivelled his index finger. There they were, the marks of shame. The streets had not only marbled

         slush and mud on her nylons, but all the way through to her skin as well. And it didn’t look like brand new dirt.

      


      

         When Janet finally got to work she’d taken the lift instead of the stairs so that Mr Bertram didn’t clock anything. Rolling

         down her stockings in the lavatory, with a bit of spit and rubbing she’d managed to disperse the grime into lighter swirls

         of grey. Had Brian noticed anything when he’d looked up her skirt?

      


      ‘Come on, chop-chop, back to work, missy.’ Eileen zigzagged the trolley past her. One last neck-crane at her legs, then Janet

         took a deep breath and quietly slid into the architects’ office.

      


   

      Chapter Three


      1963 | FEBRUARY


      

         Through the earpiece the Dictaphone droned on, Ivy’s fingers on the keys following its demands:

      


      Dear Mr Slack,


      Re: our conversation of the 9th…


      On top of having the audacity to venture out for lunch, then being five minutes late back, Miss Armstrong’s gift of the evil

         eye had added to the inventory of Ivy’s humiliations. It had taken the few seconds bothering herself before she noticed the

         date. Bashed it out like a robot.

      


      Hanging there under the bold green (green for grass, she supposed) embossed company heading. Wiseman Pulverizer Company. The

         American company in London since 1951, designing heavy farm machinery for the rest of the world. They had also cornered the

         market in fertilizer.

      


      Re our conversation of the 9th…


      There was this bigger stain on the paper: 15th February 1963.


      

         Her daughter’s birthday. The fifteenth of February already. Her gallivanting with Arthur last night had scraped away the month,

         the year, the day of the week. Long forgotten, the dreaded, on-your-own New Year’s Eve of six weeks ago. Then the other inevitable

         reminder. In roughly two and a half months’ time it would be her own birthday. Her thirtieth. She detested these fanfare days

         where everyone pretends happy and smiley togetherness. The office world of cakes and cards to surprise the whichever birthday

         girl, who, to cap it all, is probably hated anyway. I can’t be nearly thirty… I can’t be this old. She tried a key shift in

         her mind, but it wouldn’t go away. Thirty. The creepy-crawly slither to the grave, all options diminishing.

      


      Her hands were plonked graveyard rigid over the keys and she could see her mother’s hands. Well, not quite. Ivy’s showed nothing

         of hard labour in the fields of Lincolnshire. Her hands were London-soft after ten years of city living, but the stunted broad

         clodhoppers hanging at the ends of her bony, freckled wrists were a dead giveaway of peasant genes.

      


      Afternoon tea in a white porcelain cup and saucer, with dainty red roses painted round the rim, was placed by the side of

         her typewriter. Delivered by a hand so different from her own. Ivy was transfixed by this floating elegant hand.

      


      ‘Slice of Victoria sponge to accompany that, Mrs Brown?’ History hung in the air for a few seconds.


      ‘Mm?’ Ivy slipped off the earpiece and let it dangle round her neck. She had been working at Wiseman’s for about four years

         and this woman had always been part of the building, as far as she could see. But she hadn’t seen. She had never noticed anything

         about her before today. Today’s hand. Today’s date.

      


      

         ‘Sorry… mm… no thank you… I went out and had a very full sandwich.’ The tea lady moved off to the next line of cubbyholes.

         Ivy watched this body and trolley disappear into avenue four. Only her head was visible.

      


      Five rows of five. The office had been designed in the American style. The typists had their own little private wraparound

         wall on two sides, covering their backs and the left-hand side. About four feet high, made of hardboard and painted green,

         with the company name printed on the back side of each wall, just in case anyone forgot who was paying their wages. Miss Armstrong

         would patrol this, her domain, every moment she could. After finishing her shorthand with Mr Jacobs, that is.

      


      Miss Armstrong, a bony arrow of venom.


      ‘Oh, Eileen, sorry but this cup is horribly cracked…’ frothed the posh blonde on row four. ‘Just have the tiniest sliver…

         no, less than that… else I’ll never get into my frock, will I?’ The posh Imogen who went skiing every year and was getting

         married in June to someone called Piers. Getting married and giving up work to look after him.

      


      Eileen. The hand had a name. The face that Ivy had looked at today, properly, for the very first time. Looking into the face

         of someone at least ten years older than herself.

      


      How come? Washing up all day long and having hands like that?


      Banging away at the typewriter, hypnotically absorbing the words coming from the Dictaphone, she was dragged back to the date:

         dates, death, daughters. Ivy stretched her neck and opened her lungs to grab some air, trying to push away these evil, sticky

         cobwebs. Think of Arthur. Think of the lovely new 

         coat. Remember the pillow, she told herself. Eileen, three rows down, was staring at her.

      


      The fat girl with the constant blocked nose in cubicle two honked that she would like two pieces of that marvellous-looking

         sponge. Eileen delicately placed two slices on a saucer. Before moving off, she faced Ivy full on; an intimate slow shake

         of her head, three times. It felt creepy, as if they were familiars; some private behind-the-bike-shed sign. Ivy was flummoxed.

      


   

      Chapter Four


      1983 | LONDON


      

         Another Sunday, another stiff kick at the gates of hell. The flower-seller outside the lodge of Mortlake cemetery had treated

         Eileen, once again, to an extra bunch for free. Six tall blue irises, with their sharp flash of white, had become twelve.

         Four graves to liven up.

      


      Did he spoil her with these little gifts because she was a regular customer? Because he could tell that she lived on the bare

         necessities of a state pension? Whatever the reason, at sixty Eileen was not too proud to mind either way. They never consciously

         looked at each other. For twenty years, meeting every Sunday morning, here on the corner. He counted out his flowers, while

         she concentrated on the innards of her dun-coloured plastic purse with its little chrome clasp at the top.

      


      Today had something different about it. The woman who worked the stall with him didn’t huff a mood over the free flowers,

         as she usually did. An atmosphere of intimate boredom and irritation between the two flower-merchants 

         reeked of a comfortless marriage. And that is what Eileen had taken it for.

      


      Most graveyard visitors came around midday, just before their lunch, or last thing late afternoon. Eileen had always been

         one of the early birds. First thing Sunday morning, the hour-long journey of one bus, one Tube, and then another bus that

         dropped her off almost outside. Setting off on the dot of eight, to arrive at the latest nine thirty, her trip would be quietly

         uneventful. A safe distance from the dawn chorus of the first transport moochers. The prostitutes clocking off and ready to

         find breakfast, the fornicators and drunks trying to unravel their way home, and those other early Sunday morners, the impatient

         flea-market bargain hunters rummaging through the hawkers’ confusions before they are even unpacked.
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