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About the Book


Edward, a German Jew, escapes to England just before the war begins in earnest. In his refugee hospital, he meets Sally, a unlikely young working-class doctor who has battled her way through medical school despite the feelings of her parents. Gradually, the two outcasts fall in love, marry, and begin a family together – but neither has yet found their happy ending.


Moving through three generations, The Facts of Life shows how the heaviest secrets are passed down from parent to child, that some mistakes can never be undone – and others, no matter the pressures of society, can offer a path to an entirely new life.




 


For Tom Wakefield, whose friendship shelters




I am ill because of wounds to the soul, to the deep emotional self


And the wounds to the soul take a long, long time, only time can help


and patience, and a certain difficult repentance


long, difficult repentance, realisation of life’s mistake, and the freeing oneself


from the endless repetition of the mistake


which mankind at large has chosen to sanctify.


D.H. Lawrence, Healing




PART I
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She heard him before she saw him. She was on her round of Godiva Ward, checking on the children, listening to coughs, peering into pinched, white faces, tapping and listening at scrawny chests, when the sound of piano-playing reached her from the day room. There was an old grand piano there, half hidden by potted palms, one of several vestiges of the hospital’s former grandeur as a superior hotel. It was rarely tuned and suffered from sea air, being surrounded by so many open windows. Someone accompanied the carols on it at Christmas, the children played musical statues to it at birthday parties and occasionally a charitable local artiste would subject them to a recital of pieces with evocative titles like War March of the Priests, Rustle of Spring or Moscow Bells. Pub-style sing-songs were, of course, out of the question, given the ragged state of most inmates’ lungs, but patients chancing on the venerable instrument for the first time sometimes lifted the lid out of curiosity to pick out a melody with one erratic finger. Vera Lynn songs were popular – White Cliffs of Dover and We’ll Meet Again – but Sally had noticed that it was the older, less overtly morale-boosting songs that people thumped out time and again – Smoke Gets in Your Eyes or You’ve Got me Crying Again.


The music this morning was serious stuff, played sitting down, and with both hands. She knew little of proper music – her father always switched the radio off when a concert was broadcast – but she recognised a waltz when she heard one. Gentle, lilting, ineffably sad, the sound made her pause as she was questioning a nurse about one of the more pathetic, long-stay patients.


‘Brahms,’ said the nurse, who had also cocked her head to listen. ‘It’s probably all he knows.’


‘Who?’


‘Edward the Gerry. Funny that. Edward.’ The nurse tried the name out in her mouth like an alien sweet. ‘It’s not a Jewish name at all, when you think about it,’ she added. ‘More English, really. But you can tell he is. Jewish, I mean. Tell at a glance. But then I can always spot them.’


‘When did he arrive?’


‘Last week. They transferred him from that military hospital at Horton Down.’


‘Is he Forces, then?’


‘Only just. He’d only started his basic training when he was diagnosed. How he got through his medical is anyone’s guess. I suppose they were less fussy towards the end. Like I say, he’s German. He was in that internment camp at Westmarket, on the racecourse, and he reckons that’s where he contracted it. Pretty rough down there by all accounts. Criminal really. I mean, it’s not as though he was likely to be a spy, but I suppose they couldn’t be too careful.’


No-one in the hospital referred to tuberculosis by its proper name or even its abbreviation. Even now that there was a cure and a vaccine, there was still a sense of it being a dirty disease. ‘It’ was quite sufficient, in any case, because few patients were brought in for any other illness.


‘Isn’t Horton Down closed now?’ Sally pursued.


‘He was one of the last patients.’ The nurse dropped her voice. ‘I think they’d rather forgotten about him, poor lad.’


She saw him for the first time the next day. Unlike the children’s ward, where a dormitory had been imposed on what had once been a huge, ground floor saloon, the men’s and women’s wards afforded patients more privacy. Long wings were flung out on either side of the main body of the building. The bedrooms, forty in all, now sleeping two or three apiece, were ranged along their seaward sides. The incongruously well-appointed bathrooms across each corridor faced inland. A broad balcony linked the bedrooms along the front of the building and, during the conversion to a hospital, this had been scantily glassed over so as to afford a bracing promenade. Here those patients too weak to take even gentle exercise in the windswept grounds were expected to take the air for hours at a time. Swathed in dressing-gowns and blankets, they lay in tidy ranks on wooden reclining chairs, gossiping quietly, reading, playing cards or staring mournfully out to sea and gulping the salt air like so many beached fish. A trellis partition, painted an unpleasantly acidic green, which stretched half-way across the floor at the promenade’s middle, was intended to indicate where the men’s ward ended and the women’s began but did little to prevent fraternisation between the sexes.


Beside the trellis, on the men’s side, crouched an imposing radiogram, its wood bleached by the sun. It was turned on after breakfast and only silenced after the evening meal. It was tuned to Worker’s Playtime when Sally emerged from the landing. She was struck afresh by the resemblance of the scene about her to the deck of some liner, tourist class. She had never been on a cruise, but she had seen them in plenty of films and during the war she had worked briefly on a hospital ship pressed into service from the Cunard Line.


A young nurse approached her, rubber soles squeaking on blood-red linoleum.


‘Can I help you, Miss?’


Most nurses found it hard to call another woman Doctor.


‘Yes. I’m looking for Edward Pepper.’


‘He’s up at the end there.’


‘The one on his own, writing at the table?’


‘That’s the one.’


He looked far younger than she had expected. He was thin, but he had thick black hair which curled slightly and the sea air from the open windows all around him had touched his pale cheeks with a surprisingly deep pink. He worked intently at a pad of paper with a ruler and pencil. His forearms and wrists, off which he had pushed his dressing-gown sleeves, were thickly furred. As she drew closer, she saw that he was writing music. She stopped at his elbow.


‘Mr Pepper?’


‘Yes?’


As he looked up, his eyes ran over her and his lips parted slightly.


‘I’m Dr Banks.’


‘Are you another specialist?’


‘Nothing so exalted, I’m afraid. I’m somewhere between houseman and consultant. We’ve been chronically understaffed since the war and the hierarchy’s crumbled rather in the effort to get things done. Can I sit down?’


‘Of course.’


She took the other chair and opened his file.


‘How are you feeling today?’


‘Better. A little tired.’


‘You’re one of the lucky ones. We got hold of you in time.’


‘So everyone keeps telling me. How much longer will I have to stay here?’


‘Two or three weeks.’


He sagged with disappointment.


‘That long?’


‘The virus has left you very weak. You feel tired and you’ve only just got up. It’ll be some time before you’re as strong as you used to be, Mr Pepper. You must know that. Your left lung is permanently damaged. A touch of bronchitis that would have other men reaching for cough mixture will probably lay you up in bed struggling for air. For now you need rest, good clean air, nutritious meals and just enough exercise to strengthen your cardiovascular system. Have you been taking walks?’


‘I walk for an hour after lunch. Round and round.’


‘Good.’


‘It is extremely dull.’


‘But you aren’t letting the boredom get you down.’


She indicated the pad of paper on his table which he had covered in lines and little marks.


‘No.’


‘Can I ask what you’re working on?’


‘It’s a string quartet.’


‘Oh.’ Her mind went blank for a moment, then all she could picture was the three old women sawing away in the foyer of the Grand in Rexbridge, where her mother liked to go for tea on special occasions. ‘Do you play?’ she asked.


‘No. I write. Well. I try to.’ He smiled to himself. His eyes were sleepy and slightly hooded, the skin of the eyelids darker than his pale brow.


‘Wasn’t that you playing the piano yesterday?’


‘Yes. It’s very out of tune.’


‘It’s all we’ve got. Play all you like. It’s a treat for the others. Presumably there wasn’t a piano for you at Horton Down.’


‘No.’ His face hardened. ‘There was nothing.’ For the first time his choice of words sounded foreign, a little too precise – like a spy in a film. His light accent was entirely English; a parson’s or a solicitor’s. ‘I couldn’t even get proper paper. At least this is large enough but …’


‘But what?’


‘Well. I have to draw in my own lines to make up the staves and it gets confusing because they overlap with the lines already printed. You see? I need proper score paper with the staves already printed in.’


‘Would a stationer sell that? There’s one down the road, in Wenborough.’


‘No. You have to go to a music shop. I mean, one would have to. I didn’t intend that you should …’


She pushed back her chair, closing his file.


‘Let me see what I can do,’ she told him. ‘But I can’t make promises. And don’t tell anyone, or I’ll end up running errands for the lot of you.’


As he said his thanks, she could feel him reassessing her as all the men there did. Seeing a white coat and stethoscope, tidy brown hair and un-made-up face, their first reaction said spinster. When she healed or calmed them, dealt with their pains and assumed responsibility for their helplessness, they looked at her again and their second reaction said mother. Generally they saw the nurses as angels of mercy, the doctors as angels of death. The female patients, inured to such nonsense from the cradle, were more tolerant of her status but also more shy.


She found a music shop on her next free afternoon when she rode on her motorbike into Rexbridge to find new slippers for her father’s birthday. They had only five books of score paper left, handsome things with green marbled covers and black spines. She was unsure how many he would need, so she squandered her money and bought all five. She had to haggle slightly – the assistant sensed her ignorance and tried to ask a stupid price – and still it was more than she could afford. Money was short – the hospital paid her meagrely – and she had decided to be quite brisk about presenting him with a receipt and asking for her money back. But instead, she surprised herself by telling him to repay her by taking her to a concert once he was discharged.


‘Yes,’ he said, as they laughed, both startled at her boldness. ‘Yes. I will. I should enjoy that. But you must let me give you the money too.’


As for so many women, the war had brought her a spell of social freedom, and with peace came a disappointing return to convention and what was suddenly declared to be a woman’s proper sphere. She had returned to her parents’ house because they lived conveniently close to the hospital, it was cheaper than living on her own and because reasoning with them as to why she should do otherwise was too daunting a prospect.


Sally’s father had been laid off from work as a mechanic when she was still a child. A hoist had given way and a lorry engine had fallen on him, crushing his pelvis. He could still hobble about, with two sticks, but going back to his old work was out of the question. He kept himself in beer money by fixing small household appliances – toasters, alarm clocks, gramophones – which he dismembered across the kitchen table. The compensation settlement from his employers had been derisory and her mother was forced out to work at a canning factory where she put in long shifts, sickened by glue fumes as she stuck labels on cans of the rich local produce – apple slices, pears in syrup, rhubarb, peas and beans. Her father had got Sally ready for school, washed, fed and dressed her. When her mother was on night shifts, Sally would not see her for days on end, going about the little terraced house on tiptoe for fear of waking the short-tempered breadwinner. When she worked during the day, her mother would return exhausted and fractious and, more often than not, would nod off in her chair half-way through Sally’s account of events at school.


Sally did well, very well by her parents’ standards. She won a place at Rexbridge Grammar School – entailing long walks and bus journeys and even earlier rising – and there caught the attention of one of the school’s governors. Dr Pertwee, the formidable unmarried daughter of a famous suffragette, singled Sally out as one who could go far. Heedless, it seemed, of what the child herself might want, much less the child’s parents, she used her influence to find her scholarships, thinking this would stop her parents resenting any stretching out of Sally’s education. She encouraged her interest in science and she coached her, in person, for a place at Rexbridge’s medical school.


Since he had played a mother’s role, Sally underestimated and overlooked her father, as her friends did their mothers. When he relinquished his sticks for a wheelchair, she found she ceased to even think of him as a man.


She was always torn, however, dreadfully torn, between the antithetical worlds education and her family represented for her. She frequently went straight to Dr Pertwee’s rooms in Rexbridge after school. Dr Pertwee served her nutritious sandwiches, fruit and milk like any mother and pressed her through her homework but she also encouraged Sally to discuss subjects like death, politics, religion and marriage that were tacitly accepted as undiscussable at home. Dr Pertwee lent her books outside the school syllabus, and taught her the facts of life in the same calm fashion she used to explain the reproductive systems of horse chestnuts and crested newts. She gave her tea out of bone china cups so fine Sally saw the light through them, and took her on weekend excursions to examine Greek vases and doomy Pre-Raphaelite paintings in the Sadlerian Museum. Sally harboured the curious images and forbidden subjects, the crustless sandwiches and perfumed tea like things stolen and therefore unsharable. What else could she do with them? They sat as awkwardly on her home life as a mink cape would on her narrow, bony shoulders.


For better or worse, her home life was still the one she was born with and demanded a kind of genetic loyalty. She was as keen to please her parents as any child and as eager for their love. With the onset of adolescence and her mother’s hasty lessons in how to wear the uncomfortable belt that held her Dr White’s towels in place, she longed to emulate her mother’s poise and savvy. She knew enough to suspect that her mother’s chic was a cheap thing, worked up from images of Gloria Grahame and Lana Turner, but at the age when everything about her own body appalled her, she sensed too that her mother’s way of inhabiting a dress or lighting a cigarette might, in certain circumstances, prove a stronger currency than Dr Pertwee’s unsensuous wit and desiccated culture. Looking back on those days, Sally was astonished that the two women had never met. Sally’s mother had no time to waste at school open days or prize-givings, even had she wanted to attend them, and Dr Pertwee was hardly going to join her mother for a darts match. Sally dared not suggest they invite her for a Sunday lunch, the way they sometimes did her parents’ relatives, for fear of creating extra work for them to complain about.


In becoming her friend and patroness, however, and in opening Sally’s eyes to a wider realm of possibilities than her parents’ outlook dared encompass, Dr Pertwee alienated her from her home. As she grew towards school leaving age, Sally found her parents increasingly prudish and ignorant, while their pride in her achievements was tempered by an almost superstitious fear of what they took for arrogance and ambition. Around her sixteenth birthday, she finally raised the subject with Dr Pertwee during one of the discussions Sally no longer found so daring.


‘I don’t mean to upset you, Sally,’ Dr Pertwee said. ‘I would never ever aim to supplant your mother. But you must see that a sapling sometimes needs to be transplanted a little way off from the parent tree if it is to grow to its full potential. Would you rather I saw less of you?’


‘No!’ Sally exclaimed. ‘Of course not,’ and the heat of her denial made her accept that whatever changes Dr Pertwee had wrought within her were as irreversible as if the perfumed tea and cucumber sandwiches had been the tools of bewitchment.


Sally had not quite qualified as a doctor when war broke out, but staff shortages were acute. She served her houseman years in the Red Cross. First in London amid the horrible thrill of the Blitz, then on the hospital ship in the Mediterranean, then in a military hospital in Kent. From there she was transferred to the old isolation hospital on the East Anglian coast at Wenborough, a few miles’ motorbike ride from her childhood home.


Her mother had spent the war working at a munitions factory on the other side of Rexbridge. The pay had been far better than her wages at the canning plant and, Sally guessed, her social life had improved commensurately. Evacuated from Hackney, her sister-in-law had moved in, with children, for the duration, and had been happy to keep Sally’s father company. Her mother stayed in digs with her new ‘girlfriends’ and used petrol rationing as the perfect excuse to cadge a lift home with a gentleman friend only every third weekend. This she did with a headful of new songs and a suitcase crammed with black market trophies. Now she was back at home to an unsatisfactory husband, who could never take her dancing, and a tedious, poorly-paid job packing sugar beet. The advent of peace saw mother and daughter picking up the pieces in a domestic game whose rules no longer suited them.


Edward Pepper asked Sally out to a concert in Rexbridge chapel just four days after the hospital had discharged him. He telephoned her at work. They had talked inconsequentially enough several times since their first encounter, but she had discounted his promise to take her out as mere politeness. Standing in a corner of the crowded staff room, she blushed at his proposition. She accepted quickly, almost curtly.


‘If I come on my bike, I can get in at about quarter to,’ she said. ‘Shall I meet you at the concert or somewhere else?’


‘Neither,’ he laughed. ‘I’ll pick you up. I’m borrowing a friend’s car. What’s your address?’


As she told him, she felt afresh the difference in their ages.


‘What are you all tarted up for?’ her mother asked her over tea.


‘I’m going to a concert. A friend’s taking me.’


‘Which friend?’ her mother asked. ‘One of the nurses, is it?’


‘What kind of concert?’ added her father and was silenced with a slap on his arm from his wife, who reiterated, ‘Which friend?’


‘Edward. Edward Pepper. You don’t know him. I met him at the hospital.’


‘Oh. Is he another doctor, then?’


‘No, he’s … erm … Well. I’m not sure what he does, really. He writes music’ Feeling a little light-headed, Sally took a slice of stale dripping cake.


‘So he’s a patient, then,’ her mother perceived.


‘Was. He’s one of the lucky ones.’


‘Eh, Sal, he didn’t have TB, did he?’ her father asked.


‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ her mother added, frowning.


‘Of course I know what I’m doing.’ Sally dropped the last piece of cake on her plate with a clunk. Her mother was staring at her, eyebrows raised. ‘I’m a grown woman, Mum.’


‘I was wondering when you’d notice.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘You’re not getting any younger, that’s what. How old’s this man of yours?’


‘He’s not a “man of mine”. Mum, for pity’s sake, we’re just going to a concert together.’


Her father snorted, whether at her naïveté or poor taste in entertainment it was hard to say. Her mother merely kept her eyebrows raised and took another, deliberate, sip of tea.


‘I bought him some notebooks for his music and I suggested we go to a concert,’ Sally explained.


‘So you threw yourself at him!’


Sally pushed back her chair as her mother laughed.


‘I can’t sit here explaining all evening,’ she said. ‘He’ll be here any minute and I’ve got to polish my shoes.’


‘Which are you wearing?’


‘The black.’


‘Don’t you think the blue’d go better with that dress?’


‘I’m wearing the black.’


‘Suit yourself.’


‘They match my bag.’


‘Suit yourself.’


A car pulled up outside the terrace; a rare enough occurrence to silence everyone and send her mother scurrying to the window to peer around the curtain. Sally glanced at the clock.


‘Oh God! That’ll be him. Let him in, would you, Mum? While I do my shoes. Please?’


‘He’s a kike!’ her mother exclaimed, turning back from the window. ‘He’s a bloody kike and you’re a cradle snatcher!’


The revelation that he was German, thought Sally, could wait for another occasion. If one should arise, that was. As her mother walked, hair-fluffing, into the hall, Sally dived into the kitchen and rubbed fiercely at each shoe with a tea towel. She could hear Edward’s voice.


‘Hello. I’m Edward Pepper. You must be Sally’s mother.’


He said it too precisely, of course.


‘He sounds like a bloody spy!’ Sally hissed under her breath and stopped to dab a little vanilla essence behind each ear. Edward was ushered into the front room where he was joined by Sally and her father. Sally made formal introductions then her father started to ask why they were wasting money going to a concert and she herded Edward back into the hall, out of the front door and into the waiting Wolseley.


‘Don’t wait up,’ she told her father. ‘I’ve got my key.’


They drew away with a jolt and Sally found herself glowering out of the window.


‘Doctor?’ he asked at last and she saw he was smiling quizzically at her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘My parents are hell.’


‘Yes,’ he sighed. ‘That is, they all are. You look so different,’ he added.


‘Do I say thank you?’


‘Yes. I mean, you look most elegant out of uniform.’


‘Thank you, then. You look better out of pyjamas!’


‘And you smell delicious. Like … like freshly baked biscuits.’


‘It’s vanilla essence,’ she confessed. ‘I don’t have any scent. Nothing nice anyway.’


‘You must wear it always,’ he laughed. ‘It suits you.’


She smiled, looking down at her hands then out of the window, uncertain how to take this. She disliked ambiguity.


She would have liked to have said, ‘Look, they were starting to make a fuss because they think we’re courting.’ But contented herself with, ‘It’s a nice car.’


‘It’s my old tutor’s. He hardly ever uses it. In fact he can scarcely drive. He bought it in the hope that his students would take him on outings but they tend to borrow it and leave him behind.’


‘Oh. Poor man.’


‘Not really. He has a private income and a good life.’


She smiled to herself at this literal interpretation.


‘Which college were you at?’ she asked.


‘Tompion. But only for two years. Then the war came and I was interned. I never finished my degree.’


His colour had returned and his black hair had regained its glossiness but he was still painfully thin. Perhaps he had always been thin? Perhaps he had been underfed as a child? Sally wanted to know.


‘Tell me about all that,’ she said. ‘You’ve told me nothing really. Tell me about yourself.’


‘No,’ he said, firmly. ‘Not yet. I’d rather not. Would you mind?’


‘No,’ she said and reassured him with a smile, even as her own assurance was jolted.
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Edward watched her throughout the concert. He had chosen it for its accessibility, sensing her ignorance. Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, a middle period Mozart Piano Sonata and, after the interval, the Trout Quintet. Austrian music. Music he had missed through the years of patriotic self-censorship when every other concert seemed to be of Elgar, Vaughan Williams, Parry and Purcell. It was easy to watch her because they were sitting in the back row of the Tompion Chapel choir stalls and she was leaning forward for a better view. She looked – he sought a suitably English phrase – fresh as paint. Not fresh as a daisy – that comparison was only fit, for white-socked children or a newly-laundered shirt. Paint suggested something of her glow, her sweet, unthreatening face, her flawless complexion. She was older than him by a few years, certainly older than several of the hospital nurses and many of the eager girls his friends entertained around Rexbridge, but there was an abundant healthiness to her, an energy, that left the others grey by comparison and made Edward feel ten years her senior. After the months in hospital, in basic training, in internment and the grim years before that, she seemed to offer his life a freshness that dared him to lower his guard at last, to feel again.


He looked at the nape of her neck, where lines of down curled beneath darker hair, where the skin was still pink from having been scrubbed. He smelled, through the music, a faint waft of vanilla – evocative with unwitting cruelty – and he found the very look of her released memories he had not dared to recall for a long time. He breathed in the perfume, and there was his mother, humming to herself, cheeks pink with effort, as she tried to roll out biscuit dough while reading a textbook at the same time. There was Miriam, his sister, catching his eyes in her looking-glass with her mischievous glance as, lips pinching hairpins, she curled thick hair high on her head before her first adult dance.


He had not cried once since they had hurried him on to the boat for England, as he begged them, begged them to come too. Miriam had been coughing when he left. She had probably been tubercular as well. Once again he prayed she had been lucky; that the disease had taken her before the cattle trucks could. For a moment these thoughts, combined with the Mozart, were almost too much for him. He wanted to sob aloud, to break through the polite Viennese spell cast by the piano. Feverishly he distanced himself with an old trick, learned at boarding-school. The music was just music. He systematically reduced it back to a neutral code, stilling his spirits by forcing his mind’s eye to trace a composer’s scribbled notes on an imaginary score.


During the interval, tea and biscuits were served from a trestle table outside the vestry door – that pervasive British tea, brewed strong as German coffee then drowned in milk as though for an infant’s softer taste. Sally bought some, laughing at Edward’s squeamishness. She made him warm his hands, at least, on her cup before they walked around the shadowy interior of the chapel, which she had never visited before. She said nothing about the music and he thought it best not to press her. When the Schubert was finished, however, and they were caught up in the small crowd pressing to leave by the narrow door, she touched him hesitantly on the back and said,


‘Thank you. That was special.’


‘Worth the trouble of tracking down those music books for me?’


‘Definitely.’


They emerged into the quadrangle, where concert-goers were standing around exclaiming at the clarity of the stars in well-rounded tones, confident of their unchallenged place in the scheme of things.


‘Would you like to hear some more?’ he asked. He knew at once, from her silence, that he had pressed too far too soon.


‘Edward,’ she said, when they had walked a few yards. ‘You’re very young. You’re what, twenty? Twenty-one?’


‘I’m twenty-four,’ he told her, piqued.


‘Twenty-four. Sorry. Well you’re twenty-four and I’m … I’m not that young. Edward, when you’re young you want one thing and then you get a bit older and you want another. People’s needs change and … Sorry. I’m being presumptuous.’ She laughed nervously. ‘Listen to me. You only asked if I wanted to hear more music. Sorry. I –’


He stopped her as they passed under the arch to the street, with a gentle pressure on her elbow.


‘And how old are you exactly?’


‘Edward!’


‘Well?’


‘I’m twenty-seven.’


‘So you’re old enough to know your own mind.’


‘Yes.’


‘And to do exactly as you please.’


‘Yes. I suppose so, although living with Mum and Dad makes it a bit –’


‘Sally.’ It was his first use of her Christian name. ‘Do you want to come out with me again?’


‘Yes,’ she told him. ‘Very much.’ And she kissed him lightly, on the cheek.


‘Gut,’ he said and laughed. She laughed too, and tucked a hand over his arm. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘What about some dinner? You must be starving. We could eat in there over the road at the Sadler Arms. I’ll pay.’


‘Erm. Edward?’ She held back, abashed by something. He knew many English girls could not go to pubs, but assumed the Sadler Arms, as more of an inn, was slightly more acceptable.


‘What is it?’


‘I had tea before you picked me up.’


‘Yes. Tea. But –’


‘Tea, Edward, as in Spam and eggs and mushrooms followed by bread and butter and a fat slice of stale dripping cake.’


‘Oh.’


‘Well don’t look crestfallen,’ she laughed. ‘Think of the money I’ve just saved you. Let’s go to the pub and you can buy me a bottle of stout and I’ll watch you eat a plate of sandwiches.’


‘Two plates, I think. I am very hungry.’


She chuckled softly.


‘What is it?’ he asked.


‘You hardly ever sound German,’ she told him, stopping to turn to him in the light from somebody’s downstairs window. ‘And then, hardly at all. But when you do –’


‘What?’


‘I like it very much.’


She drank her bottle of stout sitting in a corner of the saloon bar where other women drank ostentatiously respectable glasses of sherry or well-watered whisky. Then she shared his second round of ham sandwiches.


‘So you eat pork, then?’ she asked, direct as ever.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘There are times now when I forget to be Jewish at all.’


He could tell she was curious, so he told her a sensitively edited version of his life, that he was born and raised in Tübingen to two university lecturers who were more atheist than Jewish. He told her that they had sent him to boarding-school in England in the fond belief that the English in 1936 were less bigoted than the Germans, and that the English public school system was the best in the civilised world. He told her his parents had died but not when or how. He made no mention of Miriam.


Had he known then how unrooted her own upbringing had left her, he might have been more open with her, sensing in her a kindred spirit. He had not seen his family for ten years. Wrenched away from Tübingen at fourteen he had been forced to replace them with a less stable ‘family’ of teachers, other boys and distant, if well-meaning, kindred contacts. Unlike most young men, he had been deprived of the opportunity to reassess his childhood and criticise his upbringing, and thereby gain a truer sense of maturity than a merely biological one. The break with his first thirteen years was so complete and communication with home so patchy before it was broken off altogether, that his childhood memories remained enshrined, untested by time. He might have come to see his mother’s absent-minded studiousness as a mask for frustration and rage, his father’s iconoclastic gaiety, a front for despair. He would surely have argued with Miriam over her choice of boyfriends or with his father over his cowardice in the face of petty officialdom at the university. In the months before they packed him off to England – with all their cruel-kind lies about coming to visit before long – the façade had begun to crack in places. He had overheard acrid political arguments between his father and his more orthodox, more overtly Jewish grandfather, in which his grandfather’s warnings began to dent the sarcasm with which his father armoured his fears. He had caught Miriam crying and not believed her when she said that she and her boyfriend Lorenz had merely had a ‘silly argument about nothing’. With a child’s acuity, he had detected the mounting panic behind all the tearful farewells. The grim realities of boarding at Barrowcester and the difficulty of loving the family acquaintance who took him to London in the holidays, forced him to focus all his warmer sentiments back on his absent family, and begin the process by which thoughts of his early years became fixed beneath an unyielding sugar-frosting of nostalgia.


His internment in 1940, along with other enemy aliens, and his eventual hospitalisation, had provided a neat physical expression of his abiding secret sense of immaturity which isolated him from his fellows. He was not interned for long, not shipped off to Canada or Australia like some unfortunates, since he had an eminent Rexbridge tutor to manoeuvre with the authorities on his behalf. The sense of an inexorable bureaucracy reducing human lives to numbers and personalities to mere nationality gave him, he later saw, a bitter taste of what would have been his fate in Tübingen. The eventual discovery of what befell his parents, the discovery that his grandfather’s fears were not paranoia but grounded in a political reality, isolated Edward more than ever. Given refuge by his former tutor and encouraged by him to take his composition seriously, he felt all the more marooned between lives, stuck with a false name. Neither student nor soldier, he had evaded historical destiny only to be washed up in a provincial backwater, as powerless to move as a misdirected parcel. Even when he was eventually allowed to take action and sign up to fight, he was frustrated by a disease which, yet again, stigmatised him and set him apart. Someone had to give him the impetus to enter life and start living it from the inside. This girl, this woman, had not passed by with an uncommitted smile like all the others, but had boldly reached out and pulled him in by the hand. Small wonder, then, if he was anxious not to frighten her into letting go of him by telling too much too soon.


He drove her carefully home. She made him stop at the top of her parents’ street so that the car would not wake everyone and she let him kiss her once, twice, three times on her slightly parted lips. She seemed a little unsteady as she walked away. She stopped to raise her hand to him as she opened the front door. Her white glove shone in the yellowish light from their hall.


Back at his former tutor’s house, where he rented a room he stepped quietly into the kitchen to make himself some cocoa. There was a small bottle of vanilla essence amongst a cluster of greasy spice packets in the drawer beside the stove. He unscrewed the sticky lid and took a deep sniff. It was not the same at all.
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Dr Pertwee’s wilfully unromantic version of the facts of life had more to do with population control and the economics of female servitude than with technique. Sally received more detailed but scarcely more applicable sexual instruction at medical school and even there textbook and lecturer sought to preserve her perceived modesty with Latin terms, and studiously skirted any reference to pleasure. The gynaecological diagrams even left out those parts that were not directly germane to childbirth or urination so that she had to go to an ethnological study of African tattooing and ritual mutilation to find a name for her clitoris. She knew there was pleasure, naturally. Such things filtered down. Throughout her girlhood she went to the cinema, she overheard gossip on buses. There were, after all, whole industries dependent on what Dr Pertwee called romance, as differentiated from marriage. But nobody thought to instruct Sally in the less academic minutiae of the subject and she never thought to ask. Boys of her own age-group seemed hopelessly immature while the older ones, on whom she had occasional crushes, hopelessly threatening. For the most part, sex was a source of fascination but she knew instinctively to be wary of it as of a dangerous tide. As a teenager she had been consumed with the thirst to learn and escape, too busy fulfilling Dr Pertwee’s grand design to fritter precious evenings fumbling with spotty youths. Dr Pertwee drew her as far away from her contemporaries as from her parents. At that stage and until Sally had turned twenty-two, her mother appeared to approve of the tidy path she was treading.


‘My Sally’s a good girl,’ she would boast to other mothers, whose daughters she called sluts and minxes behind their backs. And when a friend of hers from the factory had insinuated, over tea and gossip, that Sally was missing out on life, she countered, ‘You save yourself, girl. Don’t make the mistake I made; save yourself until you find a bloke that’s really worth it. If none of them comes up to scratch, think what you’ll have spared yourself!’


She changed her tune after the war. Just as she returned from her months with the munitions factory women with a brassier, more defiant air, so Sally seemed to cross some invisible boundary, transformed overnight from her mother’s good girl into her unweddable daughter.


On her posting to the hospital ship, Sally met a young officer. He also came from East Anglia – their first conversation inevitably drifted from chart-reading to homesickness. He had a fiancée in Norwich who, he confided, was pregnant and he would have to marry on his next visit home. He sought Sally out often to talk with her – earnest talk, for which she scarcely felt herself equipped, about love, marriage, the war and life back home.


The men and women on board fraternised compulsively: uprooted from their backgrounds, their tastes and class were masked by uniforms. All social niceties were swept aside by the atrocious wounds of the men brought on board and the daily possibility of being ‘accidentally’ torpedoed out of the water. Sally discovered that by voicing opinions which in Dr Pertwee’s rooms were commonplace, she swiftly gained a reputation for being left-wing, if not exactly communist, and somehow ‘fast’. The effect was giddying.


There were often parties – anything to relieve the tension – and at one such her officer friend plucked up the courage to ask her to dance. They danced through three songs in a row, went out on deck to cool down and, surprised by lust (she was, at least), went by discreet, separate routes to his cabin. His lovemaking was fast and hurt her, but he was apologetic when he realised she had been a virgin. This momentous event turned to farce when they tried to wash the blood off his sheets, then realised they had no way of getting the things dry again. They ended up stuffing them out of a porthole amid jokes about burials at sea. Sally was uncertain whether she had enjoyed the experience at all and was dogged for days afterwards by a fear of pregnancy. He found his mysterious way to quantities of black market condoms however, and she would visit his cabin at least once a week. The sex remained hasty and was never entirely without pain but, when the time came for her to be shipped back to England, she thought she was beginning to see what all the fuss was about.


Since then there had been nobody in her life, unless she counted Gordon Graeme, the hospital’s senior registrar, who seemed to regard it as a grave discourtesy not to press his unwelcome hands and innuendi on any personable female who came his way. Living with her parents precluded anything beyond heartfelt courtship or extreme subterfuge, and long hours at the hospital and the motorbike rides there and back left her too exhausted for either. Until now.


After the concert, she and Edward saw each other almost every day. She began to lie to her parents, pretending that she was spending an evening with colleagues or old friends rather than have them know how often she saw him. She found they did not talk much. Instead they did things. They went to plays, to concerts, of course, and to the Sadlerian and Rexbridge Museums. They took long walks, breaking the companionable silence only to talk of what they saw, not of what they felt. Sally was not sure what she was feeling just yet.


She made up for lost years by reawakening in herself a keen appetite for the cinema. They saw anything, everything, from Tarzan to Henry V. Through the university film club they saw German films, and he would translate for her in whispers the grosser phrases the subtitler had censored. The foreign films were shown in a church hall but the trashier English and American things they enjoyed from the double courtship seats at the rear of the Rexbridge Majestic. They would hold hands in the darkness, fingers restlessly interlacing. He would wrap an arm across her seat-back and explore her shoulder or the side of her neck with his fingertips until the skin grew unbearably sensitised and she had to take his hand to make him stop for a while. They exchanged chaste kisses but went no further. Each was waiting for the other to make the first move; Edward, because she was older and he was shy, Sally, because only when he made a move would she decide whether she wanted him to. One evening, though, during a piece of historical hokum called The Reprieve, he seemed to come to a decision.


‘I should catch my bus,’ she said, glancing at her watch. She had left her bike at home for her father to tinker with that night and the film had been a long one.


‘I’ll drive you home later,’ he replied. ‘Come back with me first.’


‘Won’t Thomas be there?’


‘Probably. But I’d like you to meet him. I should like him to meet you.’


Thomas was Edward’s former tutor. In loco parentis before Edward was hospitalised, he had encouraged Edward to return to Rexbridge and, when he could not persuade him to finish his degree, had offered him two rooms to rent in his house and found him an undemanding job with a bookseller. When the owner had bought and priced any books brought in, Edward had to place them on the appropriate shelves. Otherwise he spent his days sitting peaceably behind the counter, and so could combine the work easily with labouring at a score. Few customers actually wanted to buy; most of them were indigent students, hoping to sell.


Thomas’s house was an elegant early Victorian building, with railings at the front and a wrought iron gate. Sally smelled jasmine as they walked up the path. The hall floor shone with polish as did various pieces of antique furniture. A grandfather clock was striking ten as she checked her reflection in a looking glass that hung over a delicate table. For the first time with Edward she felt a pang of insecurity. Compared with all this, Dr Pertwee’s rooms seemed Bohemian. Edward was used to such elegance, born to it, for all she knew. He was in his element. There was a cultured male cough from a half-open door across the hall. She pulled her cardigan straight, knowing, as she had when she bought it, that its shade of pink was somehow wrong. Even more than at Edward’s brief encounter with her parents, she felt her age.


‘Edward, mein Schön?’


‘Thomas.’


Edward touched her shoulder reassuringly and led her to the open door.


Thomas was, she guessed, in his fifties. He had silvery hair swept back off a square, intelligent face. As he rose from his armchair by the fireplace, she saw that he had been sitting, cat-like, with a leg curled under him. He advanced to shake her hand, taking off his tortoise-shell reading glasses and searching her face intently, even as his smile said ‘friend’.


‘Thomas, I’ve brought Sally home to meet you. Dr Sally Banks, Professor Thomas Hickey.’


‘How do you do,’ Thomas said. ‘Do sit down.’ He waved her to the other armchair. ‘Let me offer you a glass of something, young lady. Whisky? Brandy? I’ve some rather good port open.’


‘Port would be lovely.’


‘Edward, fetch us all a glass of port.’


As Professor Hickey sat, he curled his leg up again.


‘I wish I were as supple as that,’ she said.


‘Raja yoga,’ he replied. ‘I picked it up in India years ago and now I suppose it’s made me something of a crank.’ He seemed pleased that she had noticed. ‘What has Edward been doing with his evening? Something improving, I hope?’


‘Not terribly,’ she confessed. ‘The Reprieve.’


‘Margaret Lockwood?’


‘No, that new girl. The blonde. Myra Tey? No. Toye. Myra Toye. Still, it was better than the last film we saw.’


‘Which was?’


‘Humoresque,’ said Edward, handing them their glasses. ‘Isaac Stern played the violin on the soundtrack.’


Thomas shrugged as though to ask what could be so awful in that.


‘Joan Crawford was the star,’ she explained. ‘She was a society woman married to a long-suffering violinist.’


‘Oh,’ said Thomas, in mock disapproval. ‘Inexplicable actress, really. So entirely false. And I find her hair unnerving. It puts one in mind of steel wool.’


The port was delicious. Sally sipped. Her head filled with its rich fumes and she noticed that, despite its sedate atmosphere, the room was filled with furniture and artefacts from the Far East. The prints she could see from her chair were of a distinctly pornographic nature. Sally saw Thomas watching her and smiled, nervously.


‘It’s a lovely room,’ she said.


‘Thank you.’


There was a pause in which they all sipped, then Edward piped up.


‘Sally’s the doctor who looked after me at the chest hospital, Thomas.’


‘Ah.’ Thomas widened pale blue eyes. ‘So you’re the one responsible for his miraculous recovery.’


‘Well hardly,’ Sally said. ‘He was well on the mend when I first saw him. I only wish we’d got him away from that army hospital earlier, then he’d have been out and about much sooner. From what I can see, the treatment he got there was basic in the extreme; there were days when he saw no-one but orderlies.’


Thomas raised his eyebrows and shrugged, as though the reason for this neglect were tiresomely familiar to both of them – which irritated her, because it wasn’t. At least, not to her.


‘Sally very kindly tracked me down some manuscript paper,’ Edward went on.


‘I’d found him drawing in all the lines himself!’ she laughed.


Thomas shook his head and tutted. A large black cat emerged, purring, from a hiding-place beneath the sofa and sprang on to his lap. It settled as he stroked it, and stared at Sally over his knees with gooseberry eyes.


‘I was working on the quartet,’ Edward added. ‘Hardly anyone came in to the shop today and I’ve nearly finished the third movement.’


‘We all expect great things of Edward,’ Thomas told Sally. ‘Great things.’ He spoke pointedly but with the same, soft delivery. He spoke almost as though Edward were an infant prodigy, not a young man a few years her junior. It sounded like a challenge.


‘Leave,’ she told herself. ‘Leave Edward all to him and run away.’


‘Tell me more,’ she asked instead.


‘As you’ll have gathered, I couldn’t persuade him to finish his degree – and on reflection I think he made the right decision – but I think it’s vital we all save him from London. London is death to creative talent in anyone but writers. He needs tranquillity.’ There was another pause. Thomas looked down to fondle the cat’s ears. Edward caught Sally’s eye and winked. She simply stared back. For a moment he seemed utterly strange to her.


‘Do you know much about music?’ Thomas asked her.


‘I’m a doctor.’


‘Yes, but –’


‘No. I don’t know a thing.’


‘I’m sure Edward will soon change all that.’ Thomas smiled. The interview was over – he was releasing her back into plain conversation.


‘He’s doing his best,’ she said. ‘But I seem to like everything. I’m afraid I’m too undiscerning. My ear lacks taste.’


‘On the contrary, your musical palate is unjaded; far happier for when you come to hear something Edward has written.’


She grinned across at Edward.


‘What’s his music like?’ she asked.


‘Like nothing you’ll have heard in your life!’ Thomas said and laughed aloud. The cat, plainly used to the noise, slowly closed its eyes. ‘Tell me,’ Thomas asked, ‘I’m most curious. Didn’t Edward say your name was Banks?’


‘That’s right.’


‘So you must be Alice Pertwee’s disciple.’


‘Oh. I’d hardly say I was that. She took me in hand, though. What do you call a patron’s patronee?’


‘A project?’


‘Yes.’ Sally smiled, determined to show him she was undaunted. ‘I was her project. Do you know her, then?’


‘The Great Sexologist? To be sure. We’ve often found ourselves on the same committee. Rarely in agreement, mind you, but she’s of that generation that doesn’t hold such things against one. I know about you because she discussed your case once in a talk I heard her give on the social benefits of education to the less fortunate.’


‘Well,’ Sally looked with brief anger at her port glass then back full in Thomas’s face. ‘That puts me squarely in my place.’


‘Yes,’ he went on, with perfect equanimity, ‘I suppose it does. Have you taken young Edward to meet her yet?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Well you must, you must. She’s an institution and you clearly have an entrée. She won’t be with us forever. I’d heard she was planning to leave Rexbridge altogether.’


‘Doesn’t she have an old house way out in the fens?’


‘Yes. An extraordinary place by all accounts, but she doesn’t seem to have lived there for years. Has she never taken you there?’


‘No,’ said Sally thoughtfully, ‘I always visit her in her rooms. But if the state of those is anything to go by, she’s probably let the house fall down.’


They sat on for a while, chatting, until it became clear that Thomas regarded himself as a chaperon – whether for Edward or Sally was unclear. At last he squinted at his watch in the lamplight, grunted, pushed the cat off his lap and said, firmly, ‘Well, young man, I think it’s time you drove this musical innocent home.’


They stood. Edward, well-trained, took the port glasses out to the kitchen, where Sally heard him giving them a perfunctory rinse under a tap. Thomas led her out to the hall, pausing on the way to straighten an old ink drawing of an Indian couple engaged in impossibly flexible coitus, their faces untouched by desire.


‘It’s done on rice paper,’ he said. ‘Part of a set. I’m very much afraid something’s got inside the glass and is eating at it.’


‘They seem so calm,’ she said.


‘Only to the unpractised view.’ He pointed. ‘Look at how wide her eyes are open and, there, how his fingers are flexed in ecstasy.’


They moved on. Edward went out to start the Wolseley.


‘It’s so very kind of you to lend Edward your car,’ she told Thomas.


‘I can’t think why I bought the thing,’ he said. ‘I never go out of town really and if I have to, I go by train so that I can read on the way. It’s nice to see it in use.’


‘We must have an outing one day.’


‘Yes,’ he said, with no great enthusiasm. ‘Did you have a coat? It’s turned rather cold and that cardigan doesn’t look very warm.’


‘Er. No.’


‘I believe there’s a rug on the back seat.’


‘Thanks.’


He touched the small of her back lightly, steering her on to the path.


‘It was lovely to meet you,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m so glad.’


There was a sadness in the cast of his face, however, that made her doubt his sincerity.
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Edward met Sally’s patron the following Sunday afternoon. They had been out to her parents’ for a very tense and largely silent lunch of roast mutton and had excused themselves at the first opportunity. Heavy with two kinds of potato and steamed pudding, they drove back into town for a much needed walk beside the Rex. Sally had warned him that Dr Pertwee made sandwiches for their Sunday teas together. Punctuality was another custom of hers, so they arrived promptly at four-thirty.


Thomas had filled him in on the old woman’s history. Highborn, she had qualified in medicine, then shocked even her suffragette mother by advocating birth control for unmarried women and publishing two pioneering sex education manuals, euphemistically titled, A Husband’s Love and Things A Wife Should Know. That she knew so much without the blessing of marriage had earned her the title of ‘That Pertwee Woman’ for a season or two, a situation not helped by her open liaison with a notoriously unprincipled Dublin playwright. Nevertheless, the books sold in their thousands and the gratitude of countless readers won her a kind of honour. With the mantle of middle age, she assumed respectability, channelling the profits from her books into work among unmarried or abandoned mothers – who would otherwise have fallen into the punishing hands of the Church Army, lunatic asylums or their parents – and the foundation of girls’ grammar schools in Rexbridge and Islington. It was to one of these that Sally had won a scholarship and so come under Dr Pertwee’s protective interest.


Edward was expecting a formidable, tall amazon in high-buttoned black, with an iron-grey coiffure and commanding manner. He was taken aback therefore when the door was opened by a tiny creature in a pale yellow twinset and pearls, with hair like spun sugar, delicate, fluttering hands and a powdery, fluting voice. Edward was no strong-man but he felt he could have lifted her up with one arm. If she commanded attention, he felt, it must be through subterfuge rather than head-on confrontation.


‘Come in, come in, Sally dear.’ She kissed Sally’s cheek. ‘And you must be Edward. How do you do.’ She gave Edward a rheumatoid hand which resembled a canary’s claw and, instead of shaking, let him hold her fingers while she led him into her chaotic bedsitting room. A kettle was boiling on a gas ring and the table had been laid for tea, with a large plate of crustless sandwiches. The books and papers, which must have previously occupied the table, had been slung on to a heap which already engulfed the desk and was spilling on to the floor. The bread crusts were scattered on the windowsill, where sparrows and a starling were laying them waste. The mantelshelf was fringed with bills and invitations, weighted with an assortment of glass candlesticks.


‘Sit,’ she pleaded. ‘Do sit, both of you. You’re both so huge there’s no room to move about!’


They sat at the table; the sofa was taken up by an open suitcase and an assortment of hats, the armchair by a typewriter, resting on a rough-hewn plank that bridged the arm-rests. Dr Pertwee snatched the kettle from the ring and filled a teapot, shielding her hand from a scalding in the steam by wearing what looked like an old rugger sock.


‘How are your parents?’ she asked, joining them at the table.


‘All right,’ Sally said. ‘Dad gets ever more immobile. He just sits listening to the radio all day, I think, unless we find him something to mend. His mates come in now and then and sit with him, filling the place up with smoke. I got him a wheelchair but he doesn’t like using it. Twenty years on and he still can’t admit he’s a cripple.’


‘What about her? Tea, Edward?’


‘Thank you.’ Edward took his tea, relieved that it was both weak and Chinese.


‘Mum ought to be stopping work by now,’ Sally continued. ‘I pay most of the housekeeping bills – but I think she’d miss seeing the “girls” every day, and she dreads the thought of being stuck at home with him.’


‘And what do they make of you, Edward?’ Dr Pertwee turned her cool gaze on him and he saw that she had extraordinary bottle-green eyes.


‘Oh. Well.’ He chuckled, still uncertain of how much leeway he was allowed in discussing Sally’s parents with other people, having barely discussed them with her. ‘They gave me lunch today. A proper Sunday lunch.’ He glanced respectfully at the sandwiches, which Dr Pertwee promptly passed him. He took two. ‘They didn’t talk much. I think they disapproved when I said I only work in the bookshop to make ends meet – not as a proper career. And they aren’t altogether happy with my being German, I suspect.’


‘But you don’t sound German,’ Dr Pertwee protested.


‘I think that makes it worse – as though I’m trying to deceive people. And then, of course, I’m Jewish.’


‘Really?’ The old woman was the soul of discretion. She reminded him of the headmaster’s wife at Barrowcester. ‘Do you know Simon Stern at Tompion?’


‘No.’


‘No reason why you should, of course. He’s a mathematician. Have another sandwich, do.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I think their real problem is with me being older, actually,’ Sally put in.


‘You’re not,’ Edward protested. ‘Not much.’


‘Three years,’ Sally said.


‘My dear,’ Dr Pertwee cut in, ‘Your age is immaterial. She’s probably jealous. After all, your poor father has been, shall we say, hors de combat for so long … In any case, the only reason for taking an older man as a partner is economic. With your earnings, pitiful though you might think them, and your qualifications, you have freedom of choice. I’ve always said that if I had ever married, I would have taken a man at least ten years younger than me.’


‘Why’s that?’ Edward asked her.


‘Biology, dear,’ she said and he saw Sally smile at his naïveté. ‘Men may keep their looks and fertility longer but their – how can I put it delicately? – their potential rarely outlasts a woman’s. Now tell me, Edward. Do you have your own lodgings?’


‘Not exactly, Doctor. I rent a bedroom from my old tutor. Professor Hickey. I think you know him.’


‘But of course. We are old sparring partners.’ She mutely offered the sandwiches to Sally, who declined with a smile and a headshake. ‘So you have little – how shall I put it? – independence to offer one another. I thought that might be the case.’


The doorbell interrupted Dr Pertwee’s train of thought. She glanced at her watch.


‘Oh blast. That’ll be my taxi to the station. I’m off up to London for the night – another ghastly committee. I really don’t know why I can’t say no. My mother was so very good at it. Even in retirement one isn’t safe. I shall have to cultivate a deceptive veneer of senility. Odd shoes, perhaps, or a tendency to drool.’ She hurried over to the sofa, threw a book on top of the clothes in her suitcase and slammed the lid shut with surprising vigour. Edward stood, followed by Sally.


‘We mustn’t keep you, Doctor,’ he said.


‘Nonsense, dear. Nonsense.’ She fussed, pulling on a lightweight cream coat and tying a silk scarf loosely about her neck. At the gesture he could suddenly see that in her day she had been extremely attractive. Even in age, some of her movements had an actress’s poise – she was used to being watched. ‘I’m so sorry to be rushing off like this,’ she added. ‘But I insist you stay quietly and enjoy yourselves. Eat and drink anything you can find and light the gas stove if it gets cold.’ The doorbell rang again. ‘Yes. Coming!’ she fluted.


‘But –’ Sally began.


‘There are towels in the bathroom and clean sheets on the bed. I’ve got the key so just pull the door shut when you leave. Now. I must fly. Bye-bye, dear.’ She presented her cheek for Sally’s bemused kiss then held out her hand again for Edward to clasp. ‘Such a pleasure meeting you,’ she said, and left, closing the door firmly behind her.


They stood, waiting and amazed, until they heard her taxi shudder away down the street, then they tumbled, laughing, on to the mattress.


‘A bed!’ Sally gasped. ‘A bed! She’s given us a bed!’


She kissed him greedily then he rolled them over and kissed her back, small nuzzling kisses around the mouth, down on to her long neck and up behind an ear. She was wearing vanilla essence again.


‘Do you think we can?’ he asked, his face in her hair, unable to meet her eyes in case she was outraged.


‘There’d be hell to pay if we didn’t,’ she chuckled. ‘I think she’d have doubts about your – how can I put it delicately? – your potential!’


They laughed and writhed, kissed, rolled apart a little to stare, thought of something else funny, then kissed again, snorting with amusement. Slowly, with the unbuttoning of shirts, slipping off of belts and shoes and tense, gasping release of bra clasp and suspender fastenings, the prolonged frustration of the previous weeks came to possess them. Smiles fell away into bitten lips, laughter into a kind of astonishment. Slowly, intently, and with the occasional hoarse mutter and misplaced elbow, they made love. On one of his recent fortnightly visits to the barber, Edward had shyly accepted, with fresh understanding, the enigmatic offer of ‘something for Sir’s weekend?’ He had been fearful since, lest this prove presumptuous on his part, but no less afraid of being without them should such a heaven-sent opportunity arise. Sally cried out when he thrust into her, prompting the first of several apologies, and he kissed away a tear forced out across her cheek.


Compared with Sally, he was a sexual neophyte, if not quite a virgin. There had been girls while he was a student – sheltered daughters of academics or bolder, but heavily chaperoned students at the few women’s colleges. None of them, however, had gone further than teasing and flirting, stirring him to such fever pitches of frustration that he was often tempted to seek relief elsewhere. At the end of a drunken celebration following the completion of first year exams, he had ended up in a brothel on the edge of town. It was not the red plush sin palace of his teenage imaginings but a drably respectable private house, where gentlemen were expected to await the next available lady’s pleasure in a far from cosy parlour full of crude knick-knacks and seaside souvenirs. After a numbing wait, a tired older woman led him to a back bedroom where he was shut in with a girl so young and evidently frightened that what little ardour was left him drained away and he fled in disgusted confusion. In his second year, when word from even friends of his family dried up altogether and Europe began her slow, reluctant manoeuvring into war, he found himself increasingly ostracized. Awkwardness was caused first by his Jewishness, and then his nationality. Even invitations to tea dried up and he spent hours of refuge from this tacit rejection alone in the college library or labouring compulsively at the piano. The internment camp, where he had to sleep in a crowded impromptu barracks, rank with the smells of underwashed clothes and frustrated male, crowded his libido into silence much as boarding-school had. There were women there who doled out the sloppy overcooked food, some of them quite young and friendly, but he regarded them as coldly as if they had been so many automata. It was only later, when he fell ill, that his sex drive came surging back – almost as a symptom, it seemed, of the disease. The mere memory of a nurse’s black stockinged leg or downy neck as she rearranged his bedclothes or took his temperature could work him into hot spontaneous spasms of desire. Sally’s unexpected arrival at his work table on the hospital promenade and her direct, encouraging smile, had been as warm bread to the starved.


Spent, he held her, panting, in his arms. Then he tiptoed across to draw the curtains, turn on a light and bring back a glass of water and the rest of the sandwiches. Seeing her curled there, soft, dark hair wonderfully awry, cheeks flushed, lips swollen as if with crying, he found himself unable to stop talking.


‘It was strange having Sunday lunch with your parents today,’ he began.


‘How so?’


‘It made me think. It was ten years ago when I last ate with mine. They’re dead, of course. In the war. I’m sorry I’ve taken so long to tell you much of this. I just didn’t feel ready and then, well … We weren’t orthodox Jews or anything. At least, my grandparents were, on my father’s side. We had to go to them for Seder and so on, and there were some fights because they wanted me to go to a different school with other Jews, not the Gymnasium with the sons of my parents’ friends. But my parents were totally irreligious. They were intellectuals and socialists, which was probably worse for them; getting them onto two black-lists instead of just the one. They knew what was coming. They couldn’t not, with so many of their colleagues losing their jobs and homes. Actually, I think most people knew; it’s just that they couldn’t bear to admit it. It’s all very easy to say we should pack up and move in such circumstances, quite another thing to do it. Doing it is an admission of fear. They were passionate anglophiles. They had always planned to send me to school in England anyway, or so they said. It simply became an imperative instead of a choice for them, I suppose.’


‘Where did they send you?’


‘Tathams at Barrowcester. Do you know the school?’


‘Do I look as if I would?’


‘It was torture there. Unrelenting torture. I had no idea that small boys could be so cruel. Well, I did, but I had always been immune to it. In the Gymnasium in Tübingen, I was one of the strong ones. In Barrowcester, I was suddenly the outsider, the German, the Jew with the comical accent. My name was changed in a hopeless effort to disguise my otherness.’


‘Really?’


‘Eli Pfefferberg to Edward Pepper. But no-one was fooled, of course, from the moment I opened my little mouth, and I kept making matters worse by forgetting to answer when my new name was called.’


‘How old were you?’


‘Too young. Even eighteen would have been too young for such treatment.’


‘Couldn’t you leave?’ She brushed his cheek with the back of her hand, frowning, concerned. Edward shook his head.


‘There was nowhere I could go. I knew enough to know that I couldn’t go home to Germany. There were only distant contacts of my parents in Manchester – which wasn’t too far from Barrowcester – and a second cousin in London, Isaac. He was a lawyer. Unmarried. No sense of humour and an unmarried sister who had even less. Rosa. She could curdle milk with a smile. It was bad enough having to stay with them in the holidays without turning up unannounced mid-term. I learned to become invisible. I copied the others’ accents, picked up their slang and their little aggressions. I learned to bully. And I spent hours hiding away in the music rooms. There was a Jewish music teacher. A Mancunian. We were allies. He saved my life by insisting I took extra lessons and be given time off the rugger. When I got a scholarship to Tompion I could hardly believe it. It was so civilised there, so understanding, so liberal. At least on the surface. Maybe they’re all Jew-haters underneath, but they don’t throw your books in the urinals or beat you up on the playing field. But then the war started and I was interned. Isaac visited me occasionally, and did his best to get me let out, and dear Thomas managed it, of course …’ He broke off, staring across the rumpled bedding to their tangle of discarded clothes.


‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘What’s wrong?’


He breathed quickly, shallowly. For a moment a thick fist of grief threatened to break through his accustomed control.


If I cry now, he thought, if I let it all out now, I’ll terrify her.


She reached out to touch his neck and pull him down beside her again, but he held back. He sensed she was on the verge of offering him pity, treating him as a patient just when she had honoured him as a man. He fought back the urge to weep, forcing his mind to focus instead on the extraordinary fact of their new, naked closeness.


‘Nothing,’ he told her. ‘It’s nothing. I’m sorry.’ He gently cupped her breasts in his hands, amazed at the rapidity with which he was permitted a gesture so intimate. ‘I shouldn’t have started talking about it. This should have been special for you, for both of us.’


‘Don’t be daft. It was special.’


She laid her hands on his, encouraging him.


‘But I’ve spoilt it all.’


‘No you haven’t. Anyway.’ She slid a hand between his legs and he felt himself stir at her touch. ‘We can do it again.’ She smiled up at him at the sweet simplicity of this truth, her pale face warm in the lamplight across the sheets. Edward lay back on the bank of crushed pillows, and caressed the skin over her ribs with the back of his hand.


‘I know,’ he sighed, astounded, his mouth curling up into a private smile. ‘I know.’
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Sally rode her motorbike home through the network of dykes and waterways in a fury. The sun was dazzling but there was a water-cooled wind which stung her face into a grimace. In her anger she had left without her helmet and didn’t care. Occasionally her hair blew across her face and she smacked it savagely out of the way. Gordon Graeme had called her up to his office after her rounds and placidly informed her that the doctor she had replaced had at last returned from serving his country and wanted his old job back.


‘But I thought you said he’d resigned.’


‘Well so I did. But it seems he only felt it was his duty to sign up, as he was still of an age to serve. Now that he wants to return, I can’t very well refuse him.’


‘I hate to sound selfish, but what about me?’


‘My dear Miss Banks.’ Like the nurses, he always called her Miss, never Doctor. ‘You are young and relatively inexperienced. I’m sure you’ll agree that your time here has been valuable. Now you can find something else.’


‘Just like that, I suppose.’


‘I can give you references.’


‘This place is understaffed, though. Surely I could stay on to relieve the burden?’


‘This place, as you so quaintly put it, is also underfunded. We could only afford to keep you on a junior nurse’s salary – which I’m sure you’d be loath to accept.’


‘Of course.’


‘Even setting aside the future of the hospital, which you know is by no means certain now, you must see that we have to give Dr Grismby priority. Quite apart from it having been his job in the first place, quite apart from the debt of patriotism we owe him –’


‘Debt of …?’


Graeme held up a liver-spotted hand.


‘If you would just let me finish?’


‘Of course, Sir. I’m sorry.’


‘Quite apart, as I say, from these considerations, it would be something of a risk to invest too much of the hospital’s funds in training you further. You are not yet thirty, after all. For all we know, you may still want to get married, have children and so on …’


Sally ran his words through her mind again and grunted with irritation as she dismounted. She unlocked the door into the narrow passage at the side of her parents’ house and rammed the bike against the dustbins. A dustbin lid fell off with a clatter. She stooped to replace it, wrinkling her nose at the smell of rotting fish coming from a bloodied newspaper bundle inside. She heard her mother’s low voice from the kitchen window. Clutching her white coat bundled to her chest, Sally leaned against the cold brick wall behind her and waited to calm down. She absorbed the familiar scene about her. The yard, weeds springing up bright between paving stones. The washing line which she and a neighbouring girl used to unhook to skip on, on the rare mornings when it was empty. Her mother’s bicycle, set against the concrete coal bunker, an old black Raleigh, with a thin, red, trim, elegant, curving centre bar and a bell that rang out one clear ‘ping’ instead of the more common, spring-powered jangle. Beyond lay a mean patch of garden, where a gardenless family friend, Ida Totteridge, was allowed to grow vegetables in return for a half-share of the produce. The runner beans were in flower already; the one vegetable which Ida always planted in excess. The far end of the plot was still disfigured by the mud-covered Anderson shelter, which no-one had the strength to dismantle. Ida grew marrows and sweet peas, trailing off its sides and top in gaudy confusion.


Calm again, Sally let herself in at the kitchen door. Her father was in his chair, hidden behind the Daily Express. Undeterred, her mother was talking to him, her hair in a protective pink net. On the way home, she had stopped off at her friend Queenie’s to have it done for the weekend; a fortnightly ritual. It was coiled and curled and more thoroughly blonde than it had been at breakfast. The sweet-harsh smell of setting lotion mingled with the room’s customary tobacco clouds.


‘Hello, Mum. Hello, Dad,’ she sighed.


‘Hello, love,’ said her mother, breaking the flow of her address.


‘Hair looks nice,’ Sally added, setting the kettle on the stove and laying out three precious lamb chops in the grill.


‘Thanks love. You should let Queenie fix yours up a bit. It would look nice with a perm. Give it a bit of body.’


‘I told you, I like it natural. Lamb tonight. I did a trade with Alice.’


‘Which is she?’


‘The nurse whose Dad has the butcher’s out at Three Holes.’


‘That’s nice. Dad?’ Her mother flapped a hand against her father’s Express.


‘What?’ he mumbled, lowering the paper a fraction.


‘Lamb tonight.’


‘That’s good.’ He continued reading.


Her mother took out her powder compact and checked her hair with a critical wrinkling of brows. She powdered her nose for good measure then slipped the compact away.


‘That bloody Graeme,’ Sally snapped, rubbing margarine on the chops then replacing the grill pan with a clatter.


‘Sally!’ Her mother stubbed out a cigarette. She took exception to swearing about the house.


‘I’m losing the job.’


Her father’s paper came down at the news.


‘You’ve what?’


‘You heard,’ her mother said, then added, to Sally, ‘What did you do, love?’


‘I didn’t do anything. It’s just like you at Mosley’s last year. They’re bringing back the bloke I replaced and doing me out of a job. I thought the danger of that was long past.’


‘Well, love, it was his job.’


‘Not any more it wasn’t. Anyway, he had resigned. It seems he’s changed his mind and we aren’t to hold it against him because he’s such a bloody brave soldier and we owe him a “debt of patriotism”. And because he’s a man.’


‘And what do they owe you I’d like to know?’


‘Precious little, it seems. I’ve got till August then that’s it. Graeme says he’ll give me references.’


‘There. You see? Something’ll come up. Maybe in Rexbridge.’


Her father stopped listening, sensing a lessening of crisis, and returned to his newspaper.


‘Anyway,’ her mother went on. ‘How are things viz Edvard?’ She laughed at her own mimicry.


‘You know he doesn’t have an accent.’ Sally turned back to check the chops. ‘They’re fine,’ she muttered.


‘Has he, er … made his intentions clear, then?’


‘Not exactly, no. That wouldn’t solve anything right now, anyway.’


‘Sorry I spoke.’


‘You think just the way Graeme does. You think marriage is all I live for. I’ve got a career.’


‘Not after August you haven’t. What’s he worth then, anyway, your fine young kike?’


‘Don’t call him that.’


‘Well he is one, isn’t he? It’s a perfectly friendly word. No pork chops when Edvard comes around, eh Dad?’ Her mother laughed to herself again. Sally chose to ignore her.


‘He’s probably worth less than me,’ she admitted. ‘I haven’t asked. We don’t talk about things like that.’


Her mother lit another cigarette and watched Sally turn the chops.


‘Ida’s left us a potato salad in the meat safe,’ she said. Sally took down the bowl of salad and set it out on the table along with knives, forks and pickle. The kettle came to the boil. She spooned tea into the pot.


‘Hasn’t sold any symphonies yet then?’ her mother asked.


‘No. No, he hasn’t.’ Sally grabbed the kettle, scalded her hand and swore.


‘Temper temper,’ her mother said, coolly. ‘I’ll say one thing for him, though: he’s very good looking. You’ve got taste, girl. Very good looking. Nice hands, too.’ She glanced at her husband, slouched, fat and rumpled, in his chair and narrowed her eyes. ‘Very choice.’
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The day had been unnaturally quiet. A cold mist at dawn had cleared slowly through the morning to reveal an unseasonal pall of cloud which hung low and heavy. Sightseers stayed away, the locals went, muted, about their business and any sounds there were – birdsong, the arrival and departure of trains, screeching bicycle brakes or the slamming of car doors – carried on the leaden atmosphere with uncomfortable clarity.


Miss Murphy, the bookseller, was already in the shop when Edward arrived. Unpacking two dusty cardboard boxes of Kipling’s complete works and a nearly new sequence of Angela Thirkell’s Trollope sequels, she was fractious. She snapped at him twice, once for over-sugaring her coffee, once for miscataloguing Mrs Gaskell under M. She then apologised, declared herself ‘out of sorts and good for nothing’ and went across to the Sadler Arms for a restorative glass of sherry, excusing herself for the rest of the day.


‘It’s a dead day, Mr Pepper,’ she said, as she pulled on her cardigan. ‘Early closing and this weather. Close early, too, if you’ve a mind to.’


No sooner had the bell finished jangling with her closing of the door than he climbed up to the shelf she couldn’t reach and took his manuscript from its hiding-place. There was only the final movement to finish. It was to be the focal point of the quartet. He had been carrying the germs of the movement in his system weeks before he had even begun to think about the other, more sombre three. It was a presto, full of fever, of insane gaiety and furious syncopation. The melody was wilfully simple, its rhythm, a distillation of dance music he had heard at weddings as a child. It was lush, exotic – a parody verging on what, in later life, he would learn to call camp. He wrote all day, hour upon hour, pausing only when his bladder was bursting or his pen ran dry. And when he did break off, he whistled the melodies aloud, shielding his mind from interruption. If a customer had appeared, the door bell, let alone the effort of finding words and lending assistance would have broken his train of thought altogether. As it was, when the quadrangle clock in St Francis chimed the half hour after five, he realised, to his own astonishment, that he was on the final page.


Then the door bell was set flying on its spring. Edward glanced up, profoundly irritated. It was Sally, helmet over one arm, cheeks flushed with a touch of sun, brow creased into the look of anxiety with which she seemed to approach their every encounter. She looked around and, seeing him, relaxed into an open smile.


‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m early, I know. I was through by about four and staying at home seemed a waste. It’s going to be such a beautiful evening! It’s crystal clear now the cloud has lifted, and all the buildings have that kind of glow.’ She stopped her raptures and remained just inside the door, a hand still holding it ajar expectantly. ‘Hello?’ she said again.


‘I’ve been working on the last movement,’ he told her. ‘I’d almost finished it.’


‘I’ll go away for a few minutes,’ she said and turned back onto the street. The bell jangled again and she was gone as suddenly as she had appeared.


‘Wait,’ Edward called. ‘Don’t go.’ He stood and hurried to see if he could catch her but, although there were several women walking along the pavement, none of them looked like her. He had not noticed what she was wearing, his gaze having been drawn intensely as ever to her face. He returned to his chair behind the counter. There had been no hurt in her tone, no hint of umbrage. She had absented herself delicately, to make as few ripples as possible in his pool of thought.


Edward stared at the clusters of semiquavers on the page before him. For a few minutes, his mind was aglitter with images of her. Sally on the sunshiny street, hands clasped behind her back as she strolled, stooping slightly to peer into shop windows, or wrinkling her eyes as she stared up at a trio of swifts that wheeled, whistling, round an old college wall. He thought of her and could only see the page as a system of repetitious dots, circles and inclines. Then the compelling sounds re-entered his head and pushed her image back into darkness. He started to write again. The tendons in his hand grew tight with the effort to put the notes down fast enough. The telephone rang and he managed to ignore it, letting it clatter on as though it were someone else’s concern. He finished the last recapitulation of the main subject, hesitated, frowned, his stare searching the furrowed grain of the battered counter-top. Then, from nowhere, he found a strange, new chord and the makings of a short, unforeseen coda, slower than the presto, chilly and unsettling. The effect was that of a frame of unexpected irony being clamped around the image of hectic dancing; of a withdrawal from a joyful dream, revealing a cruel truth.


His father had hoped he would prove a classicist or an historian. His mother had cherished hopes he might combine the two and go into archaeology like her. He found Greek and Latin easier than other boys, perhaps because she had started him on them early as a kind of game. Her letters to him at Barrowcester – letters he kept in an old shoebox and never dared re-read – always contained a paragraph in Latin in which she mischievously wrote about the bullies or sadistic teachers he had described to her, secure in her assumption that no-one but her son would bother to translate them. When he left Tübingen, he was already a keen pianist but such were the attitudes at home and at the Gymnasium that no-one had encouraged him to consider music as a career or even contemplated the idea. Music was an accomplishment, not an end in itself. Jews had for too long provided entertainers and fiddlers for goyim celebrations and, looking back, he realised his mother felt an ambition for him to prove himself in a less racially typical field. It was his grandmother who encouraged his music. Whenever the two families met for dinner, she would steer him to the piano and make him play Mendelssohn – always Mendelssohn – to keep the political bickering at bay. Certain of the Lieder ohne Worte were now a kind of emotional shorthand for him. So precise were their associations that he had only to hear a few bars to picture the rich gilt and cluttered mahogany of the room his grandmother liked to call the salon. At Barrowcester he had played the piano eagerly, since it provided an escape from the school’s brutal society, and he found sympathy in his teacher, who he suspected was no less bullied by the other staff. The first few pieces he wrote there he wrote in secret, and then only in his last year.


He began to write short piano pieces and settings for over-wrought poetry at about the time that he started to suspect his letters home were going unread. There was a boy – Jarvis – whose father held a diplomatic post in Berlin. The post was no more, Edward suspected, than junior consul, but his letters were full of sinister news – about book burnings, shattered shop windows, the selective discrediting of eminent Jewish figures – and Jarvis passed the information on, with a harsh relish. After two months had gone by during which neither Edward nor Isaac had received replies to letters home, Edward stopped writing. His secret music became his one-way correspondence and a channel for his hope and dread.


Relaxed by his tutor’s good wine and sympathetic conversation one evening during his first year at Tompion, he confessed as much. Thomas insisted he play some of his compositions and, after listening, insisted, too, that he make time to continue.


The ending took him by surprise. He stopped, eyes flicking back and forth across the last two pages, as though a glance could confirm the integrity of what was before him. His writing hand twitched and was wracked with a sudden cramp. He let his pen fall and shook the ache from his fingers and wrist. He yawned nervously and stretched. The door bell sounded again and a perfectly bald man in a crumpled linen jacket came in.


‘Are you still open?’ he asked, a hand touching his bow tie.


‘Er. Yes. We are,’ Edward told him. ‘For a few more minutes.’


‘I’m looking for a nice edition of In Memoriam,’ the man said. ‘For a special friend.’


‘I’m not certain we have one. There are certainly some copies of the collected works. You’ll find all the poetry upstairs.’


‘Thank you.’


The man gave a neat smile and walked slowly up the narrow stairs, tugging on the greasy rope which hung there by way of a rail.


Edward shut the manuscript book and waited. When Sally came in again, he was ready for her. He jumped up from behind the counter and took her in his arms.


‘I’ve finished!’ he laughed. ‘It’s all done!’ He kissed her. She slipped cool hands inside his jacket, where his back was hot. She didn’t kiss him in return. Rather, she clasped him to her and laid her head on his shoulder, her face turned aside from his. The gesture was at once an embrace and a reprimand. She had her back to the stairs and missed the bald man’s soft-footed descent. Edward met his startled glance apologetically and had to push Sally gently from him.


‘Sorry,’ he said, to both of them.


‘Don’t mind me,’ the bald man said.


Flustered, Sally turned.


‘Dr Banks, I presume.’ The bald man laughed with unpleasantly triumphant recognition and shook her hand. He waved a copy of In Memoriam by way of explaining his presence. ‘Last time I saw you, you were just plain Miss. Well, Miss, anyway – never plain!’


‘Goodness, Dr Waltham. I don’t think you know Edward Pepper.’


The bald man smiled and shook Edward’s hand.


‘Ah, you found a copy,’ Edward said, taking the book. ‘I’ll wrap it for you.’ He furled it in tight brown paper, sealed it with string and exchanged it for Dr Waltham’s coins.


‘Dr Waltham’s an old friend of Dr Pertwee’s,’ Sally explained. ‘I used to meet him at her rooms sometimes, after classes with her.’


‘And how is your dear, er, Pygmalia?’ Dr Waltham asked.


Edward saw Sally flinch at the faint snobbishness in his tone.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I think. I’m afraid she likes to tire herself out.’


‘She always did,’ said Dr Waltham. ‘Well. I won’t keep you both. Goodbye.’


He had barely turned the corner when Sally sprang forward and shot the bolts on the door.


‘Hateful man!’ she spat. ‘Always so soft-spoken and bloody self-satisfied.’


‘He was rather smooth.’


‘Smooth? He’s got a personality of mink. Always harping on about Dr Pertwee as my Pygmalia, whatever that’s supposed to mean, with that suggestive smirk, and always reminding me how common I am.’


‘Sally!’


‘I am. Bloody common. And there’s nothing I can do about it. Why should I want to do anything?’


She changed the sign in the window to read Closed and pulled down the blind left over from black-out regulations. She turned, hands behind her back, shoulders rounded. Her eyes shone with anger. He had never seen her like this. He slid a hand into his pocket to mask his erection.


‘Kiss me,’ she said. ‘Right here.’


As he walked over, she glanced down at his trouser fly.


‘Never mind that,’ she said.


Obediently he took his hand from his pocket and cupped her face in his palms. He kissed her slowly, his hips pressing hers. She kissed the side of his neck. He buried his nose into her hair.


‘Let’s go upstairs,’ she said. ‘We can lie down up there.’


‘The concert,’ he mumbled, as he led the way. ‘We should get there in time to get good seats. The acoustic’s so bad in St Francis.’


‘Never mind the acoustic,’ she said, as they reached the little room where the poetry and plays were shelved. ‘Kiss me.’


He held her against a bookcase, kissing her again, caressing her breasts. She was wearing what Miriam and his mother would have called a courting dress, a pale blue thing with buttons, that unfastened easily from the front. It was a garment whose name he had not understood till recently. Since he had met Sally, he had started to look more closely at women in the street and behind shop counters, noticing their clothes. He was becoming an expert on fastenings. He slid with her to the dusty floor, clumsily tearing off his jacket and shirt. He rubbed his cheek against her petticoat, feeling the firm material of her bra beneath its whispering smoothness. Taken unawares, he had no condoms with him. Instead, she pleasured him with her hands, running cold fingers around his buttocks and balls, rubbing at his penis with untender haste. When he slid an uncertain hand inside her knickers she froze for a while and stopped touching him, such was her concentration on her pleasure. He came in three spasmodic splashes across her thighs and the floorboards. They chuckled as he wiped up the mess with pages torn from an undistinguished edition of Matthew Arnold.


The bells struck again in St Francis and he remembered the concert.


‘Forget the concert,’ she sighed, kissing his nose, making him lie down again. ‘No more concerts. Not for a while. Take me dancing.’


‘Dancing?’


‘You’d think I’d suggested some impossible sexual feat!’ she said.


‘But I can’t dance.’


‘Believe me, you’ve got a sense of rhythm and two strongish arms; you can dance.’


‘Where?’


‘There’s a charity do on at the Empire Rooms, for the Red Cross or something. The nurses were talking about it. There’s a band from London. It might be fun.’


They went to a great gaudy room rank with saxophones and shandy, hair oil and a cocktail of cheap scents, and he found he could dance. He could not move like the men from the local air force base, perhaps, or the arrogant young shopboys, who manipulated their women like so many sides of beef, but he did better than walking round the room and turning at the corners – the charge Miriam had always levelled at him.


So began what he came to see as Sally’s half of their mutual seduction. He had paraded for her the jewels of his weighty cultural education – paintings, polyphony, symphonic rapture and harmonic introspection. Now she showed him different riches, ones she had discovered by instinct. She began to talk more of her mother than of Dr Pertwee. ‘Mum says this,’ she would say, or ‘My mother always says that …’, and he detected the unfolding of an interior power struggle.


She taught him dance steps, the names of band leaders and the ingredients of lethal, highly coloured drinks. His ears were opened to the intoxicating qualities of dance music. As he went about his business in the shop, he found the melodies to enviably simple love songs circling his mind, at once banal and beautiful in their frankness of purpose.


He and Sally began to take trips, to the north coast, to London, to Brighton, and stay in hotels, posing, unconvincingly, as husband and wife with the aid of a pair of brass curtain rings. Occasionally, Dr Pertwee’s deathless discretion again set her rooms at their amorous disposal.


‘You go to my head,’ he crooned over a new delivery of old anatomical textbooks, ‘Like a sip of sparkling Burgundy brew and I find the very mention of you, like the kicker in a Julep or two.’ The words were like a passport to a territory from which he had previously been barred.


Then, one night, as he was driving her home, Sally made him stop at the side of the road in the pitch black of open fenland. She wanted them to talk, she said. They never seemed to have the time to talk properly.


‘But we never stop talking,’ he insisted, happily, ‘Hardly ever.’


‘Oh yes. We talk about Things; songs, films, symphony orchestras, people, your work, my work but –’ she broke off, searching for words. He listened to her breathing. They had been at a party in the gardens at Tompion earlier. She had been drinking Pimms, and her breath smelled rich and sweet in the car’s air of mouldering leather. She was slightly drunk, they both were. He had discovered that her emotions were not always directly available to her – she needed alcohol or a crisis to set them free.


She went on, ‘But we never seem to talk about us.’


‘Well?’ He heard himself sounding German. ‘Talk.’


‘Where are we going, Edward? What do we want?’


‘What do you want?’ He touched her arm.


‘No,’ she said firmly, turning in her seat. ‘No. You say what you want for once.’


‘Me? I … I want you, my darling.’


‘Yes but how do you want me? Sometimes I feel so unsure of you.’


‘Sally!’ He was amazed. ‘Why?’


‘Because I do all the wanting. I do all the suggesting. Sometimes I feel it’s only my needs that keep our – that keep this going.’ She laughed drily. ‘If it hadn’t been for me, it wouldn’t ever even have started. You’re so … so self-contained.’


‘No I’m not.’


‘Yes you are, Edward!’


‘I love being with you! I love you!’


‘Yes but you’re not in love with me, are you?’


‘I … I think I am.’


‘Exactly! It’s all a bloody intellectual process for you. You have to think before you know what you feel. You’d miss me if I disappeared but you wouldn’t go to pieces.’


‘Sally, I –’ He struggled for words. Suddenly she seemed to be attacking him where his defences were weakest. He felt too terrified to open his mouth lest his words condemn him.


‘Go on,’ she prompted. ‘Edward, please. Tell me what you want.’


‘I want us to be together always,’ he said. ‘I want never to lose you. I want … Sally. I think that we should get married.’


She waited a second or two then asked with quiet determination, ‘Do you really want that?’


‘Yes.’ He laughed with relief at the sudden simplicity of the ambition. ‘Yes. Yes, I do!’


‘Well?’


‘Well what?’


‘Ask me how I feel about it.’


‘Hmm? Oh. Yes. Sally. Doctor Banks. Will you consent to be my wife?’


‘I’ll think about it.’


‘How can you?’ He clutched her shoulders and turned her towards him. Not knowing whether she was joking or serious was torture to him. ‘Sally?’


‘What?’


‘Say yes. Please say yes?’


‘That’s more like it! Emotion. Real emotion!’


‘Well?’


‘Now I feel wanted, Edward.’


‘Sally for God’s sake!’ If she didn’t answer his proposal, he thought he would burst.


‘Oh don’t be absurd, Edward.’ She looked down and stroked the evening bag on her lap. ‘Of course I’ll marry you.’


They kissed, laughing in surprise and pure pleasure. She encouraged him to unbutton her blouse and he began to stroke her, but the difficulty of bypassing the gear and brake levers held him back, and he drew away, caressing her hands thoughtfully.


‘There are things I haven’t told you,’ he said.


‘Yes?’ She coughed in her effort to assume seriousness. ‘Tell me now, then.’


‘It’s about my parents.’


‘Yes.’


‘They didn’t just die in the war. It wasn’t just a bombing raid or something like that. They were transported to a work camp and a while later they were shot.’


‘Oh no!’


‘Isaac told me. He had all kinds of contacts and he knew within weeks of the news getting out. He came to the internment camp to tell me.’


Sally squeezed his thumb in her palm.


‘They were mad not to have sent Miriam with me. She’d just got engaged – well, as good as – to a town councillor, a gentile with a cousin in the army. They thought he’d protect her. Poor fools.’


‘Who was Miriam?’


‘My sister.’


‘You never said you had a sister.’


‘Didn’t I? Yes. Miriam.’


‘She survived, then?’


‘Yes. No. We don’t know. They were all sent to one place, then separated. Isaac went over as soon as he was allowed to, last year. I was too ill to go. There were lists. Terrible, long lists of names like garbled telephone directories. He traced my parents but not Miriam. He tried looking under her fiancé’s name too, in case they’d got married in a rush to save her. Perhaps she was moved on somewhere.’ Edward lifted Sally’s hand and kissed it solemnly. The well of words was drying up finally. ‘I don’t know where she is,’ he said. ‘Isaac gave some money to a friend to keep looking for us.’


‘Surely, if she survived, she’d have contacted you by now?’


‘That’s what I’d have thought but … her name hasn’t been found anywhere.’


‘Now that you’re better, now that you’re free to travel, wouldn’t you like to go and find out?’


‘There’s nothing I’d hate more,’ he sighed. ‘But I suppose I shall have to. Isaac died, you see. Three months ago. The things he saw there, the stories he heard … It was as though he was shocked to death. He was a quiet, scholarly man; very legalistic, very dried-up – he had no imagination whatever. Rosa said that he began to have terrible dreams that made him cry out. And not just at night, either. He would nod off at his desk, after lunch, and she’d hear him shout and mumble.’


‘How did he die?’


‘A stroke. I suppose it was what is called a merciful release. Funny.’


‘What?’


‘He left me half his money. He was quite rich. But I don’t get a penny until I’m thirty. That was his way of trying to force me to finish my studies.’


‘Were you close to Miriam?’


‘She was older but she was like a twin. We weren’t identical, although sometimes it felt as though we shared a mind. But, she did all the things I didn’t. She danced. She made people laugh. She was good at languages.’ He fell silent, remembering, then returned Sally’s hand to her lap and restarted the car.


When they reached her parents’ house, he wanted to come in to ask her father’s permission, but she laughed at him for being old-fashioned and Bavarian. They kissed and kissed and he got as far as undoing her blouse again, before a passing neighbour flustered her and she pulled back to tidy herself.


‘You’ll have to go, you know,’ she said suddenly, frowning. ‘You’ll have to go and find out about Miriam sooner or later. I couldn’t bear us to be married and happy, and for you not to know about her.’


Edward only nodded, relieved he had told her yet perturbed at how swiftly his revelation was assuming a shape and force between them.


Once she was lost to view, he drove back into Rexbridge and walked around the deserted streets, hunting for jewellers. Through a heavily barred window, he saw the ring he wanted and could not possibly afford. By rights, she should have his mother’s wedding ring, but that was irrevocably gone. Walking back to the car he was ambushed by a sense of loss, of the cruel interruption the war had brought to the comforting continuity of family life. He could not take Sally to meet his parents and Miriam. He had no home. He had no parents.


The scent of the car’s interior already bore a strong erotic charge in his mind after the frustrating, over-stimulated hours they spent there. When he parked outside Thomas’s house and leaned forward, cooling his forehead, on the steering wheel, the scent of leather and a lingering trace of vanilla entered his thoughts and turned his grief to bewildering lust.
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‘You what?’


Sally’s mother was crouched on the end of her bed, her toes separated with wads of cotton wool while she coated their nails with varnish.


‘Not “pink”,’ she would exclaim to anyone who commented. ‘It’s cerise d’amour.’


‘You what?’ she asked again.


‘You heard,’ Sally said.


‘He never!’


‘Well thanks a lot.’


‘He took his time, though, didn’t he?’


‘Not really.’


Sally fiddled with the brass doorknob, which was loose. Struck by a terrible thought, her mother paused a moment, varnish-brush in mid-stroke.


‘He hasn’t put one in your oven, has he?’


‘What if he had? What difference would it make?’


‘He’d be marrying you for the wrong reasons, that’s what.’


‘Since when were you so romantic?’


‘Who mentioned romance? Marriage is hard enough when you start off on the right footing. You didn’t throw yourself at him, did you? Didn’t go cheapening yourself?’


‘Of course not,’ Sally lied. ‘He just asked me.’


‘And you said yes straight away? Well of course you did. Can’t go calling their bluff at your age. Christ Almighty! Married at last! Well come here and have a kiss.’


Sally came forward and stooped to the bed. She expected the usual, cursory, don’t-spoil-my-hair peck and was surprised by a hug that was actually tender. Then her mother quickly retreated into more characteristic gruffness.


‘And now you’ve made me cry! Give me one of those hankies quick before I wreck my face.’
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