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Prologue


On the mattress on the floorboards, Jean was lying more or less on top of Coates. He was a thin man, but he provided just enough elevation for her to see through the window, where she could make out what appeared to be soft red stars in the darkness. But these were in fact the aeroplane warning lights on the tops of the cranes surrounding the old power station. When it opened for business at around the time of the Martian Girl (1900 or so), the Lots Road Power Station had got through seven hundred tons of coal a day, and had been known as the Chelsea Monster. Now the Monster was on life support, as the cranes – and an amazingly small number of foreign men in fluorescent jackets – converted it to luxury flats.


Not today though, because today was Sunday.


‘I want you to sign the contract,’ Jean said, looking down at Coates. ‘That’s why I wrote the contract, and you will have noticed that I typed out a dotted line specially for you to sign on.’


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I did notice that. The whole document was highly impressive, with all those “hereinafters” and “aforesaids”.’


He was in magnanimous mood, not minding, for example, about Jean being still on top of him, even though they’d finished having sex a quarter of an hour ago.


‘So why won’t you sign it?’ she said.


He gave one of his twisted smiles – a sort of anti-smile.


‘If you don’t sign it,’ Jean continued, ‘you won’t be able to sue me if I don’t pay the money back, and I actually want you to sue me if I don’t do that.’


Coates was groping for a cigarette; she’d have to get off him in a minute.


‘What you don’t appreciate,’ he said patronisingly, ‘is that your having written the contract would support the idea that we had a verbal agreement, by which you intended to be bound.’


Being slightly pissed (Coates always brought wine to their Sunday afternoons), Jean nodded gravely. As a lawyer, Coates would know about these things. Having lit the cigarette, he was kind enough to avert his head slightly as he exhaled smoke. Jean rolled off him, and Coates began fiddling with his phone.


Jean was thinking about the Terms and Conditions of Tobin’s Supper Rooms. She had hired Tobin’s in order to break out of journalism, which she would accomplish by the triumphant performance of her show, which was technically a one-woman show, although she hated that term, since it implied that the woman in question couldn’t get anyone to be in the show with her. Also, she was not sure whether the thing she was writing actually was a one-woman show. It had certainly started out as one, complete with strangely egocentric stage directions (‘I enter from stage left’), but was now starting to look more like her debut novel, and furthermore the subject had changed. Her first idea had been to tell the stories of several Victorian music hall artists, but it was now boiling down to the story of just one of them: Kate French, the Martian Girl.


Despite having no apparent interest in music hall in general or the Martian Girl in particular, Coates had forwarded her seven hundred pounds so she could make the down payment on the Rooms. She had accepted his money only after drawing up a contract stipulating that she would repay him in full if the show made a profit.


Having put out his cigarette, Coates seemed to have decided to begin round two, but in spite of what his rather elegant fingers were doing, she was still thinking about Tobin’s. It was a small cultural outpost in an incredibly desolate part of London: the Rotherhithe–Deptford borders, where a lot of riverside buildings had been pulled down and nothing very convincing put up in their place. Tobin’s had appealed to Jean because the Martian Girl had made her name in another theatre in the area: the beautiful (and long gone) Rotherhithe Hippodrome. If Jean cancelled her show, she would lose the seven hundred pounds – or Coates would. In four weeks’ time, another seven hundred pounds would become due, which Jean herself would be paying – and losing if she then cancelled. The final eight hundred would come from the ticket revenue accrued during the week-long run of the show.


Coates now performed a skilful if rather violent manoeuvre, after which he was on top of her. So Jean forgot about the show for five minutes.


Afterwards, she walked over to the table to collect her laptop. Being with Coates was like having mild flu: you spent most of your time sweating slightly in bed, and when you got out of the bed, you felt shivery and keen to get back into it.


‘Can I show you something?’ she said, returning to the mattress on the floor. She was always petitioning Coates.


‘Hard-core pornography, presumably?’


Jean logged on to YouTube and found the clip of Ada Reeve. Ada belonged to the 1890s, so she was plump, wore a big hat and had crooked teeth. She was one of the half dozen or so music hall artistes Jean had intended to cover in her show, until she had discovered Kate French. When Jean pressed ‘play’, Ada began to perform a song called ‘Foolish Questions’. Jean tilted the screen towards Coates, and she watched him as Ada sang . . .




Did you ever give a girl a box of chocolates after tea and notice how she grabs it, and then says ‘Is this for me?’





Rather than smiling, Coates gave a slight nod. His mind was clearly elsewhere, and he seemed to drift away entirely in the next verse, during which Ada sang of telling someone that she’d been to the funeral of a certain Fred, and this person had replied, ‘Why? Is he dead?’


‘A foolish question, you see?’ said Jean.


Sometimes, when abstracted like this, Coates would move his lips in a worrying way. Before this could happen, she said, ‘It’s funny, don’t you think?’


Coates nodded, and reached for another of his American Spirit cigarettes. When they had first met, it had interested Jean that they both smoked this fairly obscure brand: Jean the roll-ups, Coates the ready-mades. It hadn’t interested Coates very much.


‘Is this one of the women you’re going to be taking off?’ he said, lighting the cigarette.


Jean reached out to the laptop and banished Ada.


‘No. I was going to do Ada Reeve, but I’ve changed the subject of the show. Do you want me to tell you what it’s about now? I believe I’ve told you six or seven times already, but I’m happy to go over it again.’


‘What’s more important,’ he said rudely, ‘is whether you’ve told the theatre.’


‘Tobin’s? They’re fine about it. Didn’t even want to see a draft.’


‘I suppose they’re more interested in getting their two grand than worrying about art,’ he said. He stood up, naked, and looked down on Jean, who was very far below him. He smiled at the discrepancy, then set off towards the bathroom. On the way there, he put out his cigarette in the ashtray on Jean’s table. He only smoked them about a third of the way down, which was probably something to do with his being extremely vain, and forty-eight years old. Most likely he had smoked cigarettes all the way down when he was a younger man, and death a more distant prospect. He entered the bathroom and closed the door, but the door was badly fitted, and after a few minutes, steam came rolling from under it, Coates having embarked on one of his long, thunderous showers. For such a dirty-minded man, he was extremely clean. In their first weeks together, Jean had sometimes joined him in the shower, but he hadn’t seemed to like that, and just carried on sluicing himself down while saying things like, ‘Could you pass the shampoo, please?’


Jean addressed him from the bed, knowing he couldn’t hear:


‘Kate French was a mind reader, Mr Coates, and a jolly good one. She performed with a man called Joseph Draper. I’ve seen a few reviews, but not much is known about her. She seems to have just disappeared in 1898, which is pretty odd, wouldn’t you say?


‘According to the census of 1891,’ she continued, rolling a cigarette, ‘an Esmeralda Kate French, aged fifteen, had been living at number three Stanley Buildings, Pancras Road. She was the daughter of Frederick Mathias French, and those two were the only “household members”, so the mother was presumably dead. They kept no servant, Mr Coates. Pancras Road you’ll know, although you probably don’t know you know it. It’s right in-between King’s Cross and St Pancras stations, and it used to be a proper road with shops and pubs, now it’s a sort of taxi drop-off area. One block of Stanley Buildings survives, but not as flats. It’s converted into a “business centre” – all part of the general tarting up of King’s Cross. Flat number three was on the ground floor.’


Jean watched the steam rolling over the floorboards, which were very good floorboards, the kind that didn’t need to be covered by rugs, which was just as well, since the cost of them had ruled out the purchase of rugs.


‘Now . . . ’ she said to the steam, ‘Fred French was a policeman with the Metropolitan Police, which I found out because Kate was registered as a pupil – later a pupil teacher – at Collier Street School, King’s Cross, and the document of registration gives the occupation of the “parent or guardian”. He’d joined in 1882, then left in 1891, with the rank of sergeant. He’d been in the police band, or one of them. He then re-joined the police in 1897, but he retired after less than a year because of chronic bronchitis. He would have qualified for a pension, but only a small one because he didn’t do enough years. How to account for the gap between his two stints on the force, you must be wondering, Mr Coates? Well, between 1892 and 1897 he and Kate seem to have gone north in an attempt to “make it” in show business – Kate as a singer, dancer and comedienne on the Halls, her father as a violinist. She only became a mind reader later on, you see?’


Jean got out of bed and put the laptop on her table, which was what she called her desk, so as not to be intimidated by the idea of writing at it. She picked up a piece of paper and returned to the bed.


‘On one occasion they performed at the Royal Albert Music Hall in Manchester. I think it must have had delusions of grandeur, Mr Coates – the Royal Albert I mean – because it combined music hall with classical concerts. I found the bill on the internet, and I printed it out.’


She fell silent as she read over the document:


CHAMBER CONCERTS


Season 1895–6


CONCERT to be held at the Royal Albert


Music Hall, November 9th 1895.


ARTISTES:


Violin – Mr Frederick French
Violin and Viola – Miss Leila Backhouse
Violincello – Miss Dorothy Peters
Vocalist – Miss Kate French
Piano – Mr Reginald Duckworth


Such lovely northern names, Jean thought (apart from ‘French’, of course). The programme included the Sonata in E Major by Handel. Kate had sung ‘Four Leaf Clover’ by some-body called Lambert, and ‘O! Sweet Content’ by somebody called Noble.


Jean resumed her shouting towards the shower. ‘So far, Mr Coates, I have been unable to find any registration of death for Kate or Joseph Draper. Or, come to that, for a man called Hugh Brooks, who had performed with Draper before he recruited Kate. But it might just be that there are too many similar names . . . ’


The shower fell silent. Coates emerged and began dressing – good quality white shirt; nice, battered tweed jacket; then the blue Crombie with velvet collar. He wasn’t called Coates for nothing, but were those garments starting to look a little threadbare? How would he feel about losing his seven hundred quid? Even though he lived in a flat in Chelsea with a magazine-editing wife called Camilla, Coates gave alarming signs of being broke. When they first met – back in February – he’d presented himself as a successful barrister, but it turned out he’d quit the chambers to which he’d belonged shortly before they met. This was not, technically, one of his many lies – once a barrister, always a barrister; the qualification was for life – but Coates’s success in the job was all in the past, which was disturbing because Coates looked like a barrister and obviously belonged in a barrister’s chambers. It was very easy to picture him reading a brief with his feet on the desk and some female barrister looking on with a mixture of disapproval and lust. Jean wondered whether it was absolutely necessary that her lover be successful. Yes, probably, because Coates was ten years older than her. He’d had more time to be successful, so he ought to be successful; also that success would justify his somewhat arrogant personality.


‘What about Wednesday?’ said Jean. Sunday and Wednesday afternoons were their possible ‘windows’, but they could have longer on Sundays if Coates’s wife and daughter went to ‘the country’ and he didn’t go with them.


No reply from Mr Coates, because he was checking his mobile phone again.


Jean said, ‘I have a tendency to ask rather foolish questions, don’t you think?’


‘Frankly yes,’ said Coates, pocketing the phone. ‘But I assume you do it for your own amusement.’


He smiled, and the trouble was that it was a very good sort of smile: vulpine. He walked over, bent down and kissed Jean.


‘I’ll call you,’ he said, which meant: ‘You call me.’




PART ONE


A month later





W hen Coates saw that Jean was calling him, he pressed ‘decline’, before turning off his phone altogether. Having failed to speak to him, she would always text, just as though there were no such thing as ‘missed call’. It was irritating.


Jean was the second to last person Coates wanted to hear from just then, the very last one being his wife. On this dark Sunday afternoon, he was on his way to Number Four, to obtain something he couldn’t get from either. He had walked from his flat in Chelsea, shadowing the river, as dictated by his Number Four ritual. As he passed the Albert Bridge its lights came on, making it resemble a kind of golden harp in the misty rain. When Coates reached Pimlico, the darkening of the day was more or less complete.


He turned north from the river, walking along Vauxhall Bridge Road before making two further turns. On the face of it, Pimlico was blandly respectable but Coates detected a special enigmatic quality here, making it the ideal place to harbour Number Four. In Pimlico you might easily see a milk float at three in the afternoon; there were Indian restaurants with endorsements in their windows dating from the seventies. If you walked past a barber’s shop, one of the barbers might be cutting the other’s hair, to keep his hand in, there being no customers. Yes, Pimlico had the river, but the river didn’t seem very interested in Pimlico; it was just passing through.


Coates always called into a certain riverside pub on his way to Number Four. It was a sedate pub, with a sedate name: the Duke of Hamilton. The interior was not as old as it pretended to be, and the supposedly real fire was gas. A party of four sat in the corner, two women and two men: the kind of middle-aged, middle-class Londoners becoming as rare in the centre of town as red phone boxes. They were talking of golf – a mixed foursome, you might say. Coates approached the bar. He always hoped to be served by the manageress, with whom he conducted a silent flirtation, but it was the manager who stood before him.


‘Evening,’ said the manager. He didn’t attempt any further small talk: the stare Coates was giving him had seen to that.


He took the wine out into the pub’s front yard, sat down under a sunshade left over from summer, and lit an American Spirit. A wind was getting up on the river, and the cigarette burned down quickly. The ritual dictated he should smoke two, but with the second one, he simply watched the smoke flying in all the wrong directions, hardly putting it to his lips. The woman – the manageress – was watching him from the pub door. This was annoying, even though she was quite attractive in the unimaginative, Pimlico way. Blonde, with a backside nearly – but not quite – too big. She looked at him and smiled, and he smiled evenly back, giving as good as he got. Coates wondered what she saw: a handsome forty-eight-year-old running to seed, but slowly – almost certainly more slowly than whoever had the mixed blessing of being the man in her life. The woman stepped out from the doorway and made an adjustment to the chairs at the next table. She obviously wanted him to speak.


‘Blustery day,’ he said.


‘Just a bit,’ she said.


He finished his wine, and she pointed at the empty glass, asking, ‘That dead?’ She seemed to specialise in unnecessary remarks. Coates nodded, blowing smoke. The whole scenario was ridiculous, like the start of a bad porn film. She picked up the glass and walked away. Coates was perfectly confident that she had emerged from the pub purely in order to show him her arse.


He put out his cigarette; it was time to go to Number Four.


_______________


Jean looked through the window at the sleeping Monster, which stood amid the particular type of rainy darkness she associated with Sunday. It was five thirty, and Coates had not replied to her call or her text. Obviously, he hadn’t been able to leave his wife’s side for long enough. Or, of course, he was just ignoring her. Coates would be ‘in the country’ today, so he’d said. In Jean’s mind, this ‘country’ of his was full of married couples who were forever walking hand-in-hand through pretty woods, clinking glasses in oak-beamed inns, or drinking hot chocolate next to log fires, always using two hands to hold the cup.


In practice, it was unlikely that Coates’s wife conducted herself so meekly. She was called Camilla, and her journalistic by-line was Camilla Rowe, not that she did much writing any more, being the editor of one of the bigger women’s magazines. Jean had once pitched an idea to her by email, eliciting a brisk rejection, and Jean did wonder whether she was capable of having started an affair with a man just because his wife had turned down her feature idea. She liked to think not.


On the mattress lay the forty pages of her monologue, a word almost as distasteful to her as ‘one-woman show’. It was far too reminiscent of ‘monotonous’ – and she had no idea how it was going to end. Jean took the script over to the sofa with her green tea and her rolled-up cigarette. She smoked the cigarette rapidly down, crushed it into the tea dregs and began to speak, in her ‘Kate’ voice, which was more ingenuous and charming – she hoped – than her own:


‘Raining, is it . . .?’ she began, addressing the stove.


This definitely wasn’t going to work. Jean took the chair from her table by the window, put it in the middle of the room, sat on it. Then she stood up again. She checked her phone, because maybe a text had come in when that gull had been screeching on the window sill: one of those stupid ones that mistook the river for the sea. (Was there such a thing as a seagull that had never seen the sea?) But there was nothing, so she put the phone under the sofa cushion. A call was practically guaranteed when she did that, because the phone didn’t like to be rebuffed. She stared at the cushion for a while, then returned to the central chair. On the actual stage, for the actual show, she would have one chair for Kate and another for Joseph Draper, although Draper would never appear. His voice might be heard occasionally, if Jean could get the sound design together for that.


‘Tell the story,’ Jean muttered to herself, ‘tell the story.’ (She had heard proper actors say this to each other before going on stage.) She cleared her throat quite unnecessarily. She must become Kate: the young, sweet-natured Kate French, summoned to a meeting on the empty stage of the long-gone Rotherhithe Hippodrome. It was 1898, a different world. Queen Victoria was seventy-nine; the Rotherhithe Hippodrome was brand new. A perfectly normal supper was bread, cheese and cocoa; all men smoked; you could buy a revolver for ten-and-six (which to the best of Jean’s understanding was about fifty pounds) and it was perfectly legal to own it, but if you shot and killed somebody with it and were caught, then you were hung (or was it ‘hanged’?).


But the weather was the same – and so Jean had decreed that it would be raining on that dark Sunday afternoon too, and Kate would be sitting with wet feet, owing to leaking boots, and toying with a skimpy umbrella as Mr Joseph Draper, mind reader, perused her letter of application, as forwarded by The Era newspaper. Kate would have been thinking of her sick father – ‘The Dad’ – and how it was essential for both of them that she land this job.


The music halls were ‘dark’ on Sundays – in other words there were no performances – and Kate and Draper would be the only people in the theatre; their voices would be echoing.


She began . . .




‘Raining, is it?’ said Draper, as I sat down on the chair he had somewhat grudgingly indicated.


He was scrutinising my letter of application, so it did not seem that any answer was required to this ‘greeting’. As to his surmise about the weather, no great feat of clairvoyance had been required from the eminent mind reader, since I had become soaked to the skin during my walk from the station. But since it might seem rude to leave the question unanswered, I said, ‘It is somewhat, yes.’ That didn’t seem quite enough, however, so I added: ‘Fortunately my boots are so full of holes that the water drains off pretty quickly.’


This amusing sally earned no response from the mind reader, who merely continued to examine my letter of application with every appearance of scepticism. Eventually, he said, ‘Now, you describe yourself as “a pathetic singer”.’


‘Sad, you know,’ I explained. ‘I can make the whole house feel sad.’


‘I daresay you can,’ Draper muttered, reading on.


I looked down at my umbrella, which had not kept the rain off my head to any significant degree as I had walked along the very appropriately named Lower Road in Rotherhithe, and yet now had the nerve to be discharging a great deal of accumulated water across the boards of the stage. It didn’t stop rain, this benighted object, but merely perpetuated it indoors. I sentenced it, there and then, to the dustbin; and no doubt Mr Draper was doing the same to me, his perusal of my letter being merely for form’s sake. He was now looking up from that wretched document with an expression of incredulity: ‘You say you were repeatedly engaged at the Royal Albert Hall?’


‘The Royal Albert Music Hall,’ I corrected him. ‘It’s in Manchester, where I lived for a few years with The . . . with my father, he being a musician at the time, a violinist, connected occasionally to the famous Hallé Orchestra.’


‘But this Royal Albert Music Hall . . . I don’t believe I’ve heard of it?’


‘Oh, it’s quite new – and small. It is, by its own admission, the Handsomest and Most Comfortable Music Hall in the North West. Do you really not know it, Mr Draper? It is illuminated throughout by electricity!’


It goes without saying that I was not as cheerful as I was attempting to appear. When I thought of those Northern days, I always pictured myself and The Dad on a certain platform at a benighted railway station in Manchester (a town full of benighted railway stations) which lacked a roof, in spite of being located in Britain’s rainiest place. We stood in the middle of swirling rain, The Dad clutching his violin case, and me holding the carpet bag that contained the majority of our possessions. I dated the onset of The Dad’s emphysema from that moment. Emphysema was the staging post between bronchitis and bronchopneumonia which all the medical dictionaries in all the reference libraries in Manchester and north London insisted was ‘invariably fatal in children and adults’.


On the very day I had written my letter of application to Draper, Dr Theodore Mortimer of Pentonville Road had taken me aside after examining The Dad. He said, ‘As your father has aged, his lungs have become smaller, lighter and the elastic tissue has degenerated.’


‘And what might be done about it?’ I had asked – and rather crossly, since I had thought him rather too fond of saying all those words.


‘Nothing,’ he had said. ‘Except to make your father as comfortable as possible for the year or so that remains. You must ensure he is well-rested, not over-exerted; that he has a good supply of milk, fresh eggs, green vegetables and cod liver oil. You must buy a steam-making machine—’


‘You mean a kettle?’ I cut in. ‘We have one of those.’


He did not mean a kettle. He meant something that cost two pounds from Bell & Croydon, pharmacists of Marylebone. In other words, the means of alleviation lay in the accumulation of cash. It was imperative, therefore, that my application to Draper should succeed.


He had returned to my letter. He was no doubt concluding that I had never had an established ‘turn’, and therefore could not be called a true turner. All my engagements had been small, and more often in singing rooms and free-and-easies than actual halls; I had been a half-timer in the business, and never a real ‘pro’ in that I had always of necessity combined performing with assisting in various crowded classrooms, which was why nobody had seen fit to do me the honour of taking a tenth of my income; hence the reason my letters must bear the address of the flat I shared with The Dad in Pancras Road, rather than some smart agency in the West End. I contemplated telling Draper about the little bit of stage work I’d done since coming back from the north. At Collins’s Hall in Islington, I had done a week with two friends of The Dad: Tom Anderton and Al Firth, who had a comedy police skit in which they took the part of two detectives. Tom Anderton was a neighbour of ours in King’s Cross, and the turn was particularly amusing to The Dad, who had found the men of the real Detective Branch to be overly pleased with themselves during his time on the force. Yes, Anderton and Firth jolly well had been funny, and I would tell Draper about them.


‘They performed as Holmfirth & Watford, you see. Tom Anderton, as Holmfirth, wore a deerstalker hat and smoked a sort of bent pipe. He was taking off—’


‘I know who he was taking off, Miss French,’ said Draper. ‘In the skit,’ I said, ‘they were investigating a murder.’ At this, Draper folded his arms and fixed me with a look of such outright hostility that he stopped me in my tracks. ‘Ought I to cease speaking?’ I said, and Draper nodded, but then shook his head, hostility having apparently given way to confusion.


‘I played the corpse,’ I continued, ‘but I wasn’t really dead, merely stunned. Anderton asks Watford to inspect my coat pockets. “Nothing in the left pocket,” Watford informs him, whereupon he tries the other one, reporting, “Nothing in the right pocket either.” “Ha!” says Holmfirth. “Ambidextrous!”’


Draper was nodding slowly, still apparently dazed. Perhaps I should ask him a question about his own past? The Dad had discovered that Draper had performed mind reading with a man called Hugh Brooks, but they had separated for some reason about five years ago, and Brooks had emigrated to Australia. The Dad had relayed the news in a rather frowning way, and it was surely the case that the partnership of Brooks and Draper would not have broken up for any very good reason. So I decided not to ask about it.


Turning to my right, I saw the backcloth, which reminded me of the rain, in that it showed Tower Bridge on a sunny day, with the drawbridge (I know it’s not called that) open, and a pretty white ship sailing through, and several pretty white clouds sailing over. Turning to the left, I contemplated the auditorium, as much as I could see of it, for only one of the glims was lit, and the carbide hissed as it burned in its box, so that I seemed to have been ‘getting the bird’, as the turners say, ever since I’d sat down. The flickering illumination went as far as about the fifth row of the stalls, and disclosed the shadowy outline of the front of the circle. From the absolute blackness beyond, a great coldness seemed to come, mixed with a smell of past tobacco and orange peel.


‘Now,’ Draper said, after yet more ponderosity (a word I made up while waiting), ‘you toured the provincial houses for a while with a strongman?’


‘Indeed,’ I said, ‘the world-famous Mr Jim Barratt!’


If Joseph Draper had ever heard of Jim Barratt, the name caused no great access of enthusiasm. He simply sat opposite me on that empty stage, now not even reading my letter, but merely eyeing me balefully and simply breathing on his chair, which was appropriately throne-like, being left over from some Shakespearean skit. He wore thin wire spectacles. If you can see the innermost secrets of people’s minds, I reasoned, you shouldn’t need glasses to perceive more everyday objects, such as your hand in front of your face. As to that face, it was pudding-like: a suet pudding – wide – and his shoulders were broad, contradicting the message of the flimsy glasses. He said, ‘Barratt billed himself as The World’s Strongest Man, did he not?’


‘Barratt?’ I replied, effortlessly continuing my impersonation of an imbecile. ‘By no means. That was Harry Wheeler. Far from being The World’s Strongest Man, Jim Barratt was The Strongest Man in the World, thereby avoiding a law suit. But the main difference was that Barratt was a comedy weightlifter.’


‘How can weightlifting be funny?’ asked Draper.


‘With difficulty, Mr Draper. At the climax, Barratt would pick me up and revolve me above his head.’


Draper was good enough to nod, which might be taken as some slight sign of encouragement. Either way, I pounced with a witticism: ‘I may not have been around the world, Mr Draper, but I have been whirled around!’





Jean walked over to the sofa and retrieved the phone, which remained comatose. I must go back and put the stage directions in, she thought, looking at the manuscript splayed on the floor. She picked up her rolling tobacco and returned to the window.


The power station cranes were rocking slightly in the wind, and the rain was flying all over the place. Bloody Coates. Since this particular Sunday afternoon was on the brink of being Sunday evening, she’d been trying to find out from him about Wednesday. She hoped he was in the country rather than at the flat in Chelsea, because he’d said he was going to be in the country. She began trying to imagine the interior of the Chelsea flat, but then her mental camera wandered into a room in which a little girl sat, innocently doing her homework. Coates’s daughter was about ten, and every time Jean remembered her, she resolved to break it off with Coates. She ought not to be having an affair with a married man in the first place, for God’s sake, but at least she minded about it. Coates didn’t seem to mind about it, or anything. But then you never knew, what with the long silences that interspersed his cynical conversation: he was obviously brooding about something. Clearly, the man was trouble. Some women sub-consciously wanted trouble, but Jean did not believe that she herself was in that category.


She contemplated the mass of papers on her table. She would distract herself by doing some journalistic work. Or should she lie down and go to sleep?


_______________


The top bell of Number Four was marked ‘Le Business’. Coates rang, and was admitted without a word being uttered through the entryphone. He climbed the stairs, passing a flat in which a radio was playing the news; somehow this implied the occupant was respectable. Light showers in the south would give way to heavier rain as the evening progressed.


The girl called Eve admitted him to the flat, and to the room he thought of as the reception. It bothered him that the TV showed Sky Sports, albeit with the sound turned down, but not quite all the way. ‘He’s just a box player,’ he heard a football moron say, ‘scores goals in the box.’ The TV had always been switched off in the past, and Sky Sports suggested the presence of a man behind the scenes. Coates had never seen a man in Number Four, and he didn’t want to either. None of the girls was paying attention to the TV: they were all looking at their phones.


Besides Eve, there were four other girls in the reception all sitting on armchairs, and all showing a lot of leg while otherwise fully dressed. The legs were the calling cards, in effect. Eve introduced them with an outstretched arm, like a charmingly shy hostess, but Coates was a regular, so she began, ‘I think you know . . . Maxine, Helen, Sarah, Monica.’ He did. Everyone smiled foolishly. None of the girls were drug users as far as he knew, but he chose not to look too closely for the signs. They all seemed to be English, which was also good – meant they were less likely to be enslaved to some East European gangster.


Maxine gave him the biggest smile, then returned to her browsing. Of course, she knew she was in for it. But Maxine was a game girl: he had known that on his first visit, just by the look of her; but he hadn’t gone with her that time. He’d gone with Eve who, having asked his preference, had attempted to accommodate him with a pair of stockings. She demonstrated how they might be loosely knotted, saying, ‘It’s only a fantasy, after all,’ clearly failing to grasp that there was no ‘only’ about Coates’s fantasy. He had gone along with Eve’s tame scenario, but they had had a proper talk afterwards – a kind of professional consultation, both sitting cross-legged and half-dressed on the bed – and Eve had said she knew two girls who might be better suited to him, if he could ever come in on weekends. Saturdays were difficult for Coates. He always spent Saturdays with Camilla and Lucy. But on Sundays, Camilla took Lucy to her mother’s place in Oxfordshire, which left Coates free to visit either Jean or – on about one Sunday every two months – Number Four.


He was looking at the girls now, as Eve handed him a glass of white wine. Every punter, he believed, was entitled to a complimentary glass of wine. All in all, it was a very nice situation. It was rare enough for Coates to be sitting in a Tube carriage with four such attractive women in front of him, let alone any four from whom he might take his pick, but although he looked politely at each girl in turn, it was Maxine who rose to her feet, picking up from beside her chair a black leather bag.


Maxine led Coates to another room. She was perhaps the oldest of the girls, and perhaps the least pretty. She was very pale and a bit too thin, with eyes of electric blue. Her quite frizzy dark hair was tied into a sort of vertical ponytail, as though someone had recently tried to hang her from her hair – and what Coates liked about Maxine was the suspicion that she might have gone along with that sort of notion. She looked appealingly like a tragic Victorian doll you might find at the back of an antique shop.


The room into which she had led him contained an iron bedstead with a cupboard by it. There were flowers on the window sill, and what with the slight smell of disinfectant, it was reminiscent of an old-fashioned hospital. Maxine undressed to her knickers. She looked a question at him, and when he nodded, she removed these as well. Then she took some thin white ropes out of the black bag. You’d have thought she was a mountaineer; but Maxine was not a mountaineer, and Coates tied her up in the way he – and, he genuinely hoped, she – enjoyed, with her wrists attached to her ankles behind her. But the main thing was that he enjoyed it.


‘Well, here we are again,’ she said.


Coates sat on the bed and moved his hand through her hair. She seemed perfectly relaxed, and a girl who was relaxed in that situation was (unfortunately) one in a million. He stood, and looked out of the window as he took off his trousers and unbuttoned his shirt. The rain was landing on the window glass in a curious way, making numerous glittering X’s against the dark. Over the road were some of the usual Pimlico houses. The moon had turned up early and was loitering not far above the chimney pots; a red bus rolled along the street. Its conductor, a trim black man, struck a dandyish attitude on the rear platform. The Moon over Pimlico. It ought to be a novel, written by some frustrated female in the 1930s. Perhaps Jean would one day write a novel like that, instead of just talking about writing a novel . . . or it might be a still-life. Coates wanted the moment to last.


He looked down at Maxine, whose name, he assumed, was a sort of stage name. ‘Are they too tight?’ he said.


‘What?’ she said foolishly. Evidently the ropes were not too tight. ‘I was nearly asleep just then,’ she said.


He could think of no response to that, but he was pleased. Coates continued to count his Pimlico blessings. This room was warm and quiet; he had the girl on the bed, and the clock on the bedside table was proceeding slowly towards half past six; he had the full moon, and still a nearly full glass of fairly decent white wine. His phone was switched off: so no wife, no Jean. Ideally, he would sit in the corner of the room, sipping the wine and smoking a cigarette while occasionally asking Maxine questions about anything at all.


Coates looked at his packet of American Spirit on the bedside table. He felt he couldn’t smoke one, because then Maxine would be subjected to passive smoking in a too-literal way. It would be crass. He removed his shirt, and she was watching him. Still trim, in spite of all the wine; he had the bike to thank for that. Wearing only his boxer shorts – now necessarily somewhat askew – Coates sat down next to Maxine, who rolled rather awkwardly onto her side, and he ran his hand over her breast.


He had three hundred in his wallet, and his visit would account for all of it, but that was fine. It was money well spent, even though he couldn’t afford it. Maxine said, ‘Don’t you want to see about down below?’ Coates was moving his hand in the direction indicated when a dark-haired man in a football shirt entered the room. He was holding a small exotic tea glass. ‘For Christ sake,’ he said (very definitely ‘Christ’ not ‘Christ’s’); then he turned and departed, but he had broken the spell. Coates stood up, ran his hands through his hair.


‘Who the hell was that?’


‘Just some fellah,’ said Maxine.


She knew but wasn’t saying. Coates began to undo the ropes, making clear the encounter was over.


‘If you know who he is,’ he said, ‘please do tell me.’


‘He’s the owner,’ Maxine said, eventually.


‘The owner of what?’


She sat up and began neatly folding the ropes, which were her personal property, after all. ‘The business and the flat.’


A criminal, then: the East European gangster Coates had identified as the last person he wanted to see on the premises. ‘What nationality is he?’ he asked.


Maxine shrugged. ‘Foreign.’ She walked forward and they shook hands, which was how they usually finished. ‘I’m sorry he interrupted,’ she said. ‘It was nice . . . we can knock something off, if you like.’


Coates smiled at this preposterous expression. Approaching the reception again, he could hear the sound of Sky Sports – it had been turned up. The Yob sat in the armchair, inflicting football talk on Eve, who was sitting on another of the chairs with a magazine on her bare knees, looking very prettily 1960s somehow. What a great time Coates would have had were it not for this Yob. Eve rose as Coates approached.


‘Everything all right?’ she said.


‘We were interrupted,’ he said, eyeing the Yob.


‘I’m sorry about that,’ said Eve.


‘By him,’ said Coates, indicating the Yob.


The Yob still did not look at Coates, and Eve seemed torn between the two men. Coates paid in full, with a fifty-pound tip for Maxine, and it irritated him that this might look like cowardice. Again, he indicated the Yob to Eve.


‘Try to make sure he doesn’t get his hands on it,’ he said, and now the Yob turned in his chair.


‘You,’ he said, ‘you get the fuck out, and you no come back . . . Disrespecting the girls.’


‘I do not disrespect the girls,’ said Coates, turning squarely towards the Yob. ‘You, I disrespect.’


‘You fucking pervert man.’


‘There’s a lot of perversions,’ said Coates. ‘One of them’s called voyeurism.’


This was lost on the Yob, who had gone back to watching the TV. Coates waited but the Yob did not turn towards him again. So Coates began to descend the stairs.


On the street, he headed back towards the river, passing a sign that slowly flashed its modest offer: Mini Cab . . . Mini Cab. Coates walked past that sign every time, always switching on his phone as he did so. He was quite relieved (but also quite irritated) to see that there was no message from Jean. There was a text from his wife, though. He clicked it open, resigned to seeing: I am leaving you because you go with whores. In fact, it said Remember Dan and Diana’s thing tonight. It’s til late, so you can BE late. Love, C.


Coates was now passing a typical Pimlico scene: behind net curtains two old people were inspecting a bulky desktop computer, but the sight did not give him the satisfaction it ought to have done. He realised he was shaking, and he knew he had gone white. The Yob had effectively stolen three hundred pounds off him, and he had done nothing about it. Coates was short of money. He could not afford to spend three hundred pounds for no return, yet he had just walked away. Too many people were taking advantage of him.


Ahead lay Millbank, and the river. He could see the water over the wall, a black shine moving along it, the bad weather in preparation. Something made Coates stop in the road and look back.


The Yob was approaching.


‘Good,’ said a voice in Coates’s head.


_______________


Jean, sitting at her table, watched the moon floating over the chimneys of the Chelsea Monster. Some stars played a supporting role. Before her was a pile of the Sunday papers, whose pages she prowled for slots the freelancer might fill: up-for-grabs columns with lonely-sounding names like In My Opinion, Speaking for Myself. The Sunday papers presented a swaggering front, but they were all dying, just as all the dailies and all the magazines were dying. Jean’s regular slot on the ‘edgy’ (the editor’s word) men’s fashion and lifestyle magazine, Beau, paid less now than it had done three years ago. Her column was in the ‘outrageously named’ (that was the editor again) Women’s Bits section, where a few women had their say. Other than this, it was a matter of the odd book or music review, the occasional radio broadcast, some DJing. To put it bluntly, Jean was being subsidised by her parents, and this could not go on, partly because they could not go on. Hence the Martian Girl play, to which most of the mess on the table related.


As well as numerous works of late Victorian social history, Jean had a Gazetteer and Railway Plan of London (Eastern District) dating from 1896, which was near enough to her target date of 1898, and plenty of books about – and maps of – the river Thames, south-east London and King’s Cross. She had a high pile of books on music hall. Only a couple of these mentioned Kate French, and one of the mentions had been the germ of the whole MG idea: ‘Little is known of Kate French’s later years, if indeed there were any.’ It had come as the culmination of something equally elusive . . .


In 1898, some five years after the break with Hugh Brooks, Joseph Draper teamed up with Kate French (aka The Martian Girl, but their billing varied). They became favourites for a while in east London, with a turn that – thanks to the input of the charming yet wayward French – seems to have been something more interesting than stage mesmerism done ‘by the book’.


The 1891 census had provided Jean with an address for Joseph Draper: 2 Providence Road, Rotherhithe, where he lived (presumably not in the conjugal sense) with Mary White, ‘a servant’. There was nothing left of Providence Road, but the old maps showed that it had run at right angles to the river. On Jean’s table was a downloaded and printed-out photograph of Draper and his previous mind-reading partner, Hugh Brooks. Draper looked like a minor official: an impatient, cross man in a boring suit and round, wire-rimmed glasses. Brooks was more flamboyant, with a goatee beard, longish hair and a better cut of suit: a sort of restrained, English version of Buffalo Bill; and he carried an expensive-looking cane with what was possibly a silver top. In the photograph, Brooks had turned slightly away from Draper, as though they’d just had a falling out, which they might well have (Draper looked like a man easy to fall out with), but the pose was probably meant to convey that they did not need to look at each other, or indeed to speak, in order to communicate.
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