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  The shoemaker told him that retreat was inevitable. Jerry had finally blown the bridge at Etalon. On this side of the river only the fort at

  Marguiller remained in British hands. The Germans were expected to advance again after the all-night bombardment and bite off what remained of the salient north of Bullecourt. The captain was a

  veteran of eleven campaigns and had lost interest in the progress of the war. He had been thirty-seven hours in the redoubt on the ridge above the ravine and he knew he would have to return. He

  could not hold anything in his head except the memory of the redoubt and the two scratch platoons he had left there. The shoemaker spoke with a flat Fenland accent and did not understand the

  officer’s indifference to his news.




  With the shoemaker they had sent up four cooks, four storemen, a farrier and two boys from a Bantam battalion who had returned to the front from the field-hospital at Noyer only

  that morning. The boys were rested and cheerful and said they were not afraid of the guns. They gave him half a tin of bully beef which he ate with his fingers while they waited in the ravine for a

  lull in the shelling. One of the boys was called George, the other Freddie. He never did discover the shoemaker’s name.




  By half-past eight, the captain guessed that the bombardment was not going to let up. He said they had better make a run for the redoubt in case Jerry started chucking over gas shells. Thick

  mist hid the wire and spilled down into the ravine. Crouching, the captain led the replacements along a trail of broken duckboards and through what was left of the netting. As he passed he

  peered down at the faces of the dead French gunners, but he did not think any of them had been gassed that morning. He had marked the ladder with a pile of empty grenade boxes, and went up ahead of

  the men. The mist was very white and thick. It rolled off the ridge and crept across the mud, blotting out the redoubt. The barrage was deafening. The captain could hear nothing but the

  guns. Signalling with his revolver, he hopped over the top and ran, stooped, into the mist.




  The Maxim opened up before he had covered fifty yards.




  Although he had two Mills bombs in his pouch, it did not occur to the captain to use them. He still thought of the redoubt as his place, and could not bring himself to destroy it. Tacking

  left, he ran on until he could see the shape of the ridge in the mist. He had almost reached the edge of the wire. One of the boys and three of the men were staggered across the line of fire

  behind him.




  The captain flopped on his belly. He could just make out the light chatter of the Maxim now. He had no fear of it. He was thoroughly familiar with the gun and understood its nature. He was

  furious with himself for stopping to eat the bully beef. He was even madder with Jerry for commandeering his machine-gun. Pushing forward, he ran again towards the ridge. The boy,

  Freddie, charged past him, yelling. When the boy screamed and went down the captain did not stop running.




  There were five Germans in the redoubt. They had swung the Maxim and braced the muzzle against the backs of the Tommies he had dragged in last night to help shore up the walls. The Germans

  were just like the ones who had come yesterday and the day before. They were very young and eager and wore brand-new uniforms.Off to his left, in thinning mist, he spotted

  stormtroopers among the tree stumps on the shoulder of the ridge. There were more than yesterday, many more. If only he could get to his Maxim he would have plenty of targets to pop at today. He

  was a couple of hundred yards shy of the redoubt when the bullet punched into his thigh.




  Its impact surprised him. He stumbled and fell into the wire. He lay motionless, teeth clenched, weeping. It was not the pain of the wound that made him weep. He wept because he

  realised that he wasn’t going to reach the redoubt now. He had held the position damned well, really, but he shouldn’t have left it, not even for an

  hour. He had been a fool to come down to collect replacements. There were forty-six dead men up there already. What did he want with more? He had been quite comfortable where he was, with

  his Maxim and ammo boxes and two platoons of odds-and-sods for company. It embarrassed him that the shoemaker found him in tears.




  The flat Fenland voice said, “Easy, easy now, sir. I’ll have you off there in a jiffy.”




  When the shoemaker pulled him down, the breast and sleeves of his uniform tore. He lost a glove. He saw the glove suspended on the wire, growing smaller and smaller as the

  shoemaker lugged him away by the ankles. He slid smoothly through the mud on his back. Mist closed over the tiny black dot of the glove. He lifted his head and watched the shoemaker’s

  buttocks bobbing ahead of his legs. They sailed past Freddie. They sailed past George. They sailed past a huddle of corpses only some of whom he recognised. They were just a few yards short of the

  ladder when the shoemaker let out a shout.




  The captain felt his legs drop and there was a great deal of pain. To take his mind off it, he twisted on his hip and fired his revolver blindly into the mist. When the gun was empty

  he tossed it away, rolled onto his stomach and began crawling towards the trench. The shoemaker had been shot several times in the back. He had fallen on his side. His helmet was over his

  face and his arms were folded across his chest in a peaceful sort of way. The captain crawled past him and slithered down the ladder to the floor of the ravine.




  For a while he sat on the duckboard and watched his thigh bleed. He wondered how he could possibly make it back to the ridge without help.




  Thinking of the journey, he took a penknife from his pocket and cut the webbing strap off his pouch. He wrapped the strap tightly round his leg and tied it in a knot. He got to his

  feet and started off down the ravine in the hope of finding replacements to take back with him.




  The French gunners were hopeless. They gaped blankly and hadn’t even the savvy to clear out of his way. By the time he got to the northwest corner of the British sector he was

  beginning to think that nobody would answer his demand for volunteers to man the forward post. He kept walking, quite slowly, asking everybody he met if they would help him back to his

  redoubt. Nobody replied. When the boards gave out he could not manage to walk in the mud and climbed a shallow gravel slope and started down the hill towards the fort at Marguiller to look for

  replacements there.




  Stretcher-bearers found him an hour later not far above the fort. He was the only survivor of the dawn attacks on the salient north of Bullecourt. Clearing out, they ferried him down

  river on a crowded barge and he reached the hospital at Noyer soon after dark.




  At Noyer the doctors assured him that his wound was not serious and would heal with hardly a mark. The captain smiled up at them from the table as they put the ether mask over his face. He

  had decided to say nothing about the shoemaker, the Maxim or his lost redoubt.




  Already he was planning how he would return to take his rightful place among the dead.
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  Armistice Day




  FROM THE INTERIOR of the Admiral’s Hat cheerful shouts of song and laughter wafted into the street. A piano, two accordions and a banjolele were

  going great guns. Annie Pirelli, a big-bosomed warbler with a voice that could crack coping stones, was belting out “I Don’t Want to be a Soldier’s Gal” in competition with

  a decrepit quartet who were rendering “Keep the Home Fires Burning” in lugubrious harmony. Children barged in and out of the pub’s scrolled doors. Grandmas and grandpas, wrapped

  in shawls and greatcoats, huddled on wooden benches along the wall out of the wind. Trestle tables had been carted round from the Salvation Army hall in Bucks’ Walk and the womenfolk of

  Ambraham’s Terrace were bustling about with teapots and borrowed crockery, setting up a spread for the evening street party. Like every other London borough, Lambeth was determined to

  celebrate the end of the war in style.




  Twenty yards from the public-house door, a group of six young people had rather aimlessly converged round a lamp post. Holly Beckman was among them.




  At nineteen, Holly’s dark eyes and oval face had a character that made her seem beautiful, even in an era where the preference was for dimples and retroussé noses. Her sober grey

  jacket and skirt set her apart and, since she had gone to work over the river in Pimlico, she had acquired a certain poise that contrasted with the busy-bee coyness of the three other girls.




  In the three years she had worked in James Aspinall’s Antique Shop she had seen little of her former schoolmates and had drifted away from them. She knew that they suspected her of

  patronising them but she could not explain that she had found a purpose, and that every moment away from the pursuit of that purpose was a moment lost – even on Armistice Day.




  Holly’s brother, Ritchie, emerged from the Admiral’s Hat with a tray. Briskly he brought the drinks to the group by the lamp post and handed them round.




  “What is it?” Holly asked.




  “It ain’t rat poison,” Ritchie said.




  Holly took the glass.




  Ritchie stood in the centre of the circle and raised his glass.




  “Here’s t’ victory, then.” he said.




  “Victory.”




  “T’ all our brave soldiers.”




  “Here’s to peace and prosperity.”




  “Specially for us,” said Ritchie, with a grin.




  The three girls had been Holly’s chums at school. They worked now in the Park Road tram depot. There was little to choose between them. Dressed to kill in costumes of mauve, crimson and

  petunia, all with their hair up, they demonstrated how effectively four years of war had lowered the age of womanhood.




  Holly noticed that Dora Leyton’s lips left a cupid’s bow of bright red Tangee on the rim of the glass.




  “Thanks, Ritchie,” said Dora. “It’s lovely an’ warmin’.”




  “You don’t need much warmin’, Dora,” said Ritchie.




  Dora blushed.




  Holly knew that her brother’s compliment had no sting. Though Ritchie could be charming, and was handsome enough in his way, he really had no time for the ordinary run of Lambeth girls

  like Dora, Violet and Cissy. At home, she had often heard him pour scorn on them for their silliness and lack of ambition.




  “They want one thing – a man,” Ritchie would say. “Husbands. Can’t they see, year or two after the weddin’ he’ll be down the pub every night, an’

  the only contact between them’ll be when he blacks her eye for not having his grub ready.”




  Over the years, Holly had grown used to her brother’s sly cynicism. It was one of many elements of life in Ambraham’s Terrace that she disliked.




  “Drink up, Hol,” said Ritchie. “Nothin’ like hot port’n’ lemon for puttin’ a smile on your face.”




  Holly sipped the strong drink and glanced down the street.




  The women were going gaga trying to make Fray Bentos look like Bradenham ham. Everybody had been saving their meagre rations for the Armistice celebrations and the street party that would begin

  sometime towards dusk. Holly felt no more affinity with the wives and mothers than she did with the trio of snappy tram girls in their casque hats and hobble skirts.




  Was it the war that had changed things so radically for them all, or was it the inevitable process of growing up, growing away from your roots? Just a half dozen years ago, at Harmon Street

  School, Dora had been her best friend; now they had nothing, except the past, in common.




  “Well, Ritchie,” said Violet. “What’s the programme?”




  “Programme?” Ritchie had been thinking of other things. He had not realised that the three girls were looking to him for a lead.




  “Thought we might hang round ’ere,” said Dora, “until they dish up the food, then we could all buzz up West.”




  “Everywhere’ll be packed tonight,” said Ritchie.




  “That’s half the fun, ain’t it?” said Cissy.




  What would become of tram depot girls when the troops returned, Holly wondered. They would probably be forced back into low-paid jobs as servants or waitresses or into sweatshops like

  Cavanaugh’s Patent Medicine factory, whose blank brick wall sealed off the backs of the Terrace. Inevitably high wages would dry up and they would no longer be able to afford bright clothes

  and make-up – and, she realised, they would resent it, would, perhaps, wish that the war had not ended so soon.




  Holly was lucky. Her job in Aspinall’s Antique Shop would not be at risk. Mr. Aspinall would not sack her in favour of a returning soldier. It wasn’t that kind of situation. At least

  Pa would stop nagging her to give up shop work and sign on at the munitions plant in Hatfield, where staggering wages could be earned by girls of her age.




  “Do you fancy a fling up West, Holly?” Stan Nuttall asked.




  More than any of the others in the group, Stan carried the visible evidence of war’s great changes. He had fought at the Somme and had lost an eye and three fingers to a whizz-bang. When

  he was discharged and returned to civilian life in Lambeth, his mates dubbed him the Baron of Bishop’s Row because he wore a black leather glove and a black leather eyepatch. Stan took the

  banter in good spirit and declared that he considered one eye and three fingers a fair exchange for his neck.




  “I’m not much of a one for crowds, Stan,” said Holly. “I’d rather stay here, in the Terrace.”




  “Spoilsport,” said Dora.




  “I’m not stoppin’ you, Dora,” said Holly.




  “Seven’s a crowd, anyhow,” said Cissy.




  “Yer, but Stan’ll stay with her ladyship, won’t he?” said Violet.




  “Ritchie can cope with three of us,” said Dora.




  “What about me then?” asked Jeff Horsfall.




  “Oh, yer, there’s Jeff,” said Cissy, without a spark of enthusiasm.




  Jeff would be bound to tag along with Ritchie, and the prospect did not please any of the girls. Unlike Stan, neither Jeff nor Ritchie had seen military service. Conscription had passed them

  over on medical grounds. In Jeff’s case a tubercular hip threw his body out of kilter and he would never have survived basic training, let alone a single day in Flanders mud. As a child

  Ritchie had suffered from severe asthma and even now was prone to occasional attacks. His ribcage and shoulders had been slightly malformed and, in damp winter weather, his voice changed to a

  chummy wheeze.




  Ritchie, Stan and Jeff all worked in O’Connor’s Tannery in Bermondsey, helping to meet the demand for boots and belts. Though only twenty-two years old, Ritchie’s smartness had

  brought him speedy promotion to acting foreman of the tannery’s despatch department.




  “What about it, Holly?” said Stan. “Will we wait for the dancin’?”




  “That’s best,’ said Holly.




  “Hells bells!” said Jeff. “All the old dears doin’ the knees-up, ain’t what I call celebratin’.”




  “Got any money, Jeff?” asked Violet, teasingly.




  “Yer, some.”




  “Some ain’t enough,” said Violet. “Anybody walks me out gotta be able t’ do it in style.”




  Style: Holly’s interpretation was different from the other girls. She was drab by comparison, in a grey skirt and jacket and a white blouse. Best shop wear. Everything in her life, this

  last year or two, had turned in upon the shop, upon pleasing the gentle Mr. Aspinall, in furthering her worth to him. She cared deeply, almost passionately, about the shop and the antique trade but

  there was nobody to whom she could impart the reasons for her preoccupation with Aspinall’s Antiques. Ritchie thought she was giving herself airs and graces. Her father, Leo, considered she

  was squandering her time for no return. Only her grandfather, Tal Kirsanoff, understood; he was shrewd enough to leave her be, to let her work out her own salvation and come to terms with the split

  that the job had caused in her.




  “You can do it in style,” said Dora to Ritchie.




  Then Holly knew how this odd council would end; Dora, Violet and Cissy would trot over the river to pirate a Canadian or American soldier, or any uniform they could find who was willing to throw

  out money on a spree. Ritchie, Stan and Jeff would seek refuge in the Admiral’s Hat along with most of the other men in the Terrace. They would be quite drunk before the street party

  started.




  “Sure,” said Ritchie. “But I . . . I feel you should hang around the street on a day like this. Celebrate at home.”




  “Oh, patriotism, is it?” said Cissy, who was sharper than the other two. “I thought you was lookin’ for an excuse t’ ditch us.”




  To Holly’s surprise, the girls’ disappointment turned into hostility directed at her.




  Violet said, “I suppose if Holly’d said she wanted t’ go up t’ Trafalgar Square an’ join in the high jinks you’d all’ve been runnin’.”




  “She ain’t exactly dressed for an outin’, is she?” said Cissy.




  “Dressed for her precious bleedin’ shop, by the look of it,” said Dora.




  “Stop it, you lot,” said Stan.




  “Workin’ the trams for the good o’ the country ain’t for Holly Beckman,” Cissy persisted. “Gotta be dif’rent, her.”




  Holly did not defend herself, or retaliate. She was aware of the anxiety that lay behind the remarks, the uncertainty that the final signing of a peace treaty with Germany had brought. Strange

  that the newspapers talked of ‘relief and gladness’ when there was so much else, so many other emotions bound into what most people were really feeling.




  “What’s special about an antique shop, anyhow?” said Dora.




  “All ‘nice’ things; ladies’ things,” said Violet, sarcastically. “I saw the place once, out walkin’. It’s a little hole in the bleedin’

  wall.”




  It was Ritchie who came to his sister’s defence.




  “Lay off our Hol,” he said. “She’s got more brains than you lot put t’gether.”




  “Hark at ’im!” said Cissy. “All tarred with the same brush, them Beckmans.”




  The years at the tram depot had coarsened them. With independence had come liberty; they did not know what to do with it. Schoolgirl animosities had roughened into viciousness.




  “Bet she’s never been kissed yet,” said Cissy.




  “Only by Stan,” said Dora.




  “An’ that’s cause he can’t see proper,” Cissy added.




  It was not anger that prompted Holly; she acted out of a sense of outraged justice, coupled, in part, with guilt.




  “Take that back, Cissy Seaver. Apologise to Stan,” Holly snapped.




  “She loves him! Oh, she loves him!”




  “Gawd!” said Jeff Horsfall. “Armistice Day! It’s like any other, nothin’ t’do but bicker an’ squabble.”




  “I ain’t stayin’ ’ere to be insulted by the likes of ’er,” Cissy declared.




  Holly caught her arm. “An’ you aren’t leavin’ until you apologise to Stan.”




  “What’s so special, he needs an apology?”
 

“He fought for his country,” said Holly. “That’s what’s special.”




  “Go on, Ciss,” Dora sighed. “Don’t argue with her. She ain’t worth it. Tell Stan you’re sorry.”




  “Sorry,” said Cissy sulkily then, tearing herself from Holly’s grip, flounced off up the Terrace towards Joshua Street.




  “Stuck-up cow,” said Dora to Holly, then, to Ritchie. “Wouldn’t go out with you, Ritchie Beckman, if you was the last man in Lambeth.”




  Linking arms with Violet, she wheeled and followed her companion out of the confines of the Terrace.




  “Ritchie, I’m sorry,” Holly said. “I spoiled it for you.”




  Ritchie shrugged. “Little tarts. I didn’t want t’be stuck with them, like. Better things t’do.”




  “Like what?” said Stan.




  “Stay ’ere in the Terrace,” said Ritchie, grinning again. “Have a few pints, a feed, dance with the old dears, make them happy.”




  “Gawd! Armistice Day!” said Jeff Horsfall again. “Come on, Stan, let’s fight our way int’ the Hat.”




  Stan hesitated. “What about you, Holly? Want to go for a walk, see what’s doin’ in the High Street or along the embankment?”




  “Later,” said Holly. “I’ll still be here, Stan. Go an’ have a pint with Ritchie an’ Jeff.”




  Stan looked at her. He knew only too well that he had lost her. When they had been no more than children there had been a tacit understanding that one day they would become sweethearts. But that

  had changed too, like so many other things. Holly felt sorry for Stan but had sense enough to realise that sympathy was no basis for a permanent relationship.




  “Come on, Stan,” Ritchie said. “You’re buyin’ the first round.”




  “Right-o,” Stan said. “Keep me a dance, Holly.”




  “As many as you want.”




  “An’ . . . thanks.”




  “For what?”




  “Stickin’ up for me.”




  “You . . . you deserve it,” Holly said.




  He searched her face for a moment, and she could see the wistful sadness in his eyes.




  “Stan,” Jeff shouted.




  “I’m comin’.”




  Picking up the tray of empty glasses, he carried it into the pub, leaving Holly alone by the lamp post.




  She glanced towards the benches, hoping that Grandpa Tal would be there. He would be sure to cheer her up. He understood what it was to be out of place. And she was out of place here. There was

  no denying it. She could not otherwise explain her mood and, dispirited, strolled aimlessly down the Terrace.




  The brown brick cul-de-sac, known locally as Abraham’s Box, was draped with cheap bunting that fluttered listlessly in the chill wind that funnelled up Vauxhall from the Thames. It should

  have been a golden day, November sky glazed blue as porcelain, the sun over St. Thomas’s like a copper warming pan. Instead it was raw and overcast.




  The blare of a brass band made her look round.




  The Borough Engineers had been marshalled and were touring the high streets, playing all the triumphant marches in their repertoire. Children flocked out of the Terrace, the women looked up and

  waved and a few drinkers, pints in their hands, came to the step of the Admiral’s Hat to cheer the cornet players and the trombones and the big drummer. The martial sounds reminded Holly of

  her eldest brother, Maury; she wondered if he was at the back of the inexplicable foreboding that lurked in her. But it could hardly be; Maury’s battalion had been withdrawn from the lines

  weeks ago.




  The band passed, the music faded.




  She was a creature of habit, that was it. She did not like being stuck in Lambeth. Given a choice, she would have spent the holiday in the antique shop doorway, with Mr. Aspinall. The Pimlico

  shop was close enough to Victoria for revellers to be rolling past. But, like all shops, Aspinall’s was closed. Besides, Mr. Aspinall had been laid up with a mild Spanish influenza and, if

  sufficiently recovered, would be spending the day with his family.




  It began to rain again, a soft drizzle.




  Holly drifted down towards the door of No. 5 – the Beckman house.




  Rain and wind would not matter tonight when the street parties wound into full swing. Only the grieving, the ungenerous and a handful who had reaped profits from the war would grudge Londoners

  their celebrations. Yet Holly felt out of it. And for no good reason except that she had been shown another side of life – and had come to prefer it.




  She stopped at the door of No. 5 and reached through the letterbox for the string to which the door key was attached.




  A cheer went up.




  Holly, key in hand, hesitated and glanced up the street.




  The taximeter cab, rattling like a biscuit tin on wheels, was bearing down on her, threading a route between trestles and gangs of children.




  “Holly? Holly Beckman?”




  The woman leaned from the cab window like a tattered black parrot caught by the claws. Her hat was of black straw, her gloves of thready black lace and her overcoat had a scruffy collar of dyed

  bunny fur. She waved an umbrella at Holly in a state of frantic disarray.




  The cab was brought to a halt by a platoon of Terrace wives all armed with teapots. They steadfastly refused to allow the vehicle to navigate among their tables.




  Holly dropped the string.




  The woman in the taxi was Mrs. Hodge, the Aspinalls’ “daily”, who had charge of the cleaning of the apartments above the shop. The notion of the Cockney woman entering a cab,

  let alone riding all the was over from Pimlico, was inconceivable.




  It augured an event of such importance that Holly’s faint sense of foreboding bloomed instantly into fear.




  She ran to the woman’s side. Holly’s first thought was that the shop had gone on fire. She had a silly vision of the Kaiser’s last Zeppelin, released just before the Armistice,

  dropping its bombs straight through the Aspinalls’ windows. Mrs. Hodge was breathless. Puffing and wheezing, she laid her thready glove on Holly’s shoulder while the cabbie, fag hanging

  from his nether lip, yelled at the urchins who pranced around the bonnet.




  “What is it, Mrs. Hodge. What’s wrong?”




  “Poor man, poor feller.”




  “Who?”




  “Mr. A – he’s a-dyin’.”




  As two boys tried to stand on the Cowley’s bumper, the cabbie roared, “Get ter ’ell, y’bleedin’ little perishers.”




  “But . . . but I thought . . .” Holly stammered. “On Saturday Mrs. Aspinall told me he was on the mend.”




  “The influenza went for ’is ’eart.” Mrs. Hodge dabbed her eyes with the back of her glove. “Been sent t’fetch yer, Holly. He’s been a-askin’ for

  yer, special.”




  Grandpa Tal was suddenly by her side, bulky and reassuring in the sheepskin coat that was the last relic of his Russian youth. Its big winged collar was bald now, the skin ticked. He put his arm

  about Holly’s shoulders. “What is it, child?”




  “Mr. Aspinall. He’s . . . he’s dyin’.”




  “The woman has come for you?”




  “Yes.”




  “Do not dawdle.” Grandpa pulled open the cab door. “Go at once.”




  “Yes.” Holly climbed into the cab.




  “Take these, you may have need of them.” The old man pressed two half-crowns into her hand.




  It was cramped in the back of the cab. Holly was fenced in by Mrs. Hodge’s hat, the meter-clock – already showing a debt of three shillings and eightpence – and by the

  cabbie’s irate visage.




  “Where?” he demanded.




  “Cardwell Place, Pimlico,” Holly said.




  “I just come from there, for Gawd’s sake.”




  “Do yer drivin’,” Mrs. Hodge told him waspishly, “an’ never mind yer lip.”




  The cab edged its way back up the narrow terrace.




  Children were optimistically begging pennies, as if it was a wedding party. Holly saw their gaunt little faces distorted by the screen, saw Grandpa, arms folded, balaclava pulled low on his

  brow. Already three nosy neighbours were clamouring for information about what Holly was up to now. Grandpa remained resolutely silent, holding up his hand in salute as the cab found course and,

  bouncing on the cobbles, crawled past the Admiral’s Hat. Pints in their hands, squinting with curiosity, Ritchie and Pa, Jeff and Stan were all out on the step. Then the cab went round into

  Joshua Street, headed for Kennington Lane and the Vauxhall Bridge.




  Holly had no idea how long the journey would take. The streets were glutted with pedestrians. Floats, horse-carts, buses and trams were like islands in the throng.




  Mrs. Hodge sniffed and dabbed her eyes once more.




  “I prays we’re in time, lovey,” she said.




  Only then did it come home to Holly that James Aspinall, her friend, mentor and one of the few people in the world who cared about her welfare, was dying. Without him, in Cardwell Place and out

  of it, she would be lost, deprived of purpose – and a job.




  

    * * *


  




  “What’s she doing here?” Andrea Apsinall’s whispered question sounded particularly vicious.




  Oval shadows under her eyes and a dragee-shaped mouth, even more hooked than usual, transformed her humourlessness into a savage kind of anger.




  As always, she was immaculately and expensively groomed. “Half the profits from this shop,” James Aspinall had once confided, “seem to go on my daughter’s back.”

  The Radley’s outfit had been tailored to her statuesque figure. It was as if she had prepared for the role of grieving daughter. Holly could not believe that Andrea felt any genuine

  emotion.




  “I don’t want her here.”




  “Daddy asked me to send for her,” Andrea’s mother explained, apologetically. Thora Aspinall had more than enough to contend with without Andrea’s bullying.




  Formally attired in an Edwardian morning coat and pearl-grey trousers, an elderly doctor stooped over the bed. Light from the broad window, narrowed by faded velvet drapes and parchment blinds,

  imparted a quality of sombre chiaroscuro to the large low-ceilinged bedroom. Holly had been in the Aspinalls’ domestic apartments only a half dozen times; never in the bedroom. It seemed

  oddly familiar, though. Involuntarily she separated the pieces from the whole. That bow-fronted chest-of-drawers had been picked up for a song at a bailiff’s sale in Marmington, Surrey; this

  convex mirror with delicate girandoles at an auction in Silverdale’s Salerooms. The bed had a long, fine needlework panel set into the headboard. Three Hepplewhite shieldback chairs and a

  worn early Georgian wing chair made up the furnishings. There were no stray ornaments or objets d’ art; Mr. Aspinall had never been one for needlessly cluttering up rooms.




  Thora was perched on one of the chairs. Andrea stood behind her, like a guardian. Holly was aware of Andrea’s hostility. It made her acutely uncomfortable. She would have left at once, if

  it hadn’t been for Mr. Aspinall.




  Gingerly the doctor lowered the patient’s arm to the quilt and, turning, shook his head.




  Mrs. Aspinall buried her face in a cambric handkerchief.




  “Is he . . . dead?”. Andrea asked.




  “It’s only a matter of time, I’m afraid.”




  The doctor’s snow-white hair fanned back from a domed forehead in two crests that bounced slightly as he moved to Thora’s side. “There’s no more that medical science can

  do. His heart is failing rapidly. I would prepare myself for the worst, if I were you.”




  “Can’t you take him to a hospital?” Andrea demanded.




  “He wouldn’t survive the journey.”




  Thora rested her brow against the doctor’s arm and wept soundlessly, while Andrea sailed from behind the chair to the bed. Scowling, she stared down at her father as if to command him to

  step back from the grave. In spite of the ominous presence of the daughter, Holly was drawn to the bedside. Andrea said nothing. Two tears, like crystal peardrops, clung to her cheeks.




  “May . . . may I?” Holly asked.




  Andrea did not reply.




  From the chair, Thora said brokenly, “It’s what he would have wished, dear.”




  Mr. Aspinall’s normally rubicund cheeks were waxen. He no longer appeared cheerfully distracted. Stillness made him seem smaller. The embroidered pillow was smooth, sheet smooth, quilt

  smooth, the needlework panel, just above his head, rich in texture. He looked, Holly thought, like a porcelain figurine in an ornate box. On the chest-of-drawers glassware rattled as Holly kneeled

  on the rug and gently touched the man’s hand.




  He gave no sign of recognition.




  She wanted to kiss him – for the first and last time. But such a bold gesture would surely have provoked Andrea. There had never been anything physical in Holly’s relationship with

  Mr. A. It was the rapport of two people, one quite old, the other quite young, who shared a mutual passion, expert and apprentice drawn together by love of craft in a bond that was difficult to

  explain to the Twentieth Century’s give-and-get society.




  Five years – almost. Six days a week. Ten to fifteen hours each day. She had spent more time with James Aspinall than she had with her own father – he more time with her than with

  Andrea or David.




  It had been by chance that she’d obtained a position as shop servant in Aspinall’s Antiques. Her father had had her marked for a job in Cavanaugh’s, filling bottles with cough

  linctus or boxes with liver pills. In the months prior to the outbreak of war, however, Cavanaugh’s hadn’t been employing labour. There was no question of Holly being allowed to

  continue her education. It was unthinkable to a man like Leo Beckman. None of Grandpa Tal’s barbed hints found a target in the surly little docker. Holly must work. Holly must bring home

  money. Holly must contribute to the housekeeping, like Maury and Ritchie. Time enough for lolling about when Holly snared a hubby, if the geezer was fool enough to let her. Holly must make the

  rounds, find something that paid well. Sweet shops, cafes, clothing warehouses – plenty to choose from, warn’t there? Though she was slender and good-looking – if not exactly a

  Kirchner girl – Holly lacked the assured manner that would get her into one of the better-class gown shops. Nothing much else appealed to her. She was drifting, with a doomed feeling that, in

  a fourteen-year-old, seemed like a boulder pressing on her shoulders. Ten months later, Britain was at war and she could have had her pick of highly-paid jobs. She thanked God that she had not been

  ten months younger or she would never have passed the shop in Pimlico on that warm spring afternoon, found her vocation and, with it, the will to fight her father’s boorish dictatorship.




  Aspinall’s Antiques; the window first attracted her and made her linger. In it was a human hand. Supported in the fingers of that hand was a glass goblet. A waterfall of maroon velvet

  trickled through a landscape of bric-à-brac. The hand hovered. The pinkie tickled the velvet survace to make it ripple then, with great delicacy and precision, the fingers set the goblet

  down. The hand snaked back under glass shelves laden with carriage clocks, vinaigrettes, cigar boxes, scent bottles, snuff mulls, tarnished candelabrum, jasper plaques, commemorative mugs and a

  dozy-looking faience duck with a cracked bill. The goblet was quite different from the other “treasures” that the window contained; Holly knew it instinctively. It was finer, richer in

  colour, and, strangely, not so pretty as some of the other glass items, yet she stared at it with awe because she sensed the incredible skill that had gone into its making.




  “Got money to spend?” Come out to admire his handiwork, the owner of the arm was suddenly beside her.




  “No, I . . . just . . . looking.”




  “What would you buy?”




  “I don’t have any money.”




  “Never mind. Imagine you’re well-off. What would you buy?”




  “That glass.”




  “Why?”




  “It’s worth a lot, ain’t it?”




  “Why?”




  “I just think it is.”




  “So, you’d buy it cheap, sell it again, an’ take your profit?”




  “No, I’d keep it,” Holly had answered, firmly.




  “Why?”




  She had glanced at him, smiling. He was portly and jovial. She had realised that he was playing a game with her, one that gave him teasing pleasure.




  “Because it’s beautiful.”




  “That’s for true.” They had studied the goblet together. “What makes it beautiful? You like the colour?”




  “It looks as if somebody’d taken care makin’ it.”




  “That’s also for true. Go on, have a guess. Who made it?”




  “How’d I know a thing like that?”




  “I don’t expect you to know. Guess.”




  “Is it Italian?”




  “You’re in the trade! You must be!”




  “No, no I’m not. Honest!”




  “That was no lucky guess.”




  “I read about it in a schoolbook – I think.”




  He had scrutinised her closely. She did not feel threatened by his scrutiny, not there on the doorstep of the shop. She had loitered willingly.




  “It is Italian. Venetian. Famous glass-makers in Venice. Like to guess its age?”




  “Oh, no. I’ve no idea,” she’d said.




  “Probably made about 1700.”




  “Is it whole?”




  The man’s eyebrows had risen in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”




  “I mean, is it chipped or cracked.”




  “Does it look it?”




  “I thought, excuse me, I thought perhaps that’s why you’d put it in the window so careful, t’ hide a crack in it.”




  The man had grinned. “Smart girl. But that’s not my style. I’m an honest dealer. Trickery doesn’t pay in the long run. Customer loyalty. You understand?”




  Holly had nodded.




  “Let’s see your hands,” the man had requested.




  “What for?”




  “Hold them out, that’ll do.”




  He had inspected them critically, then glanced up, head cocked. “Straight out of the schoolroom, ain’t you?”




  “Yes.”




  “Got a job?”




  “Not yet.”




  “Want one?”




  “Doin’ what?”




  “Sweepin’ floors, dustin’ china, polishin’ brass.”




  “A servant, y’ mean?”




  “Shop servant.”




  “It doesn’t sound much cop.”




  “If you buckle in, you could learn the trade.”




  “Trade?”




  “Antiques.”




  She had hesitated.




  “I’ve been lookin’ for the right girl,” the man had said. “Come inside. Poke about. Take your time. Think about my offer. Jobs don’t grow on trees,

  y’know.”




  Before she’d left Cardwell Place, an hour later, she’d accepted. It was only when she returned home she remembered that she hadn’t asked what the wages were. It hadn’t

  seemed to matter. James Aspinall had pegged her correctly. Across the threshold of the cluttered shop, and in its dismal back warehouse, she had found exactly what she was looking for.




  Her father had cuffed her ears, making her head ring. But, for the first time, she’d refused to cry or kow-tow to his wishes. Adamantly she had stood her ground while Leo Beckman raged and

  shouted. In the end – being that kind of father – he did nothing positive to deter her from taking the job. He was calmed a little by Maury’s assurance that it was a “good

  trade, with plenty of gelt in it after Hol gets to know the ropes”. Grandpa Tal and Maury had backed her to the hilt. But it was her own self-assurance that had persuaded Leo to leave well

  alone.




  From that day on, inch by inch, she had moved out of Leo’s influence into a world in which men like her father had no proper place.




  Eight until six, Monday to Saturday, she belonged to James Aspinall. She was more than a sweeper and duster. Soon she became his pupil, his confidante, his disciple. The business – the

  profession – of antique-dealing swiftly absorbed her. She soaked up knowledge like a sponge.




  Now Mr. Aspinall was dying. She could not tell him how she felt, could not express her gratitude. He was not a sentimental man. “Hard-headed, Holly, m’girl. Feet on the ground.

  Honest, but sharp; that’s the ticket for the likes of us.” Only now, as Mr. A. lay dying, did she appreciate all that he had done for her. It had never been put into words, never would

  be. But she understood, as she had not understood before, and realisation brought tears to her eyes. It was too late to say anything, to make a gesture that Mr. Aspinall could grasp.




  Andrea put a hand on her shoulder. “He can’t hear you. Don’t you see, he’s unconscious.”




  Holly released the man’s hand. It was almost weightless, like the tiny dried bundles of feathers, made up to look like humming-birds, that came with foliage under glass and which she, like

  Mr. A., abhorred for their pointless artficiality. “I’m . . . sorry, Miss Aspinall.”




  “Sorry?” Andrea did not understand. “What have you to be sorry about?”




  Holly got to her feet. She looked down at her employer for a moment longer. She did not doubt the doctors word. There was no hope of a recovery. She could see death already on him. Leaning away

  from Andrea she stooped and kissed him quickly on the brow, then, turning, hurried from the room. She would have gone on downstairs by the back staircase into the shop, if Andrea’s voice had

  not halted her.




  “Wait, Beckman. I want a word with you.”




  Holly stopped. Holding the iron rail at the top of the stairs she waited. She wanted to run, to fly from the claustrophobic atmosphere of the Aspinalls’ apartments. There was nothing she

  could do now – except leave. She had never lost anybody close before. She’d been too young to remember her mother’s death. In spite of the war’s winnowing of many men,

  she’d known none of them well enough to mourn; though, when fighting was intense along the Marne and newspapers were listing staggering numbers of dead, she had been haunted by the recurring

  nightmare of Maury lying dead in the Flanders mud. Now she recognised the tightness in her chest, the hollowness in her heart as sorrow for the plump little trader.




  As Andrea advanced from the bedroom, Holly fought back tears.




  “You’d better find my brother,” Andrea stated.




  “But, I. . .”




  “Oh, yes, Armistice Day. I suppose there’s some chap waiting to pick you up and take you off to a public house for a good time?”




  “No, but. . .”




  “Then – please – do this for us. Find David. He should be here at the . . . the end.”




  “Where is he?”




  “That’s the problem,” Andrea frowned. “Mrs. Hodge has already been to his club, his office, and the barracks. He isn’t at any of these places.”




  “How will I find him, then?”




  Glancing furtively behind her, Andrea produced a slip of paper from her sleeve. “You might try this address. It’s in Mayfair. I’d go myself, but I daren’t leave

  Mother.”




  “Will David be there?”




  “He might. If not, sombody’s sure to know his whereabouts.”




  Holly was puzzled. “This address. . .?”




  Andrea hesitated. “It’s his lady friend’s flat, if you must know. He hasn’t been home since yesterday morning. Personally I’d leave him, but . . . well, no doubt

  it’s better if he’s here.”




  “Yes,” Holly said. “I’ll find him, if I can.”




  “Thank you,” Andrea said, grudgingly. “Tell him to hurry. And, Beckman, I beg you – be discreet.”




  

    * * *


  




  In making her request of Holly, Andrea could not have been aware of the unpleasant ironies that she had stirred up. In asking the girl to be discreet, she had touched a loyal

  nerve that Holly had kept etherised during her years of service to the family. Holly had loved James Aspinall with the respect and affection of a surrogate daughter, but she had tumbled

  head-over-heels for David in a manner less subtle and more romantic.




  It was, however, a private emotion. She hadn’t even confided in Grandpa Tal. The impossibility of allowing herself to fall in love with James Aspinall’s son made the dream less, not

  more, solvent. While other girls of her age mooned over Lewis Waller or Francis X. Bushman, the object of Holly’s desire lay dangerously close, a breathing person who knew of and occasionally

  even recognised her existence. David was not a figment of a dark picture palace or distant stage; he occupied a world that interacted with Holly’s own in a peculiar planetary arrangement of

  orbits, zeniths, nadirs and conjunctions.




  But David – like Andrea – had “background”. For a start, he was a public-school chap, an old Lydanian, and had attended St. Peter’s College, Oxford, for a couple of

  years before retreating, bloody but by no means bowed, to study Advanced Bookkeeping and Accountancy in the City of London Institute, a slide from pinnacles of academe that secretly rather pleased

  his father. A career as a very junior manager in the mammoth insurance firm of Spencer, Lucas & Andrews had been interrupted by the war. A client and drinking companion in high post in the War

  Office had fiddled him a commission in the Royal Army Pay Corps which kept him safe out of the trenches for the duration. All this education, this “falling on his feet”, had swung David

  on to a wobbling course that carried him far from the ambit of dark-haired Lambeth girls – and almost as far from his father, mother and the apartment over the shop where he only occasionally

  deigned to spend a night or two.




  At twenty-six a whole year David’s senior, Andrea was a cultivated, implacable snob. But David’s good humour and a generous streak, inherited from his father perhaps, made him

  indulgent towards those less favoured by fortune – including the little mouse that his father had rescued from the tedium of poverty. For all her colourlessness, the Beckman gal seemed to be

  a winner, at least in Dad’s book. Being female, Andrea naturally resented young Beckman. But David was jolly relieved that his father had finally found somebody simpatico to drone on

  at. Personally he considered endless conversations about tatty second-hand junk very yawn-making indeed.




  When their paths did cross, David was not too stuck-up to reward Beckman for putting up with the monotonous old buffer. At various times over the years, he had given Holly a pasteboard Easter

  egg filled with Beech’s chocolates, a bunch of daffodils that a persistent vendor had foisted on him, a casket of cheap perfume won on the Wheel of Fortune at a Chingford garden party, a

  Union Jack cushion, and odd Red Back romances that one or other of his sweethearts had “donated” for the comfort of soldiers and that he hadn’t the neck to drop in the book bag.

  Also, once, a fine fat hen, plucked and dressed, that he’d bought for a couple of bob from a nervous private soldier who’d accosted him after a bibulous supper party at Rumpelmayers.

  All his gifts, except the hen, were hidden away in Holly’s bedroom in the terrace house in Abraham’s Box; Red Backs unread, perfumes still stoppered, chocs untasted, the daffs dried and

  withered now like a collection of seagulls’ bones.




  The girl’s gratitude was obvious. She would look at him as if she thought he was the elephant’s eyebrows – which, of course, he was; especially in his tailored service uniform

  from Pope & Bradley’s, with his moustache grown full and mature. It would have been a piece of cake to apply a touch of the old languishers, sweep Beckman off her feet, educate her in

  l’amour. She was really quite pretty, and had a good figure under her drab workdress. Most of his fellow subalterns wouldn’t have thought twice about seducing her, but David

  Aspinall, was basically too decent to tumble an employee that his father depended upon. Besides, he had as much of “this-that-and-the-other” as he could cope with. Plenty of chic young

  ladies were willing to go to the bother of seducing him, and that was much more flattering to the ego and much less exhausting in the long run than tumbling servants. Since taking up with

  – or being taken up by – Linsey Leigh-Jennings, Captain David Aspinall had no energy left to play the field. He found Linsey so demanding, so devouring and so damnably depraved that

  languidity was no longer just a fashionable pose but the exhaustion of a bather carried by unseen currents into very deep water indeed.




  Vaguely Holly realised that David Aspinall was a participating member of the dissolute society crowd whose strength had been increased, not diminished, by the travails of war. She regarded

  David’s private life as mysterious and somewhat glamorous, though Mr. Aspinall occasionally complained about the amount of borrowed money that his son was wasting in the pursuit of

  unmentionable pleasures. The painted face of London’s smart set, bright and new, had never been revealed to Holly in close-up. Her confrontation with its lesser personages that evening was

  coloured by the afternoon’s sorrow. The contrasts changed Holly, stripping off layers of illusion and inhibition as rapidly as acetone peels varnished wood down to the original grain.




  She reached the address that Andrea had given her just as the lamps were being lit. She’d had to struggle through celebrating crowds at Hyde Park Corner and along Piccadilly. It was a

  relief to clear the public thoroughfares and slip into the backwaters of Mayfair that nestled between Curzon Street and Grosvenor Square. Ahead of her she glimpsed a comforting symbol of routine, a

  lamplighter in cape and billed hat padding from lamp to lamp, pole like a lance, the misty auras of the mantles blooming behind him. Shouting and singing from the Park was more distant; to Holly it

  still seemed threatening, like the din of riot, less jubilant than angry in the melancholy dusk.




  In Larder Mews cobbles were flanked by recently converted cottages and new constructions. Warm red brick did not show in the darkness and it was the wrong season for the soft touches of

  window-gardens and creepers. Slotted between the still-used stables and carriage houses that backed on to the quadrangles of inhabited townhouse mansions were the new establishments where the sons

  and daughters of the rich had sown seed and taken hold. The listing old windows of livery cottages had been replaced by bows of bulls’ eye glass. Horseposts were painted in garish reds and

  yellows. The modish picturesqueness of Mayfair had, even then, begun to take on a quality as synthetic as cheap lacquer. The Mews was long. Sloping kerbstones were hidden by carriages and raffish

  motorcars. Before Miss Linsey Leigh-Jennings’s doorway were ranked a Lanchester and a Silver Ghost. Two Prince Henry Vauxhall sporting machines awkwardly blocked the narrow pavement.




  Against the house wall, beneath an open window through which floated clouds of smoke, squatted a Scottish major. He wore a kilt and a pair of patent leather dancing pumps and was naked to the

  waist. Fine rain glistened on his squat body and dewed the matted hair on his chest. Draped over his shoulders was his tunic jacket. Bare brawny arms rested on bare knees. His head hung as if he

  was asleep. In one fist, like an Indian club, he clutched an almost empty bottle of Gleneagles whisky. He was seated so close to the step of the house that Holly could not avoid him. The door was

  painted crimson with a fleur-de-lys inset of stained glass and a brass knocker in the shape of a suspended dove. Though the door was ajar and there was considerable row inside, Holly rapped

  tentatively and waited to be admitted.




  The hand gripped her suddenly on the calf of the leg, rucking up her skirt and stocking. With a gasp of shock, she tried to jerk away. The major held her fast. She stared down into his swarthy

  unshaven features with compassion and dread.




  “They’ve occupied the house, lass. They’re crawlin’ all o’er it.”




  “I . . . I have a message to deliver.”




  “Give it here.”




  “It’s for . . . for Captain Aspinall.”




  “You’re no verry trustin’, are you?”




  “It’s about his father. It’s urgent.”




  “You speakee good English.”




  “Please, let me go.”




  “Nice wee bit o’ leg there.”




  The fist shifted upwards to her knee.




  “French, are you?” the major asked, in a low, intimate growl. “A native?”




  “I’m a . . . a friend of David Aspinall.”




  “Aye, lucky bloody David! Who the hell’s he when he’s at home? Are you Belgian?” Though his gaze was fixed on her face and his mouth twisted in a crooked grin, he was not

  addressing her at all. He swung the bottle. “Will you be havin’ a drop, lassie, to keep a soldier company, a soldier far from home.”




  She thought quickly. “Yes, I’ll take a drop, sir.”




  “Aye, there’s a nice lassie. Here.”




  “I can’t get the cork out.”




  When the major took his hand from her leg to draw the cork of the whisky bottle she stepped swiftly away from him into the house of Linsey Leigh-Jennings.




  Holly leaned against the door, closing it, and turning, shot the stout metal bolt. The major roared, and battered upon the door with the bottle, swearing obscenely, then, abruptly, fell silent.

  A moment later Holly heard him sobbing.




  The hallway was tiny. Tense and trembling, Holly was afraid of the grotesque things she might find in the dolls-house chambers at the end of the corridor. Prominent beams were painted the same

  shade of crimson as the door. At the foot of a miniature staircase lay a handsome walnut longcase clock, splintered and stopped. Twisted hands jutted from the face like waxed moustaches.




  Holly moved from the door, away from the sobbing. She trod gingerly over a rumpled tricolour, and peered into an anteroom, hoping that she might find the servants’ quarters and somebody

  who would tell her what to do. Bundles of overcoats, capes and furs were mounded in the little room. On them, curled like a child, was a young woman, either unconscious or deep asleep. Dressed only

  in a corded corset and lace-edge petticoat, her silken legs twitched as she slept. Her pretty face was half-hidden beneath an organdie hat, her head resting uncomfortably on a brass scuttle that

  bristled with sticks and riding crops. Holly stepped past the sleeping girl, paused and called out as loudly as she dared.




  “David. David Aspinall. Captain Aspinall.”




  In drawing attention to her presence, she increased her fear.




  “I say. I do say!”




  The man was not in uniform. He wore the trousers of a dinner suit and a stiff-fronted, short-collar skirt, bow-tie askew. The stub of a cigarette adhering to his lip scattered ash down his

  dickey when he spoke. He was very tall, with an equine nose, and Holly surmised that he was not much older than she was.




  “Rah-thah ado-rah-ball!”




  “Please, sir. I’ve been sent to fetch Captain Aspinall.”




  “Hev yah rally!”




  She had heard the accent mocked; Ritchie did a top-notch imitation. But the true intonations were more ugly than any mimic could catch.




  “Is Captain Aspinall here, sir?” Holly said. “I’ve been sent to fetch him on a matter of extreme urgency.”




  “Sent? Oh, dear God! A servant?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Strings of paper ribbon were attached to the young man’s legs trailing endlessly back, like shackles, around the corner of the hallway.




  “Captain Aspinall, is he here?” Holly persisted.




  “Aspinall, Aspinall, whaw faw art tha, Aspinall?”




  With a casual waggle of his slender fingers, and no other clue as to David’s whereabouts, the young man drifted back along the corridor and vanished from sight. Gathering her courage,

  Holly followed him into a brightly-lit room filled with people.




  The room was larger than she would have guessed from the Lilliputian scale of the entrances. It was decorated in shades of blue and orange. There were several chairs and settles of Indian

  wicker. In one corner a horseshoe-shaped bar was lit by two pagoda lanterns. The bar-top was strewn with bottles, glasses and bamboo ice-shakers. In the midst of the smoke, twenty or thirty people

  were arranged in a series of tableaux. For all the attention Holly received she might have been invisible, though, dressed in sober skirt and jacket, she stood out in that luminous company.




  By the horn of an American gramophone a stately colonel, in full dress uniform, did his duty. He was about sixty, ramrod straight. Only his right fist moved, remorselessly cranking the handle of

  the Victrola, while a petite young thing in a silk afternoon suit crouched at his feet, snapping up at him, “Left, right, left, right – and left and turn.” From the

  machine’s fluted bell emerged a quixotic martial air to which couples in the vicinity danced in romantic – or erotic – defiance of the crisp military tempo. Penned in the window

  corner two adult women and a young boy were executing the steps of the “Hullo Tango” at furious pace. The women passed the boy between them, like lionesses sharing a kill, squeezing him

  against their breasts, sweeping him backwards to be kissed by the other. Moon-faced and smooth, the boy showed no emotion at all, but danced – and kissed – with hideous expertise.




  Holly’s impulse was to turn on her heel and flee. But the drunken Scottish major, like Charon, would be waiting outside. Besides she could not abandon her mission, could not surrender to

  her revulsion without a struggle. Hesitantly she edged between the dancers in search of David. It was the thought that David was completely at home in such bizarre company that shocked Holly most

  of all.




  “My God! Fancy dress! How original!” The couple spun on the spot, following Holly’s progress.




  “Perfect! How utterly perfect! Ain’t the hair perfect?”




  “Who is she?”




  “God knows!”




  Perspiration freckled Holly’s brow. She felt as if she was choking. The reek of smoke was both sweet and acrid, interlaced with cloying perfumes and the sharpness of spilled alcohol. From

  behind the bar came the explosion of a champagne cork. A hand rose, holding aloft a fizzing bottle that sprayed foam in all directions.




  Somebody caught her elbow and spun her round.




  She was confronted by a puffy little gentleman in a purple smoking jacket. He was her father’s age, and, like her father, had handsome features made venous by drink.




  “Brought the ’amper, ’ave yer?” he demanded.




  “No, I. . .”




  “From Fortnum’s, ain’t yer?”




  For an instant Holly thought he was mocking her, then she realised that the accent was quite genuine.




  “No, I. . .”




  “Out front, round back, down the cellar steps.” The man made to turn away, then, with a nod, swung round on her again and put out his fat hand, stuffing a one-pound banknote into the

  vee of her jacket. “Good gal, ’ave one on Charlie Hallet. For all them as was lost at sea. Right-oh?”




  “Sir, please?” But Hallet had rolled off towards the bar.




  Holly followed him, holding out the banknote. It was then, from a corner of the bar, that she saw David.




  Four men and two women were hidden behind the bar. Two of the men wore bits and pieces of army uniform, the other pair dinner jackets. Not much older than Holly, the women were dressed in

  evening gowns. Though both were pretty and their gowns expensive, there was no elegance in the way they squatted on the floor, showing their legs up to the garters. None of them was particularly

  drunk. Concentration gave them an air of sobriety at odds with their rowdy surroundings. A bar-stool, laid on its side, made a table for the Crown & Anchor board, a creased and tattered square

  of painted canvas, relic of barracks and tents. On it lay silver coins and notes.




  The woman holding the dice-cup was golden-haired, with violet eyes and a heart-shaped face on a slender neck. At that moment her features were strangely elongated, stretched out of shape by a

  need of such intensity that it appeared like pain. Neck tensed, eyes narrowed, lips compressed, it was as if she was thrusting to give birth, not merely to roll dice from a tortoise-shell

  beaker.




  David’s head was in profile to Holly, his lips slightly parted as if the vision of the blonde woman entranced him. She shook the cup and with a backhand toss shot dice along the floor.




  Heads bent. A cheer went up. David’s mouth closed. He nodded in fatalistic resignation, rubbed his mouth with is wrist, forced a grin.




  “You’ll have my socks before long, darling,” he said.




  “And your trowzies, no doubt,” the other woman-remarked archly.




  “How does she do it?” asked one young man. “Every time, a winner.”




  Obviously he had also lost on the throw. Only Linsey Leigh-Jennings had won. She pressed the cup to her breasts to keep it warm, scraped notes and coins towards her and tucked them possessively

  between her knees.




  “Truly, she is favoured of the gods,” said the third young man.




  “It’s unfair,” said the woman.




  “Virtue,” said Linsey, “is being rewarded, that’s all. Now pay your money, dears, and set up the stakes for. . .”




  Linsey’s brows rose in astonishment as she noticed Holly.




  “What on earth is that creature doing?”




  They all looked up at Holly who was hoping to catch David’s eye without drawing attention to herself. She was more embarrassed by the intimacy of the gamblers than by the dancers’

  antics.




  “Good God,” David said. “It’s young Beckman.”




  “You actually know this person?”




  David scrambled to his feet. “What’s wrong?”




  “Your father,” Holly answered.




  “Relapse?”




  The others got to their feet, Linsey still holding the dice-cup to her breast. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes empty in that moment of transference from the heightened reality of gambling

  to the squalid business of duty.




  “It’s . . . it’s very serious,” Holly said. “I’ve been sent to fetch you.”




  “How did you find me?”




  “Miss Andrea gave me this address.”




  “Did she, indeed?” murmured Linsey.




  In spite of the alcohol he had consumed David was instantly in control. He lifted his tunic from the tap of a sink below the level of the bar.




  “Take the Prince.” One of the young men tugged a wire keyring from his pocket and chucked it to David.




  “Shall I come?” Linsey asked.




  David kissed her on the cheek. “Best not.”




  “Call me,” the young woman said.




  “I will.”




  A clap on the back from his friends and, buttoning his uniform, David hurried from behind the bar. Guiding Holly by the elbow, ignoring the jibes that were thrown at him, he ushered the girl

  from the house.




  It was raining. The drunken major had gone, leaving only an upright empty bottle where he had been, like a little glass gravestone. The leather upholstery in the Vauxhall motorcar was damp.

  Nobody had thought to cover it.




  “Get in,” David told Holly.




  Holly did so. Hardly had she seated herself and gripped the ledge beneath the sloping shield, than David started the machine. Jerkily he reversed along the mews.




  “How bad is it with Dad?” David asked.




  “He’s . . . he’s dyin’.”




  “Heart?”




  “Yes.”




  “What did that sawbones, Adair, say?”




  “There’s no hope, I’m afraid.”




  “Damn! Damn and blast! Poor old buzzard! What a time to go.” He glanced at Holly. “Did you see him?”




  “Yes, but he was unconscious.”




  “Oh, hell!”




  David said no more. He concentrated on threading the Vauxhall out of Mayfair and, with much stopping, starting and violent use of the horn, navigated through shoals of pedestrians by Hyde Park

  Corner and Grosvenor Place, down into Pimlico. In the end they could have walked it faster. Eventually they drew up in front of the shop in Cardwell Place.




  Andrea was waiting on the step by the door of the stairs to the apartment. Leaving Holly to climb over the side of the motorcar, David got out. She could see the brother and sister only

  indistinctly – Andrea had not lighted the electric globe above the door – but could tell by their gestures, and the manner in which Andrea silently drew her brother to her before

  allowing him to pass upstairs, that they had arrived too late.




  Disorientated by the events of the evening, by the ride through teeming London in an open motorcar, and dismayed by the realisation that her life had been robbed of its centre, Holly loitered on

  the pavement, not quite knowing where to go or what to do.




  Andrea, who had entered the doorway after her brother, returned. Holly could not see if there were tears in her eyes. Her voice, though, was as strong and commanding as ever. Her statement left

  no room for question.




  “Go away, Beckman. We don’t need you now.”




  With that Andrea Aspinall slammed the street door, shutting Holly out.




  

    * * *


  




  Old Tal Kirsanoff had no difficulty in predicting his granddaughter’s movements. The roistering terrace with its lights, bunting and noisy bands would not merely make

  Holly uncomfortable – it would repel her. She would enter the house by the back lots and scullery door.




  Tal’s room was next to Holly’s, at the very top of the stairs, jammed on to a landing no larger than a postcard. Each had a window as narrow as a vent, a view of warehouse walls, the

  “lanes”, lavatory roofs and narrow gardens that bristled with the skeletal remains of last summer’s cabbages. Like Holly, Tal enjoyed the comparative privacy of a room set above

  the main quarters. He found the window rewarding, especially in the small hours of the night when insomnia troubled him and brought too many remembrances of the past; then he would sit in his

  wooden rocking chair in the dark, close to the glass, and observe the nocturnal doings of the good folk of Abraham’s Box.




  If Tal had been more gregarious, greedy for attention, like Leo, his neighbours would have found in him a source of gossip as deep and wide as a lake. But Grandpa Tal told no tales on the

  drunkards who slept off their excesses in the wash-houses when their wives had barred the doors on them, or of lovers’ trysts in the lanes. He revealed nothing of desperate assignations, the

  adulteries of the wives of soldiers – Faye Yeaman, Jan Mavorski, Netta Corcoran – who slipped out late, when their children were asleep, and returned just before dawn; nothing of his

  knowledge of the thieves, fences and bully-boys who met to plan jobs, or slithered past pushing handcarts covered by tarpaulins. He was a passive witness to the underground history of the

  neighbourhood, as once he had been a silent spectator at less trivial events in Russia, long before the October Revolution had torn his native land apart. In many ways he found the parochial

  misdeeds of Lambeth more interesting and more significant.




  Nobody, not even Holly, knew of Tal’s night watches, or that he had gleaned from them a detailed awareness of his family’s secrets. He could name the girl that Maury had been seduced

  by at the age of nineteen; name the young widow that Leo frequently “consoled”; give date to the day of Ritchie’s first real venture into thieving, and identify the boy’s

  less skilled accomplices.




  All such history was grist to the mills of Tal Kirsanoff’s memory which – alas – was as rugged and enduring as his body.




  Though he had the blunt features of a peasant, education had sharpened his mind. He had his father to thank for that. His father had not been ashamed of education, as Leo and most fathers in

  Lambeth were, through fear of being thought swank, of losing the respect of the community. In Russia, Tal’s father had been praised for teaching his sons to read and write. It had not been

  his father’s fault that the world had collapsed, that the Act of Emancipation sponsored by Nicholas had come too late. Instead of reforming the lives of the peasant classes, enforcement of

  the Act served to treble their obligations, raise taxes, stir up political clashes, increase the effects of crop failures with evictions and near famine. It was his father who had persuaded Tal and

  his brothers to leave Russia. His father stayed behind. He had obligations, debts to his own father and mother, aunts and uncles, even to nephews. By remaining, Tal’s father had finally

  “emancipated” his sons.




  How different from Leo Beckman, that godless, once-charming little immigrant who had seduced Tal’s only daughter. But it was not Leo who had kept him a prisoner in the council house in

  Ambraham’s Terrace all these years. He stayed to be near his grandchildren. They were his flesh and his blood, as Leo Beckman was not. Where else could he go now? Not to New York, in America.

  His brother Peter had been dead these ten years. Ilek – if still alive – would be over ninety; he had last been heard of in Berlin forty years ago. Perhaps Ilek’s grandsons had

  fought for the Kaiser as willingly as Maury fought for the King of England.




  Tal was stuck, had been stuck here since the money he had saved had run out. His wife, Huldah, had been sick when they first arrived in England. He had accepted charity, food and beds in the

  Poor Jews’ Shelter in Leman Street until he got work; not, as he had hoped, with his nimble fingers, but with his muscles, his broad back, as a hauler in the coal-dock in Shadwell.




  Tal blinked.




  Huldah came around the corner from Harmon Street. Under the lamp, he saw her just as she had been before they left Russia, when she used to come to the corner by the Platonov Gate to wait for

  him finishing work. Before their marriage. Young and lithe and dark and beautiful, she would pause – like so – to glance left and right in case the careless carriages of the rich ran

  her down. It was not Huldah, of course, but Holly.




  Holly was so like Huldah.




  Tal pushed himself from the rocker and opened the door of his room. He listened. Noises from the terrace were abrasive. He could hear nothing in the house itself. No Leo, no Ritchie. He could

  smell the stew he had set to cook on the stove two floors below. He stepped back to the window and watched Holly slip through the door in the wall from the warehouse lane, hurry across the garden,

  through the second door into the terrace lane.




  Huldah: Holly – perhaps the good God provided old men with such beautiful ellipses as compensation for having lived too long.




  Buttoning his woollen vest, Tal went downstairs.




  The living room was chock-a-block with bits of furniture, none of Holly’s choosing. She had long since given up trying to keep the rooms tidy and had settled, with Tal’s help, for a

  general Sunday cleaning. Nothing she could do ever got rid of the overpowering odours of tobacco, beer and boiled mutton. Three overstuffed armchairs and a sagging settee that Leo had ambitiously

  re-covered in cheap cut moquette defended the hob grate. Four wooden chairs were propped against a drop-leaf table against the inner wall. Out of necessity, the scullery door had been replaced by a

  greasy curtain. Scuttle, footstool, mushroom ashtray and a writing bureau, in which crockery, cutlery, sauce and pickle bottles were kept, chopped up the limited space even more. The overmantel was

  littered with pipe racks, cigar boxes, match holders, dented mugs, candlesticks, broken clocks, framed photographs, and a big ugly tin tea-caddy that Leo had won in a shuffle-board competition many

  years ago.




  Cooking and eating were messy procedures in the Beckman household. Stewpot, frying pan, soup pot and kettle were usually balanced on or around the hob. The new gas stove in the scullery was

  hardly ever used, for reasons of laziness rather than economy. Tal could not recall when last the five of them had sat round a table to break bread together. It had been so different in the old

  days. However much she bowed to Leo’s will, Holly’s mother had always insisted that certain proprieties be maintained. She had been a wonderful cook, able to make much out of little and

  to see to it that he, Tal, had food appropriate to Jewish observances. Now Leo and Ritchie, Maury too, just grabbed a bite from plates balanced on their knees. He, being an old man, had not the

  will to concern himself with the strict observation of Jewish festivals. Over the years he had been infected by Leo’s slovenliness.




  He had not seriously opposed his daughter’s marriage to Leo Beckman. Perhaps that had been the one fault he had made in bringing up his daughter. He had been too understanding. In spite of

  her intelligence and apparent coolness, there had been a hot fire of physical passion in her. Leo had been strong then and so ardent in his love-making that few girls could have resisted him.

  Besides, Leo’s family had been decent Polish Jews, though Leo had relinquished the faith at all levels. He had even refused the Jewish wedding ritual, though Tal had fought him bitterly on

  that score. Young Huldah was too enraptured to take sides. Perhaps, Tal thought later, she had been over-confident of her ability to tame and civilise her wild husband, blind to his stubbornness

  and his growing laziness. It was sloth, not theology, that undermined them all.




  Leo had gone from bad to worse. The children, Ritchie, Holly, even Maury, had been brought up as Gentiles, not even as Christians. Following a creed meant self-discipline; Leo would have none of

  that, not for himself or his offspring. To his shame, Tal had gradually capitulated too in time. The only consolation he could find was his belief that even Holly’s mother, for all her

  shrewdness, would not have been able to withstand Leo’s implacable ignorance. Holly had so many of her mother’s qualities, including, Tal suspected, the irrational urges of a passionate

  nature; but in Holly they were held well in check, reined in by a preoccupation with “trade business” and by her ability to rule her body with her mind.




  Pale and red-eyed, Holly entered the room from the scullery. She had taken off her jacket and laid it on the settee. Going to her grandfather she lifted her cheek to his kiss. His arms went

  around her and she sagged against his chest.




  “He’s dead. Mr. Aspinall’s dead.”




  “There, there, child.” Tal put his hand on her hair. “He was a good man and he will be mourned.”




  “What shall I do?”




  “First, you should eat supper.”




  “I’m not hungry.”




  “But you haven’t eaten since this morning.”




  Tal took down the tray from its hook by the grate, spread it with the white tablecloth he’d brought down earlier from his room and set it with fork and spoon, plate and cup.




  Obediently Holly seated herself in an armchair, Leo’s chair, by the fire. She was chilled. As Tal served stew from the pot, cut bread and infused tea, he encouraged her to tell him of the

  events of that day. With the warmth of the fire upon her, Holly relaxed a little and, with unaccustomed garrulousness, poured out all that had happened, from the sombreness of Mr. Aspinall’s

  deathbed to the obscene gaiety of the Mayfair set.




  The stew was thickened by cornflour: it contained little meat, but sliced carrots, dumplings and the inevitable onions made it rich and filling. Holly mopped up the gravy with bread. Not until

  her plate had been wiped clean and only tea-leaves remained in her cup did she recover control of herself. Tal removed the tray and left it on the draining board by the cold-water sink in the

  scullery. When he returned, Holly had taken off her shoes and had sat back, head against the cushion.




  Quietly she said, “What a hypocrite I am, Grandfather. I was so unhappy at Mr. Aspinall’s passing that I wept all the way home. But a plate of stew and a seat by the fire. .

  .”




  “Listen,” the old man said. “You hear them? Singing, shouting, dancing. You would not think half a million men had died. What do they celebrate? Their own

  survival.”




  Without the jacket, the girl seemed younger.




  “I promised Stan I’d dance with him,” Holly said.




  “Stan an’ your brother went up West.”




  “Sober?”




  “What do you think?”




  She sat in silence for a minute or two while Tal reached down a cigar box and raked among the stubs until he found one to his liking. He lit it with a kitchen match and took his seat in

  Ritchie’s chair, opposite the girl.




  At length Holly said, “I’ll be given notice.”




  “You are sure?” Tal said.




  “The daughter – Andrea – hates me.”




  “She will run the shop, I suppose?”




  “No, not her. David might.”




  “From what you say of him, he will not be content to be a shopkeeper.”




  “It makes money, you know.”




  “Because of good buying.”




  “And sellin’. Mr. A. had lots of ‘special’ clients.”




  “Do you want to leave?”




  “No,” Holly said. “But it’s unavoidable. At best, they’ll sell out. I wouldn’t want to work there, not for somebody else.”




  “Then you must look for another position.”




  “I suppose so.”




  “Do you have friends – in the trade, I mean?”




  “Yes, but there will be tens of thousands of young men comin’ home soon, all lookin’ for work, trained dealers among them.”




  “Maury will also be coming home,” Tal reminded her. “If he is still of a mind to go into the brick trade maybe he will find something for you to do for him.”




  “Employ me?” said Holly. “Maury will barely be able to keep himself. Anyhow, Maury may have changed his mind.”




  “Maury has a head on his shoulders. And he’s a worker. Heaven knows, there will be much scope for bricks and sellers of bricks.”




  Good times just around the corner? Tal had too much experience of the upheavals that came in the wake of war to be genuinely optimistic. But he tried to sound it, to draw Holly out of her

  depression. Maury was a worker. If there was any scope for opportunity in the post-war world, then Maury would forge ahead. It was true, though, that the labour market would be flooded, that

  girls like Holly would not find it easy to obtain jobs. He had witnessed instances of this in Russia, where the balance of society and its money-providing machinery were easily sent skew-whiff.




  “It will take time, Holly,” he said. “Time for you to find out what you really want to do.”




  “I know that already.”




  “Your own shop? Holly Beckman – Antiques?”




  “I want it more than anything.”




  “Then stay with the trade.”




  Holly nodded.




  There was evidence of an assurance in her that Tal had not detected before, not in such large measure. James Aspinall had done wonders for the girl. Tal now wished that he had managed to meet

  the man who had so changed Holly. But he had never found the courage to cross the bridge that separated Lambeth from Pimlico, shop-owner from dock labourer.




  Holly’s lids were heavy, her eyes somnolent.




  Sounds from the street vibrated through the walls of the house, like spirits from the Volga that, with the onset of winter, beat ghostly fists upon cottage doors, seeking entry and a warm billet

  – but if they were admitted out of pity for their plight, they would oust the family, one by one. Some things you did not give in to.




  Holly seemed oblivious to the din. But Tal knew enough of her character to realise that she was aware of the uninhibited sounds of the crowds in the upper Terrace. There was no reason why she

  should be gregarious. So many people considered it a virtue; instinct was to follow the crowd. Holly was different.




  Tal wondered if she was at all conscious of the conflicts that lay within her. She was a Gentile by upbringing, Jewish by heritage; a Londoner with echoes of Moscow, Prague, Budapest and Vienna

  sounding in her. Her mother had been different too; he had made sure of that. He had reared his daughter without regard for the mores of the English backstreets, inculcating in her respect for

  independence of spirit gained through knowledge. It had been all the rage, at the turn of the century, to endow boys with practical knowledge, mechanistic knowledge suited to the sons of artisans.

  But girls, young women – ah, there he had flown in the face of fashion. He had raised Huldah as he would have raised a son, had almost forgotten that she was a woman and, by her very nature,

  vulnerable to passions that the intellect could not control. Independence of mind had caused young Huldah to defy his wishes, to take what she wanted – Leo Beckman; lover first, husband

  second – and to the devil with the consequences.




  How much of Huldah was in Holly? How much of himself? In the sciences, learned men explored the very structures of the cells, the atoms that composed the individual consciousness. It seemed that

  uniqueness was a myth; every man, every woman was the sum of all that had gone into their creation, not an end but a mere mark in evolutionary time. That philosophy rather depressed him. Holly was

  one year older than a century that had already bred a surfeit of disruption, suffering, bloodshed and change. Though she was totally unaware of it, the Kirsanoffs’ cosmopolitan attitudes were

  wound into her character like threads into fine cloth. What was now, for Holly, preoccupation could so easily become passion, all-consuming as white flame.




  For a moment, Tal felt sorry for her.




  “I must help the child,” he promised himself. “Holly and Maury, I must help them in any way I can, for they are Kirsanoffs under the skin. Ritchie is not; he is Leo

  Beckman’s son. But Holly, beautiful Holly, she is more Kirsanoff than Beckman, more like my own wife and daughter than I dare to believe.” Tal nodded to himself, “I remember how

  resentful it makes one, when one is young. They wish to find things out for themselves, just as I did, as her mother did. It will be doubly difficult for Holly, though, in these changed

  days.”




  The old Russian felt his muscles tighten. He longed for a peep into the future – if only to relieve him of the burden of the past.




  Holly was watching him.




  Just for an instant, sleep made her eyes seem secretive, like Ritchie’s.




  Suddenly he was anxious, and confused.




  Sucking on the cigar stump, he growled aloud, “It will work out, child. In its own good time it will work out for you.”




  Holly smiled wistfully, and closed her eyes.




  Grandpa Tal was bewildered by the enigmatic smile.




  What did Holly really and truly desire? A shop with her name above the door? Wealth, security, a fine lover? Entry, perhaps, into the gaudy world she had glimpsed that Armistice night, to share

  the tinsel and transient glitter, the careless laughter of the diamond hearts of Mayfair?




  Within minutes Holly had fallen asleep, and her dreams were safe from an old man’s curiosity.
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  The Shadow of Mr. A.




  FROM THE SHELTER of the shop window Holly watched the funeral procession depart. Procession was really too grand a word for it; a shiny black hearse

  with two uniformed men on the open seat, three other carriages containing the family and a few of James Aspinall’s closest colleagues. Holly knew them all by sight. She was surprised that

  such august members of the profession as Kennedy King and Simon Black had forsaken their Bond Street shops to say farewell to Mr. A. of Pimlico. None of David’s intimates, except the young

  lieutenant who had loaned him the Vauxhall, turned up. There was no sign of Linsey Leigh-Jennings, though Miles Walshott, Andrea’s “intended”, was present. After the internment

  service in Castle Hill Cemetery the mourners would return to the Cavendish Hotel to eat lunch and toast the memory of the departed in wine and spirits.




  The shop had remained closed during the two days in which James Aspinall’s body had been laid out upstairs. On Andrea’s instructions, however, Holly had returned to the premises on

  Tuesday and, behind locked doors, had begun an inventory of the stock. On Tuesday, without interruption, she had listed the contents of all shelves and cupboards, and made note of the heavier

  furniture in the back store. On Wednesday, she had covered the four glass-topped showcases in the body of the shop and had moved into the store to complete the list of small objects in the huge

  fly-blown collector’s case.




  Carefully she had propped open the lid with four volumes of The Poetical Works of Lord Byron, tomes that served all kinds of useful purposes, from wedges to doorstops. Slipping her hand

  into the case she removed each item, inspected it, entered a brief description and the label price against the purchase price code of the lot, and laid the object on the scarred oak packing bench.

  She carried about with her a little teakwood tray with two inkwells and a penrack fixed to it. Her writing had become smaller and neater over the past couple of years and had a solicitor’s

  meticulousness on the lined foolscap sheets that were used for cataloguing and stock records. So engrossed did Holly become in her task that she did not hear the Aspinalls’ return at twenty

  minutes after three o’clock. She was startled by David’s sudden appearance in the doorway behind her.




  He looked drawn, almost ill, and moved without his usual languorous ease – trying to be silent and respectful, perhaps.




  He did not venture beyond the doorway.




  “Come upstairs,” he said.




  Holly put the pen on the tray and glanced at her dusty, stained hands and shabby skirt. She took off her overall and would have gone to the back where the sink was, if David’s voice had

  not floated back from the shop.




  “At once, please.”




  Wiping her fingers on the back of her skirt, Holly followed David up the iron staircase and along the corridor. He held the door for her and nodded for her to enter the sitting room.




  Red-eyed, Thora was seated at an occasional table. Andrea stood behind her mother. David moved from the door to stand, awkwardly, opposite. At the head of the table sat a man Holly hadn’t

  seen before, a saturnine gent with barrel chest and big hands. Documents were arranged on the table. The stranger peered at Holly from under bushy brows.




  “Come in. Be seated.” Brusquely he indicated a vacant chair at the table.




  Andrea said, “I really must pro. . .”




  “Not now, Andrea,” David spoke sharply, silencing his sister.




  “Please do sit down, Miss,” the lawyer advised.




  Holly took the chair he indicated. She fixed her gaze on the centre frond of one of the fleur-de-lys patterns on the wallpaper behind the solicitor’s head.




  “Miss Beckaman – you are Miss Beckaman?”




  “Beckman, sir. Just Beckman,” Holly answered.




  “I’m Mumford, solicitor to James Aspinall. You have been invited to the reading of his will and testament, in accordance with the courtesy afforded all benefactors. Do you

  understand, Miss Beckman?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Mumford folded his arms and, without more ado, read from the document before him. He rapped out each word in a loud voice, to override interruption.




  Holly listened in bemusement.




  Mumford read, “I James Aspinall, of Cardwell Place, Pimlico, dealer in antique objects and works of art, revoke heretofore all other wills and testamentary dispositions made by me, and

  declare this to be my final will and testament.”




  Thora uttered a deep dry sob.




  Mumford continued: “I appoint Sebastian John Mann Mumford of Gray’s Inn Court, executor and trustee . . .” The voice droned a little now, dispensing legal mumbo-jumbo, arriving

  at length at important matters without pause or special inflexion. “I bequeath to my beloved wife and companion of these happy years, Thora Cropper Aspinall, free of legacy duty, my personal

  belongings, books not of a trade nature, clothing and all intimate effects, along with one quarter part of the business concerned with the purchasing and selling of antique objects, and of the

  proceeds that may be raised by sale of such objects, and the dispersal of stock purchased previous to the date of my death.”




  “Good God!” said Andrea.




  Hastening on, Mumford read, “I bequeath to my only son, David James Aspinall, one quarter part of the said business on all terms equal to those designated in the foregoing disposition to

  my wife. To my daughter. . .”




  “Oh, really, it’s too much!” Andrea was running ahead.




  “To my daughter, Thora Andrea Aspinall, one quarter part of the said business on all terms equal to those designated in the foregoing disposition to my son.”




  “Only three quarters,” said Andrea. “I insist that you go no further.”




  “Please, Miss Aspinall,” Mumford ordered, then said, “I bequeath to my employee and loyal shop servant, Holly Beckman, one quarter. . .”




  Andrea jumped to her feet. David reached out to grip his sister’s arm. “. . . one quarter share in the said business on all terms equal to those designated to my wife, daughter and

  son. Relentlessly Mumford went on, “In witness whereof I, the said James Aspinall, have to this will and last testament set my hand on this Twenty-first day of March, in the year of Our Lord

  one thousand nine hundred and eighteen.”




  Andrea and David were shouting at each other. Across the table Thora Aspinall lifted her head and looked directly at Holly in a curious manner.




  Holly sat quite still.




  “Will witnessed by Oliver T. Smithers, and. . .”




  “Making that . . . that ragamuffin my equal,” Andrea shouted.




  “The will is available to anyone who may wish to inspect it.”




  Mumford got to his feet.




  David had come around the table. He swayed then swung round to glance at Holly. “Four ways! The old devil!”




  “Monstrous!” Andrea cried.




  “Hush it up, Andrea,” David said. “You’re upsettin’ Mother.”




  The lawyer now took a hand. “I may say that I felt it incumbent upon me to point out to your father that the terms he wished to express might cause considerable distress.”




  “Distress! That’s putting it mildly,” David remarked.




  “Your father assured me that he’d given the matter, in all its ramifications, long and serious consideration,” Mumford added.




  “Somehow she got round him,” Andrea said.




  Holly found her voice. “I did not.”




  “You see! She spoke back to me. She addressed me as if she were my equal.”




  “What do you expect her to do, Andrea?” said David. “Sit tight while you cast silly aspersions? It isn’t her fault, you know. Father’s to blame.”




  “So you’re siding with her, are you? I suppose you’re looking for another cheap conquest, another slut with a bit of money to splash. . .”




  “If you’re implying that Linsey. .?”




  “Stop it at once.” Mumford slapped the table.




  Andrea drew herself up. In a more even voice she said, “We’ll fight it; the will I mean. No court in the country will uphold a disposition of that nature.”




  “’Fraid it will,” David said. “Father may have been . . . eccentric, shall we say, but he wasn’t careless. Besides, Mr. Mumford advised him on the draftin’.

  That means it’s tied up nice and neat, the way Father wanted it. Am I right, sir?”




  “There’s no breach of the heritable property law,” said Mumford.




  “I can’t understand why James did it.” Thora spoke for the first time.




  Mumford gathered his papers and stuffed them into his brief case. “I can answer you that one. James wanted the business to survive as a going concern, Mrs. Aspinall. In confidence, your

  husband informed me that he had trained Beckman – Miss Beckman – to take over in the event of his death. To keep the shop open, the business ticking. It’s just as plain and

  uncomplicated as that. Perhaps, if I might be so bold as to suggest it, you’d do better to congratulate Miss Beckman rather than berate her.”




  “Don’t talk rot,” said Andrea. “Look at her – smirking.”




  “For God’s sake, Andrea!” David exploded.




  “Get her out of here.” Andrea said.




  “Allow me, Miss Beckman.” Mumford gave Holly his arm.




  It was an odd gesture, courtly but stiff, an indication that he did not approve of the Aspinall children’s petty squabbling, or of Andrea’s crass behaviour.




  To David he said, “If you will be good enough to call at my office on Monday, if that’s convenient, perhaps we may go through the other points of business in a calmer frame of

  mind.”




  “Yes, Mr. Mumford.” David glanced at Holly. “What about you? What d’you say, young lady?”




  “I . . . I’m sorry it had to happen.”




  “So you should be – sorry,” said Andrea.




  Mumford escorted the girl away before arguments could flare up again. He led her down the iron stair into the shop, holding her elbow as if to prevent her making a run for it.




  It was strange coming down into the semi-darkness of the shop again. It seemed like an alien place now, not her fortress, her sanctuary.




  “Thank you, sir,” Holly said. “I’m . . . I’m all right.”




  Mumford glanced behind him up the spiral staircase, then in a confidential tone said, “So this is your domain, is it?”




  “I suppose it is – or used to be.”




  “I’ve some advice for you, young woman, if you’ll listen.”




  “Advice is somethin’ I could use,” Holly said.




  “Don’t apologise to them.”




  “What?”




  “You owe those spoiled brats no apology,” Mumford said. “Stand up to them.”




  “I . . . I can’t.”




  “Then learn; learn quickly,” Mumford told her. “Now, fetch your coat. Do you have a key?”




  “Yes, but I’ve got work to do, inventories to finish. It’s only half- past four.”




  “You’re no longer a servant: you’re co-owner of this establishment. Close up early, go home and rest.”




  Holly hesitated.




  “Go on.”




  When Holly had put on her coat and switched out the lights Mumford accompanied her into the street. He waited while she locked the door and put up the stout wooden gate, padlocking it to two

  metal bars. When all was secure, he took her by the arm and escorted her to the corner of Cardwell Place and Sefton Street.




  “You do want it, don’t you, Miss Beckman? A share in the shop, I mean?”




  “More than anythin’, sir. But I’m not sure I’m ready for it.”




  “James Aspinall was no fool,” said Mumford. “Oh, I’m not claiming that I supported his wish. On the contrary, I tried to dissuade him. He was adamant, however; quite

  adamant. His only concern was that you would not be able to stand up to a concerted attack from ‘above’ – if you take my meaning.”




  “Is the document legal?”




  “Watertight.”




  “What d’I do now?”




  “Do what you were trained to do – make profit,” said Mumford. “If you make money for them, then they’ll have no leg to stand on. Certainly, they’ll try to get

  rid of you; Andrea in particular.” He stopped on the corner, glanced up at the traffic that flowed along towards the Vauxhall Bridge Road, in search of a motor taxi. “How old are

  you?”




  “Comin’ up for twenty.”




  “Very young.”




  “Sometimes,” said Holly, “sometimes I feel older.”




  “Hm, don’t we all these days!” Mumford raised his arm, shaking his briefcase. “Taxi!”




  “Thanks, sir,” said Holly.




  “Don’t thank me,” Mumford said, as the taximeter cab growled to a halt by the kerb. “For James Aspinall’s sake, however, make a go of it.”




  Holly watched the lawyer climb into the taxi and slam the door. He leaned from under the canopy and smiled. “No fool was he, after all.”




  The taxi departed leaving Holly alone on the corner.




  Behind her buildings loomed up into foggy ducts. Flags draped windowsills and, high up, wound limply round poles. She glanced into Cardwell Place. She was tempted to run back, to assure David

  and Andrea that it was all a dreadful mistake, that she wanted no share in their father’s estate. But she knew that that would be a denial of Mr. A.’s intentions. She was filled with a

  heady mixture of fear and exhilaration.




  She had a piece of what she had always wanted. She had taken a giant step nearer to the day when she would have a shop to call her own, her name in gilt letters above the door. Why was she so

  apprehensive?




  She knew what her acquaintances would answer to that question:




  Holly Beckman is too young, too inexperienced. The only possible rebuttal was to prove to everybody, including herself, that she could do it, could run Mr. Aspinall’s business. She had few

  illusions as to what would be required of her. Kennedy King, Simon Black and Miss Emma Chubb, the up-town dealers, would be quite ruthless. They would scalp her without a qualm if she faltered.

  Profit was not so easy to coin. She could afford few errors of judgment – and her judgment was only half formed. In five years she would be equal in skill and knowledge to any of them. But

  she didn’t have five years. When he had drafted his will, Mr. A. obviously hadn’t supposed that he would die so soon.




  Holly strolled slowly along Sefton Street towards the bridge. The air was cold and motionless, a dead, raw, nipping atmosphere that preceded the onset of November fogs. On the river the barge

  horns lowed already, though there was still faint light in the sky.




  Walking cleared Hollys head. She sorted out the week’s events as meticulously as she had arranged the items in the collector’s case back in the shop.




  If she paid herself the same wage as Mr. A. had paid her, the family could hardly quibble. After all, she would be better off, for, after the quarterly accounting, she would be entitled to

  withdraw a share of the profits.




  She toyed with the idea of having money to spend, thought of dresses and shoes, hats and handbags that she had seen in shop windows and briefly coveted. She might be able to afford some of them

  now. The caress of silk underwear; she could almost feel it against her skin. The long-collar shirt-blouse in DuParry’s window at four pounds fifteen shillings; it would suit her figure

  perfectly. She visualised herself as a fashion plate, stunningly elegant; what effect would it have on David? Would he fall suddenly in love with her?




  Holly switched off the thought.




  Profits must be ploughed back into purchase of stock. She had more practical ideas on that score.




  For a minute or two, however, her mind flirted with several thoughts at once, a jumble of desires, in which the sensual appeal of DuParry lingerie, the beautiful symmetry of Chinese porcelain,

  David and money became confused.




  How much had David skimmed from the profits over the years?




  Mr. A. had hinted that the sums had been large enough to restrict adequate stock purchase. With another wave of apprehension Holly recalled the black-backed notebook in which Mr. A. did his

  personal calculations in the midst of auction sales or before totting up an offer to a private client. Frowns, sighs, muffled groans, occassional muttered curses accompanied his reckonings. David

  and Andrea had been indulged at the expense of stock, the health of the business. But now that Mr. Aspinall was gone, would they still expect the shop to mint money for their personal use?




  That was another problem she would have to come to terms with.




  How on earth could she tell David and Andrea that she could not allow them to dip into the cash box whenever they felt inclined. It would mean storms ahead, and she would run the risk of

  seriously antagonising David.




  Crossing the bridge Holly confronted the sprawl of Lambeth along the riverbank, rows of council houses cowering behind the railway embankments, chimneys of South London’s gas works

  belching out plumes of smoke and lurid gusts of hot cinders. She had never found the scene picturesque. How could she when she lived in the midst of it, tasting smoke, feeling grains of soot on her

  skin? It was all very well for the Kennedy Kings of this world to stand on the Chelsea side and admire the further shore as they would admire a vigorous and dramatic painting; Holly doubted if they

  would find it so attractive if they lived there.




  She remembered one winter’s afternoon walk with Maury; she couldn’t have been more than eight or nine. He had taken her across the bridge and had stopped to lean on the rail and look

  back at the prospect of Lambeth lying exposed under the hard bright sun. She had been engrossed with things close at hand, as children are; seagulls on the mud, boats, people. Standing by

  Maury’s side, his big adult hand on her shoulder, she had felt secure, then, abruptly, and with almost frightening vehemence, Maury had exploded. “Gawd, but it’s ugly!” She

  had looked up at him, then away across the river to Lambeth. At that precise second, she had sensed the meaning of their station in life. It was ugly – yet it was their home. All the

  rest of that afternoon she had been fretful and peevish and had given Maury a roasting, so much so that he had come close to losing his temper with her. Neither the man nor the child had understood

  the reason for her uncharacteristic ill-humour.




  Thoughts of Maury lead her on to Abraham’s Box, to Leo and Ritchie. She had almost forgotten about her family. How would they react to her astonishing news?




  Leo would resent her good fortune.




  Ritchie would scheme to make use of it.




  Only Grandpa Tal would rejoice with her.




  Her apprehension congealed into dread.




  She faltered, hesitating, hand on the bridge rail. She felt a totally irrational urge to turn about and run back to the north bank of the river, not to return to her father’s house in the

  mean Lambeth cul-de-sac, not ever again.




  But she had no choice.




  “Not yet,” she said aloud. “Not just yet.”




  Squaring her shoulders, she stepped out briskly to drop her little bombshell in No. 5 and take the consequences, whatever the consequences might be.




  

    * * *


  




  Leo Beckman had never placed much value on his daughter. The truth was that he hardly spared her a thought. She cleaned house, made beds, sewed shirt buttons, darned socks, eked

  out the family’s coupons, kept pans simmering on the stove, and, mercifully, didn’t nag him. In other words she did all the things a wife was expected to do – and that was enough

  for Leo.




  If ever Leo dared to recall Huldah, which he did not often do, he thought of her as she had been before marriage, not after. He remembered the fieriness of her desire for his body. How vain he

  had become of his person during their rapid courtship. He had been flattered by her persistent attention, gulled into wedlock. It had not taken long for the trap to close.




  Huldah attended his welfare as dutifully as any wife in Lambeth, but she was different from the neighbours’ wives, very, very different. She wanted to change him. The more she tried, the

  more he resisted her until something ripped between them. In later years, after Maury and Ritchie had been born, Huldah’s attentions to his well-being had been blackened by hatred. There was

  no other word for it: hatred, deep and not obvious to outsiders, had given a core to their marriage.




  The more he ignored her, abused her, the more attentive she became. They would fight, he would roar at her, slap her, then stamp out to the pub. When he returned, the house would be shining, not

  just neat and clean, but shining. The table would be set before a blazing fire, the boys asleep in bed upstairs. Huldah would be dressed in her best frock, collar and cuffs as white as milk, her

  hair combed and pinned, her skin pink with scrubbing. She would serve him, wait on him mutely like a servant; a gourmet supper of black bean soup, Russian eggs on triangles of crisp toast, a dish

  of tokany or goulash, made from leftovers but so done that the fragrance made the mouth water, or an Aunt Nelly pudding, so golden and light that it seemed to float on the plate. And he

  would hate her all the more. None of it was done to please him, only to inform him that she was more worthy than he was, that no matter what he did to her she would never flag in her duty. He would

  be possessed by fury, pretend to be drunker than he really was, would hurl food about, lurch over the table. When he had spent himself, Huldah would quietly begin cleaning up.




  Sometimes he would force himself upon her, right there in the living room. She would not resist. On that ultimate battleground he was, occasionally, the victor. Sensing that her responses were

  no longer stiff and dutiful but womanly, he would laugh and taunt her. It was out of just such a coupling that Holly had come into the world.




  Dying on him had been Huldah’s final revenge. She had saddled him with a daughter, a little female brat to raise on his own, with the boys hardly old enough to look out for themselves.




  When he looked at Holly, sometimes Leo saw in her the pretty girl that his wife had been, and, with a slow, diffuse coiling of ancient shames, the wife that he had made of her. In defence, he

  chose to pretend that Holly hardly existed. It was easier than making amends.




  Leo was not exactly in the best of spirits when Holly arrived home from Aspinall’s. Three days of celebrating down at the Admiral’s Hat had soured even Leo’s iron constitution,

  and he was faced with the grim prospect of having to drag his bones out to the dockside tomorrow morning; victory didn’t last forever. He looked at the girl blankly, and listened to her story

  without real attention.




  Ritchie had always been a go-between. Anything that Leo was required to know about Holly he gleaned from his son. So out of practice he had become in even tuning in to her voice that he did not

  completely absorb her news about the inheritance. It was only when Ritchie let out a whoop of delighted amazement that Leo’s common sense told him that he had better take his bearings quickly

  and start to assert his authority.




  “What d’you think of that then, Pa?” said Ritchie, an arm entwined round his sister’s waist. “Ain’t it a real windfall?”




  Leo bestowed a wink on his daughter. “Should make a bob’r two outta it, I suppose.”




  “A bob or two?” said Ritchie. “Pa, don’t you see? Holly’s gone an’ got herself a real slice of pie. The old geezer she worked for left her in

  clover.”




  Leo wiped his mouth with his hand and drank a draught of tea. Hemmed in a corner, he twisted his head to observe his children then glanced at Kirsanoff to see what the old Russian thought of it

  all.




  “It is wonderful opportunity for the girl,” Tal told him.




  “How much gelt will she make?” Leo addressed Ritchie.




  “It’s a drippin’ roast, Pa,” Ritchie explained. “Now she’s a part owner nobody can pay her a slave’s wages an’ get off with it. What she

  don’t make one way, she’ll make the other.”




  “How’s that?” said Leo, puzzled.




  “Because she’ll collect a quarter of the audited profits,” said Ritchie, speaking as he might have spoken to a child. “What they cheat her out of in wages, she’ll

  get back in hard cash end of every quarter. Ain’t that right, Holly?”




  “I suppose it is,” said Holly. “I never stopped to work it out.”




  “Take yer brother’s word for it,” said Ritchie.




  “So what’s it all come to, in gelt?” Leo put in.




  “Well, it’ll never be a fortune,” said Holly.




  To Ritchie, Leo said, “They won’t let ’er keep it.”




  Ritchie said, “She saw a wig, talked straight t’ a bleedin’ lawyer. Pa, don’t you ever listen? The wig says it’s iron-clad.”




  “Wigs,” said Leo. “Don’t trust wigs.”




  Kirsanoff said, “Holly, they’ll fight it. No matter what the lawyer told you, they will fight it.”




  “See!” Leo, vindicated, said. “Listen t’yer Grandpa.”




  “Holly can fight back,” said Ritchie.




  “Make ’em pay, y’mean?” said Leo.




  “No,” Holly said. “No, I want to keep my share.”




  “Grab what yer can while yer can,” said Leo. “Best motto.”




  “Not this time,” said Ritchie. “Anyhow, sis wants t’stay on, workin’ in the shop. Don’t yer, Hol?”




  “I am stayin’ on.”




  Leo inched his way out of the corner. He was put out by Ritchie’s championing of his sister and by the girl’s defiance. He knew that look in her eye; he’d seen it once or twice

  before. He felt threatened by it. It had never occurred to him before that Holly might have hob-nobbed with this Pimlico crowd, not just worked for them.




  “What’d he do t’yer?” It was out before he could censor it.




  “I don’t know what you mean, Pa?”




  “Left yer plenty, di’n’t he? Must be a reason for such gen’osity.”




  “Stop it, Leo,” Kirsanoff advised.




  “Nothin’ for nothin’.” Leo’s temper rose. He was being patronised. That much he could recognise. “What did yer do for it, gal?”




  He didn’t give two pigs’ feet what she’d done for it, especially since the geezer was dead and buried. But he didn’t want no other man takin’ over the

  privilege, skinnin’ her out of what was due. He had to look out for her, di’n’t he? He was her Pa, responsible for her welfare. Ritchie didn’t understand. Ritchie

  hadn’t seen the things he’d seen, had his experiences. He knew how it was in places like bleedin’ Pimlico. She was fair game for any fancy dan that came along. They would screw

  her out of whatever they could. Toss her aside. Fling her back, broke, maybe with a kid inside her. Who’d look after her then? Not bleedin’ Ritchie. Not her bleedin’ fancy pals in

  Pimlico.




  Blood rose to Leo’s face. He could feel it glowing hot as a coal. Choleric outbursts cleansed his system, made him feel strong. Noisily he breathed through his nostrils.




  “Minute me back’s turned, y’go wrong.” He pumped the bellows, getting up steam. “Just’s well he kicked the bleedin’ bucket, or he’d ’ave

  ’ad me t’answer to.”




  What right had she to collect his windfall?




  There was no justice.




  Elbows cocked, he hooked his fingers into his leather belt. He should have paid more attention to her. Should have hammered respect into her. Would have too if that old Russian hadn’t been

  around to protect her.




  “This Aspinall lot. . .” he roared.




  She got to her feet, lips white. She did not weep, did not protest. She stared at him. He felt himself wither. There was no respect in her eyes, no anger. What he saw there dried up his

  authority. What he saw there was pity. He wanted her to give him sauce, at least defend her fancy-man, her posh friends. But with a dignity that floored him completely, she moved past him and went

  upstairs. It was not surrender, not escape. She had cut him off, cut him dead. And he didn’t know what to do about it.




  “Now you’ve torn it,” Ritchie said.




  “But she . . . you said she. . .”




  Ritchie opened his mouth, then, glancing round at the old man, changed his mind. He grabbed Leo’s coat from the sofa, and a scarf from the chairback and threw them at his father.




  “I’ll stand you a pint, Pa.” He spoke with strained heartiness. “Come on, let’s get outta here.”




  Blustering, Leo permitted his son to jostle him towards the living-room door. Before he could go into the hallway, however, Kirsanoff called out his name. Coat half on, half off, Leo paused.




  The old Russian was sitting smugly in the chair, legs crossed, big head tilted, a smile plastered over his chops.




  “What?” Leo demanded.




  “You’re a bigger fool than I took you for,” Tal Kirsanoff told him.




  “Come on, Pa, let’s shove.”




  And Leo, having no ready answer to Kirsanoffs insult, meekly let his son lead him off to the public house.




  

    * * *


  




  The Shears and Mallet was an ancient hostelry that, in more romantic days, had been a post stage and haunt of highwaymen. The original tavern was preserved within a new brick

  structure that provided refreshment for the thousands of workers who had moved into the area to earn their daily bread at the factories. Leo Beckman did not feel comfortable in this public house.

  He was surprised that Ritchie was so at home in the establishment. The Shears and Mallet had itself a reputation – nothing historical, nothing to do with the phantom shades of Red Mask,

  Causeway Tom or Moll Reagan. It was the more substantial presence of their professional heirs that made Leo uneasy.




  Leo had not known that Ritchie was that well in with the fraternity. The fact that the boy received nods of greeting from several of the men at the tables and long bar both pleased and disturbed

  Leo. He knew that the boy did a spot of snafflin’ from time to time, but he had no idea that Ritchie had done enough to merit acceptance by big fish like Vince Shotten. Shotten was a mature

  crook who held feudal sway over underworld activities in Bermondsey, Walworth and parts of Lambeth town. But even Shotten’s lordly boys deigned to give his son the nod.




  “What’d y’bring me here for?” Leo asked as soon as they were closeted in a high-backed booth towards the rear.




  “T’make you see sense.”




  A taproom boy limped up with two boilermakers on a tray.




  “On the slate, Ritch?” the boy asked.




  “Yer, chalk it up. I’ll be flush, Thursday.”




  Smoking coal fire, a transom the colour of tobacco leaf, an arched cowling over a slot to the public bar, like a confessional window; in two of the nine booths men supped beer, murmuring in low

  voices, caps almost touching. No flags or victory rosettes were visible in the Shears and Mallet. Its customers did not welcome an end to war, to the specialised lines of demand and supply they had

  built up over the years, when a case of tinned pineapple or a sack of sugar fetched as much as sterling silver candlesticks or twenty-two carat cufflinks.




  As soon as the boy had gone, Ritchie leaned on the table and gripped his father’s wrist. “Listen, Pa.” he said in a soft persuasive drawl. “Go easy on Hol, will

  you?”




  “Did he ’ave ’er, though? That’s what I got t’know.”




  “The old boy, Aspinall? Nah, he didn’t lay a finger on her. Wasn’t that sort. Neither’s Hol. Don’t y’know her better’n that? She’s got it screwed

  on, I tell yer. It’s a genuine windfall – for all of us.”




  “She’s a tight little cow,” said Leo, sourly. “She won’t part with a brass ha’penny. She’ll be up’n off like a greyhound when it starts

  t’roll in, mark me.”




  “Blood’s thicker’n water,” said Ritchie.




  “What’s on yer mind, son?”




  “An outlet of me own.”




  “Uh?”




  “I got it goin’,” said Ritchie. “I got pals in proper places. What I ain’t got is outlets. Don’t y’see? I sell to Shotten. I sell cheap. A tenth retail

  value.”




  Leo sipped whisky, then beer. He was beginning to realise why Kirsanoff had called him a fool.




  “Y’mean, Hol’ll buy shady.”




  “She’ll have to.”




  “Not ’er.”




  “She wants t’make a go of this shop. The Aspinalls’ll try t’stop her. Only thing’ll count with them is profit. She won’t make a fortune sellin’ brass

  monkeys an’ plaster saints. She’ll need quality stock.”




  “How’d the old geezer do it?”




  “I asked ’round about him. Aspinall was sharp as a tack in tradin’. Hol’s got flair, but she ha’n’t got experience. Can’t have. Stands to reason. The

  Bond Street mob won’t give her a helping hand. Ain’t enough jam t’go round. When she runs into red ink, she’ll do anythin’ to keep solvent, take gold, silver,

  sparklers, studs – anythin’ small she can hive off smartish, under the counter.”




  “I think you’ve got ’er wrong.”




  “Our Holly’s head’s stuffed with big ideas,” said Ritchie. “She won’t give up.”




  “Don’t mean she’ll market hot stuff.”




  “She’ll slip,” Ritchie said. “One slip’s all it’ll take.”




  “You want me t’keep ’er sweet.”




  “Don’t rile her, Pa.”




  “I still says the Aspinalls won’t sit still.”




  “Then we’ll just have t’move fast, won’t we?” Ritchie said.




  

    * * *


  




  At that precise hour, the Aspinalls were holding a council of war in Cardwell Place, Pimlico. Chairs were drawn around a drawing-room fire that, with nutty coal banked behind an

  iron “saviour”, gave out more smoke than heat. The women wore deep mourning. Thora had draped a woollen gown over a tunic that reached to her knees, accentuating her dumpiness. Andrea

  had suggested that her mother splash out on a wardrobe of black garments. Thora had refused. She was frugal by inclination and had persuaded a dressmaker she had patronised for three decades to do

  a job on the sombre Edwardian cast-offs that had accumulated in wardrobes and chests over the years. In contrast, Andrea was elegant in a two-piece suit of corded black velvet, with ruched satin

  facings that gave it a military air.




  Though in uniform, David’s posture was anything but soldierly. He lounged in an easy chair, one leg negligently hooked over the arm.




  “Andrea, we’ve been through it a dozen times,” he said wearily. “In your view, Beckman is a scheming little minx who took advantage of father’s

  gullibility.”
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