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To Paul




Under every no lay a passion for yes that had never been broken.


Wallace Stevens





1


NEW YORK, 1916


If only, thought Monroe Simonov, if only love was like a Pianola playing a roll. If only it was a piece of card all cut out with dashes and holes and slits that you could thread into the slot and turn, once, twice, three times. Then all you’d need to do was sit down and pedal like mad to make the keys play and music pour out perfectly every time.


Monroe found his reflection in the tarnished mirror above the bar, his twenty-four-year-old face, his dark hair swept back, his pale indoor skin with its Sunday afternoon tan, and finally his eyes, eyes that she had once told him were the colour of Taconic Mountain slate, whatever that was. Today his face didn’t feel as if it belonged to him. Certainly it didn’t reflect the real state of his crumpled heart.


At the end of the counter where he sat, the gaslight was a slightly brighter shade of dirty yellow than the walls. The murmur of one-sided conversations was punctuated by the clatter of dishes by the short-order cook and the clink of glass on glass as the barman poured out shots of Scotch, or sloe gin, or bourbon. The wooden counter had been worn so smooth by countless elbows that the varnish was almost all rubbed away. And although the ashtrays were always on the point of overflowing, no one ever seemed to have a match.


Outside, the sun had just set and the sky was clear and blazing and beautiful. If he walked out now, Monroe considered, turned right and looked past the illuminated sign that read Vacancies, if he looked out further, much further than Hoboken, he could watch the day fall into the west. What time was it in California? Morning time? Lunchtime? Early afternoon? He hoped she had found a decent place to stay. He hoped she’d slept well the night before. He hoped she missed him, sometimes.


The waitress was standing in front of him, a coffee pot in her hand. Her eyebrows were raised into a question: WhatcanIgetya, wantmorecauffee, readyforthecheck? Monroe had no idea what she had just asked him so he took a wild guess.


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Fill me up.’


The coffee fell in a single stream, a black stripe, a dash of tar against the ivory of the cup. He threw it back in one swallow and grabbed his hat.


‘Any new songs?’ the cashier asked. ‘Any new songs you can let us have for free?’


‘Only the ones in my head,’ Monroe replied.


The cashier laughed as he handed him his change. ‘That’s the problem with you guys,’ he said. ‘Too much going on up there.’


It was already October but Manhattan was still baking in the heat of an Indian summer. At that time of the evening, however, the air was edged with cooler currents. Everything was in shadow, the harsh angles of the buildings and the geometry of the grid all softened by the blue wash of nightfall. And yet on Times Square, the night was ablaze. The electric illuminations, the flashing bulbs of the Petticoat Girl and the Corticelli Kitty signs, the theatre hoardings, the cinema kiosks and the moving headlamps of dozens of taxicabs would all burn until long after closing time. As usual, the streets were choked up with people from out of town who had come to gawp at the lights and to spend their savings in the Irish bars and the overpriced restaurants that lined the square. In all that joviality, in all that hilarity, in all that extravagance, it was hard to remember that in Europe a war was being fought.


Monroe headed south down Broadway, past the Flatiron Building on Fifth Avenue and onwards to West Twenty-Third Street. Here, the rush-hour traffic, the tramcars and the elevated trains, the horse-drawn cabs and the private cars, had started to thin out. A couple of booths lit by strings of bare electric bulbs sold pretzels and chestnuts on the corner. Groups of construction workers, their eyes dizzy with height and too much coffee, crouched in doorways and waited for their lift home. A white horse pulled a cart towards the Bowery, its load of seltzer water bottles clanking gently in their wooden crates.


Skirting the edge of Chinatown, he strode towards the Court House and up the ramp of the Brooklyn Bridge. The wide wooden walkway for pedestrians and bicycles rose above the tracks of the electric tramcars and the road until it hung suspended above four lanes of traffic. Most of the office workers and clerks who lived in lodgings in Fort Greene or Carroll Park clocked off at five sharp and had crossed the bridge a couple of hours before, and so he was almost alone as he paced towards the Brooklyn side, his hat pushed down hard against the wind.


Suzette Kinross had been a speciality dancer at Ziegfeld Follies. He had known her for four months and been in love with her for three. She was from Halifax, Nova Scotia, but lived in an apartment hotel for women in Midtown. At first he had laughed at her sing-song accent and the way her wiry auburn hair would always escape from the pins she used to flatten it. But then she had danced in his room after they had shared half a bottle of Irish whiskey and he had started to see her in a completely different light. He still kept finding those pins everywhere, those pins and single strands of copper-coloured hair that had caught what little sun found its way into his room and held it.


Of course, when she told him she had been offered a part in a moving picture, he was thrilled and excited and insistent that she should take it. She threw her arms around him and licked his ear with her sharp little tongue the way she did when she wanted their embrace to ‘lead to something’. That something caught them up and swept them along to a place where there were no borders, no barriers, no limitations, only the rush and tremble of what he thought was a perfect affinity.


‘Be careful,’ she had whispered.


Afterwards when they lay breathless and damp with their legs and arms all wound together he noticed she was crying. ‘What is it? Are you all right?’ he asked. ‘You did say you were safe.’


‘It’s fine,’ she replied. ‘I mean, it’ll be fine.’


‘Then what is it? Why are you sad?’


‘It’s just . . . it’s just . . .’ she whispered. ‘Would you marry me? Would you marry me tomorrow if I asked you to?’


He laughed; he had thought she was joking. ‘You’re crazy,’ he said. ‘We only just met.’


And when she didn’t respond he took her hand and kissed it.


‘It’s a nice idea but it doesn’t even give me enough time to get to the tailor’s to order a new suit,’ he said. ‘But if there was ever a reason,’ he added softly, ‘I’d do the right thing. Is that it, Suzette? Are you worried I’d run off?’


‘No!’ she answered, her voice rising in pitch at the end of the word in that comical way it always did. And then in fits and bursts, in stops and starts, she told him that the film was being shot in California and not in a studio in Astoria, Queens, as he had supposed.


‘What?’ he said and let go of her hand. ‘You might as well tell me you’re going to the moon.’


He had sat up then, got out of bed and without another word he had pulled all his clothes back on.


‘Monroe?’ she had called out.


He tried to stay calm. He tried to keep his temper but still it was about to boil over. And so he walked across to the second-hand piano he had paid three weeks’ wages for and which he’d had to hire eight men to lift up the stairs, and started to play Mozart at twice its normal speed.


‘I’ll call you,’ she had said as she had gathered up her clothes and dressed. ‘And I’ll write and stuff.’


He had only stopped playing when he heard the front door close. And then he had listened to the click of her heels recede along the street.


It had been two weeks now and he’d heard nothing from her. He didn’t know if she was dead, or dying or, even worse, that she had dropped him. And stuff. He should have made her clarify what the ‘stuff’ was. If it was telepathy then he wasn’t receiving.


At the first pier, Monroe stopped and looked out over the East River. Two boats were unloading their cargo on to the wharves on the far side, the reflection of the longshoremen’s lanterns bobbing and drifting in the black water. Beyond the boats, further out in the New York harbour, a single ocean liner drew level with Battery Park on its way to one of the Hudson piers. Over half of the moorings on the piers were vacant now. The threat of being sunk by a German U-boat had brought almost all sea traffic to a halt and only the most determined passengers now made the trip across the Atlantic. But they still came, new immigrants mostly, from Greece, Italy, Ireland and Turkey, from Macedonia and Scotland on any ship sailing, safe or not. Although some brought their wives and mothers, their daughters and their grandmothers, the majority were single men, men who had nothing more than a change of clothes and a willingness to do any job, anywhere, as long as they were paid in cash. The passengers in first and second class, should there be any, would be allowed to disembark on to Manhattan almost immediately. The rest, who’d made the trip in steerage, would be ferried to Ellis Island where they would spend several days being ‘processed’.


Monroe Simonov himself had been carried on to one of those same ferries from steerage. He was the third but sole surviving son of Clara and Nikolas Simonov, and had been born in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean on the SS Bohemia in the late spring of 1892. He nearly failed to make it to New York harbour and everybody thought he was going to end up as one more piece of hand luggage to carry on to Ellis Island inside a tiny coffin that the shipping company would, they had been informed, supply on request.


Monroe had been born to a mother who was so seasick she couldn’t nurse. At first he had cried with such a piercing, strangled kind of wail that any offers of milk from other new mothers, and there were another forty on board, were not forthcoming. But Monroe had been lulled by the sound of the swell and the pull of the Gulf Stream; as his tears dried and his sobbing was quelled, he was taken to the breast of a former wet-nurse who had never quite dried up, and saved.


At a few days old he was obviously far too young to remember his first sight of the Statue of Liberty, but his three sisters had told the story so many times that eventually it had become fixed in his memory like his very own: the greenish tinge of the lady’s mantle, the thorns of her crown, the sense that she was so much smaller than they had been expecting, more an over-large statue stuck on an ugly block of rock than the huge monument they had imagined.


His family came from a province called White Russia. It was a place that made big statements; its lakes were as large as seas, its forests as dense as knitting and its wild animals so fierce that they could bite you in two or kill you with a paw. In his parents’ memory, at least, it was a brutal place with no room for the frivolities of city life; you worked until you dropped, you kept a promise, you loved your wife, and you drank until you forgot everything you’d just pledged. Honour and remorse lay west and east respectively and were there when you fell asleep and there when you woke. When rumours of pogroms reached the village near Kiev where they had lived for decades, however, his parents had decided that there must be a better way to live. They sold almost everything they had, which wasn’t much, borrowed what they could and announced their decision to emigrate to America. Although they said, until we meet again, rather than goodbye, they left in the full knowledge that it was unlikely they would ever return.


With three young daughters and another child on the way, the family had taken the train from Kiev to the Polish border, another to Warsaw, one more to Berlin and a fourth to Bremen, where they had boarded ship. Of course, they had hoped that the birth would wait until they reached America, for reasons of both safety and citizenship, but five days after they had departed from German shores Monroe’s mother went into labour and after just four hours of pain so severe her screams could be heard on the first-class deck, the baby was born in the middle of the night in bunk 24 on Deck E.


Despite the fact that the family were Jewish, Monroe’s mother was insistent that they name him after a Scottish bo’sun who had been present at the birth rather than a figure from the Old Testament as was the tradition. Somehow the bo’sun’s first name and surname became confused and the baby was named Monroe instead of Hamish. Even when the mistake was pointed out his mother remained resolute. New land, new name, new life, she had said at the time. The euphoria didn’t last. After twenty years in the Land of the Free, she sailed back east to Palestine, with her daughters, one son-in-law, a trunk full of old clothes and an urn full of ashes.


Monroe sent her a third of his wages every month, while she wrote him long rambling letters which, until the war had broken out, had urged him to emigrate, to marry the nice Jewish girl who lived next door, and to help her tend her newly planted orchard of lemon trees. They both knew that he would never consider any of her plans seriously, but still she kept asking and still he kept on saying, perhaps, Mama, perhaps.


From the Brooklyn Bridge, Monroe watched a tugboat chunter up the river. A silver biplane buzzed overhead. And then, as the sound of its engines faded, he could make out the faint strains of a zither coming from a teahouse in the overcrowded slums of Chinatown. A couple approaching from the Brooklyn side of the bridge slowed their pace a little when they saw him. But when they deduced by the cut of his clothes and the affable nod of his head that he wasn’t about to beg for a spare nickel or rob them of their pocket watches, they relaxed and continued their conversation.


‘Not with a man like him, you dolt.’ The woman laughed.


‘But she has a penchant for revolutionaries,’ the man replied. ‘At least that’s what I heard.’


They passed by, the tick and rhythm of their shoes leaving behind a pattern in Monroe’s head. The pattern became the time signature of a melody, the melody became the suggestion of a symphony and in snatches he heard the bass, the slide of the string section and the blow out of the horns. At that point in his life Monroe would have claimed that music was the language he dreamed in, it was in the warmth in his blood and the rhythm of his breathing. Even his heartbeat, he liked to imagine, was a hammer hitting a string.


One of his earliest memories was the sound of his mother’s voice singing songs in Yiddish, songs like ‘Bayn Obsheyd’ and ‘Tum Balalaika’. And the first time he saw a piano, he climbed up on to the stool and managed to pick out those melodies note by note and phrase by phrase. The child should have lessons, somebody said, and so after much discusssion and a redistribution of the housekeeping money, the family agreed to eat chopped liver instead of beef so he could learn the piano.


With his fingers on the keys and his eyes on the music in front of him, he stumbled through his first lesson and quickly claimed that actually he’d rather have the beef. When his teacher, a retired Episcopalian church organist, who lived with her five cats and a baby grand piano, played him the tunes the way they were meant to be played, he was stunned. He could hardly believe that in the simple overlap or quick progression of notes were melodies, chords and rhythms he had never imagined existed, that this construction of wood and string, of felt and ivory, that sounded so frightful when he played it, could be made to produce such a beautiful sound.


The more he practised, the more he pounded away at the piano in the freezing cold Salvation Army hall where his mother had organized that he could play every day, the more he realized that learning to read music was like learning to read all over again. But instead of words, the notes, the time signatures, the adagios and minuets conveyed different kinds of meanings, meanings that could express emotions and moods he could feel but couldn’t yet understand. It was as if those long-dead composers, Chopin and Bach and Mozart, were talking to him alone. And he wished then that he could have just a fraction of their articulacy, just a fraction of their ability to capture something fleeting and transient and write it down.


It could have been only a few seconds, it might have been several minutes, or it might have been an hour before Monroe came back and found himself still standing there, alone on the long stretch of wooden walkway below the cat’s cradle of cables that spanned the Brooklyn Bridge. And even though he could still make out the music in his head, its exuberance and epic melancholy, it had become intangible, vague, and the more he tried to catch it the more it eluded him, until he finally had to admit that note by note and phrase by phrase, it was gone, the notes, the pauses, the sharps and flats all dispersed into millions of tiny reverberations over Lower Manhattan. The temperature had started to drop, the wind was rising, and so he turned up his collar and headed home.


Home was a fourth-floor walk-up on Joralemon Street in Brooklyn Heights. It was an apartment so narrow that only one room was ever blessed with any light. The other rooms, the tiny bedroom and the cupboard that his landlady optimistically called ‘the kitchen’, had no windows and were almost permanently dark. The fact that all the walls were painted in heavy brown gloss only made the problem worse.


‘Mr Simonov?’


It was impossible to creep up the stairs without being noticed. He’d tried it many times.


‘You had a call,’ shouted his landlady, an elderly Italian who liked to be known as Nonna Maria.


Monroe hesitated on the stairs. At last. He should have had more faith in her. Why hadn’t he walked home faster? Why had he stopped for so long on the bridge? What had he been thinking?


‘When?’ he asked. ‘Did she leave a message? A contact number?’


Nonna Maria came out on to the landing and looked up at him before she spoke. ‘He didn’t leave no note,’ she said softly. ‘Think he was trying to sell something.’


That night, no breeze reached the Heights from the river. A lone mosquito droned, looped and then was silent. As he lay awake he tried to remember every inch of her: the curve of her neck, the hollow of her hip and the tease in her voice. When he had kissed her she seemed so experienced, so at ease with her body, so open to the suggestion, when it posed itself, that he presumed that she had done this all before, that she was a modern girl, that sexual relations were nothing more to her than an extension of kissing. She knew what she was doing, didn’t she? Although he never told her, she was his first. Maybe she knew as much as he did, and that was nothing at all, maybe she was more serious than he realized, maybe he should have said, yes, yes, I’ll marry you tomorrow. And right at that moment, as he felt the tiny stab of the mosquito’s sting enter the skin of his shoulder and he slapped the spot just a fraction of a second too late, it dawned on him that he might have lost the very thing he hadn’t even understood was his to lose.


The mosquito buzzed just beyond his left ear and then was silent again. It would break his mother’s heart, he kept telling himself. It would break his mother’s heart if he married a girl who wasn’t Jewish. And he tossed and turned and lay hopelessly awake. But then, as St Ann’s bells chimed the night away, as the sparrows and thrushes started to sing on the gingko tree outside, note by note and line by line, a song arrived, a song so perfectly formed, so fluently phrased and finely honed that when he climbed out of bed and played it softly, so softly on the piano, it sounded as if it had been in the air for ever just waiting to be played.


The next morning the sky was a deep, infinite blue. The trees outside were turning and their leaves were blowing golden and amber all over the pavement. Monroe walked to Borough Hall as usual, bought a five-cent ticket and took an express train to Forty-Second Street and Broadway. From there he walked three blocks to the Exchange Building on West Forty-Fifth Street where the Universal Music Corporation was located on the second floor.


Although the rest of New York had been awake for hours – the cobbles swept, the milk delivered, the bagels boiled and baked, the billboards at the newspaper kiosks already pasted with stories of distant tragedies and war – at 10 a.m. West Forty-Fifth Street was only just beginning to come to life. Doors and windows were propped open to let the previous night’s tobacco fumes escape; empty bottles clanked and smashed as they were thrown down rubbish chutes and cleaners launched arcs of soapy water into the gutters where they fizzed briefly before rolling down the drain.


Even though they had only just woken up, however, the streets above Times Square were already busy: men in tightly buttoned suits and colourful ties, the ropers-in, tried to entice people into their respective publishing houses; secretaries gossiped with each other outside the drugstore; delivery boys, their arms laden with parcels wrapped in brown paper, staggered up stoops or waited for lifts; and trails of young women in too much make-up and dresses maybe a size too small walked purposefully towards appointments or stood silently mouthing the titles of the songs displayed in the publishers’ windows.


‘I heard they were hiring in Chicago,’ the girls told each other. ‘You’ll love Phoenix. The theatre manager is a darling.’


Every time Monroe turned the corner on to Forty-Fifth Street, he always paused for an instant and just listened, really listened. Above the splutter of motor cars left to idle on the corner, above the chitter and blurt of chorus girls and the bragging of promoters, above the roar, even, of the printing presses that churned out fifty pages of sheet music a minute, was the unmistakable, unforgettable sound of the piano, not just one, but ten, twenty, thirty, all playing different tunes at the same time.


Monroe was too young to remember the early days but the old-timers, the doormen and the veteran printers, talked about the first music publishers in the 1890s with reverence. They’d opened offices in Lower Manhattan, on the Bowery, before moving to Union Square and then up to the West Forties. Firms like Shapiro’s and Remick’s followed the path of the entertainment industry uptown until they were settled in a triangle of high rises and brownstones called Upper Longacre Square, a triangle that was now surrounded by agents, bookers, theatres, music halls and vaudeville houses.


Although the whole industry was known collectively as Tin Pan Alley, only a handful of publishers still had their offices on West Twenty-Eighth Street, the street that had originally been given the name. If you went down to the ‘Alley’ now there would be little more than tourists and hustlers, ten-cent stores and sheet music wholesalers. But if you tried to describe it, and many had, you would eventually come to the conclusion that Tin Pan Alley was much more than a location. It was a flutter in the belly, the float of a crescendo followed by the crash of a minor seventh chord. It was the buzz of adrenalin or the first draw of a cigarette. Something new mixed with something old, it was a cocktail of melancholy mixed with a generous shot of pandemonium.


With a coffee from the diner on the corner in his hand, Monroe headed up two flights of stairs, through the swing doors of the Universal Music Corporation and past the receptionist to a row of cubicles. His was third on the left, number 3, which like all the rest was fitted out with a piano and two chairs.


A new song had been propped up on his stand, a song called ‘My Little Girl’. He hung up his jacket on a coat rack, placed his coffee on the floor beside him and played the first few bars. The lyrics were sentimental and the tune was a dirge, but he had to admit that it was irritatingly catchy. Von Hofe had been on at them all for the last couple of days to push this song as hard as they could. Only one in about two hundred published songs actually caught on. And this one, or so his boss guessed, had to be a sure-fire.


From the next cubicle along, Billy Gold broke into a rousing rendition of the song, shifting into classical until he had the song sounding like a hymn. From the cubicle on his other side, Abe Groblensky started playing the song at twice its normal speed. Monroe played a single note, a middle C. The music from the pianos on either side of him slipped in and out of synch, their notes clashing and jarring and then unexpectedly harmonizing. He played the C again, and listened as the note reverberated and then slowly dissolved. The truth was, however, that nobody knew why some songs took off and some didn’t; it was in the colour of the air, the direction of the wind, the random scatter of the stars.


Monroe had been a song-plugger for the Universal Music Corporation ever since he had graduated from the Brooklyn Boys’ High School in 1910. He had not become a classical pianist, as his teacher had once hoped he would, and instead, at his mother’s insistence, had taken a fifteen-dollar-a-week job with the song publisher. It was a good job. Most of the boys in his class at school had gone on to work in the Navy Yard for less than forty dollars a month.


Universal was one of the smaller music publishers; it had ten demonstration cubicles, plus a general office, a stockroom and an advertising department. Monroe’s boss, the Professional Manager of the firm, was a middle-aged ex-plugger called Hubert Von Hofe. It was rumoured that he had single-handedly sold more than a million copies of a song called ‘A Garland of Tears’ by playing it in every whorehouse and saloon within a day’s train journey of New York. He was the man who showed Monroe how to sell a song: how to shift the key or change the tempo, how to flag up the chorus and simplify the verse, how to flatter and coax, to encourage and congratulate, anything, in fact, that would convince a singer or a vaudevillian to buy the rights to perform a new song.


For Monroe, even with Von Hofe’s strategy, it was rarely easy. Most of the songs he had to plug, although written by a team of in-house composers and lyricists, were pale copies of other more successful songs around. And when he complained, politely, he was always told the same thing: you want to sell a better song, you write a better song!


Monroe had written plenty of songs; they filled three boxes at his feet and several manila folders on the piano lid. Half a dozen had been published; in 1914 a song called ‘Friday Moon’ had been picked up by the star performer in a vaudeville house in Chicago. Unfortunately, the show had flopped and closed after only five weeks. He had framed his royalty cheque; he had earned a total of fifty-six cents. And now Von Hofe was unconvinced, he was wary, he was not taking any chances.


‘Listen to this one,’ Monroe would still insist. ‘It’s got the best verse I’ve ever writtten.’


Von Hofe would smile and try, unsuccessfully, to hide the disappointment in his face. Had the kid learned nothing? Verses didn’t matter; no one cared about the verses. A good song, he had told him more than once, was all about the chorus, a chorus that people could sing along to, a chorus they could hum on the trolleycar, a perfect alchemy of phrase and melody that you only needed to hear once or twice before you remembered it for ever.


‘It’s very pretty, Simonov,’ Von Hofe would always tell him. ‘But is it the kind of song they’ll be singing round the parlour piano in Poughkeepsie? Could you imagine the lady in the post office humming your tune in Pittsburgh? What about factory workers on their lunch break in Portland? I’m sorry, I just don’t see it. You got to lighten up a bit. Relax.’


That morning as his coffee cooled and he sorted through Universal’s back catalogue, there was a knock on the glass door of his cubicle. A dark shape, a blot, had appeared in the dimpled surface.


‘Come in,’ he shouted.


‘Don’t mind if I do!’


Rolly Tipple, according to just about anyone you asked, was a second-generation Russian immigrant and third-rate vaudeville performer. He invariably played a Blackface or a Bowery Tough but could fill in as an Irish or Jew when he felt his act was getting stale. He had just come back from the ‘Death Trail,’ a tour of small Midwestern towns, and stage make-up, a shimmering of pearl powder and a lick of burned cork were still visible in the wrinkles around his eyes and the deep lines that framed his mouth like a pair of brackets.


‘Good to see you, Rolly,’ Monroe said. ‘You’re looking well.’


‘Can’t say the same for you, Monroe, my boy,’ he yelled. ‘What’s the matter? You lovesick or what!’


Rolly laughed, a big hollow laugh, which came from his throat and stopped as abruptly as it began. Monroe smiled politely. Rolly Tipple always said this. To everyone he met. It had never been funny.


‘This a new song?’ he said and grabbed the copy of ‘My Little Girl’ that lay on top of the piano.


‘Sure,’ said Monroe. ‘By all means. Take a look at it.’


Rolly started to read.


My little girl you know I love you,
And I long for you each day,
My little girl I’m dreaming of you,
Tho’ you’re many miles away.


‘I like it,’ he said. ‘Let’s hear it.’


Rolly Tipple had been Monroe’s neighbour for a short time on Joralemon Street before he had found brief and fleeting fame in a Big Time review in Flatbush and moved with his wife and five children up the street to Brooklyn Heights proper, to Pierrepont Street. The success didn’t last, the show was axed, and he had to move again, this time to a rooming house near the Gowanus Canal. ‘Snakes and ladders,’ he used to say. ‘Flippin’ snakes and ladders.’


Monroe started to play the song. He knew he was no singer but he interpreted the music in front of him with what Von Hofe called ‘a unique sense of musicality’. His voice was soft but melodic; he didn’t have the projection of some of those who came to see him but he could carry a tune. Rolly tried to follow the melody but his voice cracked and broke. He was a belter; he could yell a song, as long as it was simple, but this one was way beyond his range.


‘How about something else?’ Monroe suggested when the last chord had faded. ‘Something a little—’


‘You want to give me last year’s hits?’ Tipple interjected. ‘Nah, nobody wants to hear that stuff any more.’


Tipple sank into the only other chair. He seemed to have suddenly lost about a third of his body weight. The long days on the Death Trail had clearly aged him.


‘I can learn it at home,’ he said. ‘Say, Monroe, ma boy. Can I have a copy on the house? I’m a little short at the moment.’


‘I’m sorry, Rolly,’ Monroe said. ‘If it was up to me . . . but I can’t. Company policy.’


New songs, at least those that were expected to be hits, were only offered for free to big Broadway names. If Fanny Brice wanted to sing your song, in a matter of weeks the whole of the city, the whole of the state, the whole of America would be singing it and the company would sell a million copies. Everyone else had to pay.


Rolly sighed and cracked his knuckles. And then his face suddenly illuminated; an idea had occurred to him.


‘Last time you said you had written a couple of tunes that I could have for free,’ he said. ‘You got anything new I could use?’


Monroe’s fingers were already resting on the piano keys. In his head he could hear the opening chord of the song he had written that morning.


‘Sure,’ he said.


‘Let’s hear it then,’ said Rolly and rubbed his eyes with his fists.


Monroe’s pulse began to race. His palms grew damp. His fingers flexed. The melody was already visible in the smallest twitch of his fingers; all he had to do was play that opening G. This is for you, Suzette, he thought, wherever you are.


‘You’re right,’ said Rolly. ‘Forget it.’


The vaudeville performer had taken his hesitation as reluctance and before he had even played a single note, Rolly Tipple had risen to his feet and had started to pace back and forth between the window and his chair.


‘I’m getting desperate,’ he said. ‘Been doing the same act for two years now. I need a break, I need a sure-fire hit. Or else I might as well get the wife to pull the trigger and put me out of my misery.’


Monroe dropped his hands into his lap. ‘How is the wife?’ he asked. ‘And the kids?’


Tipple blinked. ‘Thinking of trying them out on amateur night at Keeney’s,’ he said. ‘Make a little loose change. Heck knows we need it.’ Rolly leaned back against the radiator and rubbed his face with both hands. ‘You sure you couldn’t spare a copy of that song?’ he asked.


Monroe glanced towards the door instinctively. And then he pulled out a copy of ‘My Little Girl’ from a manila envelope and handed it to him. ‘You didn’t get it from me,’ he said softly. ‘Understand?’


‘My lips are sealed. Much appreciated,’ Rolly replied as he folded it up and put it in his pocket. ‘Been down to the Russian Club recently?’


‘No,’ Monroe answered. ‘Not for months. You?’


The Russian Club was a two-storey brownstone on Hester Street on the Lower East Side. It was a place where Russian was spoken and tea with jam was served. Monroe usually avoided it.


‘Actually,’ Rolly said, ‘I’ve taken on a few shifts, just until I get another break. Come down and let me buy you a drink. But you better make it quick because with this I’ll be back on my feet in no time.’


‘I’m sure you will,’ Monroe said. ‘They still have that piano down there?’


‘Still there,’ Rolly said. ‘But I don’t think they like our kind of music. It’s way too happy.’ And he laughed, a big round laugh that left no room for dissent, for clarification, for comment. ‘You’ll be seeing me, buddy,’ he said. ‘But not if I see you first. Time to shuffle off to Buffalo.’


A master of the quick exit, with one step he was away, slamming the door so hard behind him that the glass shivered in its frame and almost shattered.


‘See you later, Rolly,’ said Monroe. But he was already gone.


That morning, Monroe played twenty or thirty different songs, mainly to chorus ladies and amateurs. And while his fingers mashed out major chords and his voice crooned its way through a series of clichés, there was another melody, another song, that he could not get out of his head.
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While hair can be dyed, eyes blackened and noses powdered, a woman’s mouth, thought Inez Kennedy, a woman’s mouth always betrays the truth eventually. She sat on the bottom deck of a tramcar as it stop-started its way down Madison Avenue, and examined the faces of the women who sat on the opposite bench. The first, a woman of about fifty, had pretty blue eyes and a hat with a red ribbon on it, but her mouth was narrow and set into a permanent curve of disapproval. Philandering husband, Inez considered, or gallivanting son, both of them womanizers or gamblers or opium smokers. The woman beside her filled out the crossword, and while the rest of her face was in a small way triumphant, her mouth spoke of a life of disappointment. Jilted lover, thought Inez, abandoned wife, or, worse, the never-noticed wallflower. Inez ran her finger over her own mouth. What would hers say in thirty years’ time? What secrets would it inadvertently share with the world? And then she noticed that the disapproving woman’s gaze was now fixed on her. She glanced down. There was a large hole in her silk stocking just above the ankle.


‘Thirty-Seventh Street,’ shouted the conductor.


‘Lordy,’ Inez said under her breath. ‘Almost missed it!’


She stepped off the tramcar on to the wide pavement and hurried through the main doors of the Lord and Taylor Department Store.


‘Good morning,’ said the doorman.


‘Morning,’ echoed Inez as she ran across the shop floor, turning right at the handbag counter, heading past kid gloves and French cosmetics to a waiting lift whose doors were just about to close.


‘Going up?’ she asked the lift attendant.


‘Going down to the stockrooms,’ he replied. ‘Won’t be more than a minute or two.’


‘Then I’ll take the stairs,’ she said. ‘I’m running a little late.’


Inez ran up the wide shallow carpeted stairs two at a time, only pausing to catch her breath once. On the sixth floor, right next to the stairs, was a pneumatic postal system terminal. Fashioned out of solid brass and covered in decorative scrolling, it had two openings, one for sending and one for receiving canisters. Every sale in the department store was dealt with by the cashiers in the basement. Cash and sales receipts were sent back and forth in canisters through a vast set of pipes using compressed air. This terminal, however, had never been connected to the circuit; when you held your hand underneath one of the openings there was no faint breath of cold air on your palm. And yet the foot pump seemed to work. Inez pressed it and a canister fell out. Inside was a spare stocking that she kept there for emergencies.


A row of outfits was waiting for her in the staff room of Ladies’ Ready-Made Suits and Occasional Wear: hobble skirts and dinner dresses, tailored suits and fitted coats, fur hats and felt bonnets in sombre shades of blue and brown and grey. There were layers and layers, however, to be put on first: corset, camisole, underslip, dress and over-dress. Marion, the other part-time model, had hung her street clothes on a hanger and was already dressed in her first outfit. She was sitting on a chair right next to the radiator engrossed in a movie magazine.


‘Good morning?’ she said without looking up.


‘Not really, at least not so far,’ Inez replied. ‘My, how can you see to read? It’s so dark in here!’


A huge American flag, a hundred feet wide, had been hung from the roof a few weeks earlier and covered an entire side of the department store. The window of the staff room was now behind a white star on its blue background.


‘You get used to it,’ said Marion. ‘Just like you get used to this place, this job, eventually.’


‘But I don’t intend . . .’ Inez started to say. But her words were drowned out by the rush and whistle of compressed air, as a canister sped through the pipes on the roof above their heads to the finance office.


‘To stay beyond summer . . .’ said Marion, completing her sentence. ‘That’s what you always say. And it’s already November.’


‘I was going to say Christmas.’


Marion raised her eyebrows and flicked rapidly through the magazine before slapping it on the floor.


‘If only Douglas Fairbanks would come and take us away from all this,’ she sighed.


‘It could happen,’ Inez remarked as she changed her stocking. ‘You never know.’


‘Sure it will,’ said Marion. ‘You’d better hurry. There’s a full house this morning.’


Hidden from the shop floor by a heavy velvet curtain was the Salon, a spacious room lit with three electric chandeliers. It was decorated, supposedly, to look like the Palace of Versailles in France. As well as a dozen pale blue velvet-upholstered chairs, there were a couple of chaises-longues and several ornate occasional tables all liberally gilded. Inez guessed that a dozen ladies already sat waiting. Most of them were thick-set wives from Long Island or New Jersey or trussed-up spinsters who lived in the new apartment blocks on the Upper West Side. Did they have nothing else to do, she always wondered, nowhere else to go, nothing else to think about than what they would wear to lunch?


‘Here you are, at last,’ the manageress said as she came through the curtain. ‘We were about to send out a search party.’


‘My alarm,’ Inez explained. ‘Didn’t ring.’


‘Didn’t ring?’ she echoed.


But it was more of a chastisement than a question. Hortense was from Paris, and every clipped word that came out of her mouth was tinged with dismay, even when she might have been intending to convey the opposite. Inez had almost finished buttoning up her undergarments and so Hortense helped her slip on the first outfit, a dinner dress of pale pink silk crepe with five detachable bows.


‘Late night, Inez?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve been as good as gold all week.’


It wasn’t a lie. She had been in bed at ten. But although the lights were off and the window opened, she had been unable to fall asleep, unable to slow and calm the whirr and buzz inside her head, and when her alarm clock rang she had already been wide awake for several hours. Of course it was then that she finally fell into a deep sleep, and when she woke with a start half an hour later she felt even more tired, more worn out, more tearful than when she hadn’t slept at all. She checked her face in the full-length mirror as Hortense fussed with her hem; there were dark circles beneath her eyes and a single red bloom on her left cheek. She tried to smooth down her hair but even though she had already spent ten minutes pinning it back, it still looked as if she had just climbed out of bed.


‘Maybe I should wear something on my head?’


The manageress nodded but didn’t even glance up. ‘I think that would be advisable on this occasion.’ Hortense produced a huge hat with a feather from a box and handed it to her. ‘That should do it,’ she said.


Inez pulled it on and stared at herself in the mirror. Apart from looking tired, her face looked the same as usual, didn’t it? Now she wasn’t so sure. Her mouth, was there something different about the line of her mouth? If she looked hard enough she was sure she could see the tiny creases of misfortune beginning to form. She blinked twice and her eyes began to fill. He had seemed so decent, so kind, so trustworthy. How could she have been so wrong about him? And now she was in a predicament that was worse than awful: it was catastrophic.


‘Are you all right, Inez?’ asked Hortense.


‘I’m fine!’ she replied. ‘Absolutely!’


Hortense made her entrance into the Salon with the least amount of elegant fuss. The show was about to begin. Just don’t, Inez told herself as she dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief, just don’t think about him, not here, not now. After she had applied some fresh powder and a little rouge, she took a deep breath, closed her eyes and tried to compose herself.


‘In Paris, despite the conflict,’ Hortense was saying, ‘the look for autumn and winter is a little fuller than last year. Hems are rising and, of course, the hobble skirt and the war crinoline are still with us. But this season we have something quite new, the dropped shoulder. And so, without further ado, Inez, Marion, do come through and meet our guests.’


Inez pulled back the curtain and smiled her closed-mouth smile. Then she began to walk back and forth on the thick carpet, turning this way and that, as Hortense had taught her, to show the flare of the dress and the slip of ivory lining. The ladies’ eyes, however, were impassive. They ran down her length from the hat to the shoes without actually seeming to see her. To them, she was nothing more than a jar of pickles or a slice of shop-bought pound cake.


The streets of New York City were not unlike the carpeted interior of the Salon. No matter what was happening in the rest of the world, the ladies who strolled down Fifth Avenue or around Lexington on the Upper East Side changed their outfits depending on the weather, the season or the time of day. And so Inez modelled outfits for every occasion: day dresses, evening ensembles, walking suits, afternoon jackets, opera coats, tango shoes and elaborate headdresses, in serge and satin, with ostrich-feather, ribbon or beaded trim. They all had one thing in common, however: they were clothes to be noticed in, with huge feathers or massive bows, or multiple pleats and complicated drapes.


Despite the fact that they were fussy and rigidly tailored, Inez knew that the clothes she modelled looked good on her. She carried them off because she wore them so carelessly. The customers, the ladies spending their husbands’ salaries or their huge family inheritance, were rarely so lucky; the clothes, the frills, the bows and the ribbons, when they finally tried them on, made them look not so much dressed-up as gift-wrapped.


‘What do you think?’ they would ask tentatively, aware that they were not as young or as pretty as the girl who had modelled them.


‘Perfect,’ Hortense would usually respond. ‘So uniquely you.’


That was all they needed: the suggestion of originality rather than beauty, the measured reassurance and the tactful – but extremely necessary – flattery, and out would come the soft leather wallets, a sale would be recorded and a not inconsiderable amount of money would shoot off in a canister never to be seen again. It was almost too easy.


Even if she could afford them, Inez would never wear any of those clothes, not with their ruffles and flowers and buckles, their hobbles and wires. Although she bought her generously staff-discounted clothes from a cheaper range at Lord and Taylor’s, she took up her dress hems until they were a good eight inches shorter.


‘Immodest,’ observed Hortense.


‘Patriotic,’ she would retort. ‘Less cloth, you see.’


‘Plus ça change,’ Hortense replied with a small shrug.


That morning, Inez had glanced through a side window and noticed a single red leaf dancing in the air above Thirty-Eighth Street. It might be, she considered, the last one of the year. The trees on Bryant Park that had worn their autumn colours so gloriously had become skeletal. Time was passing. It had been almost two months since she had last seen him. How quickly, she considered, how rapidly his face had become blurred in her memory.


‘A pure beaver collar,’ Hortense was saying. ‘Lined with moiré silk from Paris. Luxurious but not overstated, and very reasonable, considering. Thank you, Inez.’


Before she bowed her head and slipped behind the curtain, Inez glanced up from beneath the brim of her hat and inadvertently caught the eye of a woman in the front row. The woman had small hands and wore a dark green dress and over-jacket that were simple yet artfully cut from expensive cloth: she had not bought her clothes from Lord and Taylor’s, that was obvious. In the overheated, overdressed confines of the Salon, the woman looked as out of place as Inez always felt.


‘We hope to see you again soon, Madame Denisova,’ Inez heard Hortense call out. She glanced through a gap in the curtain; the woman from the front row was heading for the lift. She turned, inclined her head, but she did not answer.


Hortense talked about the new customer as they sipped a cup of mid-morning tea in the staff room. She had read about her in the newspaper; she was a Russian on a tour of America preaching women’s rights.


‘She obviously believes in a woman’s right to shop,’ Marion quipped.


Hortense ignored the remark. Later that day, the Russian would send a single order by courier, for Inez’ first outfit, without the detachable bows.


‘Still seeing your Russian?’ Marion asked.


Inez started. She had forgotten she had told Marion about him. And she had forgotten too that that was what she had called him at first, the Russian, as if he were a brand of cigarettes.


‘That’s all ancient history,’ she said. ‘Long gone . . .’


‘Shame,’ Marion said. ‘He sounded like a bit of fun. Didn’t you find him on Tin Pan Alley playing songs on a clapped-out piano?’


‘Did I?’ she said vaguely. ‘I can’t honestly remember.’


‘I remember,’ Marion said. ‘You went with your friend Meg and pretended that you were both vaudeville performers from out of town. Didn’t you both put on ridiculous accents? Didn’t you say you came from . . . where was it?’


‘Halifax,’ replied Inez. ‘Halifax, Nova Scotia.’


‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘That was it.’


And then it all came back, just as vividly as if it had happened only yesterday.


Mr Simonov, as he had introduced himself, had invited her to sit down, told her he had a song that would be perfect for her and had started to play. Inez had been expecting someone middle-aged, someone who used too much pomade, someone slightly shabby. Her eyes fell on his hands, however, and the way they moved and she had to admit that he was none of those things. Apart from the fact that he was around her own age, he had the high, wide cheekbones and plump lips, the clear eyes and open expression of a Greek statue she had once seen in the Metropolitan Museum.


‘Well?’ he had asked. ‘What do you think?’


And she had simply nodded because she knew that if she opened her mouth just a fraction of an inch her voice might betray her.


‘I’ll play it again,’ he suggested. ‘Just so you can familiarize yourself.’


And so he had played it once, twice, three times while she had tried to sing it until his boss had come in and told him he had a ‘real important’ client waiting and he had been obliged to stop. But although she tried to ignore it, it was clear that she was as reluctant to leave as he was to let her, and when he had touched her sleeve and asked if she would care to meet him for an egg-flip that evening, her heart jumped in her chest and her face began to blush.


‘Why shuu-er, Mr Simonov,’ she answered before she could stop herself.


He held out his hand for her to shake. ‘You can call me Monroe,’ he said.


She was still a little flustered when she met Meg in the foyer.


‘Come on,’ Inez had said, taking her arm. ‘Let’s go.’


‘But we’ve still got to go to Remick’s,’ said Meg.


‘Not today,’ she replied. ‘I’ve got a headache.’


Inez wasn’t going to meet the song-plugger or even tell Meg he’d asked. He must, she decided, invite girls out all the time. He would probably not show up or expect her to buy him a drink or spend the entire evening talking about all the famous people he had met; he’d no doubt be a bore or a flirt or a cheapskate or a flake.


And so she walked all the way home to her residence hotel, on Eighty-Ninth Street, fully resolved to spend the night with a book. But the room was so airless and the book so dull that she suddenly changed her mind. It was only an egg-flip. What harm could an egg-flip do? Maybe he could help her with her career, introduce her to a few of the right people and let her know of some openings.


Without letting herself think it over again, she changed her blouse and fixed her hair and took a downtown train to the diner on Broadway that she had suggested because she knew that no one she knew would ever dream of setting foot in there.


Inez was descended from an Irish trader who’d made his fortune in furs and then lost most of it in gambling dens and whorehouses. On one of his highs, he married a French woman and over the next few increasingly poverty-stricken years he produced seven sons and three daughters. His sons moved into agricultural machinery, which was considered a much more stable profession, but they made all the same mistakes, gambling on new ideas and squandering their capital on ‘entertaining’. Although in several generations the family had managed to lose and regain their fortune more than once, by the time Inez was born they had lived on Jefferson Avenue, Detroit, for forty years, and had forged a certain hard-won respectability.


Inez Kennedy – that was her real name; Suzette Kinross slipped out of her mouth from nowhere – was lined up for far greater things than dancing on a shabby vaudeville stage or modelling ladies wear in a department store; she was the sole and only heir of the Kennedy and Son All Purpose Tractor fortune. Her father had always dreamed that one day he would launch his daughter into New York society with a lavish dinner dance at Sherry’s Ballroom on East Forty-Fourth and Fifth. That was until he had found out what they charged. Her mother had more realistic expectations and suggested an education at an eastern college might introduce her to the right sort of people and coach her in the etiquette of conversation.


Her mother’s family had been schoolteachers whose parents had both emigrated from the same small village in Normandy. They were poor, religious and eternally grateful that their only offspring had married a Detroit Kennedy. It didn’t matter that the two families had nothing in common; they read up on horse-drawn harvesters, cream-separators and twine binders and brought them up in conversation long after it was clear that their new in-laws had no interest in them either. And when they died, within a year of each other, they were buried within the Kennedy plot, by the back wall, in the shadow of the large marble angel that was poised for eternal flight above the family tomb.


All through her infancy and childhood, her mother had tried not to ‘coddle’ Inez. She had lost two sons as infants to diphtheria and measles, illnesses that her husband implied were caught due to over-mothering. The fact that their third and only surviving child, a girl, had shaken off any disease that she had caught with barely a sneeze, and certainly with the minimum of cosseting and bed-rest, only proved his point. Inez, he liked to say, was a true Kennedy: hardy, resilient, her body coursing with the red, red blood of the pioneer.


Inez’s childhood, therefore, had been lonely, her mother distant as if unsure whether to risk her affection on a child who might go the same way as the others. And yet Inez had been given everything a child could wish for: boxes of toys, a fully furnished doll’s house, a Shetland pony, lessons in piano and horse riding and dancing. But she was soon bored by the dolls and clockwork trains, the pony was a biter, and the piano teacher informed her father that he was wasting his money. The only thing she stuck with was dancing. It was here, in the mirrored studios of a teacher who claimed she had once danced on the stage of the Mariinsky Theatre in St Petersburg, that she could imagine herself as something other than a miserable little rich girl with nothing in front of her but a miserable marriage to a man whose only quality measurable to her father would be the size of his bank balance.


‘Why did you marry Daddy?’ she once asked her mother when she was too young to know any better.


‘Because he asked me,’ replied her mother.


‘But did you love him?’


‘You have to follow the path laid out for you,’ her mother had retorted. ‘That is what women do. And anyway he gives both you and me everything we could ever want.’


It was only when she reached New York that Inez realized that her mother had been mistaken. Despite the fact that he had a small summerhouse on Lake St Clair and had been granted membership of a number of exclusive country clubs, her father’s wealth and status were nothing special in the east. But it wasn’t just a matter of money. ‘I want it; it’s mine,’ was one of her father’s favourite phrases but Inez soon worked out that it didn’t matter how much money he had, he still would never be able to rent a house in August on the beach at Chatham on Cape Cod, or procure an invitation to an open house party in a mansion on Long Island.


These privileges and casual entitlements were still the preserve of people to whom money had no real value: those families whose ancestors had come over in the Mayflower or shortly after; who before the war had spent every summer in Europe and the winter season in a Manhattan townhouse; who married each other to make sure none of their wealth was dissipated because they were so wealthy that they could guarantee substantial incomes for their children and their children’s children whatever the rest of the world chose to do.


No, although he must have known that the chances of Inez bagging a Vanderbilt were slight, her father still expected her to marry profitably, to get her hands on some old money in the form of a well-bred husband. He was, predictably enough, a snob. The Civil War, in his eyes, had been lost. America was year by year being diluted, polluted, impregnated. He loathed Italians, he detested Greeks, he couldn’t stand the Jews and he even disliked his own, the confounded Irish, as he called them. The irony, of course, was that although Inez’s great-great-grandfather had arrived in America scrub-poor and physically stunted by malnutrition, over the generations the Kennedys had started to look like aristocrats. Inez was elegant and narrow-boned, long-necked and wasp-waisted; she looked genetically refined. All apart from her hair, of course, which was the colour of Bushmills Irish Whiskey.


He should have known, however, that a girl whose body ran with the red, red blood of the pioneer would put up some resistance to his plans. At fifteen she had a reputation for being ‘a little loose’. She was caught in a clinch with a neighbour’s boy in the back seat of a sleigh after a Christmas dance and was banned from attending any social event for the entire spring season. She didn’t care, she told herself at the time. The boys of Detroit were a measly lot, snub-nosed and mouse-haired with little interest in anything other than threshing machines and sport.


A year later she had attended a charity ball at a local hotel, and after giving her mother, who had come along to act as a chaperone, the slip, was discovered in the lithe and muscular arms of a professional tango-dancer who was touring the large hotels of the Midwest in search of a patron, a wealthy mistress or both.


With the family’s reputation in jeopardy, drastic action was decided upon. As soon as they could, her parents had enrolled Inez in a small private women’s college in New Jersey that was known for the strictness of its regime and its emphasis on teaching the importance of chastity before marriage. To their dismay, however, Inez quit after only six months, citing the seemingly implausible reason that far from being educated, most of the girls were being groomed for a possible position as bride of one the headmistress’s three as yet unmarried sons.


The college denied it; Inez was never under serious consideration. The headmistress explained that she was made ‘of the wrong mettle’. Her parents should have swallowed their outrage, they should have given up their demands for a refund and realized that even though it was possibly true, for Inez it was just an excuse. She wanted to be a dancer not a wife, at least not a wife just yet. And so with her parents’ reluctant permission, she moved to Manhattan to improve her ‘mettle’.


Her father, scared of losing her but unwilling to encourage her, displayed another characteristic of the Midwestern wealthy: he could be extremely extravagant but usually he was judiciously parsimonious. Wary of subsidizing his precious daughter’s descent into disgrace, he gave her the minimum to live on, enough to pay the rent and eat but that was all. Everything else – clothes, trips, jewellery, spending money for socializing – she had to ask for. Although he would deny it, it was an attempt to keep her close, to keep her under his influence, to keep an eye on her.


‘You want to go to another ball?’ he would shout down the telephone from Detroit. ‘Once you get some young gentleman to take you, just give me his name, occupation and birthplace and I’ll send you a cheque for a new frock.’


No wonder Inez stopped asking. No wonder she stopped calling long-distance. She would rather, she decided, wear last season’s dress for the next twenty seasons to come than provide the information her father asked her for. Her silence puzzled and worried her parents – was she really so unsuccessful with men? – but her father would not concede a penny, not if she didn’t ask for it. And so, faced with the prospect of never going out, or dressing up, or eating out again, Inez found a job. She was just one of a number of reasonably well-off young girls who lacked sufficient funds from their families to support them in New York and who had taken up modelling to earn a little extra pocket money while they waited for their adult lives to begin. Modelling ready-to-wear fashion was preferable to having to take a real job, as some of the less attractive girls had to, such as tutoring spoilt children or acting as companions to elderly heiresses.


And so Inez took the subway, she wore clothes that had been made in a factory, she worked, she went to auditions, she lived in a slightly tattered residence hotel for women; she was as independent as you could be without a husband, a decent income or a vote. It was to be, however, her last year in New York. After she had dropped out of school, she had taken one year, then a second and then a third year out. But despite unlimited enthusiasm, she had had no luck whatsoever in finding a position as a dancer. She had once been called back for a second audition at a small theatre in Queens but had such bad insomnia the night before that she had bottled out of it. The truth was that she found it hard to stand in a line with five other girls and perform the same moves; she baulked, she sulked, she went left when they went right. As her physical education mistress had put it more than once, she wasn’t what you would call a team player. But what else could she do? She couldn’t sing with any real conviction, she couldn’t act; all she wanted to do was dance, preferably by herself.


In fact she’d met dozens of men that her father would have bowed down before and placed lips on boot, if only he had known, but none of them, in her opinion, was worth the effort. They were too dull, too stuck-up, too ugly. The feeling was mutual; for most of them she was too tall, too Irish, too independent. And when she danced, the older married set watched her with disdain. She was from the Midwest, they whispered, as if that explained everything.


But it wasn’t so easy to hook the right kind of husband even if she’d wanted to. New York was still the place where everything happened but the war had changed the nature of that everything. With so many rumours flying around that America might be about to join the Allies, all parties, balls and extravagant weddings were deemed to be in bad taste and had been replaced by charity dances, informal teas and knitting bees. Inez had resigned herself to the fact that it was over for her in New York. She would go back to Detroit and live a life of eccentric spinsterhood, maybe starting up a children’s dance school. In the time she had left she wanted to have fun, to feel free, to go to Tin Pan Alley and pretend to be someone else.


She had spotted Monroe Simonov through the window of the diner almost as soon as she had surfaced from the subway. He was sitting at the bar with an egg-flip in front of him. Did anyone actually drink that stuff? she had asked herself. As she watched he lifted his glass towards his mouth, but his hand trembled so much he placed it back on the counter again without taking a single sip. Then he ran his hand through his hair, straightened his tie and checked his watch. She was fifteen minutes late but she still hesitated at the smeared glass door of the downtown diner. Look at him again, she instructed herself. He’s probably a Russian Jew. And a song-plugger for God’s sake. He was bound to live in Brooklyn. A taxicab was approaching slowly down Broadway towards her, bumping over the potholes and exhaling grey exhaust. It was fifty cents a mile, it was far too expensive, but she knew she should probably hail it. My father, she told herself, wouldn’t even let him through the door. She was going back to Detroit in a matter of months. Why waste her time?


‘Go home, Inez,’ she had accidentally said out loud.


He must have heard her voice, because he turned, he looked round and when he saw her his face broke out into such a smile that her own hands began to tremble. Then again, she had thought, my father can go to hell. She took a deep breath and pushed open the diner’s stiff glass door.


‘I thought you’d changed your mind,’ Monroe had said.


‘I did,’ she replied, ‘and then I changed it back again.’


He frowned at her. Her hand flew to her face and she traced the line of her mouth. What was she saying? Did that sound rude?


‘Well, anyway, here I am,’ she continued. ‘How’s the egg-flip?’


‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘Would you like one?’


‘Yes. No . . .,’ she answered. ‘Actually I think I’m in need of something stronger.’


He was still looking at her with that questioning expression. She was suddenly nervous. What was wrong? She smoothed down her hair. She checked that her dress was still buttoned demurely. And then she remembered. She was supposed to be from Nova Scotia.


‘I shhuuuar am,’ she added.


‘That’s the first thing I noticed about you, Suzette,’ he said. ‘I just love the way you talk.’


‘You love it?’ she said.


‘I do, I love it,’ he whispered back.


That was how it had started, in the early summer when everyone was leaving town, when dark-skinned boys dived into the river from the piers of the Lower East Side and the girls who worked in the factories in the Garment District sat out their tea break on the fire escapes, their dresses as bright as flags.


‘Let’s go somewhere else,’ he had said.


‘What about your drink?’ she had asked.


‘Actually,’ he whispered, ‘I don’t know how anyone can drink the stuff.’


The evening was warm and the heat shimmered off the city streets like lengths of silk. And when he had leaned over and somewhat audaciously kissed her cheek as they walked to another little place he knew, she had let him. It was, she had thought then, without guile, without consequence, a kiss as weightless and light as the breeze that blew up in gusts from the Buttermilk Channel.


It grew dark just before Inez’s lunch break. The sky closed in and then the rain started, falling so heavily that the great glass dome above the restaurant on the eleventh floor reverberated with the barrage of a million drops. In the staff room, the American flag slapped the window as it strained on its ropes. A draught ruffled the feathers and blinked the sequins of a rack of evening dresses that Hortense had chosen for the afternoon.


‘Thirty minutes, girls,’ she told them. ‘And try to keep out of the rain.’


‘You coming to the staff canteeen?’ Marion asked.


‘I need some air,’ Inez answered. ‘I think I’ll go out and grab something from the deli round the corner.’


A newspaper boy was standing beneath a dripping umbrella. He took her nickel and handed her the New York Times. The British had won the Battle of the Somme, one headline read, but there had been more than one million casualties. How many? The number was unimaginable. She turned the page. Thanksgiving plans take their usual course, read another headline. Turkey and fixings will be served in spite of rising prices. Even though Woodrow Wilson had been re-elected in the recent presidential election with the slogan, ‘He kept us out of war’, the conflict on the other side of the Atlantic was making everybody nervous. Although the population tried to carry on as normal, it was always there, that element of something outside your control, that sense of jeopardy just below the surface. And it manifested itself in a kind of universal madness, a voluntary blindness to the presentation of what looked like insanity on a huge scale. No wonder she had been impulsive, no wonder she had let herself be swept away, no wonder she had let everything grow until it was out of hand; nothing felt real any more.


As another deluge began and Inez sheltered under a shop canopy, she remembered the time they had taken the train out to Amagansett on Long Island. As the sun beat down on the sea and the salty air baked, they had lain out together on a blanket and eaten bagels and drunk beer until the sea wind and the scorching heat and the cold beer had flushed their cheeks and made them reckless. And so they dived in and swam out as far as they dared and then they looked back at the distant lip of beach and the great blue sky above.


‘Would you keep swimming with me,’ she said, ‘would you keep going further and further?’


‘If you wanted me to,’ he replied.


‘Kiss me,’ she had said.


Treading water and swallowing sea, he had kissed the breath out of her. His skin was firm and smooth; his mouth was warm and charged. And round and round they span in each other’s arms, oblivious to the dark inky depths that slowly engulfed them. It was he who pulled away, it was he who dragged her up for air, and it was he who pointed out that the strength of the undertow had taken them much further out than was safe.


‘Race you back, then,’ she had said.


Later, when he had spread out on the hot sand, she had danced herself dry, with grand jetés and pirouettes and entrechats.


‘Bravo,’ he had called out. ‘Bravo.’


On the beach that day she had danced until she felt her body bend and stretch to its absolute limit, until she felt the current of the tide flow through her like a breath. And at that moment, as she had danced and he had watched, she felt so present in herself, so perfectly alive that she knew she had him; at that particular moment he couldn’t help but love her.


From further along the beach a whistle blew, once, twice, three times. A policeman fully dressed in uniform and cap, came running along the beach towards them. ‘Stop, stop dancing,’ he shouted at Inez. ‘Stop in the name of the law.’


At first Monroe assured her that the policeman was a vaudeville actor out to drum up an audience for a local show.
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