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For Feargal




 


“The subject of imposture is always an interesting one, and impostors in one shape or another are likely to flourish as long as human nature remains what it is, and society shows itself ready to be gulled.”


Famous Imposters by Bram Stoker (1910)




CHAPTER 1


Ellis Spender glanced over his shoulder. The man was still there. He had first noticed the heavyset figure – belted navy overcoat, hat pulled down low over his eyes – on Hampstead Lane, and thought little of it. Yet there he was again, a constant five yards behind as Ellis turned right onto the Grove. The streets were quiet and gloomy, a fine-soot mist hovering low, blurring the air around him. Would the shadow break off if he crossed the road towards Highgate Hill? Ellis turned a corner. It stuck. Yes, he was definitely being followed. Sweat stung his neck despite the near-freezing January night. He paused outside the Golden Lamb. Rainbow-coloured circles of light clung to the lamp over the door.


It took a moment to adjust to the brightness, the rush of smoke. A barmaid gave him the eye, but looked away, coy and blushing, when he met her gaze.


‘Gin and French.’ He rattled coins to disguise the nervous shake in his hand.


‘Evening, lad.’ An old sot leaning against the bar counter half raised his glass in greeting. His slack-mouthed grin exposed greyish gums. ‘Don’t s’pose you got a ciggie?’ he slurred. His tongue pushed the single tooth in his lower jaw forward till it leant, pitted and filthy, against his lip.


‘No.’ Revolted by the perversity of the gesture, Ellis moved down the counter. He looked at the mirror-backed shelves that lined the wall behind the bar. His own distorted reflection stared back through the clutter of bottles, cigarettes and stacked glasses that zigzagged halfway to the ceiling. He took off his hat and ran a hand over his hair. Blond waves flowed under his palm, like water slipping under a bridge.


There he was! Sitting alone, no more than twenty feet away. Ellis stared hard, willing the slivers of mirror to explain what was happening. The stranger was frowning, his lips folded in on themselves. Ellis was aware of the tremor in his hand again, a nervy tug up his arm into his shoulder. He couldn’t possibly be from the Prudential, could he? Surely that was long since over. Virginia had refunded the money paid out on Ellis’s claim (fraudulently submitted, according to the assessors, but what would those chumps know?). The only other person who knew about that ghastly business was Uncle Freddie but he was – thankfully – in America. Perhaps the man had been hired by a creditor. Was this how it happened? Arrested over a trifling sum … Come with me, please, sir. Ellis swallowed hard. How he hated the constant sensation that life was fracturing under his feet. Cracking, collapsing. Any minute the ice was going to break, and his body would plummet through the hole into a bottomless, freezing lake.


What next? If he went straight home and was followed, the man would know where he lived … But perhaps he already did – had trailed him from the house, in fact – and was playing this cat-and-mouse game to taunt him.


‘Excuse me?’ The man was beside him, one hand fumbling in his pocket. A knife! Ellis’s fear, a vast, foaming breaker, rose again. Every pointless moment in his life, every second of greed or avarice pricked him. Regret was blood red and pin sharp. The man tugged a balled-up handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose loudly. A knife? Where was he – the Odeon? Ellis flushed, embarrassed by the intensity of his private melodrama.


‘You are Ellis Spender, aren’t you?’ For a moment Ellis was about to deny it. How could this stranger prove anything? But! If he was a policeman, would Ellis be in more trouble for denying it? Was denying your own self a crime?


‘Ernest Winsome,’ the man said, offering his hand. For the first time Ellis registered a pathetic flicker in his face, a hunger. ‘I am, I mean was, an … acquaintance of Freddie Broughton.’


The clench in Ellis’s stomach loosened. Relief rippled through his body, a pleasant feeling that dissipated as quickly as he could appreciate its cool, clean touch.


‘I spotted you on the street a while back and I’ve been following you – gosh, doesn’t that sound suspicious? I do apologise. It was only because I wasn’t quite sure it was you at first. May I have a word?’ Winsome’s manner was hesitant, the words offered as though his large, fat-lipped mouth would grab them back, greedily stuffing each letter down his throat. He was younger than Ellis had thought. Ellis was twenty-nine and this man was probably quite close in age to him, mid-thirties at most, with red-rimmed, almost lashless eyes, and reddish hair too, combed fiercely back from a high, bulging forehead.


Ellis’s first reaction was to refuse. Now that this stranger posed no threat to him, he realised he disliked him intensely. The idea that another person wanted something from him always made Ellis desperately uncomfortable, even when it was clear that acquiescing to the request would have been to his advantage. Gain equals loss, his father used to say, holding it as irrefutable as one might a law of physics. You won’t find one without the other. If Winsome were to profit from whatever he wanted from Ellis, it would be at Ellis’s cost.


‘I hope you don’t mind?’ Winsome pushed the handkerchief around his large forehead. ‘How about I order us a couple of brandies?’ He gestured towards a table in a neglected corner, the sort of quiet alcove a courting couple would choose.


‘All right.’ Ellis’s legs felt loose suddenly, coltish and giddy with freedom. Relief began to expand within him. He was rather short of funds, and another drink would be delightful. How foolish he’d been. ‘Are you a pal of Freddie’s?’


A flicker passed over Winsome’s face, his worried expression giving way ever so slightly. He was mollified Ellis had never heard his name from Freddie, was that it? Ellis knew he must be careful or he would lose his unexpected upper hand. ‘Though,’ he added brightly, ‘dear Uncle Freddie has so many friends that I’m sure to recall you sooner or later. I don’t doubt my mother would know you at once! She’s so fond of all of Freddie’s chums.’ Chums was one way of referring to Freddie’s circle of shirkers and shriekers, he supposed. Ellis’s mother Virginia always spoke about her adored younger brother as though the very creaks of West End stages operated on his whim. Because of the manner in which she introduced him, as a child Ellis had believed his uncle’s full name was the Impresario Frederick Broughton, which sounded far more exotic than his father’s set, peopled as it was by ordinary sirs and lords. Ellis’s parents used to squabble regularly about Freddie, with Virginia’s avowals of his greatness invariably countered by Sidney’s ‘Surely you mean ingrateness’, but in the fifteen years since her husband’s death, Virginia’s opinions of her brother had thrived, flourishing unchecked. Spreading, Ellis thought, much as a bruise does. He sipped his brandy. It was the colour of stair-rods, and tasted it.


Winsome’s throat bumped as he swallowed. ‘I have been introduced to Lady Spender, yes.’


‘Freddie is abroad. He took A Fine Dalliance to New York.’


‘I heard that he didn’t return with the cast, and your mother is, um, now care-taking his possessions.’


‘I don’t see how that’s any of your concern, Mr Winsome,’ Ellis replied, somewhat tetchily. Just thinking about that fiasco angered him. Not content with squandering his own substantial earnings, Freddie had greedily sucked the Broughton family fortune down to its last farthing, a situation that had come to light shortly after he’d left London for A Fine Dalliance’s six-week run in New York four months earlier. Having been given the distinct impression by Freddie himself that his estate included ownership of the furnished flat in Marsham Court, which he had moved into just a year earlier when it was so gloriously new as to smell of varnish, and the endless hot water still had a brackish odour, Virginia had been bewildered to receive a landlord’s letter forwarded by the concierge notifying him of eviction in absentia. Six months’ back rent was owed, plus interest and outstanding management fees, not to mention the sums he had run up on account with Marsham Court’s private dining rooms, public restaurant and cocktail bar.


Discharging her brother’s debts soaked up the majority of what remained of Virginia’s funds, which Ellis had been in the silent habit of considering his inheritance rather than her money. Her horribly expensive and pointless transatlantic telephone call to leave a message at Freddie’s hotel in New York – ‘The poor darling, there’s obviously been a horrible misunderstanding, please tell him not to worry’ – received an unapologetic telegram in reply: AWFUL NEWS STOP AM INVITED TO HOLLYWOOD! UNMISSABLE OPPORTUNITY STOP BEST BEST LOVE STOP. Only a man as irresponsible and arrogant as Freddie could waste money – best bloody best! – in an exchange about his financial ruin.


Furious, Ellis had telegraphed Freddie, telling him he owed the Spenders three hundred and ten pounds twelve shillings. Weeks later, he received a breezy note by post: Shocked at your penny-pinching attitude, old thing. So much for family. Keep the lot & let’s consider what you insist on referring to as my ‘debt’ duly discharged. PS – Tell my darling sister I will write soonest. Best love. FB


No letter arrived. Neither, to Ellis’s delight, did Freddie: the cast of A Fine Dalliance returned to London without him, dispersing once more to the wearying ether of other shows, of other hopes, of nothing. Freddie’s departure from his life was a desire Ellis had silently nursed for years, which made the simultaneous discovery that his uncle was as good as broke so horribly galling. Because Freddie was unmarried and appeared likely to remain so, Virginia was his next of kin. Ellis had been counting on a reasonable inheritance from Freddie coming his way via his mother, if not directly. He deserved to get the man’s money, he thought sourly. It would be the repayment of the debt to his childhood rather than a legacy.


Ellis frowned. ‘I fail to see how Freddie’s actions affect you.’


Winsome coloured. ‘He and I had a – a friendship last year, and when it, um, concluded, I asked him to return my letters. They were of little account, quite trifling in fact, but I’d prefer to have them back. He must have forgotten, in the rush of going to New York. A mutual acquaintance mentioned he wasn’t planning to return, and that your mother has his, um, belongings.’


Freddie would have kept the sweating idiot’s letters out of spite, the knowledge that Winsome feared his pash becoming public making it irresistible. Ellis was beginning to enjoy himself. He sat back in his chair, legs crossed, hands loose and open. Courteous and considerate, a gentleman of leisure out for a simple evening stroll and a drink, generous with his time and attention. ‘But if the letters are unimportant, why does it matter where they are or who has them?’


‘Ah, well, they were a touch … personal. I am concerned they are liable to be misunderstood, you see.’


‘I don’t quite grasp your meaning.’ He smiled through the lie. ‘Misunderstood by whom?’


‘My employer at the ministry, for one.’


‘I see. And is there a Mrs Winsome who might also … misunderstand?’ Ellis asked, draining the last of his brandy. What delicious fun this was.


Winsome halted a passing waiter. ‘Two more – large ones,’ he said. ‘I became engaged to be married a fortnight ago.’


‘Heartiest congratulations!’ Time to tighten the screw on the man’s discomfort a little further. ‘You’re correct in that my mother is looking after Freddie’s belongings. But why put yourself to the trouble of finding me when you could simply telephone her?’ He made a show of reaching into his pocket for a pen. ‘Let me give you the number.’


‘No! I mean, I’d hate to impose on your mother’s time. I thought perhaps it was easier to arrange between ourselves. Man to man, as it were.’


‘How very thoughtful! I’m not sure I can help, though. Aside from the fact you’re referring to Freddie’s private possessions, there are decades’ worth of theatrical memorabilia and a vast correspondence’ – was that going too far? Freddie was hardly Pepys – ‘that would need to be painstakingly checked. A lot of work simply to locate a couple of notes.’


‘They are more than a couple of notes to me.’


‘And yet trifling was the word you used.’


‘Well, yes, but …’ Winsome trailed off, unable to reconcile his desire to appear unconcerned with his genuine desperation.


‘Don’t worry, I completely understand. As I’m sure you’re aware, I’m an author myself, so I appreciate how powerful the written word is.’


‘Are you? Your uncle never said. I recognised you from seeing you at the theatre with your mother.’


Typical bloody Freddie. No, he would never have spoken about his nephew’s novella The Only Boy, or mention its excellent review in the journal Other Writing. To do that would have meant acknowledging another man’s talent, and Freddie Broughton was incapable of that. A strange, heated thought suddenly flitted through his mind: he could pick up the filthy tin ashtray on the table and smash it into Winsome’s face.


‘Mr Spender, I appreciate the imposition, which is why I would be glad to recompense you for your time in locating my, um … material.’


Minutes later, Winsome left, having proved very understanding – almost generous, Ellis thought – about the remuneration Ellis would need to prise himself temporarily away from his own literary endeavours. It was a matter of some discretion, Winsome insisted. He blushed when Ellis replied, ‘Indiscretions often are, don’t you think?’


He called the waiter over and ordered another brandy. ‘Shilling or one-an’-threepenny, sir?’ Ellis Spender, a shilling drinker? Hardly! He picked up a discarded Daily Mirror from a nearby table. It was half past nine, and the news was familiar and stale. For days the biggest headline was that of the missing-torso murder: two severed arms had been discovered under a bridge in Newbury a fortnight earlier, and though the police said the search was for a body, the press insisted on referring to it as a ‘missing torso’. He, Virginia and Janey had been following the story with grisly delight. The latest theory centred on a leg newly recovered from the Thames at Reading. A man and his young son fishing had found it: at first glance they thought a shop mannequin was stuck in the mud of the riverbed. Inspector Morris, the article noted, is of the opinion that this case could become the first in history where a victim is identified from his leg alone. In the search for a solution to this heinous crime, it concluded, the Metropolitan Police were putting their best feet forward. Ellis laughed aloud. Janey would enjoy that. He raised the brandy to his lips. Actually, it was delicious. An attractive colour too, he now noticed: honey-toned rather than brassy.


There was little else to interest him on the front page: Herr Hitler sent New Year wishes and renewed assurances of Germany’s desire for peace and co-operation; police investigating a robbery were looking for a man with exceptionally white teeth wearing a teddy-bear coat; the Army was recruiting yet again, promising good pay and well-ordered accommodation. He could think of nothing worse. He dropped the newspaper to the table and picked up his hat and cigarettes.


‘No! Wait!’ The drunk who’d tried to cadge a cigarette from him earlier was calling the barmaid, his voice loud in the busy room. He wobbled from side to side like a ninepin. ‘Vera, I’ve a trick. You’ll like this ’un, I swear!’


She paused, a full tray in her hands. ‘What d’you mean, “trick”?’


He took unfinished drinks from her tray one by one, tossing the remains of each into his own empty pint glass. Beer, ale, gin and peppermint, the dregs of Winsome’s brandy and who knew what else. Ignoring her cry of ‘Here, what d’you think you’re doing?’ he lifted the glass to his lips, his throat pulsing as he gulped down the viscous brown mixture. He belched, long and loud, loose and wet. The landlord appeared, soundlessly taking the man by the arm and leading him to the door. The barmaid stared at his retreating back, not in horror but with a soft sadness which was somehow worse.


Ellis rose to leave. The discoloured Vitrolite roof panels were a match for the tiled floor under his feet, and he felt dizzy suddenly, and drunk, as though the room had flipped upside down and he was trapped against the ceiling with no way of righting himself.


Midnight, and the clang of the garden gate behind him pealed out clear as a ship’s bell. Fitzroy Gardens was a run of ten substantial red-brick houses, which opened onto Hampstead Lane at both ends, an unexpected ox-bow bulging into the north flank of the Heath. Ellis and Virginia lived in the second to last, the terrace all but invisible from the Lane. The path from the street to his front door was long and narrow, broken in two places by single steps and bordered by tall, dense hedges. The overall effect was of having unexpectedly dropped into a trench that sloped slowly upwards until it met the front door. The eaves and roof merged into the night above, and the few stars he could pick out were pale and overworked. Save for the orange glow thrown into the hall from a single Benares brass lamp on the large mahogany table, the house was in darkness. The grey wallpaper reflected little light, and the gloom made its marbleised finish look cracked and unsteady. He imagined rooms collapsing in clouds of dust, the garden greedily gathering the house into itself.


Virginia was sure to have been asleep since ten. Ellis couldn’t tell whether their paying guests, both of whom kept long hours, were at home. Janey wasn’t, he decided, sniffing for a trace of Vol de Nuit (‘Who do you think buys her perfume?’ Virginia murmured behind Janey’s back on the afternoon she moved in), while Patrick probably was. Relentlessly regular in his habits, Patrick tended to slip ghost-like into the house each evening around nine and go straight to his room. Occasionally, he had to stay over at the hospital, so they wouldn’t see him for two or three days at a time. Ellis exhaled loudly and watched the hoar of his breath leave his body and disappear, absorbed into the air around him. There were days when every exhalation carried the pointless weight of a loss, as though breathing wasn’t constant and necessary, but a drain, a sucking-away at his very existence.


He threw his hat and coat onto the stand, and turned, his eye caught by a faint gleam on the hall table: Virginia’s pearls, spilling from her handbag. He let his hand trail over the necklace from one end of the clasp to the other, savouring the perfect shapes, his fingertips exploring the small knots that prevented each pearl from touching its neighbours. It was originally a loose string, but when he was a small boy he’d broken it, so she had had it restrung in this way. The slight detachment – each existence lived independently from the others – pleased him. The pearls warmed to his touch. He clicked the diamond clasp shut and slipped the necklace into the bag.


The long hallway led to a large room with a glass-panelled bay window that overlooked the back garden. It was cold and quiet, its wooden floor partially illuminated by moonlight slipping through the windows. The room had once been Sidney’s studio, a place of unframed, unfinished lives. Of incomplete bodies, people awaiting eyes or limbs, mere charcoal outlines of themselves, or abandoned against white space, their backdrops unpainted. Real people frozen in time by paint, as insects are in amber. Freddie’s crated belongings were lined up against one wall. Neither Ellis nor Virginia had opened so much as a single box. Ellis’s indifference was rooted in annoyance, Virginia’s because she missed her brother so much, a sadness that would only have been exacerbated by poring over his possessions. He left the room. The search for Winsome’s drivel could wait until morning.


He paused at the bottom of the staircase, the polished mahogany of the newel post cold under his left hand. He reached out and touched the framed print facing the bottom step, the first of ten Greatest Theatrical Figures, a series of famous actors and theatre managers his father had painted between 1897 and 1908, then tried to revive as a set of prints some years later when he’d needed the money. During the war, not only had his fortunes taken a turn for the worse, but so had Sir Sidney Spender’s professional reputation. By 1920, the man who, in the gold-touched year of 1902, had been elected to the Royal Academy, the Royal Society of Portrait Painters, and the Royal Institute of Oil Painters in dizzyingly quick succession, and who was so beloved by society that the King had personally asked him to do his official portrait in 1904, followed by one of the Queen a year later, couldn’t have sold penny cartoons on the street. His style, which flattered and persuaded, which united manliness and keenly superior intelligence in its male subjects and created a shapely, coquettish charm in its females, was, by the end of the Great War, deemed to be old-fashioned, its flattery obsequious and embarrassing. Too late did Sidney realise that London’s art world was in reality an elite private club with the power to assign or repress value at will. By the last decade of his life, nobody wanted to be done by Spender, as it had once been known. What used to be an honour, a sign of society’s approval and affirmation, had become a display of timidity, a desperate clinging to a vanished era. Sidney had spent his last years as an enthusiastic drunk, prone to paranoia about why his former friends Tonks and Eves were spared such a cruel fate.


Virginia had insisted on Freddie’s inclusion as a Greatest Theatrical Figure. He was the only sitter still alive. George Thompson had gone first, toppling over onstage in 1901 and landing dead as a dodo in the orchestra pit, one arm whipping a bassoon to the floor as he fell. Henry Irving – his portrait was at the top of the stairs, his black eyes focused on the wallpaper opposite as though it contained a puzzle he was trying to solve – had died four years later, collapsing on the street in Bradford a week after his portrait was completed. Sarah Bernhardt held out until March 1923, shortly before Sidney had thrown down his palette knife for the last time. For many years, the frames were regularly crooked in the morning. A creaking ship swollen with brandy, Sidney listed to bed at night, tossed from wall to banisters and back. Ellis had been in the habit of straightening them on his way to breakfast. The more askew they were, the worse his father’s morning mood was sure to be.


‘I see you’re admiring my rogues’ gallery,’ Virginia would say, to any guest who made the mistake of pausing for a moment in the hallway to fuss with a hat or umbrella. ‘Why, let me introduce you!’ and she would drag them up the stairs, brightly peppering each description with anecdotes. ‘Dear Bram! Florence Stoker and I were children together in Dublin – the larks we had! Sidney painted Bram for the National Portrait Gallery in 1906, you know, but Florence always said this little thing here remained his absolute favourite … and here’s Ellen Terry of course, in costume for The Merry Wives of Windsor. She told me once in the clearest and most unmistakable terms,’ here, Virginia’s voice would invariably dip, as though sharing a sacred secret, ‘that she had never known a greater man in the theatre than my brother.’


Shadows flickered across each famous countenance as Ellis moved slowly up the stairs. As a child, he was convinced the ten were prone to changes of expression, that pinkish hands flickered while eyes narrowed in disapproval and lips twitched with whispers. I can see you, Freddie’s painted mouth seemed to say. Even here, you are not out of my sight. He paused by Bram Stoker. Ellis wasn’t quite four when Stoker died, yet because of Virginia and Florence’s close friendship, he felt as if he knew the man well, although he had only a vague memory of meeting him once, in St James’s Park. He was walking at his mother’s side, impatient to get to the duckpond, when they happened across Florence pushing a Bath chair. ‘Oh, Florrie,’ Virginia whispered, looking at the slumped, dazed figure, left almost unrecognisable by a series of strokes, ‘death is terribly cruel.’


The man in the picture was seated, as though he had just pushed his chair back from an unseen desk. Broad-shouldered, his jacket strained across his portly chest and stomach. Something about him fizzed with energy, as though desperate to be liberated from the oppressive stillness of Sidney’s brush. Ellis leant forward until their faces were only inches apart. Stoker’s intense, buttonish eyes stared into his own, the point of his short red beard almost touching Ellis’s clean-shaven chin. Ellis’s disappointment in his own lack of success as a writer was his constant companion, and Stoker too had known that maddening, unreachable itch, Ellis was sure of it. He had understood what it was to go disregarded, rendered impotent by the literary establishment. To watch as stories he had bled over suffocated in their unopened covers and his income dwindled. A forgotten old man in a Bath chair: was such ignominy to be his fate too?


There was the prospect of Winsome’s twenty pounds at least, he reminded himself. Yes, that was a delightfully unexpected windfall. Winsome, losesome, he thought and giggled softly. Through his bedroom window, slivers of pale moonlit sky shone through rough gaps torn in the clouds. Flickers of light, they seemed to come to him from the future. Promises made manifest.




CHAPTER 2


‘You got yourself a right bozo there!’ Janey slicked butter across her toast with the carefree confidence of a barber wielding a cut-throat razor. Getting something over on another person was a cause for praise. And on a bozo too! Why, that was best of all. Bozos deserved it. Asked for it, in fact. Her lips, red as a butcher’s block against her pale, powdered skin, parted ever so slightly to reveal slightly gappy front teeth dotted with black crumbs.


Ellis glowed in the sunlight of her approval. Janey was beautiful in the way a wild cat, a cheetah or a leopard, is beautiful, he thought. (‘If one likes that rather obvious look,’ Virginia once remarked not-quite-quietly enough, to which Freddie had added, ‘But what is her sex life, do you think?’ and then softly to Ellis, when Virginia had walked away, ‘Is she to be had?’) She had a sinewy grace, an elegance that wasn’t – as Virginia would have preferred – a sign of polish and refinement, but rather a perpetual perfect readiness.


The previous June, Virginia’s cousin Minette had written from Dublin to ask if the Spenders would consider taking in the twenty-five-year-old son of a dear neighbour as a guest for a year. Ellis had always thought Minette half-witted, an opinion compounded by her inability to understand his novella. Virginia had sent copies of The Only Boy to all her relations in Ireland, and though Minette’s note of thanks remarked on how clever Ellis must be, and how wonderful for Virginia that her son was an aspiring writer – he gritted his teeth at the memory of such hateful words – the praise was entirely spoilt for him by her final line: though I confess I found myself somewhat bewildered by how few events took place … I prefer a good detective yarn with all the trimmings of red herrings and what have you! This must be what they call ‘the modern style’ and perhaps this particular reader is simply too old to appreciate it!


Her blasted letter was positively gushing on the subject of Patrick Arcourt, billing him as a particularly fine young chap about to commence a surgical speciality at the Royal London Hospital. Patrick’s mother Alice wanted him to stay with a family known to them instead of taking a flat alone or go into digs, because he had never lived away before. Of course, Minette wrote – the letter was so awash with underlinings and circlings and doublings-back on itself that reading it was like watching an intemperate adult shout instructions at a stupid child – it wasn’t at all the sort of thing Virginia would usually undertake, and she completely understood what an imposition having a stranger living in the house would be, that the remuneration could never begin to counteract the sheer inconvenience, but if she could only find herself equal to the favour then Minette, too, would be in her debt, no more so than the Arcourts, who were, Minette assured her, a well-connected family and simply a delight to know. And for dearest Ellis, Minette added – to Ellis’s fury – in the third of four lengthily enthusiastic postscripts, such a situation would provide an ideal opportunity for him to associate with a young and studious man of fine character!


Although etiquette deemed an initial reluctance necessary, Virginia kept it to a minimum, and soon declared herself only too happy to assist Minette’s neighbour in any way she could. Why, what would she be doing but helping a fellow countryman? A surgeon no less, a man dedicating himself to the good health of others. It was her duty, she decided. That Patrick would be paying for his bed and board and his arrival would generate a new and extremely welcome source of funds was a significant influence on her decision, and one that – to the credit of all concerned – went entirely unmentioned. The agreement was made for reasons of altruism, not income, and though a cheque arrived promptly every month, nestled inside a polite and grateful letter from Alice Arcourt, pounds, shillings and pence hadn’t for a moment entered into Virginia’s thinking. Maintaining reputation was the foundation of all Virginia’s decisions, so while Patrick-the-guest was welcome, a frank conversation about a rental arrangement with Patrick-the-lodger would have been impossible.


In August, not long after Patrick had moved in, Freddie had asked if Virginia could, as a favour to him, also accommodate a young woman called Janey Gould, who worked at the Lyceum for his good friend George Atkinson, and had been let down on digs at short notice. As with Patrick, Janey’s arrival was at a relative’s behest, so Virginia was able to gloss over the commercial nature of the arrangement. No sooner had Janey unpacked than Virginia decided she was common and, unusually for her, began to regret acceding to Freddie’s request. Occasionally she suggested to Ellis that they ask Janey to find somewhere else to live. So far, he had always been able to talk his mother out of it: Janey was prompt with her rent, didn’t eat a large breakfast, or use much gas or hot water. She was as perfect a paying guest as one could hope to have. Virginia needed the income from Janey and Patrick to run the house. Without it, they probably couldn’t afford even a daily any more, he reminded her, knowing how much she’d hate to let the girl go. Having once had a staff of eight at her command, Virginia couldn’t bear being reduced to just a single servant, an anger she took out on whoever that unfortunate happened to be. Look at your magazine, he pointed out, picking up Virginia’s copy of the Lady and flicking through it, pointing out column after column of women seeking accommodation. Just imagine the sort of undesirables lurking there in black and white, he urged. Consider the horror of having to respond to query letters … Showing people the room, letting them traipse around her house, and whoever she chose would be a stranger anyway. And, he added, whatever Virginia thought about Janey – Ellis was always careful when he deployed this trump card – she had come to them with Freddie’s personal seal of approval. What would Freddie think if he returned from America to find his sister had cast her out?


Virginia hadn’t raised the subject for a few weeks, thankfully. Anyway, Janey’s working day was so long that Virginia, who preferred breakfast in bed and tended to retire early, saw little of her. Janey rarely arrived home before eleven, and often much later. It was obvious to Ellis that she had notions about becoming an actress. He imagined her as a moth attracted to the warm glow of the footlights, hanging about backstage long after her working day was over or in a public house near the Lyceum or at theatre parties, in the hope of attracting the attentions of an actor or production manager.


Janey’s jaws crunched, neat and sharp, through the crusts. ‘What a chump!’ she added, as if there had been some ambiguity to her ‘bozo’ that required a footnote. Ellis grinned, thoroughly enjoying himself. Winsome was a perfect chump! Why, if Ellis had had him specially made to order he couldn’t have got the specifications quite as good as Winsome’s natural design. He could hardly believe that the man’s presence on the street had ever rattled him.


When he sat down to breakfast that morning he hadn’t intended to say anything about his experience in the Golden Lamb, yet when she yawned and told him she was running late and would only have a quick cup of tea and a ciggie, he heard himself launch into an edited version of the story, one containing a hidden message that begged her to stay longer. Capturing Janey’s mercurial attention wasn’t easy, and he had often found himself trying to lure her by setting up a question, just as a small child might. He had done so now, he realised, by casting the opening line, ‘You’re not going to believe what happened!’, in order to land her ‘What?’ by way of reply – for how could he not then respond to such a direct request?


The words came out of his mouth almost despite himself, but dispassionately, as though it was another man’s life he was relaying, one he was aware of shaping into a very pleasing narrative, a tale of unintended, unexpected consequences, of the gain, the power, that could be found in another’s loss. Ellis was a diligent editor when it came to the details, though, explaining that Winsome was a playwright who had sent Freddie a manuscript but, because it was now being produced elsewhere, needed the correspondence concerning it returned. All to do with copyright, he added airily. His final flourish was to describe how he himself had carefully, delicately, manoeuvred the conversation into a corner whereby Winsome offered to pay for Ellis’s time in locating it. Janey hadn’t queried him. Why would she? Janey, Ellis believed, understood what the world was really about, so the money-for-nothing and the getting one over on the bozo were the only aspects of the encounter that interested her. He’d had a momentary panic, that she’d be suspicious because there was no playwright by the name of Winsome. And what if she were to ask where the play was to be put on? But she didn’t.


‘Good on you,’ was all she said, and then again, ‘What a chump.’


Ellis smiled. He was in the habit of waking early and listening for the sound of Janey’s bedroom door creaking open so that he could time his breakfast – ‘Why, here we are again, Janey’ – to coincide with hers. Infuriatingly, she was unpredictable, and rose at any time between eight and nine thirty: Atkinson was either a very patient man or obliging in how she made up her hours. She had asked several times if the squeak in her door could be oiled, but despite his assurances that it had been, he’d taken care of it himself only these old hinges were so unreliable, he had no intention of doing so. He reached out his slim hands, putting one on either side of the teapot. He held it tightly, like a head between his palms. Warmth flowed into him, a delightful pressure reaching into the very whorls of his fingertips.


He stopped talking when Patrick, unusually late for him, lumbered in, sat down across from Janey and lit a cigarette. Ellis shook open his newspaper. He began to read, taking nothing in because he was concentrating on Janey’s responses to Patrick’s dreary conversational sallies. Patrick began with the weather, then moved neatly into the impact of rain on his journey to the hospital and associated timings. Patrick had bought her expensive chocolates for Christmas, and Ellis knew she kept the empty box in her room, even though its contents were long gone. Concerned she was holding on to it as a sentimental souvenir or, worse still, proof of a secret promise or suspected intention, he had begun to watch them carefully. But this proved to be one of the good days, when he was easily able to convince himself there was nothing to it. Listening to them from behind the newspaper, he reassured himself that her manner was closer to that of a host who suspects they have been rude to an unwanted visitor, and now that the guest has announced their departure, tries to make it up to them in the last hour before they leave. Patrick began to describe a surgical procedure with the sugar bowl and marmalade dish deputising as body parts. When Ellis yawned loudly from behind the paper, Janey giggled. Surreptitiously, he watched Patrick’s eyes follow the movement of her teacup to the red advertisement of her lips. He had the sort of stupidly implacable face one might see on a coin, a profile so removed from its original human form as to be almost featureless and unreal.


‘Excuse me, Patrick,’ she said, extracting the ashtray from his impromptu demonstration. ‘I wasn’t done with my spleen.’


Ellis grinned, hearing her words as a vote registered in his favour. Yes, breakfast-time had improved immensely since Janey had moved in.




CHAPTER 3


A large room at the back of the house, with waist-height wood panelling and port-coloured wallpaper on three walls, it had been the Music Room before becoming Sidney’s studio, though the grand piano that once sat in the wide, glass-paned bay window which bulged out over the back garden was long gone. Above the picture rail, the paper was beginning to slough off here and there, thinly, as the skin of a cooked chicken might pull from the flesh. Years before, when Virginia had a reputation for hosting extravagant suppers after Freddie’s first nights or Sidney’s exhibition openings, she would have the Persian rugs taken up for dancing. The room would become stuffy with smoke, and loud during those evenings, with layer upon layer of babble and laughter. Ellis used to imagine the press of people pushing against the walls, forcing the glass bay further into its bulbous shape, stretching and straining it until the frame was exhausted and the glass ready to explode. When Nanny finally dozed off by the nursery hearth he would sneak downstairs and appear at his mother’s side. Too early and he’d be packed off upstairs again, with the humiliating sting of a fresh slap from Sidney across the back of his legs, but if he timed it right he’d be petted and fussed over, like a lapdog, delicious morsels dropping into his mouth from the guests’ very own plates. In the morning the smells – stale cigars, a sour fruitiness he later learnt was spilt champagne, the rich hint of the roast beef and horseradish sandwiches Virginia insisted were served in the hour before the party finished – would gradually dissipate, overcome by freshly lit fires, lavender and beeswax as day sluiced away night. During the war, when commissions dried up and Sidney’s assistants, Max and Roderick, enlisted (Max was bayoneted on the second day at the Somme; Roderick died in a mustard gas attack a year later, his skin blistered and unrecognisable, his throat excoriated; neither had a funeral, they merely ceased to exist), Sidney gave up the studio in Mayfair he’d kept for twenty years, moving its contents into the Music Room. Until the arrival of Freddie’s parcelled-up life, the room had remained pretty much as Sidney had left it.


Sidney’s father George had bought number nine Fitzroy Gardens newly built in 1868. When Sidney inherited it in 1897 he changed nothing; neither did Virginia, when Sidney died a quarter of a century later. Built to be run by a silently efficient staff moving to and from the basement, as if appearing and disappearing into an automaton clock, the house had sunk into itself in the absence of such labour. Relentlessly fashionable by the standards of the previous century, to Ellis it was like living in a museum. It was a mortuary of stuffed birds trapped under glass domes, of eau-de-Nil paint and ornaments, of knee-banging tables that buckled under the weight of potted plants. The furniture was dark, the fabrics thickly woven prints of birds and ferns, the wallpapers complex trellises of leaves and flowers, threaded through with tiny creatures. He was an explorer in his own home, wandering lost through endless foliage, every movement followed by hidden eyes.


The ancient brass heater he’d switched on in the Music Room before breakfast hadn’t made any noticeable impression on the temperature of the room, merely sending tears of condensation down the windows. Ellis wiped a couple of panes. It was another sunless morning, and the room was washed in the same grey light as the wrung-out clouds over Hampstead Heath. A faint odour of mice was joined by the scent of warming dust. He checked the door was shut, then made a start on Freddie’s boxes. It was sure to take no time at all, though he had decided to leave Winsome to sweat it out for a few days. Not only would that make his fee appear well-earned, but he knew Winsome’s worry would slowly spread inside him, a contagion building in his blood. How much consideration had Winsome given, he wondered, to the knowledge that success in retrieving his ill-considered correspondence meant that Ellis would learn the contents of the letters?


He began happily enough, confident that what he wanted would be waiting, ready to be found, trilling, Coo-eee! Over here! The sensation was almost enjoyable, like playing a game he had already won. But within minutes his light-heartedness was dissipating. Container after container, box after box. It was chaos! Books, programmes, letters, scribbled scraps of paper, diaries, everything thrown in together with no attempt at establishing order by date or subject. Freddie wasn’t the only designer of this pandemonium, he knew, briefly regretting his decision to hire a penny-pinching firm of navvies when Virginia had begged him to organise the urgent packing and removal of his uncle’s possessions.


Ellis regarded the junk stacked up around him. What a waste of three hundred and ten pounds twelve shillings: Winsome aside, nothing there was worth a jot. He’d deny it, of course, but Ellis was sure Freddie was well aware of the debts he abandoned when he left for New York, confident that Virginia would bail him out. Either that, or what he had said in his note to Ellis was truth rather than bluster: he didn’t care what happened to his possessions. Though Ellis believed that the two events were as linked as if roped together, Virginia drew no connection between Freddie’s near-bankruptcy and his decision to stay in America when A Fine Dalliance closed. Freddie had no intention of returning to London, which made the waste of money in redeeming his possessions even more galling. Virginia hadn’t paid a down-payment on his return, just the laundry bill for clearing up the mess he left when he vacated their lives. Why could she never be angry with her brother? Why was she so blind to who – what – he was?


The more Ellis considered it, the less surprising Freddie’s defection was: his uncle’s star, such as it was, was dangerously entwined with a particular type of old-fashioned London playhouse that was slowly dying, squeezed on one side by a new breed of smaller, rougher theatres, and on the other by an army of cinemas. Even had they wanted him, Freddie wasn’t the type to throw in his lot with the Workers Theatre, or the Unity. Those places were full of Reds. Freddie would be ridiculous there, a relic.


Freddie’s departure had left his mother lonely and upset in a way Ellis had never seen before, not even when his father died. By her curious logic, the prospect of becoming a widow was always a reasonable expectation for a woman who marries a man twenty years her senior. In fact, it was the preferable scenario: Virginia couldn’t bear the idea of going before her husband. It was terribly sad, yes, but knowable. Not tragic, not shocking. Her husband was dead: there was grief, but no rage or railing against cruel Fate.


Within half an hour, he was ready to give up the whole business. It was ridiculous! He kicked a box in anger, and its paper entrails gushed out, streaming across the floor.


‘I said I didn’t want to be disturbed!’ he shouted, as the door opened. ‘Oh, it’s you! Sorry. I thought it was the girl.’


Janey shut the door behind her. ‘I always wanted a look in here, but anytime I try, the door’s locked,’ she said, clicking open her handbag to offer him a cigarette, either unaware that she had admitted to snooping, or oblivious to his opinion either way.


‘We never use it.’


‘It’s bigger than I thought it would be.’ With her foot she gestured to a scatter of pages on the floor. ‘Plenty of room to make a mess.’


‘Won’t the boss be wondering where you are? It’s close to ten.’


‘Don’t you worry where I ought to be, dear. I’ve come to help.’ She laid her coat and hat on a chair.


‘The best help would be to chuck the lot on the fire,’ he said, aware of how cross he sounded but unable to stop himself. Thinking about Freddie did that. He took a breath, trying to tamp his anger back into its airless home. ‘It’s all rubbish.’


‘No such thing. Not knowing what to do with it is what makes rubbish.’ She tugged at a cloth that covered a stack of canvases piled against the wall and peeped underneath. ‘These aren’t much cop, are they?’
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