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To Jacky, the mistress of memories, with all my love.
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In the flicker of memory’s smoky light


Down corridors of forgotten places


I saw the door we should not open


That brought us to


The wasteland.


Ezra Pascoe’s diary, 19 May 1943






WASTELAND
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Once there was a girl who asked of her reflection, ‘If all I have is fragments of memories and none of them fit together, tell me then, do I exist?’


There was no answer, only the silence of the room and the hum of the green light that oozed from the television in the corner. She had no idea how long she had been standing there, maybe an eternity. Her name, her age, beyond recall. All she knew was there would be no tomorrow if she couldn’t work out the riddle of yesterday. She wondered often if she was going crazy, but it was hard to remember what crazy looked like. In the apartment, on the windowsill before her, lay a dead butterfly. Its wings and its beauty disturbed her. It was familiar, it had an echo of another time.


Softly, she sang a few words, her breath misty on the cold night-time glass, her reflection the only silent proof of her existence.


If you go down in the woods today


You’re sure of a big surprise.


If you go down in the woods today


You’d better go in disguise.


She was certain there were more verses but, like so much, they twinkled on the brink of things lost.


High up in a dark tenement block, the girl looked out of the window to a wasteland. In the middle stood one building. A picture palace. She imagined that once it must have been fabulous, with its mirrored facade built of thousands of reflective squares. How it came to fall into such decay was a mystery. As so much here was. The girl could see that the movie house had three grand silvered steps leading up to diamond-paned glass doors. Now all smeared with the grime of neglect. The place looked haunted, having scared away every other building that might have kept it company, leaving it isolated. There, at the very edge of the world, the other buildings formed a protective circle, shoulder to shoulder, arm in arm, joining with rows of tall houses and one black tower to make an impenetrable wall, a mix of apartment buildings and tenement blocks whose fronts were laced with a spider’s web of fire escapes, water tanks and balconies. Behind this barricade she could see skyscrapers turning their Venetian-blinded eyes away. There was no way out. This was landscape with no colour, no trees to break the endless monotony of grainy black and white, just the ever-present eerie hum of the green light. It was this light that, in the darkness, filled her nightmares. Perhaps it was the sound of crazy, perhaps it was the end. How was she to know?


The wasteland was a rippling sea, its tides rushing in on waves of things remembered, sucked out by waves of things forgotten. Here, once, a city stood. All that was left was rubble. Here, once, a burning airship fell from the sky. Then the tide changed again and the wasteland was awash with mud and barbed wire, an empty pram that no one would ever collect. The flotsam and jetsam of memories.


It was now night in this eternal day, but there was no time here, no clocks to mark the passing hours. The dark a false promise of a future that would never come.


Snow started to fall, thick, fluffy, playful flakes. The girl watched a magic of sorts unfolding as the wasteland began to turn white.


From an adjoining room, a man said, ‘Do you want tea?’


She didn’t answer.


‘I always like my tea strong, builder’s tea, proper tea,’ he said. ‘I know it’s sweet enough when the teaspoon stands upright in the mug. Made two cups. I always make two cups. Made one for Bernie after they blew his arm off.’


The girl heard him come shuffling into the room. He was wearing a dressing-gown over a soldier’s shirt and trousers of the Great War, his calves still wrapped in putties, his boots muddy. Carrying his tea to the armchair he sat down, quietened by the green flickering light from the television.


If he talked at all, he talked only of tea, toast and the trenches. He said he’d seen ghosts on the wasteland, seen the dead of Passchendaele rise, young men again.


The girl, too, had seen things on the wasteland, been tempted to go out there and investigate. But she was afraid the boy might not find her. She had searched one apartment, one tenement block after another. Now and again it struck her like a body blow that perhaps the boy wasn’t there. Only the child, and she would be happy never, ever to see her again.


Then something strange happened. The sign over the front of the picture palace lit up. It read:


Vervaine Fox starring in The Night of the Tiger



She turned to the man in the armchair.


‘Look, look,’ she said. ‘The picture palace is coming to life.’


The soldier said nothing, his tea untouched, the spoon still standing upright.


Now the girl stood in front of him, trying to get his attention.


‘Come and see, just once, look out.’


Still the soldier sat, hypnotised by the light from the television. She went back to the window. The picture palace had undergone another transformation. No longer derelict, its mirrored face reflected the snow, shimmering with a glamour that made her long to be a part of it.


She saw a man throw open the double doors. The foyer glowed, honeypot golden, the light spilling on to the carpet of virgin snow, all crisp, all even.


The girl’s heart beat faster.


A white tiger walked through the foyer, out of the picture palace, and moved languidly towards the apartment block. The closer the mighty animal came the more the girl felt alive, the more she was aware of a sensation beyond herself, within herself, a stirring, a clue of what yesterday might have been.


This majestic creature, conjured from an alchemist’s book of spells, walked with measured steps, its paws leaving a map of prints in the snow. The girl felt certain that if she were with the tiger she would be safe. Safe was not anything she remembered, safe was nothing she knew, except for a snapshot of brown stripes against white fur.


She left the apartment, closing the door carefully behind her so as not to disturb the soldier in his slumbers. The corridor was deserted, green light seeped from under each of the many front doors. She looked down the thirteen storeys of the stone stairwell and started walking. On the ground floor, by the entrance, she stood gazing at the white tiger, fascinated by its beauty. It prowled back and forth, weaving between long-deserted swings and roundabouts, stopping every now and again, its blue eyes seeing right into her.


She will never find the boy, it’s been too long, she’s sure it’s been too long. Only the child is waiting for her and she wishes she would leave her alone.


She pushes open the door. Snow flurries into the passageway and turns to water on the concrete.


She will follow the tiger, come what may. His tracks make stepping stones across the wasteland to the picture palace. The man is waiting, watching.


He bows to Amaryllis. ‘I’m Silas. It’s good to see you again.’


Again?


At the top of the grand staircase stands an apparition dressed in a satin evening gown, a rippling waterfall of fabric.


The girl has seen her before. She has a name.


The white tiger prowls around this goddess of the silver screen.


Suddenly there is a noise, a sharp shaking of a door, a clattering of brooms and brushes, and from a small panel in the mirrored foyer a young man tumbles backwards into the light.


‘I’m Ezra Pascoe,’ he says, scrambling to his feet. ‘Do you remember me?’


‘You’re the cake boy,’ the girl says.





A BASIC EDUCATION



The year 1937
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Miss Amos sat, shaken, in her study. A bluebottle buzzed round the wood-panelled room. It was lined with framed photographs of row upon row of identical-looking girls, a paper chain of pupils down the years. Solemn faces in dull uniforms, supervised by teachers who never aged. The room smelled of beeswax and boredom, time measured by the footsteps of frustrated young ladies.


Miss Amos was the perfect picture of an uninspiring headmistress. Dressed in different tones of drabness, she had lardy skin given to moles. Tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses were the only definition in her featureless face.


Clarrington School offered a basic education; nothing that might lead any of the young ladies to aspire to ideas above their station. They were taught only what was required to become good wives and mothers, without the inconvenience of learning the facts of life. Matron gave a wholesome talk on cleanliness being next to godliness and this was considered to be more than enough. As for the nitty-gritty, they could always observe Mr Willis’s sheep in the neighbouring field.


The reports of Amaryllis Ruben’s behaviour from her previous school and a child therapist in Switzerland had been dismissed by Miss Amos as codswallop. This was a simple matter of a widowed father who had overindulged his only child. Yes, it was a misfortune for the girl to lose her mother at such a young age, but Miss Amos believed, with the conviction that would please a saint, there was little that a routine of exercise and discipline couldn’t cure. Better the girl be broken on the wheel of education than on the wheel of life, for in her considered opinion a wilful young woman was of no value to a man. Miss Amos had corrected many a headstrong girl, reshaping her in the image that the school prided itself on. Tame, malleable girls. The backbone of the Empire, wives for the nation, bearers of sons for the future.


It never occurred to Miss Amos that grief and a lie lay at the heart of Amaryllis’s troubles, that she was a girl walking on thin ice, a girl for whom there was no solid ground. Neither was she aware that her pupil was extremely clever – and extremely lonely.


Advancing on the bluebottle with a fly-swat in her hand, Miss Amos had to acknowledge that the wretched girl had defeated her. Amaryllis’s catalogue of crimes had led the headmistress to wander into a puddle of thought, muddy and unclear as it was, about the nature of original sin.


The first of her misdemeanours, as Miss Amos called them, had occurred shortly after Amaryllis had arrived at the school. The girl had made a tidy sum of money giving midnight lessons in the dormitory on the art of lovemaking. This had only come to light when a junior had fainted after being shown a collection of Parisian ‘Naughty Nudes’ from the 1900s. The idiot creature had fallen off her bed and broken her arm. On coming to she had given the game away.


Amaryllis had said, without an ounce of embarrassment, that she had found the postcards in an old shoe box of her father’s. As for the facts of life – that was simple: she had sent away for a copy of Marie Stopes’s book on married love. Much more informative than Mr Willis’s sheep.


Thinking of it now made Miss Amos shudder. The misdemeanour was serious enough to get the new girl expelled and she would have been had it not been for the charm of her charismatic father.


The second misdemeanour was of more significant proportions. Amaryllis had burned down the Biology Laboratory. On purpose, so she said, to see if an experiment with a magnifying glass would work.


On that occasion, Miss Amos and the school governors had been forced into forgiveness by the size of Arnold Ruben’s cheque. His gift enabled the building of new Science and Art wings. But Amaryllis’s latest escapade could not be classified as a misdemeanour. It was impossible to keep her at the school a day longer.


Last night, the headmistress’s call to Mr Ruben had been put through to a Mr Silas Molde.


‘I regret to report . . .’ Miss Amos could hardly bring herself to say the girl’s name, ‘. . . went missing on a school trip to London.’


Mr Molde remained calm. He asked her not on any account to involve the police or the press. Miss Amos, shocked by his casual tone, was stunned into silence.


What, asked the remote voice at the end of the line, did she intend to do when Miss Ruben returned to school?


Miss Amos didn’t hesitate. ‘She will be expelled.’


There was a silence that seemed no more than a click of a pen cap.


‘Is there . . . a sum of money that might make you reconsider?’


Miss Amos pursed her thin lips and beads of sweat formed above them. The school motto stared down at her.



To serve one’s country, to do one’s duty,



to obey the word of the Lord.


‘No, this must be the end of the matter.’


There was a long pause in which the line crackled and Miss Amos was on the point of thinking she had been disconnected when Mr Molde said in a disinterested tone, ‘A car will be sent for her tomorrow.’


‘But,’ said Miss Amos indignantly, ‘what if she doesn’t return?’


The phone went dead.


That morning, just after assembly, a handsome man in evening dress entered her study unannounced, followed by a dazzling beauty of a woman. Full lips, hair perfectly coiffured, she was wearing a silver dress, a mirage shimmering into a mermaid’s tail. The vision, for there was no other word to describe her, quite discombobulated Miss Amos.


The business card the man handed her read:


Maurice Sands


Entrepreneur


Miss Amos turned the card over.


‘How can I help you?’ she asked.


‘Brought the wanderer back.’


His accent was so unexpected she hardly listened to a word he was saying.


‘The wanderer?’ queried Miss Amos.


‘Oh, come off it – Amaryllis.’


Miss Amos, unused to being addressed in such a familiar tone, was quite at a loss as to what to say when the bluebottle noisily made its entrance into the room and headed straight for her. Flapping her hands, she tried in vain to swat it away.


The young woman was gently swaying back and forth.


‘This is Miss Ruben,’ said Maurice Sands.


Miss Amos was still unable to join together the dots that would make this goddess form a picture of a humdrum schoolgirl.


‘What is your name?’ she asked.


The goddess burped. ‘Amaryllis Ruben,’ she said.


And finally the drawing was complete and the full outrage of the situation hit Miss Amos so hard that she started to tremble.


‘Do you realise, Mr Sands, that Miss Ruben is just sixteen years old and a pupil of this school?’ She made to lift the phone. ‘I am going to call the police and have you arrested for the abduction of a minor.’


‘I think,’ said Maurice Sands, taking a cigarette from a gold case, ‘you will find that to be very ill-advised. I am sure Mr Ruben wouldn’t be pleased if you involve the police. He doesn’t like scenes.’


‘Are you threatening me?’


‘I suppose I am,’ he said, blowing a perfect smoke ring.


Miss Amos let go of the receiver.


Amaryllis, still swaying slightly, suddenly burst out laughing.


Maurice Sands, despite himself, began to laugh too.


‘The girl is drunk,’ said the headmistress, stating what had been obvious from the start.


‘High-spirited,’ said Maurice Sands. He put his arm round Amaryllis. She turned and vomited all over him. He jumped back, horrified. ‘You little cow! My dinner jacket’s ruined . . .’


‘Oh, whoops-a-daisy,’ said Amaryllis, ghostly pale.


‘I think you should leave,’ said Miss Amos, forcefully ringing a hand bell. Help was most definitely needed.


Maurice Sands was mopping his dinner jacket with his handkerchief when Matron entered, followed by a maid.


‘There has been an accident,’ said Miss Amos. ‘If you wouldn’t mind showing Mr Sands the cloakroom?’


Maurice Sands stopped at the door and turned to Amaryllis. ‘Better behave yourself. You wouldn’t want me telling Daddykins what a naughty little girl he has, would you?’


Miss Amos waited until the door was firmly shut and, returning to the safe fortress of her desk, never for a moment thought to ask what Mr Sands had meant. She felt there was no more proof needed: the girl was a bad lot. With a deep intake of breath she began her well-prepared and seldom-used speech. Miss Ruben was a disgrace to the school. Before Miss Amos reached the coup de grâce, that Amaryllis was to be expelled, she had already picked up her silver tail and left the room.


Miss Amos was about to run after her and demand that she hear her out, but realised that what was left of her dignity would be lost. Instead she crossed the bare boards to a discreet cabinet and took out an old bottle of Christmas sherry, as sweet and sickly as cough mixture. She poured a generous glass and downed it in gulps.


Amaryllis stood in the clotted-cream-painted dormitory. On each of the regimented beds with their thin white covers sat a woebegone bear stuffed with the aching love of a neglected girl. She hated this place, this rich-man’s orphanage. Her mind now crystal clear, she tipped the contents of her locker unceremoniously into her trunk.


Matron, having seen off Maurice Sands, was overflowing with an anthem of righteous anger. Amaryllis heard not one word of what was said. She had long ago learned not to listen; if you listen you can be tripped up. If you don’t, you won’t be. She was conscious only of an unholy din and Matron’s cracked red-postbox lips going up and down. Finally, the woman, nearly beside herself with rage, grabbed hold of Amaryllis violently and shook her for all she was worth.


‘Take your hands off me,’ said Amaryllis.


The girl’s unblinking violet eyes pierced right through her. Matron, recognising a force beyond her control, let go.


‘You will come to a bad end. Girls like you always do,’ she shouted as Amaryllis dragged her trunk out of the dormitory, her silver mermaid tail trailing after her.


Down the hushed corridors she went until she reached the main staircase. Bump, bump, the noise reverberated in Miss Amos’s study. She shuddered and poured the last of the sherry. Amaryllis hauled the trunk to the entrance hall with its imposing front door and into the blinding sunlight. In the middle of the gravel drive, right outside the headmistress’s study, she sat upright on the trunk and waited. Her head throbbed. All she wanted was to lie down in a darkened room with a cold flannel over her eyes. If it hadn’t been for the fact that every girl in the school was watching her from behind the mock-Tudor windows, she may well have given in and slumped, but knowing she had an audience, hungry for drama, she felt it was her role to oblige. Standing up, she stretched, and as a curl of thick black hair came loose from its prison of hairpins, she emptied the entire contents of the trunk on to the drive. From her sewing kit she took a pair of scissors and for the next hour she cut up, with great care, her gymslip, her skirt, her tunic, her cardigan-that-couldn’t-be-worn-without-a-blazer, and every other item on the uniform list from Harrods, making sure each piece was small enough to be of no use to anyone.


By the time the Bentley arrived every shred had been returned to the trunk. Longbone, the chauffeur, enquired if there was any luggage.


‘None,’ said Amaryllis imperiously. But seeing the eager eyes of disbelieving girls and the mortified face of the headmistress peeping out from behind Victorian lace curtains, she said to the chauffeur, ‘One minute.’


Returning to the trunk, she opened it, a magician performing a final trick. She had saved a box of matches from the nightclub. She struck each one in turn and dropped them in the trunk. Only when it had caught light did she return to the Bentley.


‘Home, to the old mausoleum,’ she said, ‘where no doubt the fatted calf has been killed for my arrival.’


‘Your father’s abroad, miss.’


Amaryllis sighed. She turned and looked back up the drive. Her trunk was burning bonfire-bright, framed by dark rhododendrons. She rested her head on the back of the leather seat, closed her eyes and tried not to think about Maurice Sands, or what he had done. No, that memory she would wipe from her mind.


If you don’t think about it, it can’t hurt . . . but hurt it did.





THE GIANT CENTIPEDE



[image: image]


Amaryllis’s father had bought Warlock Hall shortly after his marriage. The Black Tower, the central architectural feature, dated from the seventeenth century and the house, a tumour of bricks and mortar, had attached itself much later. The result was an argument of a building, irritated and at odds with its foundations.


The tower was said to be haunted by the daughter of the Earl of Fairfield who had been walled up there for refusing to marry a man she didn’t love. Amaryllis’s father, who was fascinated by the supernatural, felt somewhat cheated that the maiden had given up her moonlight strolls by the time he came to own the hall.


Then again, Arnold Ruben hadn’t bought the place for its beauty or its history. What had sold him the property was the extensive land which came with the house, and here, in the Garden of England, he had settled.


He had, to a certain extent, modernised the inside of the house, putting in en suite bathrooms and a better heating system, but the most extraordinary thing he did was to build a picture palace. His folly looked like an alien spacecraft sitting in the middle of the ancient bluebell wood. It was, in fact, a masterpiece of Art Deco design, built from thousands of mirrored squares that reflected the woods in a dazzling infinity. The Black Tower and the picture palace, divided by centuries, were united as symbols of the foibles of rich men.


The first weeks after Amaryllis returned from school the house was a film set waiting for ‘Lights, camera, action!’


It was the damp, solid silence of the old place that Amaryllis couldn’t stand. It seemed to possess its own internal weather, clouds of thwarted conversations. She could feel her father’s displeasure as it blew, with hurricane force, across the Atlantic towards her, materialising in endless telegrams about what she could and shouldn’t be doing.


His assistant, Clifford Lang, read them out to her in a cut-glass, cocktail voice. He was unbearably proper, and she had disliked him ever since he’d first arrived over seven months ago. Her only comfort was that Silas seemed to like him even less than she did.


Although Silas was not related to Amaryllis in any way, he had been more present while she was growing up than her father had been since she lost her early memories. She could retrieve nothing of the first eight years of her existence. All she remembered dated from the time she woke up in a clinic in Switzerland. The doctors in charge of her case told her father the amnesia was due to a brain fever. The psychiatrist believed it was a combination of the illness and the trauma of losing her mother. Arnold and Silas knew the truth, but Arnold refused to face it.


He had given Amaryllis an album of photographs in the hope that the images might rekindle her memories. The black-and-white pictures were of a child who looked like her: a small stranger having a birthday party; dressed for dancing classes; holding her daddy’s hand. Yet none of the images meant anything to her except for one of Silas and her father in his workroom. It was the only picture she didn’t want to look at, but why, she couldn’t say. No one could explain to her where the past had gone. For three months she stayed in hospital, lost and confused, haunted by the child she couldn’t remember.


Her father paid cursory visits, unable to accept that his beloved daughter didn’t recognise him. Finally, in desperation, he had taken her home, hoping that familiar surroundings might reawaken the past. They didn’t.


Her innocent love for him was gone, forgotten. She understood that he was her father, nothing more. Guilt drove Arnold further into his work. Guilt gave his work an urgency it had never had before. He told himself all would be fine and dandy.


But even Arnold Ruben hadn’t managed to keep his little daughter small forever. She had grown up without his permission, and secretly she knew that wasn’t allowed. The older Amaryllis became, the wider the river between them.


On her expulsion from Clarrington School, Silas employed a governess, Miss Bright, to take over her education. Amaryllis had nothing against the woman except a determination that she was not going to be told what to do by her father, Silas, Miss Bright, or that righteous prig, Clifford Lang. She stayed in her bedroom, surrounded by film magazines and copies of Vogue, filled with pictures of perfect young women. What she longed for was someone to talk to.


The face that stared back at her from the mirror was no longer that of Daddy’s little girl, whoever she had been. She knew this time she had gone too far, that the rickety bridge over the river was washed away.


‘So this is me,’ she said to herself, and the more she looked the more abandoned she felt.


Her skin crawled and four baths a day made her feel no cleaner. She could still smell Maurice Sands and it made her retch.


It had all started as nothing more than a silly dare.


Clarissa Bodminton-Bow, a podgy girl with the biggest breasts in the class and an obsession with food, said to Amaryllis, ‘It’s frightfully rotten, I’ve finished all my tuck. I’m ravenously hungry. Will you sneak out with me to the village shop? If you do I promise I’ll invite you to my summer ball, honest injun I will.’


Amaryllis had gone along mainly out of boredom and a desire not to be the only girl in the class not invited to Clarissa’s seventeenth-birthday party.


They had arrived in the village to see, outside Mrs Purdie’s sweet shop, a bright-red sports car which glowed against the dreary row of rundown cottages. Clarissa was quite taken with it, but more taken with its owner, a man with the look of a pocket full of promises. He had appeared to be enchanted with Clarissa’s yah yah questions, so much so that he bought them both ginger beers. As luck would have it, it was warm enough in the sun to drink them sitting outside on a wooden bench.


‘Let me introduce myself. My name is Maurice Sands, and yours . . .?’ he asked, turning to Amaryllis.


‘Gosh, we would be in so much trouble if we were caught,’ Clarissa said, greedily sucking up the remains of her pop. Amaryllis said nothing.


‘Would you like some chocolates?’ he asked Clarissa, who, certain she had met her sugar daddy, went back into Mrs Purdie’s shop clutching half-a-crown.


When she had gone, he turned to Amaryllis and, lighting a cigarette and blowing a perfect smoke ring, said, ‘I know a thing or two about faces and, if you don’t mind my saying so, you have that indefinable something – a beauty the camera would love.’


Amaryllis hadn’t thought much of him. His clothes, his car – they were all too new, too brash. Granted he was good-looking in a slick sort of way, rather like a matinée idol. Well, at least he knew how to flatter and that wasn’t all bad. They were interrupted by Clarissa, waddling back with a box of chocolates.


He whispered to Amaryllis, ‘Why don’t you call me when you’re next up in town?’ and slipped his card into her pocket.


On the way back to school, Amaryllis had made her first mistake. She had told Clarissa what he had said.


‘Oh gosh, what are you going to do?’


‘Nothing,’ said Amaryllis.


That might have been the end of the matter if it hadn’t been that Clarissa, green with envy, kept on asking, ‘Are you going to ring him? Go on, I dare you to ring him. Get his address and Mummy will invite him to my party. Oh, gosh, wouldn’t that be exciting?’


Amaryllis knew perfectly well that Lady Bodminton-Bow would do no such thing and that Clarissa would be mortified if he turned up at her ancestral home, even in his red sports car.


Perhaps it was that, or just boredom that made Amaryllis climb out of the dormitory window late one night and walk into the village, where from its only telephone box she rang the operator and asked for a Mayfair number. A woman with a grating, unplaceable accent answered the phone.


The line was not good and Amaryllis was on the point of hanging up when the woman said, ‘Who do you want?’ and Amaryllis, with butterflies in her tummy, said, ‘Maurice Sands.’


‘Who?’ came the reply. ‘I think you have the wrong . . .’ then she stopped and Amaryllis thought she heard her say ‘Darling, this must be for you.’


It was on the school trip to London that Clarissa, who had been Amaryllis’s biggest champion, said spitefully, ‘Personally, I don’t think you should have done that. He was frightfully common, you know, not one of us. I’ve quite gone off him.’


At South Kensington, Amaryllis, with remarkable ease, slipped free from the giggling gaggle of girls from Clarrington School.


Everything had gone according to plan. Maurice Sands was waiting outside the tube station in a taxicab, its meter running. They’d had fun, hadn’t they, she and Maurice? London was so exciting, so vibrant. Splendid shop windows, the noise of the cars, the newspaper sellers shouting, the jostle of the crowds.


Maurice had taken her to Selfridges and bought her a dress, then to Madame Gigi’s beauty parlour. Wasn’t that just wild? Having her hair all pinned up as if she’d had a marcel wave. Then they had cocktails at the Ritz.


‘Roach, who is this gorgeous creature?’ asked a well-dressed man, coming up to their table.


Amaryllis, by now slightly tipsy, asked, ‘Why did he call you Roach?’


‘Stupid old fossil, he always gets my name wrong.’


They had gone to a party, all the divine young things were there; life was a whirl, a laugh, full of daring adventure. This was the best night ever. More champagne and green, gold-tipped cigarettes. There was a man with a fish in his cocktail glass. Laughter, faces, flamingoes in the garden; really silly flamingoes, all pink, and the world spinning round and round.


‘I feel sick,’ she said.


‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after you.’


Suddenly she wondered what she was doing there.


He had taken her upstairs to a bedroom, laid her down on the bed. She’d closed her eyes to stop the room turning, spinning out of control. Her head was throbbing. Through half-opened eyes she saw a huge centipede with hundreds of white-gloved hands going all over her body, going into places they shouldn’t. A nursery rhyme was spinning in her head.


Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake, baker’s man.


Bake me a cake as fast as you can.


The centipede was hurting her, almost crushing her. One of its hands was over her mouth, she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t scream, then she remembered nothing . . . nothing . . . just the rhythm of the rhyme.


Put it in the oven for baby and me.


When she awoke, Maurice was sitting in a chair holding a cigarette, a bottle of champagne by his side.


‘Clean yourself up, doll,’ he said, ‘you look a mess. I’ll send for a maid.’


She had been sick in the loo, then stood staring at her face in the mirror. Her bright-red lips were smudged, mascara had run down her cheeks. Her face was a grotesque carnival mask. The maid with cold indifference had put her back together again.


These memories, all jagged, spiked her. In the silence of the empty house it hadn’t happened. But she knew it had. She’d never felt pain like that before.


‘Stop it, stop it,’ she said to herself. ‘It’s a mistake, just a mistake. It will be all right, it has to be all right . . .’


She remembered Maurice forcing her to drink more champagne before taking her downstairs to a marbled hall where she heard a woman shout, ‘Christ, Everett, you’d better get her back before they call the police.’


Everett. Why did she call him Everett?


Flicking through her movie magazines, Amaryllis paused at a striking picture of Vervaine Fox, the great Hollywood legend of the silver screen, posing with a white tiger. She cared little for the film star, it was the tiger that caught her attention. She took her nail scissors and carefully cut it out. Just the sight of the great animal’s wise expression comforted her like nothing else had been able to. She knew one thing – if that tiger had been with her he would have torn the giant centipede limb from limb, white-gloved hand from white-gloved hand.





BAKE ME A CAKE
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Five weeks passed before Arnold Ruben returned home. On the day he was due to arrive, the house instantaneously woke up to the urgency of now. Life was being artificially pumped back into Warlock Hall with an almost frantic energy, as if everyone realised that the place had been dying from lack of purpose.


Amaryllis remained in her bedroom, removed from all the hectic activities. She felt she could congratulate herself on not having attended one of Miss Bright’s lessons so far, and for avoiding Clifford Lang altogether. Silas, too, had been away for the last few days.


Amaryllis was lying on top of her bed, surrounded by a whirlwind of clutter that she had forbidden her maid to tidy, when there was a knock on her door.


‘Yes, who is it?’


The door opened. Before she could say anything Silas walked in, removed a few items from a chair and sat himself down.


‘If this is about Miss Bright . . .’


‘No, it’s not,’ said Silas. He looked very serious indeed. He handed her a business card.


Amaryllis felt sick. ‘Where did you get this from?’ she asked.


‘I went to see your former headmistress to ask about the mysterious man who took you back to the school. How did you meet him?’


‘I don’t want to talk about this,’ Amaryllis said.


Silas studied her with his intense dark eyes.


‘I met him with Clarissa Bodminton-Bow outside Mrs Purdie’s sweet shop.’


‘Then what?’


‘I went with him as a dare, just a silly dare.’


‘He bought you clothes, took you to the Ritz and then to a party. What did he want in return for his generosity?’


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘That’s rich coming from you. Where was this party?’


‘I wasn’t paying much attention. They had flamingoes in the garden.’


Silas sighed and leaned forward. ‘You danced all night?’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘And nothing else?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘no.’ Panic and nausea overwhelmed her. ‘Are you going to tell Daddy? I know what I did was wrong. But can’t that be the end of the matter?’


Silas got up. ‘You don’t want to turn out like your mother, young lady. That would be a terrible waste.’


‘My mother? What do you mean?’


‘She had a head full of parties, cocktails and men. Very little else. You are a clever girl, too clever to go down that road.’


‘Please, Silas, don’t tell Daddy. I beg of you. Could it be your birthday present to me?’


He closed the door behind him.


Amaryllus rushed into the bathroom and was sick. Sitting on the cold tiled floor, she started to count. Her period was late. She couldn’t be pregnant . . . that would be the worst thing ever.


After lunch Amaryllis’s maid brought her a parcel from Bergdorf Goodman, the department store in New York. It was a tea dress, white Irish linen, the finest lace, a dress for a little girl. The one thing she knew she wasn’t was a little girl, not now, not any more.


‘Mr Ruben wants you to wear it for his return.’


With great care the dress was taken from its tissue paper, the crisp linen shaken out and hung up. She waited until the maid left.


‘I hate it!’ she screamed at the empty bedroom. Suddenly filled with rage, she threw it on the floor and kicked it across the turmoil of her room. ‘I am not a doll!’ she shouted.


Then, calmer, she undressed and put it on, deciding that if she didn’t go out into the sunshine she would go mad. Amaryllis slipped quietly through the house and hesitated outside the kitchen. She could see all the servants gathered together for a briefing from the head butler. The pantry door was ajar and Amaryllis spied a walnut-and-coffee sponge cake, all fluffy, pleased as punch with itself. Without a second thought, she took it, plate and all. She walked purposefully out through the kitchen garden, weaving her way towards the Wendy house.


The Wendy house was Edwardian and made out of wood that once had been garishly painted. Nearly forgotten, it had been left to decay.


Her father had taken her to it shortly after she returned from the clinic in Switzerland. He had talked all the time, telling her how frightened she had once been of the hissing geese.


‘Why?’ she had asked.


‘Don’t you remember?’


The trouble was that she hadn’t. She had stared, baffled, at the Wendy house, its rosebud curtains bunched together in the window. Then she had pulled her hand free from her father’s and, shooing the geese out of the way, had run towards it. Her father had watched her, puzzled. At the door she had looked back. He had lit a cigarette and the smoke put a gauze between them.


The downstairs room was decorated with rose wallpaper. There was a small chair by the fireside, and a table laid with a china tea set. A toy tiger sat in one of the chairs. Upstairs she found a bed, just big enough for her to sleep in. She was about to leave when she caught sight of a butterfly flapping against the window. She lifted the latch and pushed it open. The butterfly danced away. In the sunlight she could see her father’s face, full of anticipation.


‘Now do you remember?’ he called.


She didn’t answer. Careful to close the window, she stood taking in the miniature house and all it contained. It couldn’t be hers. Surely she would never have forgotten it?


Not one bit frightened of the geese, she had walked away from the place of which she had no memory back to the stranger she called Daddy.


Her father had asked, ‘Aren’t you going to bring your tiger with you?’


‘My tiger?’


‘You remember – you must remember your beloved toy tiger?’


‘Perhaps,’ she had said, ‘the fairies have snatched your real daughter away. I’m just made up, so you won’t be too lonely without her.’


He hadn’t answered, neither had he taken her hand. She had never asked to go there again.


The air smelled sweet, of rosemary and thyme. She kicked open the small door, reminded of the sin of not remembering. All the furnishings and toys had long gone, belonging to a different age, a different child. Her dress caught on a rusty nail and ripped. What did it matter? She crawled into the damp house, staining the perfect Irish white linen. She was Alice after she’d drunk the potion; her legs poked out of the door. She tore the sponge apart, sinking her fingers into the sweet creamy coffee filling, devouring it, her mouth covered in the deliciousness of it. She wiped her hands on the white lace of her dress. At last, fit to bursting, she could eat no more.


She lay still, watching as an army of ants carried away the crumbs. Her heavy eyelids closed, her worrisome mind quiet at last.


She drifted into dreams. A huge baby was sitting in her toy pram. Its head and arms were made of flesh, the rest of its body was of shell-pink porcelain. One of its legs had come off and, try as she might, she couldn’t get it back on again.


The doll-baby said, in a wheezy, squeaky voice, ‘That’s what happens if you run away with a centipede.’


Amaryllis woke with a start. Someone was calling her name. All she could see through the window was a pair of stout, thick-stockinged legs anchored in sensible shoes. She saw with relief it was nobody but Cook, who, to Amaryllis’s amazement, was addressing her with none of the deference to which she was accustomed.


‘I want my cake back,’ said Cook.


Sighing, Amaryllis pushed out the empty plate, then lying down again and yawning, said, ‘I’ve eaten it. You will just have to make another. Oh, for goodness’ sake, go away, don’t you have . . .’


She didn’t finish what she was saying. She was dragged by her ankles out of the Wendy house, firmly grabbed by the arm and made to stand up.


Nancy Pascoe was a handsome woman with intelligent grey eyes that could weigh up more than flour and butter.


‘You are going to make the cake, not me.’


‘Who do you think you’re talking to . . .?’


‘The girl who stole my coffee-and-walnut cake and, I see, has ruined a brand-new dress.’


‘I could have you fired for your impudence. Where is your respect?’


‘I have none, not for a thief,’ said Mrs Pascoe, her gaze unblinking. ‘Now, if you had asked me for a piece of cake, that would have been a different matter. But you didn’t, did you? So you will be making another one, and there’s no arguing, young lady.’


She turned and walked back towards the kitchen.


Amaryllis realised she had met her match. This plain-spoken woman meant every word she said.


Following the cook, she was reminded of the nursery-rhyme book she had loved when she was little, with its pictures of rosy-cheeked women baking jam tarts for knaves to steal. A small part of her tiny and near-forgotten self was tempted to tell Mrs Pascoe everything.


Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake . . .


The song came back to her. She longed to forget.


At the pantry door she hesitated as Mrs Pascoe took her by the hand, holding it as tight as she would a wooden spoon.


Cook’s office had windows that looked out on to the white-tiled kitchen. Inside the room, on a scrubbed wooden table in neat bowls sat the ingredients for a cake. Mrs Pascoe closed the blinds so that the room was no longer in view of the other servants, then going to the door, stuck her head out and told the laundrymaid she would be needed and asked that Mrs Popplin, the seamstress, be sent to her straight away.


Mrs Popplin, her face red with permanent disapproval, studied Amaryllis’s dress.


‘What do you think?’ asked Mrs Pascoe.


‘It looks to be ruined.’


‘That is as plain as the nose on my face, but what can be done to salvage it before Mr Ruben returns?’


Mrs Popplin thought better than to state the obvious. She said, ‘I’ll see what me and my needle can do, I can do no more than that.’


That afternoon, Amaryllis, wrapped in a huge apron, had her first cookery lesson. Mrs Pascoe, for all her bristle, was a gentle teacher.


‘Do you have children?’ asked Amaryllis.


Mrs Pascoe nodded, pouring them cups of tea while they waited for the cake to cook.


‘Yes, two. Olive, my eldest, is working at Mrs Marshall’s in the High Street, and Ezra, who you must have seen around here, is to leave school and work as a mechanic under your father’s chauffeur.’


‘Oh, yes, I know. How old is he?’


‘Just turned fifteen. Old enough to bring home some money.’


‘Do they bake?’


‘Yes. Bake, clean, polish. They have little choice in the matter.’


They are lucky, thought Amaryllis, for in the warmth of that kitchen, in the strength of Mrs Pascoe’s arms, in her determination that Amaryllis would bake a cake, she glimpsed for the first time what love could be, how safe it could make you feel. Like the sponge mixture, it took hard work to make something so incredibly light, something that tasted of air. She thought of the difference between that and her father’s love, which paralysed the future.


‘You should be proud of yourself,’ said Mrs Pascoe, when she took the cake from the oven.


Amaryllis dared not look in case the sponge changed its mind and sank. She kept her eyes tightly shut until Mrs Pascoe, laughing, gently kissed the top of her head.


‘You are a daft cabbage leaf. Look, you baked a cake.’


Amaryllis returned to her room. Her dress was hanging up, looking as good as new. Only on closer inspection could she see where a panel had been added and the torn lace almost invisibly sewn together.


It was the kiss more than the cake which had startled her troubled soul. It was a kiss of forgiveness. A kiss she doubted her father would ever give her.





THE SEVERED HAND
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Often Ezra Pascoe would wonder what might have happened if his mother hadn’t insisted on taking Amaryllis into the kitchen that day. When he was older he realised that it must have started then, while butter was being rubbed into the flour. Unknown to him, his future became mixed with Amaryllis’s, so that by the time the oven door was opened, the spell had been well and truly baked, his destiny altered by the making of a cake.


That evening, after Amaryllis’s cookery lesson, Nancy Pascoe left the under-cook in charge of the kitchen at Warlock Hall. The Pascoes sat down for high tea and Ezra listened as his mother told Father about Mr Ruben’s daughter. She described how Amaryllis had been expelled from school, and how she had stolen the cake.


‘What that girl needs is some good, wholesome love. It’s not suprising she doesn’t know where she stands. One day Mr Ruben is full of wind and bluster, the next it’s sunsets and cucumber sandwiches.’


‘I suppose,’ said his father, ‘if you have that much power you can do what you like, send men over the top, have them killed by the dozen, and no one bats an eye.’


‘Father,’ said Mother gently, ‘best not to think like that, love, it doesn’t help.’


Father rolled his tobacco, his hand shaking as he lit the match. Ezra and Olive silently collected the plates from the table. They knew what was coming. When Father got all shaky, it was a sign that he was on the verge of one of his turns.


On Saturday, Father was still in what he called the bunker – the garden shed. Here he dug a trench while in his mind the shrapnel flew around him. Nothing anyone said or did could make the battlefield and the ghosts go away. Mother would take him food and wait until all was quiet on the western front of his memory. Then he would emerge, pale and ill, his head splitting with blinding pain. This unacknowledged problem meant Noel Pascoe was unemployable and Mother had to earn the money for their daily bread.


This time, Noel’s turn had lasted two days and he had yet to reappear.


Ezra, rushing down the stairs that morning into the small kitchen, was bitterly disappointed to find his mother had forgotten to leave out two pennies for the Saturday Cinema Club. It was the last time he would go with his best friend Len to the Rio for, come Monday, he would be a working man.


‘You haven’t seen it?’ he asked Olive.


‘Seen what?’


‘My pocket money.’


‘No, Mother must have forgotten. She did the washing before she went to work. She had to be there at five this morning.’


‘Why?’ asked Ezra.


Finishing her tea by the kitchen door, Olive looked past the vegetable patch at the garden shed from which their father could be heard, loud and clear.


‘Get down, get the bloody hell down!’


‘Because,’ she said, turning to Ezra, ‘Mr Ruben has a house party arriving. Mother said that Vervaine Fox has been invited. Think on that, Ezra, a real film star coming to Warlock Hall.’ Then, as an afterthought, she added, ‘You’d better get the washing in, otherwise Father will be shouting like that all morning, thinking it’s the enemy.’


‘Could you lend me tuppence for the cinema?’


‘No, I need my money.’


‘Just tuppence.’


‘Never a lender or a borrower be,’ said Olive, smugly.


Ezra sighed and, scraping his chair on the stone floor, sat down at the kitchen table, resting the side of his face on his hand, well aware that he was too old to be complaining.


Olive had left childhood behind. At seventeen she had a job at a “costumier”, and was walking out with Wilfred Jones.


‘Personally,’ she said, washing up her teacup and putting it on the draining board, ‘I don’t think those films do you any good. They just fill your head with rubbish.’


She dried her hands on the tea towel and put on her coat. Looking in the mirror over the fireplace, she adjusted her new hat.


Ezra watched her with a deep sense of regret. Once he had a big sister who looked after him, told him stories; a tomboy who climbed trees and could beat him at conkers. Now, standing in the morning light, was this unfathomable sister of his, all grown up, with a new hat to wear and a spotty young man to kiss.


Olive, catching his eye in the mirror’s reflection, asked, ‘What do you think?’


Ezra blushed. He wasn’t going to say what he was actually thinking. Instead he said, ‘That I’m going to have to live all my life not knowing what happened in The Severed Hand.’


‘No, silly, about my hat.’


‘It looks all right. It’s a hat, that’s all.’


Olive sighed. ‘Boys,’ she said. ‘A breed apart, that’s what you are. Don’t forget to bring the washing in.’


The latch on the front door clicked shut behind her. Ezra wondered about going down to the garden shed and risking enemy fire by asking his father for the money. He took the laundry basket outside and put it down by the thorn-filled roses. He could hear his father shouting, ‘Jesus, they shot his head in! The bastards!’ and changed his mind.


He quickly took the clothes inside and hung them in front of the range as he had been taught, thankful that at last his father was quiet. Ezra hated these turns. He never said it, but they frightened him. He didn’t know who the man in the shed was, he was so different from the quiet and gentle father he loved.
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