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Cultivate a smile that is neither too small, which might indicate private displeasure, nor too wise, which may look insincere, and at the very least will distort your features unbecomingly. Aim for an expression of quiet delight, and practise it in the mirror until it becomes second nature.


– Girl’s Own Paper


Hannah and Cosmo’s engagement dinner was being held at his parents’ house in Kensington. Hosting such an occasion was usually down to the bride’s family, but Cosmo’s mother had insisted, claiming she wanted to show off the pink chandelier they had brought back from Murano, and Hannah’s mother had offered no resistance.


‘Ma said she thought it might be painful for your mother, hosting a significant family event without your father,’ Cosmo explained privately to Hannah, on one of their walks. He paused, and did the adorable squint that meant he was about to be funny. ‘But, of course, knowing Ma, it really is all about the chandelier.’


Hannah had smiled back, delighted by his disloyalty. It made her feel as if they were already detaching from their families and becoming a gang of two. She considered responding that, despite continuing to wear mourning long after she could have given it up, her mother had never seemed at all pained by her husband’s death, but she thought that might be too much – for now at least.


‘Well, whatever the motive, it’s a grand idea,’ she had replied instead. ‘It can’t fail to be a livelier event than if you came to Camden Square.’ She mirrored Cosmo’s pause for effect and added, ‘But then, a tour of a turnip field would be more fun than that.’


The walk had been a triumph. It was a bright, crisp autumn day and Hannah had felt unusually piquant as they strolled around Camden Square, alone except for whichever of her neighbours was watching from their drawing-room windows. Passing the horse chestnut tree, she’d set her fiancé a challenge: he must pick a leaf and strip out the tender flesh between its veins in order to leave a delicate fish bone, as she had liked to do as a child. Cosmo had tried and failed, as she thought he would, breaking the leaf’s veins with the first swipe of his clumsy paw. Hannah had then shown him how it was done, executing it perfectly, holding up the lacy leaf skeleton with a triumphant smirk. It was, she felt, a scene fit for an illustration in a magazine romance: Hannah as the pert, wasp-waisted heroine, her hair piled up like whipped cream; Cosmo, lean in his frock coat, his usual air of authority softened by feelings of tenderness and awe. Why, Miss Teale! the caption would read. Such delicacy, wit and spirit! Just what I long for in a wife!


That was two weeks ago; now, the evening of the dinner was here. Just before seven, Hannah’s brother Will walked to Camden Road to find them a cab, while Hannah and her mother waited for him in the hallway. The scent of boiled potatoes drifted up from the kitchen, accompanied by the muffled clank of pots; the maids were making their dinner. As the Teales would be out all evening, the hallway lamps hadn’t been lit, and the wash of evening sun that made it through the fanlight above the front door made little impression on the space. The walls, painted a rich claret several decades ago, had dulled to the shade of old liver, and there were no objects for the light to bounce off.


The Teales had never been ones for ornaments, in any case, but at least there had once been a mirror above the fireplace, and a bucket of brass fire tools beside it; a couple of prints on the walls. But the mirror had been taken down on the day of Mr Teale’s death and would not be coming back. Mrs Teale had donated it to her women’s refuge, along with the fire tools and prints, and many of the house’s other inessential furnishings.


Here was her mother, as light-absorbing as their surroundings. The contrast between them tonight could not be starker, Hannah thought: her, blooming in yellow silk, on the cusp of it all; her mother, bony and dry, in coarse black bombazine. Mrs Teale showed no sign of wishing to speak. This wasn’t unusual in itself – the two of them had spent countless evenings together in near silence – but what was unremarkable in the drawing room with a book on one’s lap felt awkward down here, loitering in this dim passage. Really, Hannah thought – with her mother in widow’s weeds; the heavy quiet; the dusty air, as if they were trapped in a dismal snow globe – the scene was indistinguishable from the last time they had stood like this: waiting for Mr Teale’s hearse to pull up outside so they could lay on their wreaths.


‘Do I look nice?’ Hannah asked, suddenly.


Mrs Teale looked over, surprised.


‘Nice?’


Only her mother could make such an innocuous word sound so silly.


‘Of course you do, Hannah,’ she said, her tone maddeningly even. ‘Is it a new dress?’


‘No! We got it made for my twenty-first. Don’t you remember?’


‘Ah, yes.’ Mrs Teale paused. ‘Oh dear. Perhaps I should have been up there with you this afternoon, helping you get ready?’


It wasn’t a real question, and her mother certainly wasn’t expressing a genuine regret. Hannah thought of the hours she had just spent at the dressing table – laboriously coiling her hair, buffing her nails, lightly pattering her fingertips over her face to even out her complexion – but in the company of her mother. Such occasions demanded amiable, relaxed chatter; compliments; shared grooming; the passing-down of advice; acknowledgement of the poignancy of the moment. Her friend Emily had this sort of relationship with her mother; they were always stroking the other’s hair and leaning into one another, giggling. But for Hannah and Mrs Teale? Impossible!


‘What shade of yellow would you say that is?’ Mrs Teale continued now, indicating Hannah’s dress, as if she’d heard Hannah’s thoughts and wanted to prove that actually she was perfectly capable of dull female chit-chat if she was so minded. ‘Not quite lemon. Egg yolk? Custard?’


‘Well,’ replied Hannah, wrong-footed, ‘Mrs Didier called it citrine, but then she is French …’


Her desultory reply was cut short by a loud cackle of laughter coming up from the kitchen. Hannah pictured Ivy and Gwen with their feet propped up on the kitchen table, bowls in their laps, lining their stomachs to see them through the hours ahead. They were going down to Camden Town tonight. This was not that rare an event – Mrs Teale now spent much of her time at the refuge, and Hannah knew they often slipped out during her absence – but there was something special happening tonight at the Bedford. They had been discussing it all week: how they’d do their hair; how they each had just enough money for the entrance ticket and one drink each, and speculating about who might buy them more (Ivy was determined to cross paths with someone called Tom). Hannah knew all this because she’d overheard them. They weren’t as circumspect in her company as they were with Mrs Teale. Hannah felt they saw her as not quite one of us, but neither one of them.


Soon, though, she thought now, she would be the mistress of her own home, and the servants would be careful around her.


Another shriek from below. Hannah realised that the girls must have assumed they were alone; that Will’s door slam signalled an empty house. The inevitable next step was for the two of them to come tearing up the stairs to get changed, and for their giddy, delicious mood to puncture at the sight of Mrs and Miss Teale skulking in the hall.


‘Shall we wait outside?’ she said to her mother, moving towards the front door. ‘It’s a lovely evening.’


Pulling open the heavy door felt like escaping a mausoleum. Outside, light and warmth – life forces! – were waiting patiently to embrace her. It felt more like summer than mid-autumn, as if an August evening had been kept back in reserve and released just for her. Moving onto the step, she tilted her face upwards, closing her eyes for a moment to better appreciate the melted-butter sensation of the sun.


Before her lay the garden of Camden Square, its blousy foliage escaping its railings like badly pinned hair. The horse chestnut dominated their end of the square, and from beneath it came the sound of squabbling children’s voices. The speakers were hidden from view, but Hannah recognised the plaintive tones of the Fletcher twins from Number 4. Rhythmic thwacks issued from the tennis court at the far end of the garden; these players, too, were out of sight, but it was safe to bet that Mr and Mrs Prince had hogged the spot.


Would she and Cosmo play tennis? Did he even like the game? There was so much she had to discover about him. And he still knew so little about her.


The strains of a violin – a scratchy, hesitant Mendelssohn – drifted from an open window on the east side of the square, joining the trills of chaffinches and blue tits, and the distant clanks of the traffic on Camden Road. There was a throb underfoot as a train passed beneath them, bound for St Pancras. The same ambient sounds as all the autumns Hannah could remember.


As well as celebrating the engagement, the purpose of the dinner was to reacquaint the two families. The Teales and the Walters had first met in a very different context: in Naples, back in June, as part of a group of British tourists on a three-day tour of Pompeii and Herculaneum. For Mr and Mrs Walters, Naples was just one stop on a continental odyssey, and they had continued on to Greece and Turkey. Their son Cosmo had to return to London, to his job as a reporter at the Star newspaper, and took the same sleeper train to Calais as Hannah and her mother. In the Observation Car, Hannah and Cosmo had chatted for hours, while her mother sat reading Villette, and when they all retired to their respective berths Hannah couldn’t sleep at all, buoyed both by the thrilling luxury of the train, with its complimentary chicken croquettes and thick, starched bed linen, so much nicer than theirs at home, and the interest of this lively, knowledgeable young man.


Cosmo’s courtship of Hannah began in earnest when they were back home, with letters – The delightful hours I have passed in your society in Italy have left an impression on my mind as indelible as the ruts of the ancient carriage wheels upon which we walked – leading to strolls, and within a month, he had fallen to one knee, on the top of Primrose Hill, and offered Hannah his grandmother’s sapphire ring.


Now that was a significant event, worthy of a magazine illustration. Tonight was unlikely to be, unless there was an unexpected revelation and a woman fainted, or Mr Walters drew out a pistol in the drawing room. However, gazing out over this gilded, familiar scene, in her best dress, waiting for the cab, Hannah felt imbued with a great sense of occasion. She had felt this often since Cosmo’s proposal: as if every so often she caught up with the fact that her great turning point was now in motion; that she was about to be admitted into an ancient and profound institution.


The sun was hot on her skin; she imagined freckles eagerly springing up, littering her nose. She should go back inside, but the idea of returning to that dark, cold hallway was impossible, as unnatural as a butterfly stuffing itself back into its chrysalis.


She twisted her engagement ring, stroking the stone with her thumb. The twins had now moved out from under the cover of the tree, identically dressed in their sailor suits, grubby-looking even from here.


She watched as they searched for conkers, inspecting them with the seriousness of Rhodes in his diamond mine. When Cosmo had spotted them in the square, during one of their post-engagement walks, he had remarked, ‘Imagine if we have twins!’ and Hannah had replied, ‘Help!’ Cosmo had laughed along, but only belatedly; it was clear she had misjudged the moment.


Now, she thought, considering Cosmo had expressed a desire for three children in total, perhaps it would be efficient to have two at once. Could one engineer it, somehow? Her magazines did not address such issues. She would have to ask her friend Emily, already married and occupying a higher plane of wisdom.


She heard the clatter of hooves on cobbles and looked over to see a cab entering the square from the direction of Camden Road. A moment later, Mrs Teale appeared beside her. The cab drew up, wheels rasping against the kerb, and the two of them descended the stairs, in careful little steps, constricted by their skirts.


The driver glanced down at them from his perch.


‘Three?’ he said. ‘Can’t take three.’


‘Oh no, really?’ Hannah said, smiling up to him, her good spirits undented. ‘I’m sure we can fit in.’


Uncharmed, the man shook his head. He was old, his face scrunched and weathered. He looked as if he had been born with a pair of reins in his hand.


Beside her, Hannah heard a small exhalation from her mother, as if she had just caught herself before speaking. Hannah knew – knew – that Mrs Teale wanted to say, Well, perhaps I could stay behind, but realised that would be too much, even for her.


‘It’s a special occasion,’ Hannah said to the driver – and as a rebuke to her mother.


‘Wears out the horse,’ he replied.


The horse looked to Hannah to be in fine fettle – sturdy and shiny-coated.


‘I am very small,’ said Hannah to the driver. She wanted to add, and my mother is a wraith. ‘I hardly count.’


Now, finally, the driver looked down at her. He didn’t smile, but some small part of him must have softened, as he relented.


‘Got to charge you extra.’


Hannah smiled and nodded as she opened the door. Will was sprawled across the seat, long limbs filling the space, eyes closed, oblivious to the drama.


‘Budge up,’ she said.


Will opened his eyes and awkwardly shifted over, his top hat grazing the ceiling of the cab. Hannah climbed in beside him, her cheek pressed against the shoulder of his coat – her father’s coat actually, as Will had inherited his wardrobe. It smelt of sweat and cheap lavender oil – the smells of Will’s secret Theatreland life. Her mother squeezed in. Hannah sat wedged between her tall, bony relations, in a seat designed for two, her egg-yolk silk sandwiched between their two dark coats. The driver turned the horse around and they set off towards Camden Road.


‘I cannot deny, I feel a bit seedy,’ announced Will cheerily. ‘But I’m sure I’ll have rallied by Kensington. What are their names again?’


Will hadn’t been on the Italy trip, so hadn’t met the Walters at all, and Cosmo only once in passing. He had shown little interest in who was providing his dinner that evening. The prospect of good food and wine – as one would hope for in Kensington – appeared to be enough for him.


Hannah sometimes felt vexed about how Will was going about his life since his sudden lurch to official manhood. Not for the fact that, despite being five years younger, he had so much more freedom than her – that was just the way things were – but for the jejune way he was spending it. Her annoyance was exacerbated by the fact that Mrs Teale seemed unconcerned about his flaws, reserving her judgement for Hannah.


But now, squashed beside him in the cab, Hannah felt more generous towards her brother: his uncomplicated, unquestioning pleasure-seeking seemed a welcome counterpoint to their tricky, censorious mother. And while he may have begun his adult life before her, now, with her marriage, hers was starting, too – and she was leapfrogging over him, going straight to the main event.


The cab fought its way down Camden Road, which at this time on a Friday was at its busiest, clogged with omnibuses and commuters – a quiet, exhausted, black-coated army, making their way home from the city to wives in Kentish Town and Holloway and Finsbury Park.


She and Cosmo hadn’t quite decided where they would live. Cosmo said he was happy to take the train to work, which opened up the whole city. ‘Anywhere you like!’ he had said, expansively. ‘Even Herne Hill!’ Her magazine suggested it was wise, if possible, to live within easy walking distance of a husband’s workplace, so he did not have any extra trials at the end of a long day and could easily get home to her comforting embrace. So, they had narrowed it down to areas close to Fleet Street: Canonbury, or Islington, or – daringly further east – Hackney. She didn’t know exactly how much they would have to spend – in lieu of Mr Teale, her mother had had the required financial conversation with Cosmo – but Cosmo had intimated that rent wouldn’t be a problem. Hannah had been poring over the ‘Houses to Let’ in the Gazette. Large garden, 150ft deep; bays, Venetians; six rooms; nine rooms; hot and cold bath; very comfortable; thoroughly done up; recently papered and painted; a cheerful house; drainage perfect. Whether the language was bald or evocative, each three-line advert was the invitation to a new life, with one thing in common: wherever they ended up, the ‘At Home’ cards propped on the mantelpiece would be addressed to Mr and Mrs Cosmo Walters.


They were now inching past the station. Men emerged from the platforms like floodwater, seamlessly merging with those pressing ahead on the pavement. Hannah heard the cry of the sausage-roll coster who was always positioned at the exit and the accompanying waft of warm meat. Her stomach, empty since a playing-card-sized piece of fish at lunch, twitched.


‘Quite fancy another one of those,’ said Will beside her.


‘You’ve had one already?’ she asked, jealous. ‘Don’t ruin your appetite.’


‘There’s lots of grog to mop up,’ he said. ‘Oh, yes – James was at this thing last night. Weren’t you mad about him a minute ago?’


Hannah’s goodwill towards her brother fell away.


‘Don’t say that!’


She glanced over at her mother, but Mrs Teale didn’t appear to be paying attention, engrossed in picking stray hairs from the sleeve of her jacket.


‘Oh, sorry,’ Will said blithely. It made it worse that he didn’t care. He wasn’t being mischievous or malicious; he had punctured her mood without any thought at all.


James was the older brother of a schoolfriend of Will’s, the only other contender in what Hannah had innocently imagined would be a heady period filled with multiple suitors jostling for her hand. He was a trainee architect with very thick dark hair swept high off his face, and a stern, uncompromising manner. He didn’t take sugar in his tea, because of indentured labour, and when Hannah had mentioned that she liked reading George Eliot, he had told her not to be parochial and given her a French novel about a man who killed women in states of delirium.


He was awful, really, but Will was right: she had found James oddly thrilling, sleeping with the book under her mattress, even if she couldn’t bring herself to actually read it, ready to sign up for a life of being educated and reprimanded by him. But it turned out he’d been auditioning a number of young women and had chosen one of them instead.


‘What I feel for Cosmo is completely different,’ she said to Will now. ‘Completely. It’s like comparing a – I don’t know – a penny sausage roll with a beef wellington.’


Was it, now? If anything, Cosmo was the sausage roll – straightforward and available. She felt even more cross with Will for making her scrabble for a nonsense comparison. She registered her annoyance by attempting to turn her back on him.


‘Just going to have a quick snooze,’ he announced, and leant his cheek against the window, his hat askew.


They had now reached the bottom of Camden Road, where it joined the high street. In fact, five thoroughfares met here, in a permanent tangle of traffic. Heading west, towards Regent’s Park, their cab soon came to a stop outside Brown’s dairy.


Leaning out over her prone brother, Hannah saw their horse reach over to touch muzzles with a nearby cart horse; they were unbothered about the delay. Hannah looked past Will, down the broad sweep of the high street. She was no stranger to the streets of Camden Town – she often made a point of coming here to shop for food, even when one of the maids could do it, to fill her hours. But she only knew the place in the daytime. Normally at this hour, she’d be eating dinner in Camden Square, before heading upstairs to read in the drawing room. This, then, was the second wave of commerce, tailored to the working people just released from their grind.


The atmosphere felt more febrile than it did during the day; all the sellers seemed to be bellowing at double the pitch. There was the fishmonger, Mr Harwich, standing in the door of his shop, fringes of small fry strung up above him like bunting. During Hannah’s interactions at the shop, she’d always found him cloyingly respectful, hands clasped behind his back as he praised her choices: Ah, the plaice, very good. What I’m having for my own dinner, as it happens. Now, his apron was heavily soiled, and he was having an emphatic conversation, clutching a man’s shoulder as he leant close to his ear. On the pavement outside the baker’s sat several large baskets, presumably containing baked goods now going cheap; a handful of people were on their knees, rooting through them.


Outside the Mother Red Cap, a street band was tuning up and men were leaning against the wall, jackets off, talking at each other in loud Irish voices. As she watched, a man shouted, ‘He’s betwattled, so he is!’ and pushed his companion over, to shrieks of laughter from onlookers. At the curve of the road, just in view, were the flickering lamps of the Bedford Music Hall: where Ivy and Gwen were heading, to see where the evening took them.


When Cosmo had first learnt they lived in Camden Town, he had cried, ‘Ah, the tradesman’s entrance to London!’ When Mrs Teale had raised an eyebrow, he’d explained, with feeling, ‘No, no, Mrs Teale, it’s a compliment! Raw, real life – how the masses live – that’s what interests me.’


Captive in their cab, the Teales were besieged by gutter-merchants: a flower seller offering wilted old marigolds, a muffin man with his tray balanced on his head, who, wincing, carefully lowered himself to their eye level to display his wares. A musician playing a dreadful, wheedling tune on his pipe came right up to the window and leant close to Will’s sleeping face, trying to wake him up. A moment later, the cab jerked forward, decisively this time, and picked up pace, pulling free from the junction and carrying them up the slope of Park Street. Soon the fever of Camden Town was behind them, and they were trotting briskly around the hushed outer circle of Regent’s Park. The sky was now streaked the colour of damsons. On one side of the road stretched the Nash terraces, their stucco glowing arrogantly in the dusk, and on the other lay the park, as still and dark as a lake. The air carried distant howls and calls from the zoo, beyond the black expanse. For the rest of the journey Hannah and Mrs Teale were silent, and Will remained asleep, Hannah feeling on one side her brother’s chest languidly expand and contract and, on the other, her mother’s shallower breathing.


As her in-laws-to-be had only just returned home from the continent, this was the first time Hannah had been to their home. The houses on Milton Terrace were similar in size and style to those in Camden Square – about twenty years old, five storeys high, Italianate – but had a more assertive air, she thought. They weren’t set back, so the front door was right on the pavement, and on the lower floors bay windows jutted out, claiming air space. At Number 15, this effect was magnified by large glass cases fixed to the bays, which even in the darkness Hannah could see were stuffed with greenery – Mrs Walters’ famous ferns?


As their cab pulled up, the front door opened to reveal a glowing hallway and the silhouette of a man, arms aloft like a maestro’s as he emerged to greet them. Cosmo! Hannah’s heart made the requisite flip. It was only when she had carefully climbed down from the cab and was gliding towards the door, smiling, that she saw how the streetlamp illuminated the man’s bald temples and registered the belly straining his waistcoat. It was not Cosmo, but his father. She persevered with her smile, not wanting to betray her mistake.


Mr Walters was in full evening dress and had the air of a man well practised in greeting dinner guests on his front step. Waving away Mrs Teale’s apologies for their lateness, he squeezed first her fingers and then Hannah’s, before glancing over Hannah’s shoulder to where Will was discussing with the driver the price of the ride.


‘Go in, go in!’ he instructed them, before dashing over to the cab. ‘Oh, no, don’t be silly!’ Hannah heard him say to Will. ‘Really, let me!’


Following her mother into the hallway, Hannah saw that its blaze didn’t come from gasoliers, as you’d expect, but rather ranks of candles – a dozen, at least, on each wall. Their heat warmed her cheeks as she passed; the scent of wax was as strong as at church at Christmas. She was glad she was behind her mother and unable to see Mrs Teale’s reaction to such extravagance. They passed a maid pressed against the wall, as discreet as a coat stand. The girl smiled wanly at Hannah, without making eye contact.


Candlelight glinted off every available surface: the gilt overmantel mirror; the glass of the dozens of prints crammed together on the walls; the large brass gong in the fireplace; the Tiffany lamp on the sideboard. Several pairs of antlers jutted out overhead. A bunch of tall white flowers, as fluffy as foxes’ tails, stood in a waist-height vase. A trio of oval domes contained delicate preserved birds. A dozen walking sticks sat in a stand, curved heads all turned the same way, like a parade of flamingos. Ahead of her, on the half-landing, a stained-glass window lit from behind sent soft red and yellow beams down the stairs.


So busy was Hannah taking it all in that she only then noticed the two figures standing to the right of the stairs. Mrs Walters – and Cosmo! Hannah smiled and stepped forward to accept her beloved’s hand. Like his father, he was in his swallow tails, the collar a good three inches tall, so he had to keep his chin up to accommodate it. His hair was darkened with oil and slicked back into one solid mass; the cheeks of his wide, expressive face were freshly shaven.


Hannah turned to his mother. In Italy, Mrs Walters had tended towards unstructured linen outfits, but tonight she wore a sheeny green silk with a wreath of fabric leaves looped around her plump, sloping shoulders. Her mouse-grey hair was arranged in a vast bun that was nearly the same size as her head. Behind them, the door to the dining room stood ajar, and Hannah glimpsed a lavishly laid table beneath what must be the new chandelier – a heap of pink and white glass, like suspended confectionery.


Mrs Walters was holding Hannah’s hand; now, she twisted it and brought it close to her face to inspect the engagement ring.


‘Oh, beautiful. Splendid! Charles, do look at Gigi’s ring!’


Mr Walters, who had come up behind them with Will, dutifully leant over to inspect the sapphire. The engagement ring had once belonged to Mr Walters’ mother, known to all as Gigi, who was still just about alive in Tonbridge.


‘How beautiful it looks on you!’ Mrs Walters went on. She was the daughter of a Welsh industrialist, and a slight lilt was still present in her voice.


Hannah smiled demurely. Her married friend Emily had told her that engagement parties could be seen as a sort of rehearsal for the wedding, where the bride’s role was to be a mute object of admiration. ‘Of course, you can gas away, if you want,’ Emily had said, ‘but I rather liked not, for once. You just sit there looking adorable and sphinx-like; you don’t have to bother being clever or amusing or anything.’


‘If only dear Gigi could see it!’ Mrs Walters continued. ‘But – you two are visiting her soon, is that right, Cozzy?’


‘Yes, Mama,’ replied Cosmo patiently. ‘Next weekend, I thought. If that’s convenient for Hannah, of course.’


Over his mother’s head, Cosmo met Hannah’s gaze and did his squint. With it, she felt him communicate that he, too, saw this evening as a performance in which they would both diligently play their parts as the Young Engaged Couple. Soon, when they were married, they would be able to shrug off these costumes and become fully themselves.


‘Now, we daren’t leave Catherine waiting,’ said Mrs Walters, glancing theatrically down towards the kitchen, ‘but I think we can squeeze in ten minutes upstairs.’ She led the way up to the drawing room, her corset so tight that her shoulder blades almost touched.


The L-shaped drawing room occupied the entire first floor but was still not nearly big enough for its contents. There seemed to be at least three of each piece of furniture – chests, chiffoniers, writing tables, commodes, side tables, plant stands – and at least a dozen chairs. The floor was overlapped with carpets and the wallpaper had the appearance of embossed leather. Many more pictures were on display, and encircling the whole room was a high shelf laden with blue and white china. No surface was free from ornament and trinket: gilded nymphs were even welded into the frame of the chimney glass. On top of the grand piano were dozens of framed photographs.


When the front door had opened to reveal Mr Walters silhouetted against that blazing hallway, Hannah had felt intensely thankful that this event wasn’t taking place at Camden Square. Now, standing in the drawing room, she felt it anew. For a start, the furniture in the Teales’ drawing room consisted of a piano, a bookshelf, one small sofa and two cane chairs. No family photographs or ferns, no velvet, no figurines, no silver cigarette boxes. She imagined Mrs Walters trying to compliment the interior, but what could be said about a room that had been decorated just the once, in 1870, by a woman who couldn’t have cared less about her surroundings, and who had since stripped the place of almost all extraneous objects?


‘Gosh, what a lot of beautiful things you have,’ Hannah said, forgetting to be sphinx-like. ‘I don’t know what to look at first!’


‘Did you hear that, Edna?’ replied Mr Walters, on his feet. ‘Hannah thinks you too profligate!’


‘Oh, no, I didn’t mean—’ said Hannah, dismayed, before Mr Walters chortled and patted his wife’s shoulder.


‘Just ribbing,’ he said. ‘You’re completely right! We always joke that my wife has excellent taste – just rather too large an appetite.’


The Walters both laughed, and Hannah smiled, uncertain about the tenor of the exchange. She looked over to Cosmo, in the hope that he might give her some direction, but he was busy at a side table, pouring hock into glasses, as Will watched on eagerly.


Mrs Walters asked after their journey, offering sympathy for the traffic and confessing her horror at the monstrousness of the city.


‘I cannot bear all this development, can you, Mrs Teale?’ she said, with feeling. ‘“The relentless march of the unsentimental builder.” Red bricks at every turn. All the old charm lost.’


‘I suppose charm is something of a luxury,’ replied Mrs Teale.


‘How so?’


‘Well, those in desperate need of four walls and a roof probably don’t care about the colour of the brickwork.’


‘Ah, yes, of course!’ said Mr Walters. ‘Your sanctuary for fallen women!’


‘We don’t tend to use that term,’ replied Mrs Teale.


‘Oops!’ said Mr Walters, pulling a face, like a naughty schoolboy caught out.


Hannah took a sip of sour wine and looked away towards the wall. From this angle, she could see that the expensive embossed wallpaper didn’t reach all the way behind the picture frames; it had been carefully cut to be used only where it was visible.


Back in June, over the course of three dinners in their Naples guesthouse, the two families had covered the basics of their lives: Mrs Teale’s refuge; Mr Walters’ work as a publisher; Cosmo’s job at the Star; the three older Walters daughters, happily planted with families in the country. They had delicately dealt with Mr Teale’s tragic accident on the Kentish Town Road. But mostly they had talked about Italy – its rich history and visceral present. They had revelled in the sensations of the holiday: the butter-soft figs; the stiff, salty ham; the startlingly strong coffee; the pistachio ices; the constant racket in the streets that was somehow more poetic than it was in London; the scraggy cats winding around their feet; the fierce heat; the relentless insects. In that place, wonder and novelty had united the two families. And surely, Hannah thought, the marriage would draw them closer in due course. But in this moment, in this over-stuffed drawing room, it felt as if they were strangers once more. Even Cosmo, his hair slicked with some mysterious ointment from a cabinet in an unseen bedroom, seemed unfamiliar.


Mrs Walters changed tack.


‘Have you been to the Pears shop recently? The one in Oxford Street?’ she asked.


Mrs Teale shook her head.


‘You simply must go! It’s completely extraordinary. I won’t ruin the surprise – all right, I can’t bear it, I’ll tell you! They’ve turned it into Pompeii! Columns, mosaics, frescoes, vines … It’s most wonderful. I was walking around and telling everyone that I’d actually been to the real place. I’m sure they all thought I was quite mad.’


‘They left out the casts of bodies convulsed in agony, I assume,’ said Mrs Teale.


Mrs Walters laughed, too loudly. She must have hoped that harking back to their time at Pompeii would soften up Mrs Teale, Hannah thought. Although it had never been explicitly acknowledged, there was something about the place that had bound the women of the tour group together. For a start, they were segregated by sex for much of the visit, the men taken off to see the erotic murals and the women left sharing parasols, passing around glasses of lemon water and reading aloud from Pictures from Italy. But it was more than that; it was the place itself. After all, tourists from all over the world didn’t flock there to admire the vast forums where Roman men laid down laws. Rather, it was the city’s domestic life that most enchanted people. They came to peek into the inner sanctums, the women’s realm: the secret bathhouses; the ovens where the bread was made; to pity the cast of the housekeeper with the keys still clutched in her fist.


In Pompeii, there had been a sense of sisterhood. But that was then. And now, Mrs Teale was being too rude for words.


‘That sounds wonderful!’ she said to her future mother-in-law. ‘Did you know that I wrote an article about Pompeii?’


The two women looked at her with surprise.


‘Did you, Hannah?’ asked her mother.


‘Well, yes,’ she said, already regretting speaking up. ‘Not an article, really. Just a little record for myself.’


The truth was that on returning from Italy, she had sent an account of their trip to the Girl’s Own Paper but had not heard anything back.


‘Well, some women are writing little things for the papers now, aren’t they?’ said Mrs Walters. ‘Maybe Cozzy can help you get it published.’


Cozzy. Hannah wondered what her own nickname for her husband would be. So far, they hadn’t got further than the generic darling. She glanced over to where he was standing beside the piano, talking with Will and his father.


‘Hannah’s written an article about Italy!’ called his mother to him. ‘You must read it!’


‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure,’ he replied sincerely.


Hannah gazed over at him. The fact that her fiancé so looked like his bumptious father didn’t bother her. Indeed, she thought, there was something honest about it; before committing to Cosmo, she was being shown what awaited her in three decades’ time. Less of his hair; more of his belly. Reddened ears and spider veins on that characterful, flat-bridged nose. His twinkly blue eyes disappearing when he smiled.


She was denying Cosmo a reciprocal glimpse into the future, because she looked absolutely nothing like her mother. She took after the late Mr Teale: small, dark, thick-eyebrowed and rather sturdy, if she wasn’t careful. But however much Cosmo resembled his father – and she hers! – they were different inside. A new, evolved generation.


‘Hannah, come here and look at these,’ Cosmo said.


Obediently, she went over to the piano, where he showed her photographs of his three sisters, their husbands and children, reeling off a list of names that immediately escaped her. How odd that these strangers were about to become her family. The Teales were a small, denuded lot, both sets of grandparents dead, aunts and uncles living in far-flung places, cousins near-strangers.


Alongside the family portraits were a number of more informal photographs. Mrs Walters featured in playfully dramatic poses – a hand to her forehead, or balancing on one leg – as well as other women. Will leant in to peer at one.


‘Is that Clara Llewellyn, the actress?’ he asked. ‘I like her.’


Mr Walters smiled proudly.


‘She’s a rather likeable person,’ he said. ‘Past her prime, of course, but still good value. We had lots of fun at that shoot.’


‘What,’ said Will, ‘you mean, you took these yourself?’


‘Yes, indeed,’ replied Mr Walters. ‘I’m just an opportunistic amateur, really. A keen student of the human form. I’ve been so self-indulgent as to install a studio upstairs. I’ll show you later.’


‘I’d like that very much,’ said Will. ‘And if you’re a theatrical man …’


Hannah knew what was coming next.


‘… perhaps I could talk to you about a show I’m involved with. A jolly good investment opportunity, I think.’


Hannah winced, but Mr Walters replied genially, ‘Why not? We’ll talk after dinner. As it happens, in the not-too-distant future I’m going to have some money to play with—’


‘What’s this?’ Hannah interrupted, before Will could continue with his pitch. She pointed to an unusual photograph of a couple walking along the street, heads turned towards each other in conversation, seemingly unaware that they were being photographed.


‘I have this ingenious camera, which you wear under your coat to take pictures incognito,’ replied Mr Walters. ‘I like capturing unstudied moments.’


They were interrupted by the wan maid summoning them for dinner. Mr Walters led the way downstairs, with Mrs Teale and Hannah behind him. When Hannah entered the dining room, she gave the gasp of delight that she knew was expected of her, but the room really did look splendid. Under the chandelier, the hexagonal table was laid with a white cloth that glowed against the olive-green panelling of the wall. At its centre sat a tower of wax flowers and figs, twisted together in an embrace and bound with a length of ivy. A trio of silver dishes held real figs, raisins and nuts, carefully piled into pyramids. Each place was set with multiple pieces of flatware, a menu card in careful calligraphy and a napkin folded into the shape of a lotus flower, in which a bread roll was nestled.


‘Aren’t they fun!’ said Mrs Walters to Hannah, indicating the napkins. ‘Gigi taught me how to do it. Come over for tea soon and I’ll show you.’


The first course was artichoke soup. A highly polished tureen sat on the sideboard, the girl stationed beside it. The moment they had all taken their seats, she carefully picked it up and placed it in front of Mr Walters, her lips tight in concentration. As Mr Walters served them, the conversation began with the full story of finding and purchasing the chandelier in Murano.


Hannah listened, smiling, while she stroked the silky beige soup with her spoon, dipping her head for the occasional sip. After a few minutes, Mrs Teale set down her spoon, her bowl scraped clean. In contrast to her restraint and ascetism in other areas of her life, her mother had a good appetite and always ate up her plate; one could even call her greedy, although, maddeningly, she never put on weight. She had no interest in wine, however, and her glass sat untouched. Mr Walters hadn’t noticed and kept topping her up as he went round the table, so now the liquid was nearly at its brim.


Meanwhile, Mrs Walters was tearing her bread roll into little pieces and dipping each one in the soup before popping it into her mouth, as if to eke out the course for as long as possible.


The conversation was still on the chandelier; the Walters’ anxious moment after it finally arrived in England after its sea voyage, and how they unwrapped it expecting carnage but miraculously found it still intact. Hannah smiled in the right places and observed Will as he watched his glass being refilled, actually licking his lips in anticipation. He was well loosened up, seemingly recovered from last night, chortling over-animatedly at the story. Beside her, Mr Walters shifted around in his chair and stretched out his legs, revealing swollen, hairless ankles.


The soup bowls were cleared and the girl brought in the fish, a thick, glistening white fillet in a puddle of red sauce. Mr Walters stood to serve it.


Mrs Teale was asking Cosmo about his work at the Star.


‘So, reporters can choose the subjects they cover?’ she asked.


‘Well, reporters, no, they generally have to do what they’re told by the editor,’ replied Cosmo. ‘But it’s a bit different for specials.’


‘You’re special?’ said Mrs Teale, with a chilling smile.


Cosmo laughed. ‘Oh, no! Apologies – I’ve lapsed into shop talk. What I mean is, I’m what’s known as a special correspondent, or a “special”. That means I do more in-depth investigations, and so forth.’


‘And what sort of investigations might they be?’


‘I suppose I’m getting a bit of a name for myself as someone who is willing to go to the places others won’t. Social investigations around the East End, exposing ills and injustice. Quite recently I spent two days—’


‘Oh, please don’t talk about your sojourn in the dosshouse,’ Mr Walters cut in jovially. ‘Your mother will become hysterical.’


Mrs Walters gave her husband what appeared to be a fond glance, and addressed Mrs Teale.


‘Mrs Teale, you understand,’ she said, laying her hand on her heart for emphasis. ‘You’d feel the same if it was your Will, I warrant. I was on the verge of combustion for the whole time Cozzy was in there.’


Hannah knew about the dosshouse: Cosmo had told her the story during their first walk in Camden Square. He had spent two days undercover in Spitalfields, pretending to be a street man and sleeping at a notorious lodging where he witnessed despair and degradation almost beyond description. Now, he obediently relayed the story, pretty much word for word as he had told it to her.


Hannah listened, while delicately prising apart the plump flakes of fish on her plate. She wondered, with a purely novice curiosity, whether a man should apologise to his fiancée for repeating a story in company that she had heard before, or at least acknowledge the fact. She didn’t know. She was sure, though, that her job now was to support him, and so she reacted as if she was hearing it for the first time.


‘One must be careful not to be seen as just a slum tourist,’ said her mother.


‘Of course!’ said Cosmo. ‘I admit that one cannot fully comprehend the reality of a desperate situation in just a few days. But I do believe that such reports can do good. They give readers some insight.’


‘Personally, I think it’s the middle classes who most deserve our pity, not those wretches on the street,’ said Mr Walters. ‘At least the poor have freedom of a sort. But those in the middle – I’m talking the clerk class here – they have neither the liberty of the poor, nor the opportunities of the rich. Their lives are just weary, tedious work and then a dreary round of supposed relaxation on their days off. Visiting relatives. A walk in the park on a Sunday. A week in Broadstairs in August. Honestly, I’d rather be out on the street!’


He smiled, pleased with his provocation. But Mrs Teale didn’t react; indeed, she ignored him entirely, and addressed Cosmo.


‘So, you don’t involve yourself with the salacious stories? The murders?’


‘No, that’s not my beat,’ said Cosmo. Hannah saw a shift in his expression, a tightening of his brow, and he added, ‘But I suppose I do support the right of the paper to run them.’


‘Ah!’ said Mrs Teale triumphantly. ‘So, you approve of how they covered the Whitechapel killings, for instance?’


‘Well, I only joined the paper last year,’ he said, ‘so I wasn’t working there in 1888. But the plain fact is, murder sells. So, I suppose what I think is that there is a space for both sorts of journalism. Give them what they want, the juicy stuff, to get them to buy the papers. Then, when you have their readership, you can also give them what they need – which is the sort of thing I do.’


‘Titillate, then educate,’ said her mother crisply. ‘I see. And do you agree with those false news stories, when journalists wrote letters pretending to be from the Whitechapel man, and so forth, just to keep their readers excited?’


‘Of course not, Mrs Teale!’ said Cosmo. Face flushed, he bent his head to take a forkful of fish. Hannah interjected.


‘Mama, he said he wasn’t even there then!’ She turned in the direction of her fiancé. ‘Tell us more about being a special, Cosmo. It sounds fascinating.’


Cosmo smiled gratefully at her, and she modestly returned the smile. Taking her husband’s side against her mother, in public! She had never felt more like a wife.


‘Well, two days are never the same—’


But Mrs Teale hadn’t finished.


‘Which paper was it that had an editorial wondering why the Whitechapel murderer had such poor taste in victims?’ she interrupted. ‘Gin-soaked drabs was the phrase, I think? Was that the Star?’


Cosmo laid down his knife and fork. ‘I don’t know, I’m afraid, Mrs Teale.’ His voice was loud and tight; Hannah hadn’t heard it like that before. ‘As I say, it was before my time. Look, I’m not saying we don’t make mistakes. By “we” I mean Fleet Street as a whole, of course.’


‘But do you not think the reporting was beyond irresponsible?’ Mrs Teale went on. ‘That sort of coverage … it threatens to unravel bonds of sympathy. It inures people to horror. The fact that they may want it is no excuse; it’s just base, salacious entertainment.’


‘Mama, please!’ pleaded Hannah. Her collar was strangling her. She looked down at her hands on her lap, neatly placed together, as pale and dead as a pair of chicken breasts.


‘No, don’t worry, Hannah, this is a worthwhile debate,’ said Cosmo, his gallantry partly restored. ‘Your mother is hardly the only person to have such concerns.’ He focused back on Mrs Teale. ‘I believe that Stead said—’


‘Ah,’ said Mrs Teale. ‘Of course, you are a disciple of Stead.’


‘Well, I’ve never worked for the man, but, yes, I admire him, as an editor. Most of us do.’


‘You admire what he did with the Eliza Armstrong affair?’


Now Will paid attention, roused by an unknown female name and the whiff of impropriety.


‘Who’s that, Ma?’


‘You must remember, Will,’ she said impatiently. ‘A few years back. William Stead, the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette – he claimed to be exposing the vice trade and bought a thirteen-year-old girl to show how easy it was. Then he kept her hostage, in some degradation, before splashing all sorts of foul details all over the paper. He got arrested.’


‘Well, that was a complicated business,’ said Cosmo evenly. ‘W.T.S. – that’s what we call him – he’s a complicated man. A maverick. He makes mistakes. But he’s trying to change things. And he cares. He says that the job of the press is to afflict the comfortable, and to comfort the afflicted. Expose wrongdoing. That it’s our duty to interpret the knowledge of the few for the understanding of the many. It’s a new form of government …’


‘You got into a spot of trouble with little girls, didn’t you, Charles?’


The interruption was from Mrs Walters. Startled, the rest of them turned to look at her; she was addressing her husband with an odd smile. Hannah realised she’d been uncharacteristically quiet for a while now. On her plate was a decimated wax apple from the centrepiece, and beside it a pile of feathery shavings from where she was scraping at the surface with a fingernail.


‘It was rather funny actually,’ she continued, her voice high and tinkly. She wasn’t looking directly at anyone, but rather into the air above the table. ‘With his special camera under his coat, he was taking pictures of schoolgirls, and the teacher at St Saviour’s spotted him and really didn’t like it. Did she, Charles?’


Hannah glanced at Mr Walters. He was still smiling but clearly uneasy, his eyes narrowed.


‘So we’ve agreed it’s best for him to make sure his pictures are only of adult women, haven’t we, darling?’


Hannah glanced at Cosmo. He was smiling, too, but his eyes were blank, as if he wasn’t really listening. Perhaps he was still stuck in the argument with her mother, or perhaps he’d learnt to switch himself off when things got tense with his parents. She didn’t dare look at her own mother.


Hannah took a slug of wine, more than she would ever normally take in one go, and said decisively, ‘Mrs Walters, I’ve been wanting to ask about the sideboard. It’s so splendid. Did you get that from your travels, too?’


It was a crude intervention, but it worked. After a moment, Mrs Walters gathered herself and explained that the sideboard had been a wedding gift from the famous Gigi, and the dull exchange seemed to deflate the tension in the room. The whole table – even Mrs Teale – surrendered to harmless topics again: the latest Gilbert and Sullivan; the new Electric Railway (apparently Will had already travelled on it, in his secret life); the crisis at Barings Bank; the latest events in the Congo.


Will, now very drunk, was leaning heavily on the table and telling Mr Walters in detail about the plot of the theatrical production he wanted him to invest in but getting it muddled. ‘And so then the first woman says, “Oh no, you don’t, mister, I know your game!” Wait – actually, no, it was the second woman, the one with the hair, who said that …’


Over the fruit, during a pause in conversation, Mrs Walters leant over and clutched Hannah’s arm.


‘Can you believe it – we’ve been having so much fun, we’ve forgotten to talk about the wedding!’


Mr Walters hooted and banged his palm on the table.


‘Now, what are we doing about the announcement?’


‘I’ll deal with that,’ slurred Will, as if he placed notices in The Times every week.


‘A standing toast!’ said Mr Walters, getting unsteadily to his feet. ‘To your Hannah and our Cosmo!’


Hannah saw her mother glance at her brimming wine glass and make the calculation that it could not be safely lifted. Instead, she raised her water glass and gave a quick smile.


After the toast, Mrs Walters told them that she’d recently attended a friend’s daughter’s wedding at the new Savoy hotel on the Strand, and the famous French chef Auguste Escoffier had personally prepared the wedding breakfast.


‘Sole Veronique and tarte au citron for a hundred and twenty!’ she said. ‘And so many waiters that it felt like we were all served at exactly the same time …’


Hannah saw her mother open her mouth to speak, but Cosmo got there first.


‘Actually, Mama, Hannah and I were imagining something more intimate. Just family and a couple of friends.’


‘Being small will make it even more special!’ added Hannah.


‘Well, in that case,’ said Mr Walters, ‘why don’t we just host the reception here?’


‘A wonderful idea!’ said Hannah. She smiled across the table at Cosmo, admiring their teamwork, and then glanced at her mother, but if Mrs Teale was feeling grateful for being saved from having to awkwardly spell out her financial constraints, she was keeping it to herself.


There was further discussion about possible local churches, and it was decided it would be lovely for them to get married on New Year’s Eve. Then, they all went upstairs, and Hannah played them the piano piece she’d prepared, and Mr Walters took Will to see his studio on the top floor. At eleven, Cosmo found them a cab back to Camden Square. As soon as it pulled off Will fell asleep, while the two women sat awake but silent. In the dark cab, Hannah relived the evening, and looked forward more than ever to the wedding, when she and Cosmo would be relieved of their families, like shrugging off sodden greatcoats, and scamper, unburdened, into the future together.
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The power of a literary man is doubled when he gets a clear-headed, sensible wife, who shields his sensitiveness against disagreeable things; who acts like one of those cushions that sailors put down the side of a vessel to keep it from jarring too roughly against the dock.


– Girl’s Own Paper


Two days later, Hannah received a note from Cosmo asking her to lunch near his office on Fleet Street. Hannah briefly considered walking there: the weather was still mild, and the distance didn’t intimidate her. Only, who knew what type of restaurant he would be taking her to? In any case, the first meal alone with her fiancé surely deserved impractical clothes: an ostrich feather in her hat, and her grey satin shoes.


She couldn’t justify a cab, and so at midday Hannah walked down to Camden Town to catch the omnibus. Sitting on the open top deck, her feather fluttering above her like a cavalier, she pictured herself as she must look from the street, imagining pedestrians speculating about this elegant lady, and where she was heading. Sitting at the same height as the plane trees lining the road, Hannah felt almost godlike, gazing down at the small people below, as they strolled, chatted, shopped; her subjects obediently going about their business on a fair October morning.


Passing through Mornington Crescent, she spotted someone she knew on the pavement below: Mrs Sawtell, the wife of the inspector at Kentish Town Police Station. Mrs Sawtell had been brought in to attend to the family after Mr Teale’s accident, sitting with them in a cramped side office at the station while the paperwork was being done. She’d had some problem with her hip, and kept on shifting around on her chair, apologising as her knees came into contact with theirs, eyes glistening with pain, unable to overcome her discomfort and provide the solemn solace the occasion demanded.


Mrs Sawtell’s hip was clearly still causing her trouble; she was walking with a limp, and grimacing as she went. Hannah felt sorry that the woman was still afflicted after all this time, but also had the urge to shout down to her: Look at me, Mrs Sawtell! I’m off to lunch on Fleet Street with my fiancé!


As the omnibus lurched east towards St Pancras, Hannah fantasised about the meal ahead. She saw silver cloches being lifted to reveal lamb chops capped with paper frills; discreet waiters appearing at her elbow exactly when needed. As they ate, she and Cosmo would laugh about the dinner at Milton Terrace, acknowledging their parents’ various foibles and distancing themselves from them. Or perhaps they wouldn’t mention it and just talk about each other, filling in the gaps in their histories and looking forward to their shared future.


She alighted at Temple Bar. To her right stretched the Strand, leading to the familiar terrain of the West End, but she turned left into the City, that foreign land of male endeavour. Her father had worked here as a barrister for years, but she could only recall coming to the street once before, on a family outing to see the brand-new law courts. She remembered thinking at the time that the building’s Portland stone was the same pale straw colour as her hamster’s fur. Now, eight years later, the façade was heavily streaked with coal dust, as if stained by the sin that had passed through it since.


As Hannah started up Fleet Street, it seemed that the rest of London was coming along with her. The pavement was thick with pedestrians, mostly men, and a blend of classes – although most visible were bowler-clad clerks, clutching reams of paper to their chests as they darted into alleyways and slipped behind ornate, important-looking doors.


A smart, middle-aged man cut across her path, hand raised in apology, leaving a trail of cologne in his wake. Hannah paused to watch as he ducked through one of the stone gatehouses that led to the Inns of Court. In age and bearing the man could have been Mr Teale – as she continued on it struck her that her father had come to this street most days for nigh-on thirty years, and she didn’t even know the Inn he had worked for. Which of these gatekeepers in their little boxes had bidden him good morning and farewell each day? Where had he eaten his lunch, and had his hair cut? It hadn’t seemed odd at the time, this complete separation of his work from their home life, but now, the thought that she had no idea where or how her father had spent his days was rather sad. She could ask her mother, she supposed, but that missed the point.


Fleet Street curved gently to the right, bringing into view the dome of St Paul’s, faintly visible through the sooty air. She caught the waft of an unusual smell – hot and sweet and oily – and noticed that on the buildings she passed, the names of legal chambers had been replaced by the titles of newspapers. Lloyd’s; the Telegraph; the Daily Chronicle; the Globe. And not just London papers, or national ones: provincial titles, too – the Hull Advertiser, York Chronicle, Dundee Courier – although these smaller papers appeared to be sharing space, piled on top of each other, sometimes four to a building. Then, there were all the supporting industries crammed in around – engravers, press cutting agencies – as well as the services meeting the everyday needs of an army of men: the hairdressers, boot makers, restaurants and cigar shops. Some of the frontages were so busy with written signs, they looked like news pages themselves. The rattles and thumps of the traffic on the road were joined by the clanks of hidden machinery, chuntering away out of sight behind the offices. It was one of those places where there was as much happening behind the scenes, down the side streets, as on the main drag.


The crowds around her had changed, too. Now, rather than harassed clerks darting about with piles of legal documents, it was young newsboys, clutching piles of papers with blackened hands and expertly threading through the crowd.


Passing by the office of the Illustrated Evening News, Hannah saw that a group had gathered in front of its window, gazing in as if it were the Christmas display at Fortnum & Mason. She stepped closer and saw that the object of their attention was an enlarged poster of that day’s front page. A drawing showed a young woman leaping off a bridge into the Thames, hair flying and hand clamped over her eyes. MAIDEN FALLS FROM LONDON BRIDGE, read the headline. From somewhere in the crowd behind her, she heard the trills of young voices: Who’s for today’s paper? Paper, gentlemen! News, news! Paper, paper, paper!


A church opposite sounded the hour, and Hannah sped up; they were meeting outside the Star office at 1 p.m. She found the building easily; the name was emblazoned high up on the façade in stark capitals, each letter on its own stalk. The building was vast and vaguely Romanesque, with columns flanking a short flight of steps that led up to double doors, trimmed with highly polished brass. And there, standing at the top of the steps, hands tucked into his pockets, was Cosmo.


He spotted her at once and loped down the steps two at a time.


‘Look at you!’ he said, as he reached her. ‘What a splendid feather.’


He held her gloved hand and they stood, smiling at each other. His coat collar was turned up and she noticed that he had a pencil tucked behind his ear – his hat was cocked to allow easy access to it. He looked the very embodiment of the successful young pressman – or how she imagined they would dress, anyway – and far more attractive today than he had at dinner, trussed up in his tails.


‘What an impressive building,’ Hannah said.


‘It is impressive, isn’t it?’ said Cosmo, doing that pleasing thing where he repeated what she had just said as if it were insightful and original.


‘Will you show me around?’


‘Oh – really?’ Cosmo frowned. ‘Thing is, there’s really not much to see. Just lots of anxious people scribbling away and barking at each other and trying to either catch the eye of the editor or avoid it.’


‘But at least I could see your desk,’ she continued, thinking of her father’s regretfully mysterious job. ‘So I can picture where you spend your days.’


He grimaced again. ‘Well, I don’t actually have a desk, as such. Specials are out and about the whole time, so it doesn’t really make sense to have a permanent spot. We tend to just find a perch wherever we can.’


‘I see,’ she replied, giving up. ‘So, where are you taking me?’


‘I thought we’d find somewhere together. Lots of choice around here. What are you in the mood for?’


She felt a momentary deflation that he hadn’t planned where they would go, as well as foolish for being so dressed up.


‘Where do you usually go?’ she asked.


‘Oh, we tend to just grab a pie at the Cock or Cheshire Cheese.’


‘Well, let’s do that.’


‘What? No!’


‘Why ever not?’


‘Well, for a start these places are frightfully rough.’


‘I’d like to,’ she said firmly. ‘I want to.’


He looked at her, surprised. ‘You’re serious?’


She was. She wanted to see where he usually ate, and she didn’t mind if he felt uncomfortable about it: it served him right for not making a plan himself. He acquiesced and they started walking.


The Cock Tavern was just a few doors down from the Star office. It was an old-fashioned place with a narrow, wonky façade and small, mullioned, steamed-up windows. Hannah had peered into public houses before, but only the gin palaces in Camden Town, with their high ceilings and ornate bars and mirrored walls. This, in contrast, was the kind of establishment that had no need to appear inviting or advertise for its custom. The kind of place that she would never have considered entering before now.


Even from the pavement, the din inside was palpable, and when Cosmo pushed open the door, a roar of noise was released. As Hannah followed him through the doorway, she felt her feather catch on the low door frame and ducked down.


‘Golly, it’s even worse than usual,’ said Cosmo. ‘I can’t see anywhere to sit, can you?’


Hannah craned to survey the crowd. The place had a fuggy, subterranean air, with little natural light, the walls unadorned except for dark panelling and coat pegs. Men sat squashed together at long communal tables or stood packed into every last foot of floor space, clutching glasses of beer and sucking on pipes and cigarettes. They all appeared to be engaged in animated or secret discussions, either whispering furtively or haw-hawing with laughter. The men standing closest to them turned to inspect her before returning to their discussions. She could see no other women at all.


At the back of the room Hannah spotted a doorway, with a drawn green curtain, leading into another, equally dim room. Inside she glimpsed a white tablecloth and caught a waft of hot meat.


‘Perhaps …’ she began, and then shrieked as something flitted past her face.


‘Oh!’ cried Cosmo. ‘Polly! I should have warned you.’


Breathing hard, Hannah stared after the green parrot as it continued its flight across the room and settled on a hat stand.


‘Shall we try somewhere else?’ said Cosmo, and this time she nodded meekly, her earlier bravado having seeped away.


But as they turned back towards the door, a voice cried, ‘Not so fast!’


Although the room was full of bellowing male voices, this shout seemed directed at them. They paused and turned to see a young man weaving his way through the crowd.


‘You’re not escaping like that,’ he said as he reached them. ‘The famous Miss Teale!’


The man was around Cosmo’s age, tall and narrow, with flushed cheeks and dense, dark curls. He wore a baggy tweed sack jacket.


‘Please come and join us,’ he said. ‘Save me from Ovilry’s theories on why we lost the Test Match.’


‘This is my colleague, John Timmer,’ Cosmo explained to Hannah. ‘We certainly don’t have to join them. In fact, I’d strongly caution against it.’


John Timmer smiled. ‘He’s probably right,’ he said to Hannah. ‘But please do come anyway.’


Here, then, was her chance to learn more about Cosmo’s life at work and meet people who appeared to be his friends.


‘I’d like to,’ she replied.


Cosmo shrugged. They followed in Timmer’s wake as he weaved back through the crowd, stopping at the end of a long table beside the fire. Another man sat there, leaning back against the wall, his chair balanced on its hind legs. As they approached, he tipped himself upright and rose to his feet.


‘And this is Ovilry,’ said Cosmo. ‘Winston Ovilry.’


Ovilry took her hand and gave it a quick, hard squeeze. He was of a similar age to the other two but seemed an altogether different breed: broader and better nourished and far more dapper, with a neat parting and a gold watch chain on his waistcoat. He, too, was dressed for a restaurant with silver cloches and discreet waiters – not this place, with its gobbets of saliva on the floor.


‘Let me get you a drink,’ Timmer asked her. ‘What would you like?’


What would she like? Not beer. One couldn’t drink wine during the day. Water was too cheerless.


‘A lemonade, please,’ she replied.


‘And the usual for you,’ Timmer said to Cosmo, a statement rather than question, before wading back through the crowd towards some unseen counter. There was a small space on the bench, and Hannah and Cosmo sat, wedged together. She felt a solid pouch of flesh above his hip – a secret piece of him that surprised her – and clenched up, unnerved by this prematurely intimate contact. But after a minute she relaxed. It felt rather thrilling to be here in this room full of fizzy young men.


‘Young Walters has talked much about you,’ said Winston Ovilry, opposite them. Although his seat was nearest the fire, he didn’t seem at all overheated or flustered. Rather, he had a knowing, amused expression, as if always on top of any situation. He stretched out his legs and crossed one foot over the other; his brogues had very pointed toes. ‘You’re already famously too good for him.’


‘You’re a special correspondent, too?’ she asked.


‘Ovilry’s recently joined us,’ replied Cosmo quickly. ‘Poached from Lloyd’s. He’s quite the brilliant new thing.’
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