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PART ONE

Autumn 1934
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It was all her father’s fault. If he hadn’t been so pushy she would never have met Vivian Proudfoot and wouldn’t be speeding up the Commercial Road in the back of a taxicab on a rain-washed August evening a week before the bank holiday, leaving not just Shadwell but lovely, lively London behind.


She watched her father tip open the window in the partition and realised to her dismay that he was about to tell the cabby, a complete stranger, how he’d rescued her from the shackles of poverty. Not that she’d ever been poor, not poor the way she thought of it, not scratching in the gutter poor, not starving to death poor like her grandfather who’d worked the India Docks when the going rate was five pence an hour and you were lucky if you got eight hours continuous a week. To be fair, her dad had good reason to be proud. He’d raised her without any help and when the time came had scraped up the shekels to enrol her at Cowper’s College of Commerce and keep her there even during the dock strike when her brother Ronnie’s skimpy wage was all they’d had to live on.


‘Our Susan,’ her father said, ‘was born with a head on her shoulders. All I ever done was encourage ’er to use it. Make ’er mother proud, she was still alive. Never been flighty, our Susan, not like them young ’uns who get ’anded it on a silver platter. Right?’


‘Right,’ said the cabby obligingly.


‘Ain’t been no cake-walk, I can tell you, raising ’er on me own. But now she’s hobnobbin’ with toffs there’ll be no lookin’ back. Proves it can be done, don’t it?’


‘Right,’ said the cabby, then, ‘What can be done?’


‘Silk purse, sow’s ear: need I say more?’


Susan had heard the phrase so often that it no longer rankled.


Dad had insisted on hiring a cab for the trip across town to Paddington. No daughter of his, he said, was going to stumble out of the Underground all damp and draggled like a workhouse rat. She was leaving for green pastures at last and, by George, he was going to be there to see her off even if it meant sacrificing half a shift and forgoing his eight pence worth of steak and onion pie in Stratton’s Dining Rooms to do it.


‘What education’s for, ain’t it?’ he rattled on. ‘Diplomas, she’s got five of ’em. An’ she speaks proper. Four years that took; four years of Saturday afternoons with Miss Armitage at a half-crown a pop. Can fool anyone if you speaks proper. Saw that in a play, I did, when Susie weren’t much more than a nipper.’ He chuckled. ‘Say somethin’, sweetheart. Give the man a earful of King’s English.’


Miss Armitage had been on the stage at one time and claimed to have acted with Mrs Patrick Campbell when they were girls. Susan didn’t know whether to believe her or not. Miss Armitage didn’t much care for Dad, though that didn’t stop her taking his money and doing her best to plane away the worst excesses of Susan’s cockney twang. Susan, in turn, had kept her end of the bargain and had practised her exercises assiduously at home in front of a mirror, though she’d hidden her new-found vocal mannerisms from everyone at school because she knew they’d only laugh. Later, however, when she’d gone out into the world as a registered stenographer her ability to ‘speak proper’ had landed her the agency’s plum jobs.


She inched forward and in a soft, carrying whisper mischievously recited the first verse of a Christina Rossetti poem that had been one of Miss Armitage’s favourites. ‘“Does the road wind uphill all the way? Yes, to the very end. Will the day’s journey take the whole long day? From morn to night, my friend.”’


‘See,’ her father said smugly. ‘Told yer, didn’t I?’


‘Right,’ said the cabby for the third time and, more irked than impressed, it seemed, reached behind him and snapped the little window shut.


‘What’s biting ’im?’ her father said.


‘It’s been a long day and it’s raining. I expect he’s tired.’


‘Yus, that must be it,’ her father said and, not much mollified, rested his brow against the glass and watched the London landmarks rush past in the gloom.


 


Vivian Proudfoot waited by the station bookstall. She was a tall woman in the region of forty, unseasonably clad in a hacking jacket, tweed skirt and cable-knit sweater. She looked, Susan thought, more like a member of the Hoxton Ramblers’ Club than a bestselling author. A briefcase rested against her calf and a bulging rucksack was strapped to her back, the weight of which tugged at her shoulders and made her bosom protrude alarmingly.


‘Mr Hooper!’ she trumpeted. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here.’


‘Come up by taxi,’ Matt Hooper said, ‘to wave ’er ladyship off.’


‘Don’t you think a girl of twenty might be capable of waving herself off?’ Miss Proudfoot said. ‘Female emancipation’s all the rage, you know.’


‘Our Susie ain’t never been away from ’ome before,’ her father said. ‘I don’t want ’er to get into no trouble.’


‘Susan will be fine,’ the woman assured him. ‘I’ll take good care of her.’


Then, hoisting up the briefcase and adjusting the straps of her rucksack, she marched off towards the platform, leaving Susan to plant a hasty kiss on her father’s cheek and follow on behind.


 


The summer sky still held hours of daylight but soot and rain had created an almost wintry murk through which signal lights and early lights in offices and shops blinked wanly as the train pulled out of the station.


Back home, to the east of Aldgate, the gutters ran like rivers and the river itself was the colour of rusty iron. You couldn’t see the river from the terraced house in Pitt Street but on wet nights like this you could smell it. For three years Susan had temped for lawyers, bondsmen and stockbrokers in elegant rooms and panelled chambers but no matter how late she’d returned Dad would be sitting up with a pot of tea and a plate of toast, anxious to hear what she’d been up to. Tonight, with her brother Ronnie out drinking as usual, her dad would be all alone.


‘You’re not sulking, are you?’ Vivian Proudfoot asked.


‘Of course not.’


‘Don’t tell me you’re scared?’


‘Perhaps a little.’


‘We’ll pop along for afternoon tea soon; that’ll perk you up.’


There were three men in the compartment busy reading newspapers and pretending they had no interest in the pretty young thing in the seat by the window.


Miss Proudfoot put a hand on Susan’s knee.


‘You’re not afraid of me, are you?’ she said. ‘It’s not as if we’re strangers.’


‘It’s not you,’ Susan said. ‘I don’t know what it is.’


‘A crisis of confidence would be my guess.’


‘Yes, I suppose you might call it that.’


Miss Proudfoot laughed. ‘Come now, Susan, we’re not lodging with the Astors. My brother and his brood aren’t in the least intimidating.’


‘Do they have servants?’


‘Oh, yes, a few: a cook, a day maid or two and, I dare say, some lad from the village to do the boots; nothing for you to worry about. Now you’ve raised the subject, however, may I remind you that you are not – repeat not – a servant. You are my personal assistant. If anyone orders you to tote luggage or fetch tea you have my permission – nay, my instruction – to tell them to push off and if they come over all high-hat then refer them, whoever they are, to me.’


‘Oh!’


‘Don’t look so stricken, girl. It won’t come to that. There’s an egalitarian streak in my brother that neither Harrow nor the Guards quite eliminated and if he does forget himself and become a trifle uppity his wife and daughters will soon put him in his place. Besides, my agent, Mercer Hughes, will be joining us. You’ve met him, haven’t you?’


‘No,’ Susan said, ‘actually, I haven’t.’


‘Then, my dear’ – Miss Proudfoot patted her knee – ‘you’ve a treat in store. There’s no one – repeat no one – quite like Mercer Hughes.’


 


By the time Matt Hooper reached Stratton’s Dining Rooms, Georgie was already taking in the menu board. It was about the only thing Georgie was allowed to do unsupervised, for the poor lad was several pence short of a shilling and too clumsy to be trusted with saucepans, dishes or knives.


‘Here, Georgie, let me give you a ’and with that,’ Matt Hooper offered.


Taking an end of the board, he backed through the street door into the empty shop. The tables had been cleared but the green and white chequered cloths that Nora’s auntie had sent over from Limerick had not been removed. Dishes clattered in the back kitchen where sinks, stoves and storerooms were situated and which served Nora Romano and her family as a living room when the business of the day was over. Matt leaned the blackboard against the base of the window so it wouldn’t drip on the linoleum.


‘Switch the slat, Georgie,’ he said. ‘I reckon you’re closed for the night.’


Georgie Romano was over six feet tall, a head taller than Matt. He still had the baffled stare of an eight-year-old, though, and only his size and the stubble that fringed his jaw indicated that he wasn’t some freakish child but a man in his twenties.


‘Mammy, Mammy says …’


‘Mammy says you’re closed, Georgie.’


‘She – she told you ’at?’


‘She did.’


The obvious question was ‘when’ but nothing was ever obvious to Georgie. He clapped his hands and tackled the wooden slat that hung from a cord on the window. He took it in both fists as if he were about to crush it like a tin can and, tongue between teeth, twisted it from ‘Open’ to ‘Closed’.


‘Okay, Mr ’Ooper?’ he asked anxiously.


‘Spot-on, Georgie. Spot-on,’ Matt said and, with a hand on the young man’s shoulder, steered him through the shop into the kitchen.


 


Nora Romano’s heart skipped a beat when she heard Matt barging about. She had her kids, her lodger and her cooking but Matt Hooper was the nearest thing she’d had to a man of her own since her husband, Leo, had emptied the cash drawer and scarpered with the tarty little piece from the Fawley Street fish bar.


Leo had always been an idle beggar whose ‘line of work’, as he called it, involved hanging about racetracks and drinking clubs and running errands for any of the shifty mob, Jews, Irish or Italians, who’d stand him a gin and grape juice and drop him a few bob now and then. When she’d first met him she’d asked him what kind of a name Leo was, fearing it might be Jewish, and he’d told her he’d been called Leonardo after the painter to distinguish him from a million other blokes named Romano who’d been born in the Eternal City.


The only decent thing Leo had ever done was help secure the lease of the dining rooms from old Harry Stratton. Even so, she’d been shaken by the manner of his departure. She’d even considered packing up and taking Georgie and her daughter, Breda, off to Limerick. Might have done it too if Matt Hooper hadn’t told her how much he’d miss her steak and onions.


‘Susie get away all right?’


‘Right as rain,’ Matt answered.


‘Turn on the waterworks, did she?’


‘Not ’er.’


‘You?’


‘Nah, not me neither,’ Matt said. ‘It ain’t like she’s goin’ off for good.’


He sat down, wiped his face with his cap, hung the cap on the knob of the chair then disconsolately rested his chin on his palm. He had broad shoulders, a determined sort of chin, hair greying above the ears and blue-grey eyes that didn’t seem to have a laugh in them. He was handsome, though. Even Breda thought so and Breda, at nineteen, was notoriously picky.


‘Anything good in the pot, Nora?’


‘Mince,’ Georgie chipped in. ‘Mince on Friday, Mr ’Ooper.’


‘Got enough for one more?’


‘I reckon we can find you a plate,’ said Nora.


Minced beef on toast was not the best meal on her menu but she did her market shopping on Saturday and on Friday night the family had to make do with leftovers. She placed four thick slices of bread under the grill of the big gas stove then stepped into the corridor at the rear of the kitchen and called to Breda, who was putting on her face in the bedroom upstairs.


‘Can’t believe Susie’s gone,’ Matt said. ‘It’s not for me to stand in ’er way, though.’


‘Stand in her way?’ said Nora. ‘What you talkin’ about? It was you what pushed her in the first place.’


‘I only put a word in.’


‘Some word!’ said Nora. ‘From what I hear you practically had an arm lock on that Proudfoot woman.’


‘It was all done through the typing agency.’


‘It ain’t being done through no typing agency now, though, is it?’


‘That’s true,’ Matt Hooper admitted. ‘But if things don’t work out with Miss Proudfoot, the agency’ll take Susie back. She’s the best they got.’


‘Not that you’re biased, like.’


He had the decency to grin. ‘Nah, not that I’m biased.’


Matt’s wife, Freda, had died soon after giving birth to Susan and his mother had stubbornly refused to raise another baby. His father had slipped him a few bob to pay for a wet nurse and had offered sound advice. ‘First thing you do is find some old woman to tend the kids while you’re on shift. Second thing you do is register as a pacifist. Keep you out o’ the war an’, most like, on the dock. Be a long war, no matter what Asquith tells us. War or no war, the merchants of London won’t starve. So tighten your belt, son, an’ go an’ do what has to be done for your kiddies.’


Matt had followed his father’s advice to the letter. He’d sworn off tobacco, booze and women, every pleasure except an occasional night at the Adelphi when Leo Romano had finagled free tickets from one of his dubious acquaintances. But now, as he watched Breda Romano push away her empty plate and fish for the packet of ciggies she kept tucked in the leg of her drawers, a trace of the old appetites rose up in him again.


Breda tapped the pack, flipped out a cigarette, lit it, inhaled deeply and blew smoke though her nose. ‘Whatcha gonna do now, Mr ’Ooper,’ she said, ‘now you got nobody to go ’ome to?’


‘But I do have somebody to go ’ome to,’ Matt answered.


‘Who’s ’at then?’


‘Ronnie.’


‘Ronnie!’ The girl snorted. ‘You ain’t gonna see none o’ Ronnie tonight.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘He’ll have himself a fancy piece. Ain’t you got a fancy piece, Mr ’Ooper?’


‘Nah,’ Matt said. ‘I ain’t got a fancy piece.’


Breda wetted her lips and sat back. She had a chest on her, that much he had noticed, and she knew how to use those big Italian eyes. If he didn’t know better he’d swear she was flirting with him.


‘’Ow about my ma,’ Breda said. ‘Ain’t she fancy enough for yer?’


‘Breda!’ Nora snapped.


‘I’m just ’aving ’im on,’ Breda purred. ‘Well, Mr ’Ooper, what is it? Ain’t my ma fancy enough for you? Or ain’t you man enough for ’er?’


Matt said, ‘You want me to answer your question, Breda, it’ll cost yer.’


‘Cost me what?’


‘One of them cigarettes.’


The girl smirked. ‘Yeah, right!’


‘Nah,’ Matt said. ‘I mean it.’


She shrugged, tapped the last cigarette from the packet, lit it and held it out across the table. When Matt reached for it she drew it away. He reached again and again she withdrew it, then, like the strike of a snake, he shot out a hand and caught her wrist. He drew her forward until her breasts were crushed against the table top.


Breda, round-eyed, opened her fingers and let him remove the cigarette.


Matt Hooper sat back and, tipping his chin towards the ceiling, savoured the cheap little smoke as if it were a fine cigar.


‘Now,’ he said thickly, ‘what was your question again?’


 


There was something quaint about Hereford railway station, something not quite twentieth century. Lugging her suitcase, Susan followed her employer out on to the pavement to be greeted by a great canopy of sky, a broad well-lit high street and a taste of country air which, if not exactly wine, was a deal fresher than the stuff that seeped through the back streets of Shadwell. A mud-spattered, open-topped motorcar was parked outside the station. A man in a frayed army trench-coat, corduroy breeches and rubberised boots stood by it, grinning.


Dropping her briefcase, Vivian wrapped her arms around him.


‘David, you scoundrel!’ she cried. ‘My God, you look like a scarecrow.’


‘Been busy, old sausage. How you?’


‘Me fine. Starved.’


‘Gwen’s waiting supper.’


‘Glad to hear it.’


‘Who’s this?’


‘My new assistant, Miss Hooper.’


He offered his hand. ‘Proudfoot.’


The hand was dry and hard, the grip not quite crippling.


‘Pleased ter – to meet you, sir,’ said Susan politely.


Mr Proudfoot heaved Vivian’s rucksack into the rear seat, followed it with Susan’s suitcase, then, taking Susan’s arm, helped her into the car. He slid into the driver’s seat next to his sister.


‘Now, remember, David, this is not Kop Hill,’ Vivian told him, ‘and you are not Raymond Mays. Don’t go showing off.’


‘Yes, my dear,’ David Proudfoot said, slammed the car into gear and shot it forward into the high street while Susan cowered nervously among the luggage and, quite literally, held on to her hat.


 


In London you didn’t have to think about where you were going. East was east and west meant the West End and if you got lost somewhere in between there was always a bus route to follow, a handy Underground station or some passer-by willing to steer you in the right direction. There were no such navigational aids in the country, Susan realised. Once they’d left the town behind, churches, humped stone bridges and timbered buildings leapt at her out of the darkness with, here and there, the glimpse of a barn or whitewashed cottage.


When Mr Proudfoot swung the car into a rutted lane the suitcase toppled into her lap, the rucksack pressed her against the door and it crossed her mind that if the door flew open she would be thrown out and no one – certainly not Mr Proudfoot – would be any the wiser.


The car flew past a listing signpost – Hackles – and a few yards further on a lawn, silvered by moonlight, the posts of a tennis court and – Susan blinked – a man seated on top of an umpire’s chair. He rose, swaying. ‘At last the goddess has come upon us,’ he shouted at the pitch of his voice. ‘About bloody time too.’


‘Is that him?’ Susan asked. ‘Is that your agent?’


‘Yes,’ Vivian answered. ‘That’s Mercer playing the fool, as usual.’


The car nosed to a halt in front of a huge, two-storey, Tudor-style farmhouse and Susan sat back and let out her breath. Wherever she was and however she’d got here, she knew that at last she’d arrived.
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He loped across the lawn, stepped over the knee-high hedge that bordered the tennis court and, in a gesture that struck Susan as very French, kissed Vivian first on one cheek and then the other. He glanced at Susan and obviously deciding that she wasn’t worthy of attention, put an arm about Vivian’s waist and escorted her along the pathway to the porch.


Four gnarled pillars supported a steep thatched roof that reminded Susan of a Rackham illustration in a book of fairy tales that she’d admired in the bookcase in Sir Alfred Pennington’s chambers. Sir Alfred had noted her interest and, being a kindly old gent, had taken out the book and had shown it to her. He had turned the pages one by one, very gingerly, his hands so pale and spotted that they might have been drawn by the fairy-tale artist too.


‘Theory is’ – David Proudfoot came up behind her – ‘that the whole tottering edifice started with the porch and just growed like little Topsy.’ He paused. ‘I don’t suppose you know who little Topsy is, do you?’


Susan knew perfectly well who little Topsy was – she’d read Uncle Tom’s Cabin in three different versions, courtesy of Shadwell public library – but she nursed a suspicion that ignorance was expected of her.


She shook her head. ‘No, sir. I don’t.’


‘My daughter, Caro, was afraid of that porch when she was little,’ Mr Proudfoot said. ‘Wouldn’t set foot inside it even in broad daylight. Supposed to be haunted. Not the porch, the house. Ghost of some Civil War heroine is reputed to float about upstairs but I’ve never seen her. Not scared of ghosts, are you?’


‘Never met one, sir,’ said Susan. ‘Don’t suppose they’ll do me no harm.’


‘Sensible attitude,’ David Proudfoot said. ‘Viv will give you the grand tour tomorrow, I expect. The house is not entirely without historical merit. Hungry?’


‘Yes, sir, I am rather.’


‘Straight ahead,’ David Proudfoot told her. ‘Watch out for the step.’


He ushered her under the brow of thatch, through a doorway into a hall.


Black-painted beams and a sagging plaster ceiling loomed overhead. An electrical light bulb dangled from a twisted cord and a big lamp in a parchment shade flickered on a corner table. There were doors everywhere, black-painted like the beams. David Proudfoot nudged her with the suitcase.


‘Kitchen’s at the end of the passage,’ he said. ‘I’ll take the luggage upstairs. Do you need to make use of the facilities?’


‘The what?’ Susan said.


‘The lavatory.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Thank you all the same.’


She took off her hat, tidied her hair, then, throwing back her shoulders, pushed open the door and headed along a passageway. A moment later she found herself in a kitchen so vast that it might comfortably have accommodated three families from Shadwell with room to spare for lodgers and dogs.


‘Ah, there you are!’ said Vivian. ‘Where’s David?’


‘Taking the luggage upstairs,’ said Susan.


‘Is he, indeed?’ said Mercer Hughes. ‘Isn’t that your job?’


‘Now, now, Mercer,’ said Vivian. ‘She isn’t a skivvy, you know.’


A slim, very pretty woman with short fluffy fair hair was folding napkins. Beside her, holding a casserole dish wrapped in a towel, was a plump older woman. Two girls, clearly sisters, were seated at a long oak table set for supper. Mercer Hughes stood behind the elder of the girls, a stocky blonde not quite Susan’s age.


‘Where do you find them, Vivian?’ he said. ‘Selfridges’ budget basement? Where are you from, my dear? You’re a little too well scrubbed for Silvertown. Stepney, by any chance?’


Susan had encountered too many arrogant bullies while temping in the City to be cowed by a literary agent.


‘Shadwell,’ she said. ‘You’re out by only a few streets, sir. You seem to know the East End of London pretty well. Were you born there?’


Mercer Hughes laughed. ‘I suppose I asked for that. Must say, Miss …’


‘Hooper,’ Vivian informed him. ‘Susan Hooper.’


‘Must say, Miss Hooper, you don’t sound like a citizen of Shadwell.’


‘Chelsea,’ piped up the younger girl. ‘She sounds like Chelsea.’


‘She doesn’t sound a bit like Chelsea,’ said the blonde waspishly.


‘Girls,’ the woman spoke up, ‘may I remind you it’s not polite to discuss someone in the third person.’ She glided round the table and held out her hand. ‘I’m Gwen Proudfoot. These uncultured creatures are my daughters, Eleanor and Caroline. Mrs Wentworth is our cook. You, I imagine, are Vivian’s new secretary.’


‘Oh, a typist!’ Caro Proudfoot said. ‘How exciting! Perhaps you’ll teach me to type, Miss Hooper. I’d so much like to learn.’


‘Susan won’t have time to teach you anything,’ Vivian informed her niece. ‘She’ll be far too busy. We’re here to work.’


‘Hammering out your next bestseller?’ Eleanor asked.


‘Absolutely,’ Vivian answered.


‘Another Bible story?’ said Caro.


‘In Defence of Herod was hardly a Bible story.’ Mercer Hughes tapped the little girl lightly on the crown of her head. ‘Haven’t you read it?’


‘Papa wouldn’t let me,’ Caro pouted.


‘Papa wouldn’t let you what?’ David Proudfoot entered the kitchen. ‘What slander is this you’ve cooked up against me now?’


‘Aunt Vivian’s book,’ said Eleanor.


‘Oh, that!’ David said. ‘No, well, you’re far too young for political manifestos, Caroline.’


‘I’m twelve,’ Caro reminded him. ‘You let Eleanor read it.’


‘And how did Eleanor find it?’ Vivian asked.


‘Incredibly dull,’ Eleanor answered.


‘Oh, you fibber, Elly. You said you loved it,’ Caro protested.


‘To protect my tender feelings, no doubt,’ said Vivian.


‘Absolutely!’ Eleanor Proudfoot declared and at that moment, Susan thought, not only looked but even sounded like a miniature version of her aunt.


 


Georgie had fallen asleep slumped across the table, his head cradled on his arms. Nora had stacked cups and plates on the draining board and had placed the greasy pots and pans in a neat row on newspapers on the floor.


All very orderly and methodical, Matt thought, her routine. It didn’t occur to him to pick up a dish mop and help out. Eccentric he might be but not as eccentric as all that. Half the women in Pitt Street already thought he was a sissy because he wouldn’t let his precious Susan play in the street and, like some fussy old hen, called her in to do her homework or eat her bite of supper off a plate. He’d even been spotted in the public washhouse rinsing blouses, knickers and vests, and whistling as if he were enjoying himself.


Nora was still trim and moved without the shuffle most women of her age developed when their arches fell. She was no doll like Breda, had never been a doll like Breda, not even when Leo had picked her out of the crowd. For a woman who spent the best part of eighteen hours a day slaving over a stove she was wearing pretty well, though.


‘What you thinkin’ about?’ Nora said. ‘You thinkin’ about Susan?’


Matt realised with a start that he hadn’t spared his daughter a passing thought for at least twenty minutes.


‘She’ll be all right,’ he said gruffly.


‘Sure an’ I’m sure she will.’


There was still a trace of Irish in Nora’s voice, a lilt that forty years consorting with cockneys hadn’t smothered. When he’d been half seas over and maudlin with it, Leo had called her ‘his fair colleen’. He’d called her a lot less flattering names when he’d been stone-cold sober and had often told Matt that she was no damned good for anything except cooking and thumping.


Nora sipped tea. It left a little milky bow on the hair of her upper lip. She put out her tongue and, delicate as a cat, licked it off.


‘This Proudfoot woman, not married, is she?’


‘Not far as I know,’ Matt answered.


‘She the sort likes girls then?’


‘Don’t know what you mean,’ said Matt, flushing.


‘Sure an’ you do.’


In fact, he didn’t know what she meant, not exactly. He’d read articles in the News of the World about the queer things that went on in some clubs in Soho – women wearing monocles and top hats and dancing together – but he preferred to keep the door closed on all that sort of stuff.


‘Look, Nora,’ he said, ‘you wanna know about Miss Proudfoot, I’ll tell you about Miss Proudfoot. She wrote this book, see. Everybody read it – well, everybody with half a brain. When she come to talk at the Institute I toddled along to ’ear what she had to say. There was a mob protestin’ outside, Jew boys an’ Bolshies mostly. Sloane – you remember Sloane?’


‘Can’t say I do.’


‘Pal of Leo’s back in the old days. Anyhow, Sloane asked me to see Miss Proudfoot safe off the premises. Miss Proudfoot an’ me gets talkin’ while we’re waitin’ for her cab. She lets out she’s on the scout for a new assistant.’


‘And you just happen to have one handy.’


‘Gave ’er Susan’s name and the name of the agency but never thought nothing would come of it. Next thing Susan’s working up in town where Miss Proudfoot has a office. Next thing after that, Miss Proudfoot asks to meet me, Sunday, in Regent’s Park. We ’ave tea, very civil like. She tells me she wants Susie exclusive and she’ll pay seventy shillings a week. Seventy shillings! Geeze, Nora, I never earned seventy shillings a week in me life. She asks my permission. I ask Susan. Susan says yes. I say yes – and Bob’s your uncle. I done the right thing by ’er, didn’t I?’ He paused, frowning. ‘Didn’t I, Nora?’


Oh yes, Nora thought, you done the right thing by her, but if you think she’ll come trotting back to Shadwell the same girl as she went away you’ve another think coming, Matt Hooper.


‘No man could’ve done better,’ she assured him, then, irked by his self-righteousness, threw herself into her chores.


 


The living room was like something from Country Life, all squashy sofas and deep armchairs covered in flowery chintz. The fireplace, as broad as it was tall, was flanked by wicker baskets filled with logs. At the far end of the room was a piano and shelves crammed with books.


Mrs Wentworth brought in coffee. Mrs Proudfoot served it in tiny cups as delicate as eggshells while her husband busied himself pouring brandy.


‘Here,’ Vivian said, ‘come, sit by me, Susan.’


Juggling her coffee cup, Susan lowered herself on to the sofa.


She’d already discovered that the girls were on holiday from a boarding school she’d never heard of, that Mr Proudfoot had a house in Mayfair where he stayed when business took him to London and that Mercer Hughes numbered several celebrities among his clients and wasn’t above talking about them.


‘I hope you don’t spread gossip about me, Mercer,’ said Vivian.


‘What’s there to spread? You’re a hard-working author with an intellect H.G. himself might envy.’


‘Who’s H.G.?’ said Caro.


The girl had planted herself on a cushion on the floor at Susan’s feet. It was almost eleven o’clock but no one seemed to mind that the child was up so late.


‘H.G. Wells. He wrote The Invisible Man,’ said Eleanor.


‘Oh, I loved that film,’ said Caro.


‘Nonsense,’ Gwen Proudfoot put in. ‘It gave you nightmares.’


‘Do you know him, Aunt Viv?’ Eleanor asked. ‘Wells, I mean.’


‘We’ve met once or twice.’


‘You’re far too modest,’ Mercer Hughes said. ‘Wells thinks highly of you.’


‘Well,’ Vivian said, ‘I’m certainly not one of his disciples.’


‘Yes,’ Gwen Proudfoot said. ‘One gathers that Mr Wells is vehemently against territorialism, though I’ve heard it said he’s not opposed to Jews.’


‘What makes you think I am?’ Vivian asked.


‘Your articles in The Times,’ Gwen answered.


Vivian shrugged. ‘Someone had to pay for my trip to Palestine. Thanks to Mercer’s persuasive powers The Times agreed to foot the bill.’


‘And got rather more than they bargained for,’ said Gwen.


‘The editor – Dawson – was by no means displeased by the controversy Viv’s articles caused,’ Mercer Hughes put in. ‘In fact, he’d love to ship her over to Jerusalem right now to report on the Arab uprisings.’


‘No, thank you,’ Vivian said. ‘I’ve no desire to be stoned by Arabs or shot at by Jews just to satisfy Dawson’s need for increased circulation.’


‘Who will you defend in your next book?’ Gwen asked. ‘Mussolini?’


‘Il Duce needs no defence from me,’ Vivian replied tartly.


Susan sipped coffee and kept her mouth shut. Her dad might be a crane operator on Shadwell Dock and her brother nothing but a butcher’s assistant but when it came to politics they were probably better informed than anyone here. And if, by magic, she could whisk Danny Cahill, Nora Romano’s dour Scottish lodger, into this chintzy living room then, by gum, the sparks would fly.


‘Look at you, Susan,’ Mrs Proudfoot said. ‘Do you mind if I call you Susan?’


‘Not at all.’


‘Look at you; you can hardly keep your eyes open. We’re used to sitting up half the night setting the world to rights but you must be exhausted.’


‘Come along, ladies,’ David said, ‘up the wooden stairs to Bedfordshire.’ He took the brandy glass from his sister and passed it to his wife, then, clasping Vivian’s hand, heaved her out of the depths of the sofa.


‘Breakfast at six, shall we say?’


‘Six?’ Vivian said. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m a writer not a bloody milkmaid. You’ll find me hovering over the coffee pot about nine if you’re lucky. You, I take it, are sleeping in the cottage, Mercer?’


‘Exiled from paradise as usual,’ the agent said. ‘Tomorrow we must have a little tête-à-tête, just thee and me, Vivian.’


‘Business, I suppose?’ said Vivian.


‘Of course – business. What else would it be?’


‘One lives in hope,’ said Vivian. ‘Are you down for the week?’


‘Until Thursday.’


‘Is Charles looking after the shop?’


‘He is; the faithful Charles.’


‘I don’t know why he puts up with you.’


‘Because I bring home the bacon. Don’t I, my sweet?’


‘That you do, that you do,’ Vivian conceded and offered her cheek for a kiss.
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The cow looked at Susan and Susan looked at the cow.


Caro said, ‘Her name’s Daisy. Not awfully original, I know, but Daddy bought her as a milker about four years ago and that’s the only name she’ll answer to. Quite pretty, isn’t she? For a cow, I mean?’


‘Quite pretty,’ Susan agreed. ‘Quite noisy too.’


‘Oh, you heard her, did you?’ Caro said.


‘Hard not to.’


‘She does kick up rather a fuss when her bag’s full.’


‘Her bag?’


‘Where the milk comes from.’


‘Oh!’ Susan said. ‘Who sees to the milking?’


‘Mr Garrett or one of his girls.’


‘Is Mr Garrett a farmer?’


‘Not really,’ said Caro. ‘He’s our manager. He does everything that has to be done – except for the apples. Mr Wentworth looks after the apples. Will you be here for the picking?’


‘I really don’t know,’ said Susan. ‘When is the picking?’


‘Depends on the weather,’ said Caro. ‘Usually after we’ve gone back to school. You can stroke her nose if you like.’


‘I think,’ Susan said, ‘I’ll not bother, if it’s all the same to you.’


The girl laughed. ‘You don’t like it here, do you?’


‘I’ve only been here ten minutes,’ Susan said. ‘I don’t know whether I like it or not. It’s different where I live.’


Caro nodded. ‘I know: the slums.’


‘Who told you that? Was it Mr Hughes?’


‘Mr Hughes? No, it wasn’t Mercer. Why would you think that?’


‘I – I don’t know.’


The cow had wakened her at an ungodly hour. Wrapped in her raincoat in lieu of a dressing-gown, she’d tiptoed along the passageway to the bathroom. The bath was a great coffin-shaped object perched on dragon’s claws and topped by a copper boiler that would fetch a fair bob or two, no questions asked, from any scrap merchant in Whitechapel. The cistern, hidden behind a panel, had groaned and retched after Susan had pulled the chain and was still retching and groaning when she’d scurried back to her room where Caro was lying in wait.


‘It’s a lovely morning. Would you like to go for a walk?’


Susan would have preferred tea and toast and a half-hour with the Daily Express but, for fear of giving offence, she’d said, ‘Yes, of course.’


Little bundles of white cloud floated high overhead. The air smelled sweet, almost cloying. A bushy hedge flanked the pasture. Behind it were big trees, dense and green. There were sounds, strange sounds: clanking from behind the house and a faint faraway drone, like bees at a hive, and a dog barking and a rooster crowing, faint too and distant.


Caro steered her across the pasture into the wood.


The grass, wet with dew, swished against Susan’s bare legs as she ducked beneath the monstrous boughs. Where the wood ended the land fell steeply in a chequerboard of fields, hedges and orchards. Riding on the distant horizon, like an inky scribble, was a line of hills.


‘That’s Wales,’ Caro told her.


‘What? All of it?’


‘No, the mountains, just the mountains,’ Caro said. ‘Best view in England, Daddy says. Mercer has a painting of it from a hundred years ago and it looks just the same. Mercer says Daddy should move the farmhouse here, brick by brick, and then we could call it “Hackles Rising”, but Daddy doesn’t think that’s funny. It wasn’t always Hackles. On Daddy’s old maps it’s Hockles because that was the name of the family that owned the land.’


‘How much land does your father own?’


‘Oh, not much. Seventy acres, I think. This isn’t our ground. Our ground stops at the hedge. Our orchard’s on the other side of the house.’


‘Is that where the cottage is?’ said Susan. ‘Where Mr Hughes sleeps?’


‘Yes, closer to Gadney.’


‘Gadney?’


‘The village,’ Caro said. ‘Actually, it’s closer to the priory, but that’s just a ruin. Mercer says it should be taken down before it falls on top of him. Would you like to see the priory?’


‘Not if it’s going to fall on top of me.’


‘That’s just Mercer being silly. It’s quite safe.’


‘In that case I’d love to see the priory,’ Susan said. ‘But right now I think I’d better be getting back in case Miss Proudfoot has work for me to do.’


‘Typing?’


‘Typing, yes, and other things.’


‘What other things?’ Caro said.


‘I’m not quite sure,’ said Susan. ‘Do we have a quiet place to work in?’


‘The barn,’ Caro said. ‘Daddy’s lending you the barn.’


‘With or without the cow?’ said Susan.


 


No vans or buses ventured along Thornton Street but by ten o’clock on Saturday morning through traffic, mostly pedestrian and mostly female, had all but obliterated Ronnie Hooper’s view of Gertler’s (Kosher) Butchers which lay directly opposite Herr Brauschmidt’s High Class Pork & Beef where he, Ronnie, was employed.


It didn’t bother Ronnie that Mr Gertler hired a Shabbat goy to ensure that his shop was kept open on Saturday and that gentiles were therefore free to purchase slices of Gertler’s famous veal loaf and spiced beef sausage in spite of what God, or was it Moses, had set down as the thirty-nine principles of labour where there was written, Herr Brauschmidt ranted, not a word about unfair competition.


In the early years of the Great War Herr Brauschmidt’s shop had been ransacked by anti-German mobs, while his three sons, English in all but name, had been running the gauntlet of the Kaiser’s U-boats with the British fleet in the North Atlantic. Small wonder his boys had called Poppa crazy for staying put in Shadwell and, soon after the Armistice, had abandoned England and Poppa for a better life in America.


Unlike his employer, or his dad for that matter, Ronnie harboured no animosity towards the children of Israel. Indeed, on Saturdays he would hover outside the shop in the hope that Ruth Gertler would come strutting by on her way to the synagogue, swinging her hips and flashing her dark eyes. If Herr Brauschmidt caught him ogling the luscious young creature, though, Ronnie would be treated to a lecture on the perils of consorting with Jews, which completely ignored the fact that Ronnie had a reputation as a free-thinker who would consort with practically anyone provided anyone was female.


The fittings in Herr Brauschmidt’s front shop were very up-to-date: tile, brushed steel and marble, glass counter guards and one small refrigerated unit that had cost an arm and a leg. The dead pigs, bald and headless, that hung outside the window were put there only to annoy Mr Gertler. When custom was slack, it was one of Ronnie’s tasks to stand guard over these unappetising examples of the butcher’s art and give them a whisk with a cloth to chase away the flies, which is precisely what he was doing when he spotted Danny Cahill with Georgie in tow weaving up the pavement through the crowd.


Georgie, as usual, was holding on to Danny’s hand like a little kid and Danny, as usual, didn’t give a toss.


‘Haw, Ron,’ Danny said. ‘Has the princess come past yet?’


‘Not yet.’


Danny Cahill had been resident in Shadwell for almost a dozen years but hadn’t quite shed his guttural Glasgow accent.


He said, ‘Your optimism never ceases tae amaze me.’


‘She’ll come round,’ said Ronnie. ‘Just give ’er time.’


‘Admit it, man, she’s out o’ your league.’


‘I’ll admit nothing of the bleedin’ kind,’ said Ronnie. ‘Hey, Georgie, you going for a ice cream?’


Georgie beamed. ‘Breda gimme sixpence.’


‘If he keeps his nose clean,’ Danny said, ‘he might get a toffee apple too.’


‘Toffee apple, yum.’ Georgie might have yanked Danny away there and then if Danny hadn’t planted his feet like a boxer and held his ground.


‘Missed you down the Crown last night,’ Ronnie said.


‘I was on second shift. Busy night for news an’ all.’


‘What happened to that geezer on trial at the Bailey; you hear?’


‘Brief entered a special late plea.’


‘What? Mitigation?’


‘Self-defence,’ said Danny. ‘Claimed the wife threw a bottle at his client.’


‘And he just hit ’er accidental like?’


‘Aye, forty-nine times,’ Danny said. ‘Jury came in with a guilty verdict in less than an hour.’


‘He’ll swing, won’t he?’


‘He’ll swing,’ Danny confirmed. ‘It was only worth half a para. Nobody gives a monkey’s about domestics. Domestics don’t sell newspapers. Chucked the copy at the night editor and shot the crow afore Bags could hand me some other item he’s too lazy to gun up himself.’


Danny had worked for the newspaper since he’d arrived in London at the age of fifteen. By sheer persistence, he’d risen from messenger to subeditor in ‘the whispering gallery’, that enormous room through which news flowed from all corners of the globe.


‘So what’d you do?’ Ronnie asked.


‘Grabbed a late pie an’ a pint in Masefield’s an’ mooched off home. Bumped into your old man, by the way. He looked kinda down in the mouth.’


‘He’s missing his little pet,’ said Ronnie.


‘She went, did she?’


‘’Course she went,’ Ronnie said. ‘If she hadn’t the old man would’ve thrown a fit. Nothing’s gonna stop his golden girl, not if he can ’elp it.’


‘Hereford?’


‘Yeah.’


‘With that fascist bitch?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I just hope your old man knows what he’s let Susie in for.’


‘Seventy bob a week and a entrée – is that the word?’


‘Close enough,’ said Danny.


‘A entrée into high society.’


‘They’ll have her knickers off before she knows what’s hit her,’ Danny said. ‘Those snotty bastards think young lassies like Susie are theirs for the askin’.’


‘Okay, okay,’ said Ronnie. ‘No need to snap at me.’


‘Sorry,’ said Danny. ‘I just hate to see your sister goin’ the way o’ all flesh.’


Two women, one young, stopped by the window. The elder of the two was wrapped in a shawl, a baby, barefoot, clinging to her breast. They glanced at Georgie and warily retreated three or four paces. The younger fished a purse from her skirt and, stooped over like a miser, stirred the coins with her forefinger, a sound that brought Herr Brauschmidt hastening to the door.


His apron was clean and his shirt so white it seemed dazzling in the sunlight. He was a big man, big-bellied, his cheeks ruddy with the exertions of the chopping block. He carried a thin, razor-sharp knife in one hand. The woman in the shawl pulled the baby closer to her chest as if she feared that the German was about to carve up her infant and feed him through the mincer.


‘Got nice haslet for you today, ladies,’ Herr Brauschmidt said affably. ‘Nice bit of West of England brisket. Do hubby nice for Sunday dinner. Got nice cheap ox liver, go down a treat.’


‘’Ow cheap?’ said the baby carrier.


‘Ten pence the pound.’


The keeper of the purse scowled and shook her head.


‘Bones?’ Herr Brauschmidt suggested. ‘Nice bones?’


Another shake of the head, another suspicious glance at Georgie and the women retreated, bound, it seemed, for Gertler’s. With a pained expression Herr Brauschmidt watched them depart, then, wagging the knife, told Ronnie to stop cluttering up the pavement and get his arse inside.


Ronnie shrugged. ‘Gotta go, Danny. See you later, uh?’


‘Nah.’ Danny hesitated. ‘I’ve somethin’ to do up west.’


‘Skirt?’


‘I should be so lucky. It’s work – kinda.’


‘I thought you was off Saturday?’


‘I’m the eye that never sleeps,’ said Danny. ‘Remember?’ Taking Georgie by the hand, he turned to leave.


‘Hoy,’ Ronnie called out. ‘You mean that about our Susie?’


‘What about your Susie?’


‘’Bout losing her knickers to a toff?’


‘Nope,’ Danny said, ‘just kiddin’,’ and then, with Georgie straining at the leash, headed off towards Cable Street in search of an ice cream stall.


 


The little building was more like a library than a barn. There were no cows, no chickens, no feed sacks or bales of hay and the walls were lined with bookshelves packed with volumes old and new. A barrel stove and several oil-lamps indicated that the barn had no electrical supply but four vertical windows provided ample light. The desk and typewriter were almost new. The machine was flanked by a box of plain paper, three notepads and a pewter pot bristling with pencils. A hessian rug linked the desk to a sagging leather couch upon which Vivian was taking her ease.


‘Do we have everything?’ she asked.


‘I’m not sure what everything is,’ said Susan.


‘Coffee, biscuits, cigarettes.’


‘Yes, we have everything.’


‘Well’ – Vivian heaved herself to her feet – ‘since I’m not here for the good of my health I suppose I’d better get on with it.’


From the mass of notes and clippings in Vivian’s briefcase Susan had already extracted the slim cardboard folder that contained the outline of Vivian’s proposed new book, The Wheel of History. Poised at the keyboard, she watched Vivian, a cigarette dangling from her lips, wander about the barn in search of inspiration.


‘I don’t know what Mercer expects from me,’ the woman said. ‘What if Herod was a fluke? I had things to say in Herod. I had a focus, a point of view that turned out to be more in tune with popular sentiment than I’d anticipated.’ She peered, frowning, into the sunlight and sucked on her cigarette. ‘What the devil am I doing here, Susan?’


‘Working,’ Susan suggested.


Vivian perched on an arm of the sofa. ‘Did you happen to encounter Mercer on your morning perambulation? Did Caro take you to the cottage?’


‘No.’


‘He’s probably still sleeping – or he’s brought manuscripts to read. I tend to forget I’m not his only client.’ Vivian sighed. ‘I thought he’d show up for breakfast. I wonder if he’s avoiding me?’


Susan cleared her throat. ‘Perhaps we could start with the table of contents and begin filling in a few blanks.’


‘You’re right, Susan. What do we have so far?’


‘Not a great deal.’


‘I distinctly recall dictating heading notes to you before we left London. Didn’t you type them up?’


‘Of course I did.’


‘Then read.’ Vivian rolled on to the sofa and stretched out, forearm covering her eyes. ‘Read, why don’t you?’


Susan adopted her best Miss Armitage voice and rhymed off the headings. ‘The Grand Sanhedrin; Freemasons, Jesuits and Jews; Priests, Mages and Men-Kings; The Folly of Moses Mendelssohn; The Role of the Inquisitor; The—’


Vivian groaned. ‘That’s enough.’ She sat up. ‘I have absolutely no idea where I’m going with this stuff. It’s all so damned vague.’


‘It is rather,’ Susan agreed, then, after a moment, added, ‘I know what sort of book my father would like you to write.’


‘Do you?’ said Vivian. ‘What would that be?’


‘A book of conspiracies,’ Susan said. ‘Secret plots to take over the world. I think that’s why he liked Herod so much and went to hear you lecture.’


‘I thought he was just trying to land you a job,’ Vivian said.


‘Oh, but he didn’t know you were looking for a secretary.’


‘I’m joking, child, just joking.’ Vivian clicked her tongue against her teeth. ‘However, I think you may be on to something.’


‘My friend Danny Cahill says you can’t go far wrong telling people what they’re already disposed to believe,’ Susan said.


‘That’s very sagacious of him. Is he a stevedore too?’


‘Actually,’ Susan said, ‘he works in Fleet Street.’


Vivian brayed with laughter and was still laughing when, a second later, Mercer Hughes popped his head round the barn door.


‘How goes it, Viv?’ he asked.


‘Smooth as silk, my dear,’ Vivian told him. ‘Now bugger off.’


Which, rather to Susan’s surprise, he did.
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When, in the winter of 1923, Danny stumbled into Stratton’s Dining Rooms with nothing but seven shillings and a parcel of old clothes to his name the first thing he saw was Breda Romano perched on her brother Georgie’s shoulders screaming like a banshee while Georgie, egged on by a room full of cabmen, lumbered about like a dancing bear, swinging the terrified kid round and round, her head bouncing off the light shade, her bare legs smeared with something that might be gravy or might be something a deal less savoury.


Despatched from St Finian’s Orphanage in Glasgow with a rail ticket to London, three half-crowns and a torn penny map of the capital, Danny had clambered on to the wrong bus at Euston and had missed Fleet Street by a mile. He’d been too shy, or too proud, to ask the conductor for help but had twigged at length that warehouse walls and gigantic cranes weren’t what you’d expect to find in the hub of a newspaper empire and had dropped off at the next stop which, as it happened, was fifty yards from Stratton’s.


It was coming on dusk and it was raining. He’d eaten nothing all day but a bun and had no idea where he would lay his head that night. Though he was only fifteen years old, five feet five inches tall, skinny as a rake and alone in a strange city, bullying was bullying no matter how small you were or where you came from.


‘Hey,’ he shouted. ‘Pit her doon.’
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