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Praise for Small Pleasures


‘The glorious literary equivalent of pulling the duvet over your head … If you admire Tessa Hadley or Anne Tyler (and there are shades of Barbara Pym too), then this is one for you’


Bookseller, Book of the Month


‘Clare Chambers is that rare thing, a novelist of discreet hilarity, deep compassion and stiletto wit whose perspicacious account of suburban lives with their quiet desperation and unexpected passion makes her the 21st century heir to Jane Austen, Barbara Pym and Elizabeth Taylor. Small Pleasures is both gripping and a huge delight. I loved what she did with the trope of the claim of a virgin birth, and how the hope of a miracle opens the door to love, kindness and hope in an arid existence. This is better than Eleanor Oliphant Is Completely Fine and deserves just as much acclaim’


Amanda Craig, author of The Lie of the Land


‘I adored Small Pleasures. It’s engrossing and gripping: you want to race on and relish every sentence at the same time. I love the way Clare writes – her wry, subtle turns of phrase, the humour in the smallest of observations, the finely drawn characters. A wonderful book’


Sabine Durrant, author of Lie With Me


‘Small Pleasures is a tender and heart-rending tale that will draw you in from the first page and keep you gripped until the very end. Exquisitely compelling!’


Ruth Hogan, author of The Keeper of Lost Things


‘Small Pleasures is a gorgeous treat of a novel: the premise is fascinating, the characters beautifully drawn and utterly compelling, the period setting masterfully and delicately evoked, and the plot is full of unexpected twists and turns. And oh, the finale broke my heart. I just couldn’t put this novel down’


Laura Barnett, author of The Versions of Us


‘A delicious mystery and a touching exploration of loneliness and desire in cloying 1950s suburbia – a great read’


Sally Magnusson, author of The Sealwoman’s Gift


‘Small Pleasures is the best sort of book: full of longing, regret and difficult emotions but leavened with so much warmth and humour it was a joy from start to finish’


Francesca Jakobi, author of Bitter
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RAIL DISASTER


Rush hour trains collide in thick fog – many dead.


Tragedy struck office workers and Christmas shoppers on the evening of 4 December when two trains collided in thick fog under the Nunhead flyover. The 5.18 from Charing Cross to Hayes and the 4.56 steam train from Cannon Street to Ramsgate had been delayed by the poor weather. Coaches on both trains were packed, with passengers standing as well as sitting.


The Hayes train had stopped at a signal outside St John’s at 6.20 p.m. when the steam train ploughed into the rear coach. This was just the beginning of an unfolding disaster, which left more than 80 dead and 200 wounded.


The steam train swung to the side and struck a steel column of the Nunhead flyover, causing the bridge to collapse, crushing two coaches below. A third train, from Holborn Viaduct, was just approaching the fallen flyover, when quick action by the driver brought it to a halt, preventing further catastrophe. The coaches were derailed but no one on board was injured.


The rescue efforts of firemen, police, railway staff, doctors and nurses were hampered by fog and darkness. Worse still, the ruined bridge was in danger of falling further, crushing rescuers and trapped victims alike.


But through the long night of toil the army of volunteers continued to grow, with many local residents throwing open their doors to assist the injured. Eleven ambulances attended the scene, driving casualties further and further afield as nearby hospitals struggled to cope.


Local telephone lines became jammed by worried relatives as news of the accident spread. Hundreds of passengers were marooned in London for the night with the mid-Kent line completely blocked.


Many of the dead and injured were from Clock House and Beckenham. Passengers alighting at those stations were more likely to choose rear coaches because of their proximity to the station exits. It was these that took the brunt of the collision.


Southern Region authorities have launched an immediate inquiry.


The North Kent Echo, Friday, 6 December 1957
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June 1957


The article that started it all was not even on the front page, but was just a filler here, between an advertisement for the Patricia Brixie Dancing School and a report on the AGM of the Crofton North Liberals. It concerned the finding of a recent study into parthenogenesis in sea urchins, frogs and rabbits, which concluded that there was no reason it should not be possible in humans. This dusty paragraph might have been overlooked by most readers of the North Kent Echo were it not for the melodramatic headline ‘Men No Longer Needed for Reproduction!’


The result was an unusually large postbag of mostly indignant letters, not just from men. One wounded correspondent, Mrs Beryl Diplock of St Paul’s Cray, deplored the article’s sentiments as dangerous and unchristian. More than one female reader pointed out that such a proposition was liable to give slippery men an excuse to wriggle out of their responsibilities.


There was one letter, however, that stood out from all the rest. It was from a Mrs Gretchen Tilbury of 7 Burdett Road, Sidcup, and read simply:


Dear Editor,


I was interested to read your article ‘Men No Longer Needed for Reproduction’ in last week’s paper. I have always believed my own daughter (now ten) to have been born without the involvement of any man. If you would like to know more information you may write to me at the above address.


The next editorial meeting – usually a dull affair involving the planning and distribution of duties for the week and a post-mortem of the errors and oversights in the previous issue – was livelier than it had been for some time.


Jean Swinney, features editor, columnist, dogsbody and the only woman at the table, glanced at the letter as it was passed around. The slanted handwriting, with its strange continental loops, reminded her of a French teacher from school. She, too, had written the number seven with a line through it, which the thirteen-year-old Jean had thought the height of sophistication and decided to imitate. Her mother had put a stop to that; she could hardly have been more affronted if Jean had taken to writing in blood. To Mrs Swinney, all foreigners were Germans and beyond the pale.


Thoughts of her mother prompted Jean to remember that she needed to pick up her shoes from the menders on the way home. It mystified her why someone who seldom left the house should need so many pairs of outdoor shoes. Also required were cigarettes, peppermint oil from Rumsey’s, and kidneys and lard if she could be bothered to make a pie for dinner. Otherwise it would just be ‘eggs anyhow’, that old standby.


‘Does anyone want to go and interview Our Lady of Sidcup?’ asked Larry, the news editor.


There was a general creaking backwards in chairs, indicative of dissent.


‘Not really my thing,’ said Bill, sports and entertainment editor.


Jean slowly extended her hand to take the letter. She knew it was coming her way sooner or later.


‘Good idea,’ said Larry, huffing smoke across the table. ‘It’s women’s interest, after all.’


‘Do we really want to encourage these cranks?’ said Bill.


‘She may not be a crank,’ said Roy Drake, the editor, mildly.


It made Jean smile to remember how intimidating she used to find him when she had joined the paper as a young woman, and how she would quake if summoned to his office. She had soon discovered he was not the sort of man who took pleasure in terrorising his juniors. He had four daughters and treated all women kindly. Besides, it was hard to be in awe of someone whose suits were so very crumpled.


‘How can she not be?’ Bill wanted to know. ‘You’re not saying you believe in virgin births?’


‘No, but I’d be interested to know why this Mrs Tilbury does.’


‘She writes a good letter,’ said Larry. ‘Concise.’


‘It’s concise because she’s foreign,’ said Jean.


They all looked at her.


‘No Englishwoman is taught handwriting like that. And “Gretchen”?’


‘Well, clearly this is the sort of interview that is going to require some tact,’ said Roy. ‘So obviously it’s going to have to be you, Jean.’


Around the table heads nodded. No one was going to fight her for this story.


‘Anyway, the first thing is to go and check her out. I’m sure you’ll be able to tell pretty quickly if she’s a charlatan.’


‘Give me five minutes alone with her – I’ll tell you if she’s a virgin,’ said Larry, to general laughter. He leaned back in his chair, elbows out, hands behind his head, so that the gridlines of his vest were clearly visible against his shirt.


‘She doesn’t say she’s still a virgin,’ Bill pointed out. ‘This happened ten years ago. She may have seen some action since then.’


‘I’m sure Jean can manage without your expertise,’ said Roy, who didn’t like that sort of talk.


Jean had the feeling that if he wasn’t there, the conversation would rapidly turn coarse. It was curious the way the others moderated their language to suit Roy’s prudishness, while Jean herself was treated as ‘one of the chaps’. She took this as a compliment, mostly. In darker moments, when she noticed the way they behaved around younger, prettier women – the secretaries, for example – with a heavy-handed mixture of flirtation and gallantry, she wasn’t so sure.


Jean divided the rest of the afternoon between her Household Hints column and Marriage Lines – a write-up of the previous week’s weddings.


After a reception at St Paul’s Cray Community Centre, Mr and Mrs Plornish left for their honeymoon at St Leonard’s, the bride wearing a turquoise coat and black accessories …


Household Hints was a cinch because these were all supplied by loyal readers. In the early days Jean used to put some of these to the test before publication. Now, she took a certain pleasure in selecting the most outlandish.


That done, she wrote a brief note to Gretchen Tilbury, asking if she could come and meet her and her daughter. Since she had provided no telephone number, the arrangements would have to be conducted by letter. At five o’clock she covered her typewriter with its hood and left the building, dropping the letter into the post room on her way out.


Jean’s bicycle, a solid, heavy-framed contraption that had come down, like most of her possessions, through generations of the Swinney family, was leaning against the railings. Standing in front of it, too much in the way to be ignored, was one of the typists locked in a deep embrace with a lad from the print room. Jean recognised the girl but didn’t know her name; there wasn’t much interplay between the reporters and the other departments on the paper.


She had to step around them, feeling rather foolish, to retrieve her bicycle, until they finally acknowledged her and pulled away, giggling their apologies. There was something almost cruel in their self-absorption and Jean had to remind herself that it was nothing personal, just a universal symptom of the disease of love. Those afflicted could not be blamed, only pitied.


Jean took a silk headscarf from her pocket and knotted it tightly under her chin to stop her hair from blowing in her face as she cycled. Then, squashing her bag into the basket on the handlebars, she wheeled the bicycle to the kerb and swung herself onto the saddle, smoothing her skirt beneath her in one practised movement.


It was only a ten-minute ride from the offices of the Echo in Petts Wood to Jean’s home in Hayes and even at this time of day there was little traffic. The sun was still high in the sky; there were hours of daylight left. Once she had seen to her mother there might be time for some gardening: ground elder was coming in under the next-door fence and menacing the bean rows; it required constant vigilance.


The thought of pottering in the vegetable patch on a summer evening was infinitely soothing. The lawns, front and back, would have to wait until the weekend, because that was a heavy job, made heavier by an obligation to do her elderly neighbour’s grass at the same time. It was one of those generous impulses that had begun as a favour and had now become a duty, performed with dwindling enthusiasm on one side and fading gratitude on the other.


Jean stopped off at the parade of shops that curved down the hill from the station to complete her errands. Steak and kidney would take too long but the thought of eggs for tea again had a dampening effect on her spirits, so she bought some lamb’s liver from the butcher. They could have it with new potatoes and broad beans from the garden. She didn’t dawdle over the rest of her list – the shops shut promptly at five-thirty and there would be disappointment indoors if she returned home without the shoes or the medicine, and utter frustration for herself if she ran out of cigarettes.


By the time she reached home, a modest 1930s semi backing on to the park, her cheerful mood had evaporated. Somehow, in transferring the waxed paper package of liver to her tartan shopping bag she managed to drip two spots of blood on the front of her dust-coloured wool skirt. She was furious with herself. The skirt had not long ago been cleaned and she knew from experience that blood was one of the most tenacious stains to treat.


‘Is that you, Jean?’ Her mother’s voice – anxious, reproachful – floated down the stairs in response to the scrape of her door key, as it always did.


‘Yes, Mother, only me,’ Jean replied, as she always did, with a degree more or less of impatience in her tone, depending on how her day had gone.


Her mother appeared on the landing, fluttering a blue aerogramme over the banisters. ‘There’s a letter from Dorrie,’ she said. ‘Do you want to read it?’


‘Maybe later,’ said Jean, who was still taking off her headscarf and divesting herself of her various packages.


Her younger sister, Dorrie, was married to a coffee farmer and lived in Kenya, which might as well have been Venus as far as Jean was concerned, so remote and unimaginable was her new life. She had a houseboy and a cook and a gardener, and a nightwatchman to protect them from intruders, and a gun under the bed to protect them from the nightwatchman. The sisters had been close as children and Jean had missed her terribly at first, but after so many years she had grown accustomed to not seeing her or her children in a way that their mother never would.


‘Is there something nice for tea?’ Having noticed the paper bag containing her mended shoes, her mother began a slow and wincing descent of the stairs.


‘Liver,’ said Jean.


‘Oh good. I’m ravenous. I haven’t eaten anything all day.’


‘Well why ever not? There’s plenty of food in the larder.’


Sensing resistance, Jean’s mother backtracked a little. ‘I slept rather late. So I had my porridge instead of lunch.’


‘So you have eaten something, then?’


‘Oh, I don’t call that eating.’


Jean didn’t reply to this but took her purchases into the kitchen and deposited them on the table. The room faced west and was warm and bright in the early evening sun. A fly fizzed and bumped against the windowpane until Jean let it out, noticing as she did so the specks and smears on the glass. Another job for the weekend. They had a woman who came in to clean on a Thursday morning, but she seemed to Jean to achieve very little in her allotted hour, apart from gossiping to her mother. But this was a chore of sorts, Jean supposed, and she didn’t begrudge her the five shillings. Not really.


While her mother tried on the newly mended shoes, Jean took off her skirt and stood at the sink in her blouse and slip, inspecting the spots of dried blood. In the curtained dresser she located a box of rags – the earthly remains of other ruined garments – and, using the severed sleeve of a once-favourite cotton nightdress, began to dab at the stain with cleaning spirit.


‘What are you doing?’ said her mother, peering over her shoulder.


‘I got blood on it,’ said Jean, frowning as the rust-coloured patch began to dissolve and spread. ‘Not mine. The liver, I mean.’


‘You messy girl,’ said her mother, extending a twiggy ankle to admire her shoe, a beige kidskin pump with a Cuban heel. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll ever wear these again,’ she sighed. ‘But still.’


The mark was slightly fainter now, but larger, and still quite visible against the grey fabric.


‘What a pity,’ said Jean. ‘It was such a good skirt for cycling.’


She took it upstairs with her to change. She couldn’t wear it, but neither could she quite bring herself to consign it to the rag box yet. Instead, she folded it up and stowed it in the bottom of her wardrobe, as if an alternative use for unwearable skirts might one day present itself.


After tea – liver and onions cooked by Jean and a pudding of tinned pears with evaporated milk – Jean weeded and watered the vegetable patch while her mother sat in a deckchair, holding but not quite reading her library book. She would never sit outside alone, Jean noticed, however pleasant the weather, but only if there was company. From the park came the high, bright shouts of children playing, an occasional sequence of barks from the dogs in the street as a pedestrian passed along and the even less frequent rumble of a passing car. By the time dusk fell, all would be silent.


Jean and her mother moved into the sitting room at the front of the house, drew the curtains and switched on the lamps, which gave out a grudging yellowish light behind their brown shades. They played two hands of gin rummy at the small card table and then Jean picked listlessly through a basket of mending, which she had been adding to but otherwise ignoring for some weeks. Her mother, meanwhile, took out her leather writing case to reply to Dorrie’s letter. By way of preparation for this task, she reread it aloud, which Jean could only presume was for her benefit, since her mother was already well acquainted with the contents. She did the same thing with newspaper and magazine articles when she was finding the silence of a Sunday afternoon irksome.


Dear Mother,


Thank you for your letter. It sounds lovely and peaceful in Hayes. I wish I could say the same – it’s been non-stop here. Kenneth has been staying on the farm – he’s got a new manager at last who needs to be ‘broken in’. Let’s hope he lasts a bit longer than the previous one – now referred to in private as ‘Villainous Vernon’. (Mrs Swinney tittered at this.)


I have joined the Kitale Club and it’s become my second home while Kenneth’s away. There are some real ‘types’ there as you can imagine. I went to see the Kitale Dramatic Society’s production of Present Laughter on Friday night. Pru Calderwell – the absolute queen of the social scene here – was ever so good as Liz Essendine. The rest of the cast were pretty wooden. I thought I might as well audition for the next one myself if that’s the standard!


We’ve got ourselves a new black Alsatian pup called Ndofu. We’re completely besotted with him. I’m supposed to be training him up as a guard dog for when I’m here by myself but he’s such a soppy creature, he’ll just roll over for anyone who tickles him.


The children will be home for the holiday in a few weeks’ time so I must take advantage of my last few weeks of freedom and get some more tennis in. I’ve been having some lessons and I’m playing in a mixed doubles tournament tomorrow with a chap called Stanley Harris who is about 60 but madly competitive and throws himself all over my half of the court shouting, ‘Mine! Mine!’ so I shan’t have much to do.


Must dash for the post now. Keep well. Much love to you and Jean.


Dorrie


‘She writes a super letter,’ Jean’s mother said.


‘Well that’s because she has a super life to write about,’ Jean retorted.


These breezy bulletins always left her feeling a trifle sour. Fond memories of their shared childhood closeness were now clouded by resentment at their contrasting fates.


At eight-thirty Jean’s mother rose effortfully from her chair and said, as though the idea had just that moment occurred to her, ‘I think I’ll have my bath.’


Although Jean had occasional misgivings about their domestic routines, and intimations sometimes reached her that other people had a different, freer way of doing things, her mother’s bath-night ritual was one she was keen to uphold. Twice a week, on Tuesdays and Fridays between eight-thirty and nine, Jean was mistress of the house, free to do as she liked. She could listen to the wireless without her mother’s commentary, eat standing up in the kitchen, read in perfect silence or run naked through the rooms if she chose.


Of all the various liberties available, her favourite was to unfasten her girdle and lie at full stretch on the couch with an ashtray on her stomach and smoke two cigarettes back to back. There was no reason why she couldn’t do this in her mother’s presence – lying down in the day might prompt an enquiry about her health, no more – but it wasn’t nearly so enjoyable in company. The summer variant of this practice was to walk barefoot down the garden and smoke her cigarettes lying on the cool grass.


On this particular evening, she had just peeled off her musty stockings and stuffed them into the toes of her shoes when there was a tremendous clattering from the back parlour, as if all the tiles had fallen off the fireplace at once. Upon investigation she found that a blackbird had come down the chimney, bringing with it an avalanche of soot and debris. It lay stunned in the empty grate for a few seconds and then, at Jean’s approach, began to thrash and struggle, battering itself against the bars.


Jean recoiled, her heart heaving in horror. She was quite unequal to the task of either rescuing or finishing off a wounded bird. She could see now that it was a young pigeon, blackened with soot, and that it was perhaps more terrified than injured. It had flopped out of the grate and was beginning to flap unsteadily around the room, imperilling the ornaments and leaving dark streaks on the wallpaper.


Throwing open the door to the garden, Jean tried to wave it towards the doorway, with stiff-armed gestures more suited to directing traffic, until it finally sensed freedom and took off, low across the lawn, coming to rest on the branch of the cherry tree. As Jean stood watching, next door’s ginger cat came stalking out of the shrubbery with murder in its eyes.


By the time she had swept up the gritty mess from the hearth, wiped the worst of the marks from the walls and closed the door on the damp, subterranean smell of soot, she could hear the bathwater thundering in the drain outside. She smoked her cigarette standing up at the cooker waiting for the milk to boil for her mother’s Allenbury’s.


Now that her heart rate had returned to normal she felt quite a sense of accomplishment at having seen off another domestic crisis without having to call on anyone else for help – even supposing there had been anyone to call.





Sawdust is excellent for cleaning carpets. Damp the sawdust, sprinkle lightly over the carpet to be cleaned and then brush off with a stiff brush. It leaves no stain on the most delicate-coloured carpet.
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Number 7, Burdett Road, Sidcup was a 1930s semi in slightly better condition than Jean’s own. In the front garden a symmetrical arrangement of marigolds and begonias bloomed in weedless borders on three sides of a neat rectangle of lawn. A matching pair of tame hydrangeas flowered at either end of the low front wall. The brass letterbox and door knocker had been polished to a high shine. Jean, standing on the doorstep, taking a moment to collect herself before ringing the bell, resolved to pick up some Brasso on the way home. It was all too easy to overlook the chores that related to those parts of the house her mother didn’t see.


After a few moments a shape loomed behind the stained-glass panel and the front door was opened by a slender woman of about thirty with dark brown curly hair pinned off her face by a tortoiseshell clip. She was holding a balled-up duster and a pair of rubber gloves, which she passed uncertainly from hand to hand before depositing them on the hallstand beside her.


‘Mrs Tilbury? I’m Jean Swinney from the North Kent Echo.’


‘Yes, come in, come in,’ said the woman, simultaneously holding out a hand to shake and standing back to let Jean in so it was now out of reach.


After they had negotiated this rather bungled introduction, Jean found herself ushered into the front parlour, which smelled of wax polish and had the pristine, dead feel of a room that was saved for best.


Mrs Tilbury offered Jean the more comfortable of the two chairs by the window, angled towards each other across a small table.


‘I thought you might need to make some notes,’ she said. It wasn’t so much her accent as the faintly staccato delivery that marked her out as foreign.


‘Thank you – I usually do,’ said Jean, taking out her spiral notebook and pencil from her bag and laying them on the table.


‘I’ve made some tea. I’ll just get it.’


Mrs Tilbury whisked out of the room and Jean could hear her clattering in the kitchen. She took advantage of this momentary absence to glance at her surroundings, evaluating them with a practised eye. Bare floorboards, a tired-looking rug, tiled fireplace, the grate empty and swept. On the piano in the alcove were half a dozen photographs in silver frames. One was a family group, posed with unsmiling Edwardian rigidity, the patriarch standing, his wife seated with a baby in christening robes on her lap, a girl in a pinafore staring glassily into the camera. Another was a studio portrait of a girl of nine or ten with a cloud of dark curls – Mrs Tilbury herself, perhaps – gazing up as if in wonder at something just out of shot. African violets and a Christmas cactus on the windowsill; a tapestry on the wall depicting an Alpine scene with snow-capped mountains and a wooden hut surrounded by fields of wild flowers; an embroidered sampler, reading ‘Home Sweet Home’.


Mrs Tilbury came back in carrying a tray on which were two delicate china cups, milk jug, sugar bowl and a teapot wearing a crocheted cosy. As she poured the tea her hand shook a little, jangling the spout against the edge of the cup. Nervous, perhaps, thought Jean. Or just butterfingered with the best china.


Now that she had a proper look at her, Jean could see that Mrs Tilbury was one of those women blessed by nature. She had a clear creamy complexion, a tiny straight nose and slanting blue eyes, which gave her face an un-English kind of beauty. She wore a round-collared top tucked into a fitted skirt.


Jean found herself caught between admiration and envy. She would have liked to wear that style of nipped-in waist herself, but she had no waist to nip. Even as a young girl she had been solidly built. Not fat exactly – portions had never been generous enough for that – but with a straight up-and-down figure, much more like a grandfather clock than an hourglass.


‘You’re not English?’ Jean tried not to make this sound like an accusation.


‘No. I’m Swiss. From the German-speaking part, actually. But I’ve lived here since I was nine.’


They smiled at each other across their teacups and a silence descended while Jean deliberated whether to make more general conversation about Mrs Tilbury’s background or to cut straight to the matter at issue.


‘We were all very interested in your letter,’ she said at last. ‘You didn’t give much away but it was most intriguing.’


‘I expect you have a lot of questions. You can ask me anything. I don’t mind.’


‘Well, perhaps you could start by telling me about the birth of your daughter.’


Mrs Tilbury clasped her hands in her lap and fiddled with her wedding ring. ‘Perhaps first of all I should say that although I was a very innocent girl growing up, I did know where babies came from. My mother was quite strict – she was a very religious woman – and of course there were no boyfriends or anything of that sort; but I was not kept in ignorance. So when I went to the doctor, not long before my nineteenth birthday, feeling tired and my breasts aching, I couldn’t believe it when he said I was going to have a baby. Because I knew it wasn’t possible – I had never even so much as kissed a man.’


‘It must have been a terrible shock.’


‘Yes, it was,’ said Mrs Tilbury. ‘But I really thought, it can’t be right. They’ll realise they’ve made a mistake soon.’


‘Presumably you explained all this to the doctor who had examined you?’


‘Yes, of course. He said the manner of conception wasn’t his concern and my surprise did not alter the fact that I was most definitely expecting a baby.’


‘In other words, he didn’t believe you.’


‘I suppose not. He said he had met many girls in my condition who were equally confounded to learn that they were pregnant. But they soon came round to the idea when they realised that their denials would make no difference to the outcome, and he hoped I would, too.’


‘What a horrible man,’ said Jean with more force than she had intended. ‘I despise doctors.’


If Mrs Tilbury was taken aback, she was too polite to show it.


‘But of course he was quite right. And he looked after me very well in the end,’ she conceded.


‘So, when it became clear to you that there was no mistake, how did you account for it to yourself? I mean, what do you think happened? Did you think it was a visitation from the Holy Spirit – or some kind of medical phenomenon that science can’t explain? Or what?’


Mrs Tilbury spread her hands out in a gesture of helplessness. ‘I don’t know. I’m not a scientist. I’m not religious like my mother. I only know what didn’t happen.’


‘And how did your parents react to the news? Presumably you had to tell them.’


‘My father was dead by this time, so there was just my mother.’


‘And she believed you?’


‘Of course.’


‘Not all mothers would be so amenable.’ Jean thought of her own mother and had to subdue a sudden surge of hatred.


‘But she knew I couldn’t have had relations with any man. You see, at the time of the supposed conception I was in a private clinic being treated for severe rheumatoid arthritis. I was bedridden for four months, in a ward with three other young women.’


‘Oh.’


Jean was unable to hide her surprise at this revelation. It seemed to provide an unexpected level of corroboration to Mrs Tilbury’s account. Her claim had suddenly become much harder to dismiss and to Jean’s surprise, she was glad. For reasons that were not just to do with journalistic hunger for a good story, she wanted it to be true.


‘I suppose you’d be happy for me to check out all the dates and so forth,’ she said.


‘Oh yes. I was in St Cecilia’s Nursing and Convalescent Home from the beginning of June 1946 to the end of September. It was November 1st when I found out I was pregnant and Margaret was born on 30th April 1947.’


‘She wasn’t premature or anything like that?’


‘No. Late in fact. They had to bring her on because my blood pressure was too high.’


‘Mrs Tilbury, do you mind if I ask you a personal question? I’m afraid if we go ahead with this you are going to be asked many personal questions.’


‘I understand,’ Mrs Tilbury replied, a faint blush rising to her cheeks.


‘At the time you went to the doctor, had you not noticed that you weren’t menstruating? Wouldn’t that have rung alarm bells?’


‘Well, it wasn’t the first time that there had been a gap. I was never very regular in that department. Sometimes months would go by.’


The two women exchanged a smile of complicity at the trials of womanhood. Jean was struck by the strangeness of discussing these intimate details over the best china with someone she had only just met. Now that the ice had been broken she decided to press on with other delicate questions.


‘It was a brave decision to keep the baby,’ she said, although the alternatives were surely braver, involving as they did more suffering for the mother. ‘Did you ever consider giving her up for adoption … or …’ She couldn’t say the other word aloud.


‘Oh no,’ said Mrs Tilbury. ‘Never that. My mother was a devout Catholic. And she believed the baby was a gift from God.’


‘She wasn’t worried what the neighbours would think of an unmarried mother? People can be very quick to judge.’


‘We were already outsiders anyway.’ She stopped suddenly. ‘That’s Margaret,’ she said, her vigilant maternal ear picking up some signal inaudible to Jean.


Only now could she hear the clang of the gate and the scuff of shoes on the path. A moment later the back door creaked open.


‘We’re in here,’ Mrs Tilbury called. ‘Come and say hello.’


A girl in a green gingham school dress and straw hat came into the room, flushed and panting from the heat.


‘May I go to Lizzie’s?’ she asked. ‘They’ve got kittens.’ She pulled up as she noticed Jean.


‘This is Margaret,’ said Mrs Tilbury, her face glowing with pride at her own creation. ‘This lady is Miss Swinney.’ Her Swiss accent rendered it ‘Miss Svinny’. ‘She works for a newspaper.’


‘Hello,’ said Margaret, taking off her hat and shaking out her hair. She eyed Jean suspiciously. ‘Have you ever met Queen Elizabeth?’


‘No,’ admitted Jean. ‘But I did meet Harold Macmillan, when he was elected MP for Bromley.’


Margaret looked unimpressed. She has probably never heard of Harold Macmillan, Jean thought. And why should she, at ten years old? Jean couldn’t help smiling at the delightful resemblance between mother and daughter. She had never seen so disconcerting a likeness between two people who were not twins. In Margaret’s cloudy curls and delicate features she could see a faithful reproduction of the pretty child Mrs Tilbury had been twenty years ago. It was no struggle to believe they belonged entirely to each other. If someone else had played a part in Margaret’s conception, he had left no visible trace.


‘Well, there’s no doubting she’s yours,’ said Jean. ‘She’s the image of you.’


Margaret and her mother looked at each other and laughed, pleased. The little girl was still young enough to be flattered by the comparison. In a few years, thought Jean, it will be odious to her.


Mrs Tilbury went to the piano and picked up the photograph Jean had noticed earlier.


‘This is me when I was just a little older than Margaret is now,’ she said, holding it up.


Margaret obliged by assuming the same wistful expression, eyes raised heavenwards. There was nothing to tell them apart, except perhaps that melancholy aura that always seemed to surround the subjects of old photographs.


‘Would you mind lending me this?’ Jean asked, imagining how the two images might look side by side in the paper. ‘We could take one of Margaret in the same pose, if you’re agreeable.’


‘Yes, of course, do take it,’ Mrs Tilbury said.


Really, thought Jean, the woman is so straightforward, it’s impossible to believe she is anything other than completely genuine.


‘May I go to Lizzie’s now?’ Margaret wheedled.


Her mother ruffled her hair. ‘Yes, all right. For half an hour. But you must do your piano practice as soon as you come back.’


Margaret nodded eagerly, said a polite goodbye to Jean and scurried out of the room.


What a dear little girl, thought Jean with an uprush of longing. Aloud she said, ‘You are very fortunate.’


‘I know,’ said Mrs Tilbury. ‘She’s an angel.’


The tea had gone cold now but Jean refused the offer of a fresh pot. Now that Margaret was out of earshot they could talk freely again and there was so much more to be said.


‘Did they cure you?’


‘Who?’


‘St Cecilia’s. You said you were bedbound for four months.’


‘I wouldn’t say it was the doctors who cured me. But towards the end I was certainly much better and although I have had occasional flare-ups since, nothing like I had as a child. Since I had Margaret, in fact, my symptoms seem to have almost disappeared.’ She waggled her hands. ‘If I have been doing a lot of hand-sewing I sometimes feel the old stiffness in my wrists and then I just wear my funny bandages until it goes away again.’


‘You’re a dressmaker?’


‘Yes – I do alterations and repairs and make clothes to order. Wedding dresses and things like that.’


‘Goodness. You must be very accomplished.’ Jean’s own needlework skills were rudimentary and confined to essential mending. Falling hems, dangling buttons. Darning was a particular horror, performed so untidily that her mother had been forced to reclaim the task for herself. ‘I could never make a dress.’


‘It’s terribly simple,’ said Mrs Tilbury. ‘I could teach you.’


‘I’m unteachable,’ said Jean. ‘I have the school reports to prove it.’


They smiled at each other.


‘Does Margaret know about her … origins?’ Jean asked, struggling for the appropriate word. ‘Parentage’ seemed to imply scepticism on her part.


‘She knows that her birth was special. She calls my husband Daddy, but she knows he’s not her real father. I mean he is her real father, in the important sense, that he has brought her up and loves her as his own.’


‘May I ask what it is you are hoping to achieve by pursuing this investigation? You don’t strike me as someone who craves notoriety.’


This was it – the question that had troubled her more than any other. What did Gretchen Tilbury possibly have to gain from exposing her family to public scrutiny? If her case was proven she would become a phenomenon, an object of ravenous and intrusive curiosity to medical science. If she was found to be a fake, her reputation and possibly her marriage would be in shreds.


‘I suppose I just read that article in your paper and I thought, Yes! That’s me! And I wanted someone to prove what I had always known.’


‘But you must understand that our position – mine, the paper’s, the scientists’, the public’s – will be one of extreme scepticism. It’s not like a court of law – your word will be doubted until it can be proved true. And I won’t leave any stone unturned.’


‘I understand that. But I don’t have anything to hide so I have nothing to worry about.’


‘What about your husband? Is he in agreement?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘And he’s not putting you under any pressure to … prove yourself?’


‘No, no. He already believes me absolutely.’


‘All the same, I think I’d like to speak to him, if that’s all right with you. And even if it isn’t,’ Jean added, remembering the stones unturned.


Mrs Tilbury glanced at her watch. ‘He doesn’t get home until six-thirty. He has a jeweller’s shop near Covent Garden – Bedford Street. There is a telephone at the shop. We don’t have one here.’


Jean turned her notepad to face her and Mrs Tilbury wrote down his name and number in her strange continental script; those crossed sevens and the nines like little gs.


‘Thank you,’ said Jean, though she had no intention of calling him. She planned to turn up at his shop unannounced. She closed her notebook to signal that the interview was over.


‘What happens now?’ asked Mrs Tilbury.


‘I’m going to contact the geneticist who wrote the original article and ask if there are some tests that can be run on you and Margaret to establish whether or not parthenogenesis took place. You’d need to be able to get up to London. I assume that’s not going to be a problem?’


‘Will you come with us?’


Jean hadn’t considered this far ahead, but she only hesitated for a second before saying, ‘Yes, of course.’


The paper would have to live with it. It was her story now and she’d do it her way. Someone else could take over The Garden Week by Week if it got too much. She surely couldn’t be the only person on the paper who knew how to prune roses.


‘Oh good.’


Mrs Tilbury seemed relieved, as though she was depending on Jean to be some kind of advocate and protector throughout the whole process.


Jean felt the tug of friendship, but it would have to be resisted. If it came to delivering unwelcome news in due course then it was essential to maintain a sensible, professional distance.
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‘So you’re saying you believe her?’


‘I’m saying I haven’t found any reason to disbelieve her. Yet.’


Jean sat in Roy Drake’s office, watching him water the desiccated plants on the window ledge. A column of smoke rose straight from his parked cigarette and then rippled into the already dense cloud below the ceiling. While he had his back to her Jean took a sly puff and replaced the cigarette on the ashtray.


‘Oh, sorry, have one of mine,’ he said without turning round.


Jean gave a start and looked up, their eyes meeting in the reflection in the window.


‘Nothing gets past you, does it?’ sighed Jean, helping herself to a Capstan from the packet on his desk.


He shook his head complacently. Years ago, during the very worst time of Jean’s life, he had come across her weeping in the post room at the end of the day. He had put his arms around her in a fatherly way (though he was not quite old enough to be her father) and without showing any curiosity or distaste, said, ‘Come on, old girl.’ In the absence of any other comforter she had found his kindness deeply touching. They had never mentioned it again, but it was always there as a thread between them.


‘But it can’t really be true, can it?’ Roy said.


‘There have been instances of spontaneous parthenogenesis in fish and invertebrates; not mammals. But experiments on rabbits have proved that it’s possible to induce it artificially in a laboratory.’


Roy raised his eyebrows. ‘Rabbits? If one mammal why not another?’ He had finished with the plants now and spun back to face her in his leather chair.


‘It involved quite a high degree of interference – freezing the fallopian tubes – and the failure rate was very high.’


‘Poor creatures.’ Roy pulled a face. ‘How do you know all this?’


‘I’ve contacted the doctor whose article started all this – Hilary Endicott – and she sent me some of her research papers. They weren’t an easy read, so I asked her whether or not in her opinion a virgin birth was scientifically possible, yes or no. She got on her high horse and said science wasn’t in the business of declaring what was or wasn’t possible. All that could be said was that there had been no verifiable instances of spontaneous parthenogenesis in mammals so far.’


‘That sounds like no to me.’


‘Well, she conceded that she thought the chances vanishingly small, but many new scientific discoveries were once thought impossible and she was interested in seeing what the tests showed.’


‘And yet you find her less persuasive than Mrs Tilbury?’


‘Yes. No. I don’t know. Do you think it’s possible to hold two contradictory views at the same time?’


‘Perfectly. Religious folk do it all the time.’


‘So let’s say I think Mrs Tilbury is telling the truth, but I still don’t believe in virgin birth, and I see it as my job to close that gap.’


‘How do we want to proceed then?’


‘Cautiously. I don’t want anything to go in the paper until we’ve got all the test results. If it turns out to be true, it’ll be massive, and it’s ours. I don’t want one of the nationals to steal it before we even know whether there’s a story. There’s no rush, is there?’


‘None at all.’


‘I wish you could meet her. She looks a bit like Deanna Durbin.’


Roy clutched his heart. ‘Now I really am interested.’


‘And the little girl is a treasure.’ Jean took the silver-framed photograph from her bag and propped it on the desk.


‘Is this the daughter?’


‘No – it’s the mother, but it could be either.’


‘And this Endicott woman is keen to get involved?’


‘She’s keener than keen. She’s got a whole team at Charing Cross Hospital who can’t wait to get their surgical gloves on them.’


‘Splendid.’


‘And while they’re running the medical tests, I’m going to do a bit more background research to see if the story holds water.’


‘Are you going to be able to fit all this in around your regular duties, or are you looking to drop something?’


Roy’s tone was neutral, but she knew the answer that was expected.


‘No. I’m aiming to fit it all in.’


‘Good chap. Everything else all right chez Swinney? How’s Mother?’


He often asked after her, though they’d never met. Jean had told him some stories of her foibles over the years and he now had her fixed in his mind as a ‘character’. If they ever did meet he would be disappointed. She was able to quell any stirrings of disloyalty by reasoning that the ‘Mother’ described was almost a work of fiction, not unlike the imaginary friends of early childhood.


‘Mother is finding the warm weather a trial.’


‘But I thought it was cold weather she didn’t like?’


‘Yes it is. Also windy weather. For someone confined to the house, she has quite particular views on the subject.’


Roy laughed, delighted. ‘I imagine her as an orchid.’


‘But she will be in a good temper tonight because there are strawberries for tea.’


‘Well, give her my best,’ said Roy.
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H.R. Tilbury Jeweller (Second-hand and Antique – Repairs – Best Prices Paid) was in one of those narrow streets north of the Strand, between a tobacconist and a shop selling antiquarian books and sheet music. The name was picked out in elegant gold lettering against the bottle green paintwork.


Through the leaded panes of the door Jean could see that there was just one customer, in conversation with the man behind the counter. She was evidently buying a watch or having a new strap fitted, as she emerged a few moments later, turning her wrist this way and that to see how it looked. Jean waited for her to head up the street before entering the shop, setting the bell above the door jangling.


The proprietor had retreated into his workroom, leaving the adjoining door open and Jean could see him sitting at a bench above which racks of tools were neatly arranged. At the sound of the bell he looked up and laid aside the file he had been holding.


The interior of the shop was tiny. Surrounded on three sides by glass display cabinets, Jean felt as though she filled all the remaining space and was liable to smash something if she made any sudden movement.


‘I’m looking for Howard Tilbury,’ she said, not quite convinced that the man who now stood before her could be the husband of the pretty young woman with the nipped-in waist and the Deanna Durbin hair.


He was thin and stooped and balding; what remained of his hair was grey. He was dressed on the hottest day of the year so far in a tweed jacket, flannel trousers, hand-knitted pullover, shirt and tie and, in all probability, full-length combinations underneath. But when Jean introduced herself he stood a little straighter and smiled and for a moment didn’t look quite so old.


‘Oh, yes, you’re the lady my wife was telling me about.’ They shook hands across the counter and he added with a worried frown, ‘Was I supposed to be expecting you today?’


‘Not at all. I was just passing, so I thought I’d call in. Could you spare me a moment or two between customers?’


He looked wary but she had intended no irony.


‘Tuesday is a slow day for customers. I don’t know why. So I mostly do repairs. We could sit in the workshop.’ He unlatched the counter top between two cabinets to allow her through.


‘If you’re sure,’ Jean said, glancing back at the unattended valuables in the window as he showed her into the workshop, which was hardly more spacious.


‘The bell will ring if anyone comes in and I’ll leave the door open.’


Full of apologies for the lack of comforts, he offered her a sagging green armchair in one corner. When she sat in it the arms were level with the tops of her ears, the seat inches from the ground. Her long legs sprawled across the floor between them, as ungainly as a fallen horse. The only other seat, which Mr Tilbury now took, was the revolving stool at the bench where he had just been working. Beside her on a low table was an electric hotplate, kettle, cup, and the remains of a sandwich in a greaseproof paper wrapping and a skinny apple core. He whisked the debris away and threw it into a waste bin under the bench.


‘May I offer you a cup of tea, Miss Swinney?’ he asked.


His relief when she declined confirmed her sudden flash of intuition that the used cup beside her was the only one he had and that she was the only visitor he had ever entertained here.


‘You and your wife have obviously discussed the North Kent Echo’s interest in her story,’ Jean began, looking up at him from her disadvantaged position near the ground. ‘I wanted to reassure myself that you were comfortable with the idea.’


‘That’s thoughtful of you,’ he replied. ‘But this matter is so very much my wife’s concern that I take my lead from her. As long as it has no ill effect on Margaret.’


‘Yes. Margaret.’ Jean shuffled forwards onto the rigid seat edge to gain a few precious inches of height. It was hard to assume any kind of authority with her knees higher than her hips.


‘You’ve met her?’ At the mention of her name his worried expression lightened.


‘Briefly. I thought her delightful.’


‘Yes,’ he beamed. ‘She is. Quite the best thing that has ever happened to me.’


Jean flipped through her notebook to the pages of scribbled shorthand she had written during her visit to the Tilburys’ house in Sidcup the previous week.


‘How old was Margaret when you first met your wife?’


‘About six months. I came as a lodger to their house in Wimbledon. Gretchen’s mother, Frau Edel, let out rooms to bring in money. One of the other tenants had moved out because she didn’t like the idea of living with an unmarried mother. It didn’t worry me, of course. And then when I got to know the Edels better, they told me Gretchen’s story.’ He recounted it, at Jean’s prompting, all just as Mrs Tilbury herself had described.


‘And you never doubted this version of events?’


‘No. I know to an outsider it sounds far-fetched. But not if you knew the Edels. I’ve never had any reason to doubt my wife’s honesty. I don’t think she’s capable of telling an untruth.’


‘But unmarried women have very good reason to lie about the circumstances of a pregnancy. Society is so unforgiving.’


‘People are quick to judge, that is true. All I can say is she had no reason to lie to me. I made it quite clear that it made no difference to me how Margaret came into being.’


‘But she never wavered from her story?’


‘Never. And I have to believe her.’


‘Presumably you would be happy to see science prove her right?’


‘I have never felt the need for any “proof”. But if you are asking whether I would be glad, on balance, to know that no other man than me has any stake in Margaret, then yes.’


‘And perhaps glad to see any doubters silenced once and for all?’


‘I don’t know about that,’ Mr Tilbury said, flattening the hair on the back of his head with one hand. It was a nervous habit; every few minutes his elbow would shoot out again as he clasped the back of his neck. ‘I’m not sure there are any doubters to bother us. Frau Edel died soon after Gretchen and I married, and we moved away from Wimbledon to Sidcup and started afresh as just another couple with a baby. None of our new neighbours knows anything about our past.’


Exactly, thought Jean. So why on earth would you want to risk your privacy now? Instead, she said, ‘Are you a religious man, Mr Tilbury?’


‘No more, nor less, than most people, I suppose. I don’t go to church much, except for weddings and funerals, but I’m glad it’s there.’


‘Did you marry in church?’


‘No. It was easier not to, in the circumstances. Frau Edel’s priest wasn’t very accommodating.’


‘You would think a priest of all people would be open to the idea of a virgin birth,’ Jean said.


Mr Tilbury met her glance for the first time. ‘They can be rather possessive about miracles, I’ve found.’


‘Was it a long courtship?’


‘Four months or so. We were living in the same house, of course, which accelerated things. And Frau Edel was already ill by then so there was a certain urgency for her to see Gretchen safely married, as it were.’ There was a pause. ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said quietly.


Jean blushed. ‘Oh, I’m sure you don’t,’ she replied.


She had in fact been wondering if she could have a cigarette, or whether the workshop contained material and equipment sensitive to smoke. There was no sign of an ashtray.


‘You’re thinking a woman like Gretchen would never have looked twice at a man like me if it wasn’t for the baby.’


‘I wasn’t. Really.’


‘Well, you’re right. She wouldn’t. I know that. A woman like her could have had anybody, and I’m certainly nothing special.’


‘I’m sure she feels very fortunate to have you,’ said Jean, finding this display of self-abasement embarrassing and unwarranted.


To her mind, Gretchen had nothing to complain of. With a mother and a doting husband convinced of her virtue, the woman had already been doubly blessed. And she had Margaret. What more could she possibly want?


The shop bell tinkled and Mr Tilbury stood up. ‘Do you mind?’ he said. ‘Please make yourself comfortable.’


Easier said than done in such a chair, Jean thought, levering herself up to standing and feeling the blood tingle in her numb legs and feet. From the other side of the door came the murmur of voices, male and female. She began to inspect her surroundings, as she always did when unobserved. A lifetime of quiet watchfulness had convinced her that the truth about people was seldom to be found in the things they freely admitted. There was always more below the surface than above.
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