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For a long time, the working title for this book was Darling Girls.

This book is dedicated to my own darling girls:

Matilda, Isabel, Zosie and Lula.

And to my beloved grandma, Mary Cuthbert (1928–2023).





And would it have been worth it, after all,

Would it have been worth while,

After the sunsets and the dooryards and the sprinkled streets,

After the novels, after the teacups, after the skirts that trail along the floor—

And this, and so much more?—

It is impossible to say just what I mean!

But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on a screen:

Would it have been worth while

If one, settling a pillow or throwing off a shawl,

And turning toward the window, should say:

‘That is not it at all,

That is not what I meant, at all.’

‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’

T. S. Eliot, 1915

It’s not catastrophes, murders, deaths, diseases, that age and kill us; it’s the way people look and laugh, and run up the steps of omnibuses.

Jacob’s Room

Virginia Woolf, 1922





Even now, over a year after Bea’s first sight of the city, London still seemed all movement. Every morning was crammed with jostling elbows and sharp umbrellas, with the rise and fall of voices and the shouts of newspaper sellers. And yet somehow they all flowed in their proper directions, dancing and twisting in and around so that everyone ended up in the right place and no one collided or tripped or went under.

The men were stiff and upright in their greatcoats and their civvy suits – and almost five years after the Armistice, every one of them seemed still to be broken. There were empty sleeves and eye patches that one must not stare at or draw attention to; there were crutches and bandages and dreadful ridges of thick pink skin; and sometimes there was simply an absence in a face where a man had left a part of himself – the brightest and most vital part – in a muddy foreign field.

The women were different. They flowed and rippled and the young ones leapt like salmon for the gaps in the crowd – up onto the platforms of omnibuses, into dark shop interiors. They were neat and slender – sleek hair, dainty ankles, flickering glances and quicksilver laughter.

In between them were islands of older women. The darting silver girls were for noticing, for flirting with and tipping hats to, while the older women were wives and mothers and widows. They had made sacrifices. They had earned the deference of Madam.

And besides them, there was a third type of woman: less visible and less noticed, and neither one thing nor another. These women were Misses without youth, middle-aged without wedding rings. They held fast to the banks of the river, avoiding the current, clustering together in the cool green shade.

Bea was one of these other women.
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Bea, August 1923


The rest of them were in a fever of excitement waiting for him to arrive. Bea watched the girls whispering and giggling behind their hands. Even Mr Morley was uncharacteristically restless, darting in and out of his office like a figure on a cuckoo clock.


Only Mr Montgomery stayed on the other side of his partition as usual, silent save for the creak of his chair and the occasional thump of the drawer that stuck.


Mr Morley had made the announcement two weeks before, stepping into the middle of the room and clearing his throat. ‘Ladies, Mr Montgomery, one moment of your time, if I may’ – and then, when he had their attention – ‘I am pleased to say that we have a new employee.’


A little self-conscious cough. ‘As I have said before, stationery is a growing concern – a very lively market – and our first salesman will be starting with us next month.’


Caroline sat up a little straighter. Her hand went to her hair. Jessie, sitting opposite her, raised an eyebrow at this, then lowered her eyes and smiled to herself.


Mr Morley went on, ‘He will be travelling about the country a great deal, but he will also be coming into this office now and then.’


Miss Shepherd was brisk. ‘His name, Mr Morley?’


‘His name is Ryan. Some of you will already know his wife: Mrs Ryan works in our Sunbury office as typist to Mr Simpson. So you see, he is already something of a known commodity.’ Mr Morley smiled at his little joke. ‘I’m sure you will all make him welcome.’


When Miss Shepherd had gone into Mr Morley’s office with her shorthand notebook and closed the door behind her, Caroline leaned forward.


‘How are you going to make Mr Ryan welcome then, Jessie?’


‘Caroline!’


She sat back, laughing. ‘I wonder what he looks like.’


Jessie folded her arms. ‘What does it matter to you? Have you forgotten about Eddie?’


‘I’m only saying. Just because I have Eddie doesn’t mean I can’t notice other men.’ Her expression softened. ‘Ryan’s an Irish name – I bet he’s dark. With green eyes.’


There was silence for a moment. Bea read over the letter she was typing.


Then Jessie said, ‘Do you think we’ll see a lot of him?’


‘Shouldn’t think so, worse luck. He’ll mostly be visiting customers, won’t he? All over.’


‘I wonder if he has a car. For all that travelling.’


‘On what Morley pays?’


A muffled giggle.


‘Shh, they’ll hear you!’


Their voices had lowered, softened into whispers, and then Bea had only been able to hear the odd word.


When.


Meetings.


Wife.


Don’t.


Now Bea watched them all from behind her typewriter. She watched Miss Shepherd straighten the files on her desk for the third time, and glance at the clock again. They had expected him by half-past nine.


But it was after the quarter-hour when the door opened and a sweep of air entered, followed by the tall outline of a man. He smelled cold and faintly of tobacco, the smell like a window opening on the room’s warm female fug.


Before Bea could get a clear look at him, Caroline was on her feet between them – one smooth movement like a stretching cat, and leaning against Jessie’s desk so that he couldn’t easily pass. She extended her hand.


‘Caroline Norris. How d’you do?’


Bea saw the movement of his shoulder in the gap between the girls as he reached to shake Caroline’s hand and then Jessie’s. He murmured something that she couldn’t quite hear.


Caroline said, ‘What’s the weather like outside, Mr Ryan?’ – as if she hadn’t come in herself less than an hour before, as if she was somehow incapable of looking out of the window.


Bea shook her head and replaced her fingers on the keys. The effort this all seemed to take: the angling of the body, the slanted looks, the careful smiles.


Mr Montgomery emerged then, and the girls found suddenly that they were on their way to fetch a new ink ribbon from the stationery cupboard and to place a typed letter on Miss Shepherd’s desk. As they moved out of the way, Bea saw him plainly for the first time. She saw dark eyes, a fresh complexion – and she saw too that he was looking at her, frowning as though he couldn’t quite place her.


As their eyes met, he smiled at her, a wide red smile that transformed his face. She felt that smile as a shock that ran hot through her whole body, that made her flush and drop her gaze.


She stared hard at the letter in her machine, then heard Mr Morley’s voice and glanced up automatically. Mr Ryan was still looking straight at her, his face serious. But before she could look away, his face softened; his mouth broadened again, just a little.


As they moved into Mr Morley’s office, Morley talking about a forthcoming meeting at Abbott’s and how many orders for carbon paper they might expect, Bea began typing again, the movement of her fingers fast and automatic. The clattering was loud and rhythmic and almost soothing – but all the time she was thinking of that smile at the corners of his mouth, of the deepened creases around his eyes.


Mr Ryan left just before eleven, and shortly afterwards Albert brought in the coffee. Invariably he forgot something or dropped something – usually the sugar or the teaspoons; once, memorably, the cups – and inevitably, Miss Shepherd would reprimand him and he would apologize, stuttering, red to his hairline, while the girls giggled behind their hands.


This was the moment when Bea might slip out to the lavatory: past the other offices, around the corner to the right and up the short flight of stairs to the frosted glass door. Here were a few moments of blessed silence amid yellow gloom and strong-smelling pink soap – before the voices came, and then the footsteps on the stairs, and then the girls themselves. Each time they came in a prattle of dresses and boys and magazines and hairstyles, all jumbled in their high excited voices – and despite her seniority Bea would somehow grow smaller and paler in the face of such optimism, such certainty.


Usually Caroline and Jessie would stand together at the small spotted mirror and preen and fluff and turn their heads from side to side, while Bea reached between them to wash her hands and then attempted to tidy her hair with damp fingers, before returning to her desk and to her cooling cup of coffee.


But today was remarkable in another way: the girls spoke to her properly for the first time.


When Bea came out of the cubicle, Jessie caught her eye in the mirror, then cleared her throat. ‘We were just talking about Mr Ryan. Good news, isn’t it?’ She blushed. ‘That the firm is growing, I mean.’


Bea washed her hands then reached for the rather dirty towel that hung beside the basin. ‘Very. Let’s hope it means more sales.’


She spoke briskly – abruptly, even – wanting only to get back to the relative solitude of her desk.


Caroline leaned past her to look into the mirror, smoothed down her hair. ‘It’ll be nice to have another man about the place. Someone young.’


Then she glanced sideways and said, ‘I like your blouse, Miss Cade.’


‘Oh!’ Caught by surprise, Bea blushed. Plucked self-consciously at the collar. ‘Oh – thank you.’


Caroline ran a finger over each carefully shaped eyebrow and looked into her own eyes as she spoke again. ‘It looks a little like a Poiret model I saw in Vogue last month. I daresay it isn’t?’


‘Goodness, no.’ Bea looked down at herself. ‘No, I think I got it from Derry & Toms.’


‘Thought so.’ Caroline straightened up. ‘It looks expensive, but when you know about these things, you can tell.’


Bea glanced at her. ‘Your frock is lovely. Terribly smart.’


The other girl looked down at her own immaculate grey dress and gave a small smile. ‘I made it myself.’


‘You didn’t? How clever of you.’


‘It’s not so difficult once you have the pattern. It’s all in the cutting.’ She smiled. ‘I always find it better – so much more satisfying – to make something unique, rather than just buying something that anyone might be wearing.’ She moved aside to let Jessie use the mirror, then leaned against the wall and began to examine her nails.


Not for the first time, Bea noticed the small square diamond on her left hand. ‘What a beautiful ring.’


Caroline held out her hand to be admired, turning it so that the stone glinted in the dirty yellow light.


‘Edward and I have been engaged for almost two years. We’re saving for the wedding.’


It was a very ordinary conversation – nothing particularly interesting or startling in it at all – and then Caroline turned back to the mirror and said out of nowhere, ‘Are you walking out with anyone, Miss Cade?’


Bea looked at the other girl’s reflection: at the smooth oval face, the gleaming cap of fair hair, the dress and the ring, and then at the narrowed eyes watching hers, and the pursed little mouth.


She shook her head, and there was a moment – just the space of a sigh – where Caroline watched her and said nothing. And then from behind them, Jessie coughed and said brightly, ‘Well, you never know.’


She smiled at Bea in the mirror. ‘I mean, you’re . . .’ A small, kind smile. ‘You never know, do you?’


Then she cleared her throat and said, ‘Do you have far to come in the mornings, Miss Cade? Do you live with your family?’


Bea spoke without thinking. ‘I don’t have any. Family, that is.’


They both turned to her, startled. ‘What, no family at all?’


‘I have a sister, but we’re . . . she doesn’t live in London. We don’t see much of one another. My parents are both dead – and my brother was killed at Cambrai.’


Strange that she could mention George so calmly now. That she could sound so dispassionate.


The girls were staring at her – faces white in the dim light, eyes wide.


‘How dreadful.’


Their pity felt clammy and cold.


Poor Miss Cade. It must be terrible to be so alone.


Bea focused on her hair in the mirror. ‘No, I live in a ladies’ club. In Bloomsbury.’


There was a little tick of surprise, and then Caroline said, ‘Goodness. How very modern.’


Jessie said, ‘What’s it like?’ – and she grinned: a natural open smile. ‘I’ll bet it’s terrific fun – all midnight feasts and borrowing each other’s clothes, and secrets and feuds.’


Caroline’s gaze flickered. ‘I think Miss Cade might be a little old for midnight feasts and games, Jess.’


Did they think she was entirely unconscious of how they saw her? That she was somehow unaware she must be almost the same age as their mothers? And yet, unlike their mothers, she was without a home of her own, without a husband or the comfort of children.


Bea straightened her blouse. Felt the crisp cotton against her skin. She had spent almost a week’s wages last month on a summer coat in peacock blue. Unlike their mothers, she had choices.


Nor would she be grouped together with women like Miss Shepherd: Miss Shepherd who had a career, who earned her own money, but whose clothes were old-fashioned and merely functional, who wore her hair pinned up in the same style as her mother – perhaps even her grandmother – had worn it. Everything about Miss Shepherd was faded: her fussy fawn blouses, her tired skin, her thin colourless lips.


Bea blinked at her reflection.


Then she turned to smile at Jessie. ‘It is rather fun, actually.’


The other women in the club had been ghosts at first. It seemed as if they vanished just as Bea entered the bathroom, leaving bare wet footprints on the linoleum, steam from a bath fogging the mirror, the smell of their talcum powder softening the air, long coarse hairs clogging the drain or reaching down the wall.


These unseen women had been a source of endless fascination and speculation. Hidden away in her room after dinner, pretending to write letters or to darn stockings, Bea would listen to their conversations in the corridor outside and notice that her needle or her pen had fallen still. She came to realize that a woman of thirty-seven, used to being careful with her clothes, didn’t make much mending anyway. She had no one to write to other than her sister and a couple of girls she had been at school with – and their letters were so brief and so infrequent that she struggled to fill more than a single sheet of paper in reply.


She had grown tired of these feigned distractions – and then, simply curious – and so she began to leave her door open in the evenings, to nod and smile on the staircase and in the dining room, and gradually the women dissolved from a jumble of dresses and scent and heels and high laughter, and became distinct and separate.


There was Lilian, red-haired and kohl-eyed, who trailed scarves and the scent of rich perfume, and who wanted to be a dancer like Isadora Duncan. There was an Irish girl with black hair and eyebrows and a pure white lock that lay across her forehead like lightning, and two or three girls from good families who had turned their backs on what their parents wanted for them, and who were instead playing at being bohemian.


These girls were different from any that Bea had met at home: they were the kind of colourful, bold girls she had half expected to find in London. But she had also found women like her: older women who had come to London alone, just as she had. Women like Alice, who blushed often and wore old-fashioned drooping hats over a great cloud of silvery fair hair. She taught French and Latin in a girls’ school in Kensington, and was taking sculpture classes on Saturday mornings. And her friend Ellen, a head taller than her, who worked in a newspaper office and had the room across the hallway – and who was unsmiling and clever, and surprisingly kind.


These were the sort of women that Bea had read about in novels and had hoped to meet: interesting women, who talked about art and politics and ideas. They argued over everything: the characters in the books they were reading, the relevance of the royal family, Ellen’s insistence that everyone should have the vote.


Bea had observed in a general way that the men in London were bolder than those at home: they stared at girls more brazenly, their eyes raking up and down – and she noticed that very few of them stared at her. Men raised their hats and offered up their seats because they noticed her skirts, not because they admired her face.


She looked at the girls who were noticed and at the women who were not, and realized: One is invisible, when one is neither young nor pretty.


This felt like an extraordinary and significant discovery – but when she mentioned it to Ellen and Alice, she found that they had both come to similar conclusions already.


‘It’s ridiculous.’ Ellen was loud in her indignation. ‘As though one is somehow less, just because one is older. As though we weren’t all getting older, every day!’


‘But it’s natural,’ said Alice. ‘Don’t you think so? I mean, men naturally look at younger girls, prettier girls. Why shouldn’t they? A pretty girl is nice to look at.’


‘Not all of them, surely. And who decides what is pleasant to look at anyway? Who tells us this? I believe it’s the same people who think up those awful names they give women like us. Bluestocking. Spinster, for Heaven’s sake!’ Ellen shook her head. ‘And all the while, unmarried men are slapped on the back and called lucky devils!’ She opened her hands wide. ‘Why should it be this way? Who makes these rules?’


Ellen faced the world head-on, interrogating it when it made no sense to her. And simply through being exposed to these kinds of conversations and noticing her own opinion of them, Bea felt that she was somehow growing into herself.


As the months passed, she had grown used to the intimacies of cold cream and curlers, to women roaming the corridor in their dressing gowns, and had begun to form her own routines. And it seemed that each day she discovered something new about her own tastes. She learned that she liked the smell of garlic, that she preferred novels to poetry, Fry’s Turkish Delight to Cadbury’s Dairy Milk, that blue suited her better than green. She learned that she could attend church and revel in the stillness and the quiet beauty, and feel no guilt that her belief in a just and merciful God had died with George.


For the first time, her life was absolutely her own – and she might live it exactly as she pleased.


On Lil Tearney’s birthday there was a memorable evening of dancing along the top corridor while Ellen wound the gramophone. And Bea quite forgot herself – forgot her large feet and wide shoulders and how awkward she appeared in the mirror and what people might think, and she laughed with the rest of them.


Watching Lil spinning and spinning and holding out her arms and letting her red hair stream out behind her, she thought: Whoever felt such vigour, such bursting excitement, as this?
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Kate, May 1924


I am his wife.


I am only his wife.


This is all I know how to say.


To the policemen who come to the house, who take me to the police station, who ask me questions, I say over and over, ‘I don’t understand. I am only his wife.’


And they both look at me – the fat one with the moustache and the thin one with the coarse ginger hair – they look at me as though I am a child they are disappointed in.


A policewoman is sent to sit with me, and the men leave us together. The woman has skin like white dough, dense and soft, and a purple birthmark that creeps down her neck and hides in her blouse. She fetches me a cup of tea and asks if I want to visit the facilities. This is the only thing she says, in her hard London voice.


As I am washing my hands, I steal a glance in the mirror and I see the policewoman’s face inside it. She is flushed with excitement.


‘I’m all right,’ I say to the woman in the mirror, speaking over the noise of the running water. ‘I shall be quite all right. This is just a misunderstanding, that’s all. I’m his wife. I know him.’


The policewoman leans against the wall and folds her arms as I dry my hands on the damp towel. She doesn’t look at me again after that.


I am taken back into the cold grey room where I finish the weak cold tea, and after a while the men come back and the questions start again.


Over and over and over, and I clench my fists and stare at the crack in the floor that is shaped like a wishbone, and I blink and blink.


The thin one asks about dates, times.


I shake my head.


Then the fat red one asks about her and I say, ‘I don’t understand. Why are you asking these things?’


They wait. And when I can bear the waiting no longer, I say, ‘I knew about Miss Cade. I knew all about it.’


One of them coughs. I look up at them in turn. ‘There was nothing in it. It was all quite . . . There was nothing in it at all.’


The fat one looks at me for a moment then leans over and says something in his colleague’s ear. I watch the thin one stand, watch him open the door. I watch him go out into the corridor. It looks easy, just to stand and leave like that.


The fat one is reading his notes. Tapping his pencil. As I watch, he licks a thick finger, turns a page. The finger goes to his temple and pushes the skin up and back so that it wrinkles.


The door opens. The thin one comes back in and shakes his head.


The fat one says, ‘For Christ’s sake,’ and a little dot of white spit lands on the table.


He picks up his pencil, turns to a clean sheet of paper, draws three or four lines. Along and then down, making rows of squares. He numbers each square, slowly, his little womanish mouth half open, while the thin one and I look on.


‘Right,’ he says. ‘Right.’


He touches the point of the pencil on one of the squares. Number twelve. ‘Do you know where your husband was on this date? The twelfth of April.’


I say nothing.


The pencil moves. ‘What about the thirteenth? And the two days following?’


‘And on this date?’


‘And this?’


I close my eyes. I do not want to think about those days.


I can feel them staring, then they push their chairs back with a shriek. I open my eyes and see them shuffle, bend their heads, mutter together.


I look at my hands. One nail is broken and ragged, the skin beneath pink and blind.


The questions begin again.


‘I can’t remember. It was nearly three weeks ago. How do you expect me to remember?’


I try to keep my tone even and polite, but they look at me with raised eyebrows and now I am aware of the heat in my face and the wetness under my arms.


I ask them again, ‘How do you expect me to remember?’


I want to ask them to please leave me alone. Instead I say, ‘My husband was nowhere. He was with me.’ I look at them in turn. ‘We were together the whole of that time.’


Surely now I will be able to go home.


But then they say it.


‘Why did you do it, Mrs Ryan?’ they say.


And ‘What did you suspect?’


Then one of them says, ‘Now then, Mrs Ryan. Please try to be calm. Getting upset like this won’t help.’


I try to tell him I am calm, but somehow I am on my feet and they are looking up at me in alarm.


And then I am on the floor with my arms around my head. I can hear a low moaning noise, like an animal. It reminds me of something but I can’t remember what, and I tug at my hair, trying to remember – then there are hands on my shoulders, and another man is there beside me. He has a kind face and white whiskers. I tell him I am trying to remember about the animal, and he nods and pats my arm, and I realize – how extraordinary! – that someone has rolled up my sleeve and my skin is bare. As I look at my poor naked arm, the kind-faced man pulls back his hand and I see a glint. Like a knife. I clutch at him and I whisper they are killing me and he pats me again and smiles and I am falling and falling, and as I fall I remember about the animal and I remember that the noise was like a cow I once heard whose calf had been taken from her. She lowed in distress all night and kept us awake. We were in the Lake District and the bed was lumpy and it was before Judith was born.


I try to tell them about the cow, but their faces are receding, and the light is becoming brighter and more blurred, and I stare and stare and then everything is white.


At last they let me go.


Until tomorrow, they say, as though tomorrow were a treat I might look forward to.


They ask if there is someone they can send for, to take me home.


I open my mouth and say without thinking, ‘My . . .’ Then I remember and choke on the word.


I clamp my lips shut. They exchange a glance.


I get to my feet, and the thin one raises his eyebrows. The fat one nods and steps towards me.


‘We’ll drive you,’ he says. And then I see how it will be: a black car will turn into the road, curtains will twitch at every window as I climb out and fumble for my key. There will be stares and whispers and, later, every time I step outside, there will be the shapes of women on doorsteps, shoulders angled together, heads tucked in. They will be there every morning when Judith leaves for school.


Judith.


I sit down again, hard, and cover my face with my hands. I feel them looking at one another, then the floor creaks and a voice says my name. I take my hands down and the thin one is there, holding out a crumpled greying handkerchief. He says, ‘We’ll drive you home.’


I shake my head, pull my own handkerchief from my sleeve. The eau de cologne I dabbed on this morning clears my head a little.


‘I can manage, thank you. I’ll be quite all right.’


They don’t like that, I can tell. All the way down the corridor, past smells of bleach and damp and something stale and almost-human, they keep talking, keep insisting I can’t be allowed to leave alone. Then the fat one opens a door, and there is the foyer we were in this morning.


This morning is a long way away. They knocked on the door just after eight o’clock and told me to come with them. I asked what it was about, but they just told me again to come with them.


I asked if it was to do with Tom, and they said nothing. I told them that Tom was away, that he was working.


I asked if something had happened to him, if there had been an accident, and they wouldn’t say. But there were secrets in the way they wouldn’t say. In the way they wouldn’t meet my eyes and in the urgent way they spoke.


I turn to the thin one now. ‘I don’t know where we are. I don’t know which omnibus . . . When you drove me here this morning, I . . . I don’t know where we are.’


He looks at the fat one, and then at me. ‘We’re in Kennington. South London. Not far from . . . not far from Waterloo.’


He hesitates and then he says again, softer, ‘Let us take you home, Mrs Ryan. You’re in no state to get the ’bus or the train.’


I’ve never been to Kennington, I think, as I am folded neatly into the back of a motor car. I am sure of it. None of this – these streets, these buildings – none of it looks familiar at all. The engine starts and I want nothing more than to slump back on the seat and close my eyes. I want to sleep for days. Instead I keep my head high and my neck long and I show them nothing.


All the way through Clapham and Battersea, they are still talking, still asking questions. And I realize that they think I have more to tell them. They think I will talk to them now, away from that dreadful room. When I realize that – when I realize they will not let me be – then I lean my head back and close my eyes and wait for their voices to fade away.


I manage to persuade them to stop on the Lower Richmond Road and dart out of the car before they change their minds. The fat one leans out to close the door and says, ‘Nine o’clock tomorrow morning, Mrs Ryan. Don’t forget.’ I look at him and he touches his finger to the brim of his hat. The door closes. The car glides away. And at last I am alone.


I look at my watch. The little diamond watch that Tom bought me for Christmas.


It’s almost quarter-past four. Judith will be at home. She will be in the kitchen doing her homework or drawing, drinking milk from the green cup with the painted rose, Mrs Irvine’s grey cat snoring at her feet. The room gets the sun in the afternoons so it will be warm, and Judith will be humming under her breath.


Everything in her world is just as it should be.


I make myself walk around the corner, into our road, towards the house.


I will tell Judith I was unwell and Mr Simpson let me leave early. A headache.


Except – won’t I have to tell her, eventually? Tom won’t be home tonight. Perhaps he won’t be home for a long time. Not until they accept that they have this all wrong.


Perhaps she will find out anyway, from someone else?


The thought slides inside quickly, and it is so strong and so bitter-tasting that it makes me bend and gasp. I reach out for something to steady myself and my hand meets a wooden fence. I feel a sharp splinter of wood break my skin, and I don’t care because all at once it has occurred to me – Oh God, it will be in the newspapers.


My head is hot and for a moment everything is dark, but the pain in my hand is there to hold on to. I look down at the dot of wood in my palm and pinch it between my nails and tug. It slides out smooth and whole and I lick the bloody spot, and the blood is tangy and alive.


One thing at a time.


Daddy is away.


Daddy is helping the police.


There was an accident, and someone has been hurt.


Daddy is going to be a witness. In court. Do you know what that means, sweetheart? A witness is a person who has seen something important.


Daddy is a witness and he will tell the police what he saw. He will be in court in front of a judge. A real one. With a red robe and a grey wig. Won’t that be exciting?


Then will he come home, Mummy?


Yes, love. Then he’ll come home.


Before his birthday? Will he be home before his birthday?


Oh yes. Ages before.


I’m going to hem him another handkerchief for his birthday. Like the one I gave him for Christmas. But this time I’m going to stitch the T in red instead of green.


What a good idea. And we’ll make a cake for him. Would you like that? A chocolate cake.


Somehow it is half-past seven and I have watched Judith eat her supper and tried to smile as she chattered about school and about the new girl in her class.


‘She has ever such a lot of curly hair, Mummy. And one of her eyes looks a different way to the other. I asked her if she could see in two places at once, but Elsie Brigham said I was stupid.’


I have hung up Judith’s clothes as she changed into her nightdress, I have brushed her shining hair, one hundred long smooth strokes, and I have plaited it neatly in two gleaming pigtails. I have watched my fingers working just as though this was any other day, watched myself tie the elastic at the bottom, watched myself tuck Judith into bed and bend to kiss her freckled cheek. And I watched myself close my eyes for a moment and breathe in the sweet smell of my daughter – the childish smell of soap and milk and innocence.


And now I am alone again and the door is closed and my hand is reaching up to the highest kitchen cupboard. I take down the bottle wrapped in an old rag. Uncork it.


I pour and raise the glass to my lips.


I hear a door slam, somewhere in the street, and I think of Arthur Dean.


We all have our secrets, Tom.


I can feel the roughness of the rug beneath my stockinged feet, and the uneven wood of the table beneath my hands, but nothing seems quite real. Not the fiery medicinal taste in my mouth. Not the pink and gold sky I am staring at, nor the sound of a car horn on the Kew Road, nor the sickness in my stomach.


Nor the guilt at the bottom of it all.
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Bea, August 1923


The rain in the north was soft and fell lightly, forming a silver mist that sat on the horizon above fields and ancient stones. It smelled green and cold and fresh. Then there was London rain – and after almost a year in the city, Bea could have told them apart in the dark.


London rain was hard and grey. It made leaves mulch. It lay dark and boggy on the grass in the parks. It spread a smoky stink in the streets. It made skin sweat in crowded shops and Underground trains. It made wood rot, paper pulp, and it streaked stones with dirty rivulets and stains.


It was a Thursday morning in August, four days after Mr Ryan’s visit to the office, and it was raining. The heavy yellow sky had cracked open in the night and the rain woke Bea early. She lay in bed, listening to the pattering on the window, to the dripping gutter, to the distant sound of the church bells, now muffled by mist and by damp.


She dozed on, curled on her side with one arm flung over her head, breathing in clean cotton and the sweetish biscuity smell of her skin.


But then the church clock sounded the half-hour, and so she must get up and stretch – one last long luxurious creaking release – and fill the basin from the jug she had left ready the night before.


First came the shock of cold water, trying not to let the sponge drip down her neck or onto her stomach; then the roughness of the towel and the fragrant cloud of talc; the smoothing of cream into skin, the smearing of Vaseline onto dry lips. After that came her clothes: the softness of cotton, the scratch of wool, the slither of crepe.


Sometimes Bea wondered what it would be like to smell of perfume and lipstick grease, her breath to smell of wine and French cigarettes, her room to smell of roses: these were smells she associated with a kind of womanliness she could not quite define, but felt sure she would recognize when she encountered it. Instead, she suspected she smelled mostly of soap – a shining, scrubbed and virtuous smell – and, faintly, of neglect. Her clothes were clean but often gave off a very slightly stale odour, as though they had been put away damp.


With the weight of her coat over her arm, she went downstairs – and that was dark smooth wood under her fingers, the clicking of her heels as she crossed the hall, past the high counter where Mrs McIvor sat all day, frowning above a wealth of black satin, barking directions at the maids. And then on into the dining room, where she nodded at the few women she knew, and sat at her usual table in the window.


Hetty slammed down the breakfast tray, and that was cheap white china, chipped and tea-stained, a dull knife dipping into oily margarine, smeary fingerprints on her napkin. And Bea looked out at Guilford Street, at the men and women hurrying to work, and poured her own coffee from the jug and stirred in milk and sugar just as she liked it.


This was how each day began. This was her place in the world.


Today she sipped her coffee and stared out at the rain, and at the brittle brown leaves on the tree in front of the house opposite. Three boys came into view then, boys in grey shorts and matching caps, who dawdled and scuffed, shoving one another into the mud at the side of the road. They were boys with all the usual falling-down socks and tattered satchels and undone shoelaces, and Bea could almost smell their small-boy sweat and the musty sweetness of their unwashed hair, the warm worn leather of their satchels; could almost see the dirt under their nails and the dust on their shorts. She watched the boys round the corner and disappear into London, and had a sudden urge to follow them.


Somewhere in the distance a clock struck eight. She swallowed a mouthful of scalding coffee, then dabbed her lips with her napkin.


She must not be late.


She must not be late. At first this was mere background to her thoughts, like the harsh rubber noise of car horns and the cries of errand boys; like the smells of exhaust fumes and horse manure layered one on top of the other, and the shining pitch being smeared thick on the road like black butter, while the omnibus crept and jolted along Holborn.


A little background thought then, but it grew more persistent until she was murmuring it aloud, through clenched teeth and with her fingers twisted tightly together.


I must not be late.


She could not afford to lose this job. For months, the newspapers had published figures about the number of men who had returned home after four years of service and sacrifice, and who had been unable to find work. Older women, Bea had realized when she first arrived in London, had little hope of finding anything at all.


She had gone to several interviews – and after two or three weeks, it seemed to her that she began to notice the same tired faces in the halls and waiting rooms. They were mostly ladies who seemed to be in straitened circumstances, dressed in faded, outdated clothes and smelling of mothballs and lavender, sliding slowly into genteel poverty as the world around them changed. Bea had sat among them, pitying them, watching them rub the spaces where their rings had been, watching them wonder why their late husbands hadn’t been more careful, why there was no longer enough left in the bank to last them a lifetime.


There was one lady she had noticed several times: a thin yellowish face, dark eyes, grey hair pinned neatly under a shapeless hat. Each time Bea saw her, she was wearing the same brown suit, the same worn-down shoes. She watched her blink nervously under the electric light and avoid the eyes of those around her; watched her flinch when she was called through. And watching her, Bea had felt a kind of despair, and a clear determination that she would never end up like these women, wholly reliant on being noticed and chosen by someone else.


So she had taken the first job she could get – bookkeeping, at a domestic staffing agency in the West End. It had been obvious from the start that the firm was in trouble.


Mrs Le Mesurier who ran the agency had been frank about it. ‘Hardly anyone can afford servants these days, Miss Cade. We have the War to thank for that, of course, along with so much else’ – and after ten months, Bea had seen the advertisement for the job at Morley’s and had jumped ship.


Morley’s was a step up in every way – more money, more responsibility – and she was lucky: Mr Morley still preferred to employ female typists.


She had only been there five weeks – and she must not be late.


The omnibus jerked forward – three, four times – and came to a halt again. Bea looked at her wristwatch. She took a breath, gathered her things and stepped down onto the pavement.


Miss Shepherd was first in the office every morning – the girls had speculated more than once in Bea’s hearing about whether she actually slept there – but Bea tried to make sure she was always the second to arrive, before Mr Montgomery, and certainly before Mr Morley himself.


Today Miss Shepherd was at her desk, going through the early post. She glanced automatically at the clock, then nodded at Bea. ‘Good morning, Miss Cade.’


Then she rose, patting her hair and smoothing down her skirt – as though the mere act of greeting Bea had disturbed her – and went out to prepare Mr Morley’s tea tray.


Bea was left to herself – left to sit at her desk and straighten the blotter, the ruler, the box of pencils. Every morning she remained completely still for a moment or two, just relishing the silence and the dry papery smell of the room. It smelled like a place where work was carried out unobtrusively and efficiently. There was no looseness in this room, no hint of emotion: no one had ever sweated in here, or bled, or wept.


Mr Montgomery came in at two minutes to the hour as always, wrestling with his mackintosh and umbrella, his copy of The Times, and his little grease-stained packet of sandwiches. He nodded to the room without raising his eyes and retreated behind the partition to his desk. Bea listened for the little sigh he gave as he sat, for the pause as he reached for a pinch of snuff from the tarnished brass box beside his inkwell, and then for his loud, satisfied sneeze.


Now she must roll a new sheet of paper into her typewriter, check the ribbon and take up the first of the letters Miss Shepherd had left ready for her. Just as she laid her fingers on the keys, Caroline and Jessie arrived, all pink cheeks and chatter and loud laughter fading to their ‘Oh, good morning, Miss Shepherd. Miss Cade’ – her own name something of an after-thought, as always – and then their whispers and hushed giggles as they noted Miss Shepherd’s frown and the red flush at the hollow of her neck where her cameo brooch sat.


Beyond that, the morning went on just as usual. The rattle of typewriter keys began in earnest, loud and insistent, the noise rising against a backdrop of polite requests to borrow an India rubber or to adjust the blind. The telephone rang occasionally; orders for writing paper, carbon paper and typing paper arrived by the second post; invoices were sent out.


And then just after lunch, the telephone rang again. When Bea answered, she heard, ‘Mr Morley, please.’


‘I’m afraid he’s in a meeting.’


‘Oh, I . . .’


‘Can I take a message?’


They spoke at the same time and he laughed. ‘Sorry, you first.’


‘Can I give Mr Morley a message?’


‘Would you? Tell him, please, that the meeting at Callaghan’s went very well this morning. I think we can expect an order from them by the end of the month.’


Now she could hear a northern accent: thick flat vowels, careful sibilant consonants. Exaggerated ds, thick ts like they were caught in his throat. Os like deep echoes.


She knew who it was, of course – who else would it be? But something in her, something small and stubborn, something that wanted him to know she had not really noticed him, made her ask, ‘And your name?’


‘Oh, how stupid of me.’ Somehow Bea could tell he was smiling. She saw again those wide dark eyes fixed on her own.


‘It’s Ryan. Thomas Ryan.’


She kept her tone business-like. ‘I’ll give Mr Morley the message.’


‘Thank you, Miss . . . I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.’


‘It’s Cade.’


‘Miss Cade.’ He said her name slowly, and now she was in his mouth, warm and low.


‘You’re not . . . are you new as well? I think I spoke to another lady when I telephoned last week.’


‘Miss Shepherd? She’s at the dentist this afternoon.’


‘Oh dear. Poor Miss Shepherd.’ She could hear that he was smiling again, and it was all perfectly polite and conventional, and then, ‘Although she sounded like a bit of a dragon. I bet she’s giving the dentist as good as she gets’ – and Bea was so astonished, she laughed out loud.


Mr Ryan laughed with her. ‘I shouldn’t say things like that! I’ll get into terrible trouble one of these days.’


Caroline would know what to say, Bea thought. Or Jessie. They’d be able to think of something witty, something—


‘And now I really ought to go. I think there’s someone waiting to use the telephone.’


Heat flooded her skin. ‘Oh, of course – I’m sorry.’


‘Not at all. The fault is entirely mine. Good afternoon, Miss Cade.’


She imagined him lifting his hat to her, imagined a smile tugging at the corners of that red mouth.


When he had ended the call, she sat for a moment holding the earpiece against her hot cheek. Then she heard a muffled giggle, and looked up despite herself. Caroline’s gaze slid away quickly and Bea stared hard at the wall above her head.


They were ridiculous, these girls.
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Bea, September 1923


Mr Ryan rang again, and then again. Somehow he always managed to telephone when Miss Shepherd was away from her desk.


He gave Bea complicated messages for Mr Morley.


He mocked himself: ‘I simply cannot read my own terrible handwriting, Miss Cade!’ ‘I’ve managed to arrange two appointments for the seventeenth – Lord, what a fool I am!’


He asked after her health, agreed that this was the warmest September in years. He wished her a pleasant weekend, then asked if she’d enjoyed herself on the river, at the exhibition. How was the concert? Once, he mentioned a performance of chamber music he had attended, and she tried to remember if she had noticed what his hands looked like. She imagined long artistic fingers.


The more they talked, the more his speech quickened, became musical. Since arriving in London, Bea had kept her voice to a low murmur when talking to strangers. She had been asked to repeat herself several times, and was unpleasantly conscious of her accent against the voices around her, all hard edges and strange vowels, sounding as though the speakers were rolling boiled sweets around their mouths.


But now, for the first time, it was easy to let her accent come through a little. It was something else they had in common.


He came to the office again, and again Caroline was on her feet before the door had closed behind him. But this time she hung back a little and let Jessie talk – almost as though they’d agreed it between them. Bea watched them, imagining the conversation – ‘I have Eddie, you take him’ – like children dividing up a bag of toffees.


She bent to her typing again, but then Jessie laughed suddenly and Bea looked up, startled – and now he met her eyes. His mouth was moving as he replied to Jessie, but he was looking at her, and as she met his gaze – astonished, hot, swallowing – he looked away quickly, like a small boy caught with his hand in the biscuit tin.


He focused on Jessie again and he tipped his head attentively, he nodded gravely, listening while she described a dress she had seen in a shop window on the way to work – I’m really not sure if it will suit, I have to be so careful with my colouring – tossing her red curls, waiting for him to fill the space with a compliment; and he did, he was suitably, properly gallant, but all the time there was a smile around his eyes.


Is he laughing at her? Am I the only one who sees it?


Then Miss Shepherd came in and frowned at them, and the girls melted away. He followed Miss Shepherd into Mr Morley’s office – meekly, like an errant schoolboy. Bea glanced over at the door as it closed behind them and thought: It’s like a secret between us.


Bea had been at Morley’s for over two months when she first mentioned it in a letter to her sister. Perhaps it had taken that long for it all – the increased responsibility, the step up in salary – to feel real and definite.


Jane’s reply to her news surprised Bea: she suggested they might meet. They had only seen each other twice since Bea had arrived in London more than a year earlier.


They met in a tearoom on St Martin’s Lane. Jane’s train came into Charing Cross, so it was convenient for her.


As Bea came round the corner, a movement in the street caught her eye, and she turned in time to see a bag of green apples slide from a shopping basket. They hit the pavement one after another, and two of them burst apart and lay glistening in the gutter. The others rolled away and were snatched up by a pair of ragged girls who ran off down an alley.


The woman carrying the basket hadn’t noticed her loss. She stood at the side of the road, waiting to cross, staring down at her hands.


As Bea came nearer, she saw clearly the dirty nails, the callouses, the raw red patches between her fingers. The woman had tired eyes and a bruise on her cheekbone, and brass blonde hair fading to grey, like smoke, and a brown hat jammed on anyhow, so that the curls were flattened and lay hopelessly against the neck. She was rubbing her wedding ring, turning it so that the gold gleamed. Her eyes were wet as she gazed at it, as the ring turned and turned.


There was a gap in the traffic. The woman stepped into the road.


Bea walked by and pushed open the door to the tearoom.


Her sister was the first person she noticed. Jane looked up and straight at her. She lifted one hand in a meaningless wave as Bea navigated the tables and the waitresses.


Then she half stood, elegant in lavender, leaned forward to kiss her, and Bea was woven into a memory of childhood. Beneath the powder and the perfume, she could smell her: the sour-sweet smell that had always brought ripe blackberries to mind. In the blink of an eye she was back in the narrow bed with the missing bedpost, jammed between her sister and the cold wall, her knees curled into Jane’s for warmth and her nose pressed into her neck, breathing her in, listening to her snores. Another blink, and she was sitting on a hard chair in a crowded tearoom, and opposite her was the sister she scarcely knew.


There were menus on the table between them, and Jane frowned at hers and tutted.


‘Eightpence for a cup of tea? I don’t know how you manage in London, with prices like these.’


She sounded just like their mother.


Bea watched her bent head, and took in the grey hairs at her temples and the lines on her forehead.


Jane ate as though she wasn’t hungry. She cut her food into small precise squares, then popped each one in her mouth quickly, so that only a flash of her small precise teeth was visible. She chewed rapidly, her eyes on her plate, without apparent enjoyment. Bea watched her until she couldn’t eat any more and laid her cutlery down tidily.


Jane swallowed the morsel she was moving around her mouth, and looked at her sister’s half-full plate. ‘Trying to slim, Bea?’


Her gaze slid over Bea and back to her own plate. She speared a cube of veal and ham pie and brought it up to her mouth. ‘Really, I don’t know why you bother.’


Her mouth was a small pink pucker, the golden pastry crust tucked inside. Her red tongue, folding and folding.


Bea looked down at her hands, crumpled into fists on her lap. Forced a smile. ‘How are the children?’


Jane’s face loosened and became softer. She pushed the food into the corner of her mouth, nodded. Chewed faster and swallowed.


‘Hardly children any more. James is almost twenty, and Helen is eighteen.’


She paused, gave Bea a sharp look. Bea didn’t know what that meant: she knew perfectly well how old they were. She sent postal orders every birthday and every Christmas.


Jane chattered on about James’s new position – clerk in a bank – and about his lodgings in the City, and then about Helen’s fiancé. ‘Of course, making a good marriage is so important for a young girl. It colours everything.’


Bea said, ‘I expect the house will seem very empty when Helen has gone’ – and she meant nothing by it, it was just a commonplace remark to fill the silence and move the conversation on.


But Jane put her fork down and looked away and said, ‘I’ve been thinking about that. I can’t help it.’


She looked at Bea and her voice was hollow. ‘You do everything for your children – everything – and suddenly they’re gone, and you wonder . . . well, it makes one wonder what it’s all about.’


She picked up her glass, drank some water. Swallowed hard.


Bea watched her and then, without thinking about it, put out her hand to touch her sister’s. ‘Jane, I’m—’


But Jane slid her hand away, reached out to add hot water to the teapot, said abruptly, ‘What about you?’


Bea retreated, tucking her hands back onto her lap. ‘Me?’


‘You seem to be doing awfully well these days. A job in the City, a smart address in Bloomsbury.’ She poured the tea. ‘I’ve been reading about you in the newspapers – you career girls, bachelor girls, whatever you call yourselves.’


She went on, ‘It’s quite the thing, isn’t it? I expect you’re out all the time: theatres, parties, concerts. I must seem terribly dull to you.’


‘Of course not. I don’t—’


‘Stuck out in Kent, rattling around in that big house, giving dinners for Charles’s partners, helping Helen plan the wedding.’


‘It sounds—’


‘What you don’t seem to understand is how important these things are to Charles’s position. The dinners, my work with the Conservative Ladies’ Association – they all matter. Even Helen’s wedding matters.’ She took a sip of tea, looked Bea in the eye. ‘I may not have a career’ – and it was spat out, like an obscenity – ‘but I do have responsibilities all the same.’


Bea looked away. Nothing had changed between them after all.


Back at Guilford Street, Bea climbed the stairs – wearily, heavily – and closed the door behind her. She lay on her bed, still in her coat, heedless of her shoes.


Perhaps she should have tried to make Jane understand how it was for her, and for women like her. Where Jane saw smart career girls, Bea saw women with frizzed modern hairstyles that they’d seen in advertisements and that didn’t suit them; women with lines around their eyes that no amount of cream or powder would cover. And women who, despite the well-cut clothes, had red rough hands and nails cut to the quick.


It’s our hands that really give us away, Jane. That point to us as women who don’t have houses or husbands; as women who have to earn our own living.


Did Jane have everything she wanted? Bea supposed she must.


She sighed. Stretched. Looked about her.


What would she ask for, if she could have anything?


A quiet room; books; friendships. The means to support herself.


It was a small list, and yet it seemed sometimes to be far too long or too short. Jane clearly thought it lacking.


What ought I to have done, Jane? Stayed at home, in that empty house, with only the ghost of our poor brother for comfort?


And not only George, for she had been surrounded by the dead. Mother, Father – even the memorial at the crossroads carved with the names of boys she had known for most of her life, since before any of them could toddle. She had lived with ghosts and memories for too long – what she needed was life: light, noise, the sound of strangers getting on with their day.


Bea rose and went over to the window. She rested her forehead against the cool glass and stared out at the expanse of sky, at the rooftops stretching towards the distant horizon, at the jumble of narrow houses, church spires, grander buildings that might have been offices, banks, schools. Dusk was approaching and the streetlamps were beginning to glow. London was spread out before her like a treasure map garlanded with fairy lights.


Her bedroom at home had overlooked a row of identical backyards and the lane beyond. Everything was packed so tight, there was no space to breathe. Everything merged and melted so that it was sometimes hard to tell where your neighbours ended and you began: the children running in and out of each other’s houses with the same dirty faces and scabbed knees; the women indistinguishable at the washing lines, all headscarves and aprons and eyes screwed up against the sunlight.


Voices, smells of dinner, even secrets, floated from house to house so that your bit of brisket tasted of their tripe and onions; so that your dreams contained next door’s midnight arguments about the barmaid at the Brandling; so that everything you did and felt and wanted was next door’s dinner-table gossip.


Everything had been so small, she realized.


And then, with a sense of wonder: my life was so small.


When Mr Ryan telephoned the following week, he didn’t mention his visit to the office, but his voice softened when he recognized hers. ‘Is that Miss Cade?’


He telephoned more often. His questions crept closer, then slipped inside. What had she thought of the play – was she generally an admirer of Mr Coward? Did she prefer comedy or something darker? Was she over her cold? Had she ever smoked a Turkish cigarette? Did she know Brighton at all?


‘I walked past an oyster seller the other day,’ he said. ‘And I wondered if you’d ever tried one. Did you know they taste like the sea?’


She thought about his wife. Even then, she was thinking about his wife.


The two women had never spoken on the telephone, and Mrs Ryan had never visited the London office. Bea imagined a slender figure, thin arms and wrists circled with gold, shining black hair.


The girls talked about him more than ever: ‘He’s like one of those film stars.’


‘He’s better than that – Mr Ryan’s real.’


You don’t know him, Bea wanted to say. You don’t know that he played football on Saturday and turned his ankle; that his birthday is on the twenty-third of June; that he can’t stomach the taste of gin.


You don’t know him at all.


Bea found that she needed to say his name out loud. She resolved to mention him to Ellen and Alice. Just in passing.


But she was unable to find them in the dining room or the drawing room – in fact, both were quite empty. The staircase and the first-floor landing were also deserted – only one of the maids was there, sweeping the carpet.


‘Where is everyone, Hetty?’


But the girl only shrugged. ‘Don’t know, miss.’ And she sniffed and went on sweeping, entirely uncurious.


Bea went on to the second floor. There was no one in the corridor, and when she tapped on Ellen’s door, there was no reply. She tapped again. ‘Ellen? It’s me.’


And then a door opened along the corridor and Ellen’s head emerged.


‘We’re in here.’


She followed Ellen into the bedroom – Nancy Shawcross’s bedroom, she realized. ‘What is it? What’s happening?’ But there was a loud shushing, and the door was closed firmly behind her.


Bea had time to notice that the room was crowded – four girls sitting on the bed, and several more cross-legged on the floor – before Nancy said, ‘We don’t want Mrs McIvor to hear. It’s Lilian Tearney.’


‘What about her?’


‘Apparently she’s been going about with a man.’ Nancy’s words tumbled out too quickly, pushing over one another in their eagerness to be heard. ‘An American. He promised to marry her, but he’s gone home now. And he’s left her’ – she paused for effect, her face flushed – ‘with an unwanted bargain.’


‘An unwanted . . .?’


Nancy flicked her gaze down to her stomach. Her eyes gleamed with a queer excitement.


‘Oh no. Oh Lord. Where is she?’


Alice nodded towards the door. ‘In her room. She won’t let anyone in, but we heard her crying.’


‘Poor Lil.’


‘Poor Lil, my eye.’ This was from a tall figure leaning against the wall. Theo Ingram was wrapped in a silk dressing gown, cigarette holder in one hand and face shining with cold cream. The other hand cupped her elbow, one knee was raised to expose her white thigh, and her foot tapped the wall behind her.


She said, ‘Lilian’s a damned fool to get caught like this.’


Bea stared at her, then turned back to the others. ‘What will she do?’


Ellen said, ‘We were just talking about that. Annie says there isn’t much she can do.’


Bea looked over at Annie Barton, a no-nonsense, hearty sort of girl who was training to be a nurse. Annie shrugged. ‘There’s all sorts of stuff she might get hold of. Pills, powders – things that will cost her.’


‘Will they help?’


She shrugged again. ‘It depends what you mean by “help”. I’ve heard about girls who’ve taken something and managed to bring on an early labour – which generally means that the baby’s too small to live. But I should think most of them end up in hospital – and if the doctor suspects they’ve done it deliberately, he has a duty to call the police.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know what might happen to her after that.’


There was an awful silence. Then Annie said, ‘That’s not the worst of it.’


Theo tipped back her head and blew out a long plume of smoke. ‘Come on then, darling. Tell us the worst.’ Her cat’s eyes glinted. ‘We can all see you want to.’


Annie glared at her but continued, ‘I read about one woman who took something and ended up with a prolapsed uterus. That means . . . well, it requires an operation. And it may mean she can’t have any more children.’


Someone gave a shocked intake of breath.


Annie went on, ‘The trouble is, you can’t tell what you’re taking. A pill might result in the baby’s death. Or, if the baby does survive, it won’t be . . . I’ve heard about all sorts of . . . deformities.’


‘Dear God.’ That was Alice, who looked so white Bea thought she might faint.


‘God doesn’t come into it though, does He? Just a man who was only after one thing. And apparently he got it.’ Theo looked at them all, then picked a tobacco flake off her lip.


When they went back to their own rooms later that night, Ellen paused at her door. ‘Bea? What did you want?’


‘What?’


‘Weren’t you coming to find me earlier? You knocked on my door.’


‘Oh.’ The news about Lil had almost driven Mr Ryan from her mind. ‘No – it’s fine. It . . . it doesn’t matter.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Quite sure. It wasn’t important. Goodnight, dear.’
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