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In memory of Jeanne and George Butler




JACK


Jack Chalmers was a man of few words, married to a woman of many. Hardly unusual, though it would be fair to say they had been married for longer than most. Seventy years tomorrow. They were having a party, because Bet had insisted. There were so few people left to invite, but his wife had been adamant – had talked about olives and music and dancing with such excitement he hadn’t liked to say no.


But tomorrow was tomorrow, and today Jack was doing what he did every morning: walking from the new flat – they had lived there almost five years, but both still called it new – to Elephant and Castle shopping centre. It wouldn’t exist for much longer; that’s what people said. They had been promising to knock it down for years, but there it still was, with its blue paint cracked and stained; a line of gold-tinted windows around its upper edge; the long curved ramp leading to red-framed doors; and inside, floor tiles flecked white and orange, grey and black; the air still and bright. Wires looped from wooden carts up to plug sockets on the orange pillars. Stallholders heaped their wares – handbags, African headscarves, plastic-wrapped duvets – onto flimsy tables. The fake plants hanging from the pillars in their silver cornet-shaped pots looked like they needed a water.


It seemed to him that every day he got a little bit slower, a little bit less stable. He would stop, often, leaning his weight onto his stick, breathing carefully. There were people who brushed past, their shoulders or bags knocking against him, tutting or swearing under their breath. London was such a rush-about city – everyone would be happier if he stayed at home. But he had his health to think about. Men died before women – he had read the statistics – and he wasn’t about to leave Bet on her own.


Every day he walked the same route: along Amelia Street, under the railway bridge to the Walworth Road. Left to the crossing where he waited for the green man who hardly gave him enough time to get from one side to the other. The red-brick building opposite had a blue sign: Sexual Health Clinic. Bet would laugh if he told her, but it took him a little by surprise each time he saw it. The library and the museum next door had their arched windows boarded up. He remembered the scream of fire engines and the harsh, sour smell, which had reached all the way to their flat. They said it would reopen the same as before, but too many promises had been broken around there already for anyone to be convinced.


It was the walk from the library to the shopping centre that was the most difficult, passing along the edge of their old estate. It had almost gone; just sky and a distant view where there used to be blocks of flats. Now the Shard stabbed up from the horizon. Sometimes it caught the sun, turning silver or copper or gold; sometimes it was half hidden by clouds. He didn’t like it, but it was easier to look at than piles of rubble behind metal fences. Like a bombsite – all those walls and windows and roofs broken into pieces, and the bulldozers still going, scraping away at what was left with their sharp teeth. Jack’s hearing was not what it used to be, but even for him the sound was too much. Easier to look at the Shard than the stretches of hoardings with their pictures of trees and promises of a brighter future. He was too old to be getting angry about such things – that’s what his son, Tommy, said – and there was nothing people like them could do in the face of all that money. Things changed. Moved on. He should know that by now.


There were other routes he could take: down Penton Place and along Newington Butts, past the French restaurant where the party would be the following night, past St Mary’s churchyard and the old leisure centre. And yet this was the way he walked. He wouldn’t stop visiting a friend because he was ill, he told himself. Someone had to pay attention.


They knew him at the shopping centre. The African man in the mobile-phone booth raised a hand as he passed. The Indian man at the stand where he bought the paper asked after his family. And they knew him at the Sundial. He went in every day for a coffee: white, two sugars.


The cafe was busy. A queue at the till; someone shouting in the kitchen; the woman serving looking tired and harassed. Jack ordered his coffee. When he turned from the counter he saw that the table he usually took, in the far corner, was occupied by two builders in boots and fluorescent jackets. In fact, now he looked, he saw that there were no tables free, just a couple of tall stools at the thin shelf that ran the length of the back window. He was too old to be sitting on a stool. He stood, his cup shaking a little in one hand.


‘Here.’ A woman waved at him, then pointed to the seat opposite her. She was young, with cropped dark hair and pale lips, a silver ring at the edge of one eyebrow. Did he know her?


‘You can sit here,’ she shouted. A couple of people glanced up, then went back to their phones and their breakfasts.


Don’t talk to strangers. Tommy had gone through a phase of telling them the details of every scam he read about – people pretending to be plumbers, engineers, council workers, wheedling their way into old people’s lives and then robbing them blind. Jack looked at the girl, who was still smiling, still gesturing. There was something about her – maybe her eyes, or the shape of her cheekbones that reminded him a little of Bet. And there was nowhere else to sit.


‘Thank you,’ he said as he lowered himself onto the chair and laid his stick lengthways at his feet.


‘I am Marinela.’ She had one of those Eastern European accents, Polish or Lithuanian or he wasn’t sure what. She stretched out a hand and Jack took it.


Don’t talk to strangers. They used to say the same thing to Tommy when he was little. If someone offers you sweets, say no. If someone wants you to get into their car, or go to their house, say no. Now it was the other way around – Tommy always worried about them. Wanted them in some home with wipe-down chairs, a fenced-in garden, locked doors. For your safety, he said, for your peace of mind. But Jack couldn’t think of anything worse – sitting around in overheated rooms, waiting for mealtimes, nowhere to go, nothing to do.


‘Jack,’ he said.


‘Jack,’ she smiled. ‘You have a good face.’


Jack touched his cheek and the girl laughed.


‘It is a very good face.’


Maybe she wasn’t quite right in the head. Jack took a too big, too hasty mouthful of coffee and felt it scald his tongue and the top of his mouth. He cast his gaze around the room. The two builders were staring at their phones; three old ladies sat with cups of tea and eggs on toast, their shopping trolleys parked at the side of their table; a man with white wires trailing out of his ears nodded in time with his music. In the far corner, a thin, dark-skinned boy assembled yellow cardboard boxes for the day’s fried chicken, stacking them up like bricks, as though he was barricading himself in. Jack wondered if he called out whether someone would come to his aid. But what would he say? A pretty young woman is talking to me? Whoever came would laugh, tell him it must be his lucky day.


‘Maybe I say it wrong?’ She looked worried and Jack felt immediately guilty.


‘I don’t think anyone’s ever told me that,’ he said, trying to make light of it.


‘Well, it is true. I look at faces. You see this woman where we pay, she has a very interesting face. You would not say she is pretty, no, but look at her eyes, and then the way her mouth moves when she is thinking. And then the boy with the boxes – yes, I would like to photograph him.’


Jack had always hated having his picture taken. Most of their photos were of Bet – Bet holding Tommy; Bet by the window in the old place on Larcom Street; on the balcony of their flat on the estate; Bet wearing that green dress, the one that had been sent in a box filled with tissue paper.


‘I study photography,’ the girl said. ‘One day I want to be famous photographer.’


It seemed as though all the young people these days wanted to be famous. When he was that age he’d just wanted to get back from the war and find a decent job. He’d driven buses in the end. It wasn’t what Bet had planned – she’d wanted him to do a degree for heaven’s sake, become a teacher or a lawyer even – but it was reliable. It paid the bills. And he’d liked it:


the mess of London reduced to a handful of routes; getting to know the regulars; watching the seasons change; it had suited him.


‘You live here?’ the girl asked.


Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t tell them your bank details, your phone number, your address. You have to be careful, Dad.


‘Just down the way.’ He moved one arm in the vague direction of the Walworth Road.


‘Me too.’ She smiled. ‘I live here nearly two months. When I hear of Elephant and Castle I think it sounds beautiful. Like nightclub.’


Jack smiled.


‘Maybe it is like nightclub – very busy, very noisy. But it is a little bit grey I think. And this shopping place, it reminds me of home – in Romania. Here, have some of my cake.’ She took a knife from the container in the centre of the table and cut the doughnut on her plate in half, pushed it towards him. Jack looked at the semi-circle of white icing dotted with coloured sprinkles. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten a doughnut.


‘No, no.’


‘Please.’


He didn’t want it, but he took a bite because she was watching him. It was dense and chewy, with just the icing giving a sharp kick of sweetness. He laid it back on the edge of the plate, as far away from her half as he could. A lot of fuss about not very much, but then Americans always were that way inclined, in his opinion.


‘It’s a doughnut,’ he said.


The girl frowned.


‘Not a cake. We call these doughnuts. Cakes are more—’ He stopped, wishing he had never started. ‘They’re more spongy.’


‘Spongy,’ the girl said, the word sounding even odder from her mouth.


‘My wife used to make the best Victoria sponge you’ve ever eaten.’ Bet hadn’t baked since they’d left the estate. The move had taken it out of the pair of them and they’d never seemed able to settle properly in the new place. Or maybe it was because of her eyes. Or maybe she’d just decided she had made enough cakes in her life. ‘That’s a sponge cake,’ he said. ‘Two sponges with jam in the middle. Icing sugar on the top.’


‘At home we have good cakes.’ The girl took a bite of her doughnut and grimaced. ‘Better than this. My favourite is prajitura cu visine, you would say cherry cake.’


Jack glanced up. There was something of Bet about the girl – nothing specific, just an air, a boldness maybe, a desire to be right.


‘I take photographs of Elephant and Castle.’ She spread her hands on the tabletop. Short, neat nails, each painted a different colour: red, green, yellow, blue, pink. ‘There is the place being knocked down?’


‘That’s right,’ Jack said.


‘It is ugly and beautiful at the same time, I think. All the dust, and the broken things. Everything behind fences. I watch it go a little bit at a time.’


Jack and Bet had been so happy when they moved there. It was a new start. Another one. They’d not said as much, but they’d both felt it, he could tell. A new home, bright and light, up on the eighth floor with views all the way across London. Hot running water. The gardens in between the blocks filled with new trees. They felt like they were living in the future.


‘We lived there,’ he said.


‘In the place?’


‘They only built it forty years ago,’ Jack said. ‘If you ask me it’s criminal, knocking it down.’


‘It was not bad place?’


Jack shook his head. ‘No. No, it was not a bad place.’


The girl reached across the table and placed her hand over his. A shock of warm soft skin. ‘That is very difficult,’ she said, ‘for it to be taken down. I am sorry for it.’


He slipped his hand from under hers and put it back in his lap.


‘What was it like?’ she asked.


Jack shrugged. ‘It was where we lived.’


‘But you liked it?’


He liked the light. He liked the view. He liked how Bet was – as though she had shaken free of something that had been weighing her down for years. He liked the neighbours, at least to start with.


‘It wasn’t perfect,’ he said. ‘Nowhere’s perfect. But it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as everyone made out. Why are you taking the photos?’


‘I take them to try and know where I am,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if I say it right. But it is to look properly. I look when I take the photos, and then I use the darkroom to make the pictures and I look again. And then somehow I know more.’


‘You don’t have one of those digital ones?’


‘I have one, yes, but I like the film most. I am old-fashioned, no?’


Jack remembered the little capsules of film he’d take to the chemist’s and the glossy envelopes of photographs he’d get in return. Sometimes, looking through, there were ones neither he nor Bet could remember taking.


‘Are you good?’ he asked.


The girl laughed. ‘I do not know. Maybe one day I show you pictures and you can decide. Jack, I am buying more tea. Can I buy for you?’


Jack looked at his empty cup. ‘My wife is at home,’ he said. ‘I always make her lunch.’


‘Just one drink? You have made my day happier, I would like to.’


He hesitated. If he had another coffee he’d have to use the toilet. Twenty pence a go they charged these days, and the place wasn’t clean. Still, he liked the girl and she was looking at him, waiting for an answer. ‘A coffee,’ he said. ‘White, two sugars. Thank you.’


The girl grinned and went up to the counter. She wore black jeans – the kind that clung to your legs, closer than drainpipe jeans ever did – and a black long-sleeved top. No jumper, even though they were at the tail end of a chilly September and there was no fat on her to keep her warm. Maybe she wanted something from him. Money, or a visa, or a place to stay – he didn’t know what it was these people needed. He could get up and leave, he thought, but he was so slow she would catch up with him and ask why, and anyway, he liked her.


She came back with a cup of black tea and Jack’s coffee. They sat opposite each other, sipping their drinks, suddenly awkward. Jack looked out of the cafe window into the shopping centre, at the sandwich kiosk with its silver chairs and tables; a big glass box filled with soft toys, a metal claw hanging above them; the stall where the Chinese woman used to sell dragon oil and tea, which was now filled with cheap jewellery.


‘Tomorrow is my wedding anniversary,’ he said, for something to say. ‘Seventy years.’


The girl smiled.


Jack ploughed on. ‘We’re having a party,’ he said. ‘Bet wanted a party.’


‘What is she like?’


‘Bet?’ He thought of her sitting in the living room of the flat, the pot of tea he’d made before he left cold now on the little glass and wicker table. ‘She’s beautiful,’ he said.


‘It is a long time with one person.’


And they hadn’t got all of it right, not by a long shot. But they’d lasted. That counted for something.


‘Sometimes it feels like no time at all,’ he said.


‘You must be very happy together.’


The girl made it all sound so simple, so straightforward.


‘Maybe you could take her photograph,’ he said without thinking. ‘At the party? You could come to the party and take her photograph.’ It would be a surprise. A present from him. ‘I will pay you, of course.’


She smiled. ‘Yes, I come. But I don’t want money.’


‘I have to pay you.’


The girl shook her head. ‘Maybe sometime you buy me a cup of tea and tell me about the place that is knocked down. Maybe this is the payment.’


It would make just the right present. He could get it framed, put it on the mantelpiece next to their wedding photo. He could do a copy for Tommy. Bet would say she was too old, too worn-out to have her photo taken, but she would love it. He could see her already, smoothing down her hair, adjusting her collar, turning towards the camera, smiling.




BET


Jack kept saying they weren’t the type to throw a party. He’d wanted a quiet pub lunch, or if there had to be a bigger gathering then a daytime thing at Draper’s Hall or Crossways, but Bet had insisted on something classier. Community halls always looked and smelled like community halls, however hard anyone tried; she didn’t want stewed tea and plastic chairs and strangers’ attempts at art pinned to the walls. They would book the upstairs bit of the French place for an evening, she’d told Jack. A man on the piano. Some bits to eat. And now here they were. Bundles of silver helium balloons tied to the banisters. Bowls of pretzels and olives on each table. She’d had to fight with Jack for the olives. What’s wrong with crisps, he’d wanted to know, but then he’d have had sausage rolls and cheese and onion quiche if she’d let him. This is special, she’d said, and he’d given in, the way he always did.


The restaurant sat in the wedge of space where Newington Butts split into Kennington Park Road and Kennington Lane, the road like a zip opened up either side of the building. Bet sat at the window of the second-floor bar and looked out towards the busy roundabouts; the majestic Tabernacle church; the 1960s shopping centre; the new black and white glass tower; and beyond them, Borough, Waterloo, the Thames. She had to fill in some of the details from memory. There was something wrong with her eyes – a small dark smudge at the centre of her vision: it had appeared a year or so ago and had been getting ever so slightly bigger these last few months. Not that she’d told Jack or Tommy it was getting worse. They were such fusspots at the best of times, and it wasn’t anything she couldn’t manage.


Jack sat on the opposite side of the table, hands cupped around his beer. ‘This is nice,’ he said. ‘Good to see people. There’s Deepa just arrived – she’s looking thin – and Stuart – you remember Stuart from the committee?’


Jack had got involved with all that business on the estate. So many committee meetings. So many arguments with the council. It made her tired just to think about it.


‘And this place is nice. It looks nice, Bet.’


She could smell onions frying down in the restaurant, a faint whiff of cleaning fluid. Bars used to smell of smoke. They were better that way. She picked up an olive and placed it in her mouth. She wished she liked them, but she didn’t – bitter, slimy things. These were black, not like the green globes speared with a cocktail stick and plunged into a Martini. Bet lowered her head and prised the stone from her mouth. It was uncouth, she thought, holding it between her finger and thumb and wondering what she should do with it. In the end she simply placed it onto the tabletop, then lifted her drink to swill away the taste. It was a gin and tonic, weaker than she liked, but still she closed her eyes with pleasure at the twist of gin and lime, the tonic’s fizz against her tongue.


‘Seventy years,’ Jack said. ‘It doesn’t seem possible.’


Everything had gone so much faster than she’d expected. When she was a girl she thought she’d be a film star, or maybe a ballerina; she never thought she’d be nigh on ninety years old, sitting in a room above a restaurant in Elephant and Castle, celebrating seven decades of marriage.


‘Feels like yesterday,’ Jack said. ‘Everyone says that, but it’s true.’


Bet looked away from him, at the dark wood tables and matching dark wood floors, the little stage where an upright piano stood, its lid closed.


‘It rained,’ she said.


Jack laughed. ‘Couldn’t ruin it though, could it?’


Bet remembered the sky banked with black clouds, rain slapping at the windows. Early that morning, she had lain with her eyes open, doing all kinds of deals with God, or whoever else might be listening, if they would just stop the rain. Everyone made light of it, but she was cold in her dress, and the hem sucked up the muddy water and then brushed wet and heavy around her ankles.


‘You looked so beautiful. You still do, love.’


She had worn her mother’s wedding dress, washed and starched, nipped and tucked so it fitted, though she was in a rage about not having the coupons for something new. This was the beginning, she had promised herself, the start of the rest of her life. Something that momentous required a new dress, not a hand-me-down from a woman who had never seemed particularly happy about her own marriage.


‘We’re lucky, aren’t we?’ Jack said. ‘Both of us still here.’


Her eyes going and her legs not much better. The two of them old as the bloody hills. Bet swallowed. ‘We are.’


It was not a crowded party. Some old workmates of Jack’s from the buses, and a handful of neighbours from the estate – those who hadn’t ended up so far away it felt impossible to keep coming back. She could make out Mike’s voice – brash as ever – but couldn’t hear his wife, Sue. They had lived three doors down from her and Jack. Mike had made a drunken pass at her once. But that was all long ago.


Everyone else they would have wanted to invite was dead. When Bet said things like that, Jack told her she was being miserable, but she was simply stating fact. She was not someone who dwelt on the idea of her own death. She had tried once: she’d read an article which said that people who thought about dying every day led happier, more fulfilled lives. She did it for a week: sat down for five minutes after lunch and imagined breathing her last breath. But it made her feel worse; gave her the sensation of being trapped in a small space. Nothing to do with coffins, or burial, it was more a creeping feeling that she had got things wrong.


‘Mr and Mrs Chalmers!’ It was Stuart, balder and ruddier than the last time she’d seen him, his words already slurred with drink. ‘Congratulations!’


Jack was on his feet, shaking Stuart’s hand, Stuart patting his back. ‘You old devil. You need to tell me what your secret is.’


‘Love,’ Jack said, and Bet found herself having to blink away the tears that rose without warning.


If she hadn’t married Jack, she wouldn’t be here. She might still be living in Yorkshire; or sitting in an upstairs bar on the other side of London; or in another city; or even another country. She would look different: she wouldn’t be wearing this dress – dark grey, sensible; or this particular shade of lipstick – pearl blush. Tommy wouldn’t exist, though she supposed there might be others, a daughter maybe, or one of each; she might have got things right with them.


‘You seen what they’re doing to the old place, Bet?’ Stuart said. ‘It’s bloody criminal. They should be locked up, them on the council, and the developers besides. You heard about old Mr Tooley?’


Old Mr Tooley was younger than her and Jack. His wife had died of cancer, Bet remembered; she was fine one week, dead the next, just like that.


‘He died,’ Stuart said. ‘Broken heart. I’m serious. They moved him to some tiny flat out in Morden, didn’t know a soul. I used to visit when I could, but you know what it’s like. He just gave up. You could see it, clear as day.’


If she hadn’t married Jack, she might be dead. It was possible – every choice you made closed off all the other things that might have happened instead. The magazine article had said that by thinking about dying every day you’d stop wasting time regretting things. Bet had liked the sound of that, but it hadn’t worked.


A burst of laughter erupted on the far side of the room,


one woman laughing louder and longer than all the rest. Someone behind the bar dropped a glass and then swore – she heard the shards scatter across the hard floor.


She had married Jack. Seventy years ago today. And so here she was. Here they all were. And she was wearing the sensible grey dress because Jack’s fumbling compliments about the one she’d put on earlier that evening – layers of thin peach gauze, pleated at the neck line, beaded around the hem – had made her feel even older than she was. He was not the kind of man who was able to say things straight: Bet, you look ridiculous. She’d had to learn to decipher his meaning.


She hadn’t noticed the pianist arrive, but there was a sudden flurry of notes, which resolved themselves into ‘My Funny Valentine’. Bet had always found it a sad tune, but the pianist was keeping it light. Someone over by the stairs started to sing, petering out after a couple of lines. Bet let herself sway a little from left to right. She was thinking about Bertie’s in Soho, all those years ago – Dougie on the trumpet, leaning back so far you’d think he’d fall over, cheeks puffed, eyes scrunched. Max at the bar, shaking ice in time with the drums. And the girls, beautiful in their long dresses and fitted gloves, their jewellery sparkling just as bright as any diamonds, their lips painted into red smiles. Sometimes her memories of that time were entirely within reach, sharp as Technicolor; other times it might all have happened to someone else.


‘Now, I’ve got a surprise for you,’ Jack said. ‘I met a girl.’


Bet started and Jack laughed, put his hand on her forearm.


‘She’s a student,’ he said, as though that explained it. ‘Photography.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘I asked her to come tonight and take your photo. She’s here. She’s just arrived. I’ll bring her over.’ And he was up and gone before Bet could say anything.


She watched his slow walk between the tables to the top of the stairs where a young woman stood holding a black camera bag. The light would be hopeless for taking photos. Bet would look like a ghoul. But they were walking back towards her now, and Jack’s face was alight with excitement.


‘Bet, this is Marinela.’


‘Hello, Bet.’


She was foreign. ‘Jack didn’t say he’d met you.’


‘At the cafe,’ the girl said.


‘It was full. She let me sit at her table.’ Bet could hear the plea in Jack’s voice.


‘I don’t think the light is right,’ Bet said.


‘No, no, it is good. I have flash, and a reflector.’ She had one of those rings in her eyebrows – Bet wondered if it had hurt to have it done.


‘You like having your photo taken,’ Jack said. ‘She does,’ he told the girl. ‘She could have been a model. Whereas I’m like a bit of cardboard if you point a camera at me.’


‘I think here by the window?’ the girl said. ‘With the city behind?’


Which is what Bet would have chosen, but she said nothing. The girl was young, twenty maybe, or a touch older, her skin smooth as new butter, her back straight. She looked so easy in her body Bet couldn’t decide if she was delighted by her or horribly jealous.


‘A drink,’ Jack said. ‘I should have asked. What do you want to drink?’


‘Water is fine.’


‘For God’s sake, it’s a party,’ Bet snapped. ‘Get the girl a gin and tonic.’


She thought Marinela was going to object, but instead the girl touched Bet’s sleeve and laughed. ‘A gin and tonic,’ she repeated and laughed again and Bet found herself smiling too.


Marinela unfolded a large silver circle and propped it behind Bet. She fussed about with a tripod, fixing her camera to it, moving it a little, then she stepped towards Bet and held a small black device with a white button up to her face.


‘You can stay in this seat, yes, but maybe turn it a little this way. That is good. And look just here.’


The girl held up a hand and Bet looked past it, at a group of Jack’s old workmates standing by the bar clutching pints; at Deepa talking into her mobile phone.


‘Nice,’ Marinela said. ‘You are a natural.’


Bet smiled again. Jack was right, she loved having her photo taken.


‘Look here again. Lift your chin a little. Yes.’


There was Tommy, just arriving, searching the room to find her and Jack. There, Jack was going to him, shaking his hand, patting his back, turning to point towards Bet and Marinela. Bet shifted her attention to the girl’s hand. White, slender fingers.


‘Where are you from?’ she asked.


‘Romania.’


Bet couldn’t think where Romania was. ‘You like it here?’


‘I think so.’


Bet had been desperate to move to London. She could still remember the feeling, as though London was a magnet and she was a tiny bit of metal stranded in Yorkshire, being pulled towards it. When she’d arrived – Jack’s new bride – there had been five years of war and the place looked exhausted: piles of rubble and broken glass; the remaining buildings dark with coal dust. The people walking with their heads down, wearing drab old clothes. Even the river had looked like used bathwater. But none of that had got in the way of her excitement, her sense of being at the start of something new.


‘I say to Jack that I take photos of the place they are knocking down. But you lived there?’


Jack had told her about the bulldozers, the fences, the dust, but she hadn’t seen it. She stayed in mostly. Her legs hurt if she was on them too long and she was damned if she was going to use one of those chairs.


‘It got to him more than me,’ she said. ‘The council made promises, they broke promises. That kind of thing happens all the time, doesn’t it? You’d expect women to take it worse, but I think it was the men. The ones we knew anyway.’


‘It is hard to lose your place. Look to the left again, please.’


Bet turned and saw Tommy striding towards them. He had dyed his hair. Too dark. It made his face look pale and a little drawn.


‘Mum!’ He leant down and hugged her – his aftershave strong enough to make her cough.


‘I’m having my photo taken.’


Tommy took an exaggerated step backwards, holding up his hands.


‘This is your son?’ Marinela asked.


‘Tom. Tommy to these two.’ He held out his hand.


‘Your mother is good model.’


‘Is that right?’


Bet looked towards the window and followed the lights of the cars streaming towards the roundabouts. She wanted Tommy to go away. She wanted the girl to carry on.


‘This is nice, Mum. All this.’ Tommy waved his hand towards the room. ‘Not bad for Elephant and Castle.’


‘He’s such a snob,’ Bet told Marinela, who lifted her eyebrows but said nothing.


‘You’re having fun?’ Tommy asked.


‘I’d like another drink. Will you get one for Marinela too?’


‘No, no, it is fine. I am nearly finished. I think now maybe I take one of all of you?’


‘Jack hates having his photo taken,’ Bet said.


‘That would be great,’ Tommy said. ‘Wouldn’t it, Mum? I’ll go and get Dad.’


Bet watched him walk away. Her boy, except he was sixty already, his hair grey beneath the dye, his body thinner and less straight than it used to be. He had been such a slight child, she had always thought she might break him if she wasn’t careful.


The pianist was playing a tune she didn’t recognize. There was a soft burble of conversation; the noise of glasses knocking against tables, and chairs scraped across the floor. She wondered if people were having a nice time, or wishing they were at home watching TV. She wondered if they liked the olives and what they were doing with the thin pointed stones at their centres.


‘You know I’m useless at this,’ Jack said, as he approached, holding onto Tommy’s arm, but he was smiling.


Marinela arranged the two men behind Bet’s chair, like an old Victorian portrait.


‘This is good. Very nice,’ Marinela said from behind the camera.


Bet felt Jack’s hand brush against her head and shifted away from his touch.


‘You are very handsome family.’


Tommy had had three wives but no children – Jack had always been sad about that. And maybe it would have been good to have a brood around them, grandchildren and great-grandchildren filling in the silences, distracting them from each other.


‘All finished.’ Marinela stepped away from the camera and grinned.


I used to be like you, Bet wanted to tell her. She couldn’t say how, exactly, but it was something about the girl’s eyes – an openness, a kind of excitement.


‘You can stay,’ she said. ‘Have a drink, Jack will buy you a drink, won’t you Jack?’


The two of them walked towards the bar and she watched them go – you’d think they were grandfather and granddaughter if you didn’t know.


Bet turned to Tommy. ‘She seems like a nice girl.’


Tommy walked around the table and sat down. ‘Are you having a good time?’


Bet sipped her drink. The ice had melted and she could barely taste the gin. She wanted one of Max’s cocktails. A Martini or a proper gin sling, ice cold, strong enough to make you splutter. A cocktail and a cigarette. She hadn’t smoked in years. She considered asking Tommy to get her one, but you couldn’t even smoke indoors these days, now it was officially bad for you. Back then, Bet and the other girls only thought about how gorgeous it made them look, the smoke swirling up around their faces as though they were film stars.


‘I should have brought diamonds, shouldn’t I? Or is seventy platinum? In fact I’ve messed up and not brought a thing. I’m so tied up with all this flat-hunting. I looked at a place in Kensal Rise on Monday. One bed. Three hundred and thirty grand. In Kensal Rise!’


‘You’re coming back to London, then?’


‘If I can find something other than a damp shoebox to live in.’ Tommy drummed his fingers on the tabletop. ‘The commute is killing me.’


His latest wife had been called Diane. Ten years younger than Tommy. A yoga teacher. Into juiced spinach and God knows what else. Bet had never liked her. They’d lived in a big house in some Surrey village with a green and a pond and a forest nearby. She half-listened to Tommy complaining about house prices and lawyers’ fees, and wondered whether he’d have been different if he’d been a dad. It changed some people – softened them. But maybe he’d have been like her: hopeless at it. She’d never got it right with Tommy. She’d try to say something helpful and it would come out sounding like a criticism. She’d plan a surprise and it would turn out to be exactly the thing Tommy hated the most. Jack on the other hand was a natural – she used to watch the two of them together and wonder at how easy it seemed, how straightforward.


‘You used to have such tantrums,’ Bet said.


‘What?’


‘You used to scream until I was sure you’d burst. Sometimes I’d lie down on the floor next to you and scream as well.’


‘He was a kid,’ Jack said. She hadn’t noticed him approach. ‘Kids scream. Now, Bet Chalmers, shall we dance?’


She was wearing heels. They were not high, but she could hardly walk in them. Damn it, it was her party – she would dance in her stockings if she wanted to. She slipped off her shoes and got slowly to her feet. She looked for the Romanian girl but couldn’t see her. Of course she’d left – a girl like her wouldn’t want to hang around with a bunch of old people.


As Jack and Bet approached the dance floor, people started to cheer. Bet felt it move through the room and rise in volume. Everyone was looking at them. It was like stepping into a greenhouse, the warmth seeping straight into her blood. Her stockings caught on the rough floor. Her legs felt heavy and old. But now Jack’s hand was on her waist, and for a moment it didn’t matter that he thought the peach-coloured dress was too young for her; it didn’t matter that when she looked up a dark smudge sat in the centre of his face. Because she was nineteen years old again, dancing at the village fair with a handsome stranger, and the world was crystal clear.


‘Did you like your surprise?’ Jack’s mouth was down by her ear and she could feel his words come out in hot puffs onto her skin.


‘I’m too old to be having my photo taken.’ Bet leant her head on his shoulder, the material of his jacket coarse against her cheek. He ran his hand down her arm and she thought, suddenly, of their first time, weeks before the wedding, in the back of a borrowed car. He’d wanted to wait, but she’d said why, why wait for anything, there was a war on, they might die before she had a ring on her finger. Laughing as he slid his fingers up her legs, as he stumbled over the fastenings of her stockings. She couldn’t believe her bravery. She couldn’t wait for her life to start.


There were a handful of couples on the dance floor. Mike and a woman who was not Sue; Deepa and her son – half her size, wearing a waistcoat and tie; a man Bet recognized from Jack’s work.


‘Where’s Romania?’ she asked.


‘Near Hungary.’


Bet closed her eyes, breathed in Jack’s familiar scent and listened to the notes of the piano trickling across the room.


‘Where’s Hungary?’ she asked.


‘Near Austria.’


They were barely moving, nothing much more than a sway to one side and then the other.


‘Tommy thinks I should make a speech,’ Jack said.


‘There’s no need.’


Jack had given a speech at their wedding. Bet had imagined he would be funny, sophisticated, bold, but he was shy and tongue-tied and she’d had to try hard to stop herself feeling disappointed.


‘It might be nice? I could thank everyone for coming.’


It would be embarrassing, Bet thought – he would stumble and mutter and blush and she would be desperate for it to end. But she couldn’t bring herself to say as much, and so she rested her cheek against his and said, ‘If you want to. Only if you want to.’




MARINELA


There were clubs like this one in every city in England. Black-painted bricks. Blacked-out windows. Two suited men on the door with earpieces and thick, folded arms. This particular club was down a side street in Euston, next to a newsagent with posters advertising cheap international call cards. A string of pink bulbs had been slung across the entrance, and the club’s name was written, pink on black, book-ended by the silhouettes of two women.


Inside, on stage, Marinela hung upside down from a pole. She wore black hot pants and a black corset; black high-heeled boots with fake-leather straps twisting up the length of her calves. The music was loud enough for the beat to be felt as well as heard, as though the very building had a pulse.


She was halfway through her dance. Afterwards, she would go out onto the floor – the other girls called it ‘the pit’ – and hustle for table dances and VIPs if she could get them. The stage dance was a calling card, an advertisement – the trick was to convert it into cash.


She could feel the blood making its way towards her head, the heavy swoon of it, as though she had drunk too much. The room looked different upside down: the ceiling scarred with lumps and holes, bits of tape and a trailing electricity cable; the empty tables like black islands, edged by red-leather shores. Two of the occupied tables already had girls writhing around them. At another, five men were deep in conversation. They’d have cash, but she would need to wait – there was nothing guaranteed to lose you a dance more than interrupting business chat. You waited, and you watched and you judged when was the right time to move in.


Some of the men didn’t even look towards the stage. They talked to their friends, or picked at their nails, or checked their phones, the screens glowing in the dark. Some of them stared without seeing. Others looked – hungrily, angrily, sadly; it was all the same to her.
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