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  To Miss Kilmartin and Dr Hume

  


  CHAPTER ONE

  1940

  Her destination was the Mirrormakers’ Club, but she did not know it. Her feet guided her through the two-hour walk to the City of London, that maze of streets which sat behind ancient walls in the heart of the wider city. She walked through the autumn leaves that were gathering in the gutters, a chill deeply bedded into her bones, feeling pushed by some superior force like a chess piece. ‘I have somewhere I must be,’ she had told the rescue party. And then she had walked away. From their questions, from their care, and from the ruins.

  At the sight of it, she felt a thrill of recognition: a hit, like a shot of whisky entering the blood. The Club looked like a small palace, faced with pale Portland stone, classically symmetrical, with six columns demarcating its central section, unadorned wings on either side, and carved trophies above the five tall windows on the piano nobile. Seeing out its first century, it could not have been accused of lacking grandeur. But now, its windows were blacked out, a single pane broken in a first-storey sash window, third from the left. She stood there, in a shaft of autumn sunlight that transformed the pavement from grey to gold, and glanced at her wristwatch. The glass over the dial was cracked, the hands frozen at half past six.

  She walked up the front steps to the wooden doors which were twice her height, and pressed her fingertip against the ivory button of the doorbell for a long moment. Its aggressive trill made her flinch.

  She waited, the wind stirring up dust and leaves on the narrow street behind her, and raising a single sheet of newspaper. The air felt thick with ash blown in on the autumn breeze, the scent of the newly bombed city.

  She heard no approaching footsteps, so when the door was opened she jumped: a stocky middle-aged woman stood there, dressed in a pinafore over a mauve day dress, her hair tied up in a scarf. She had bright blue eyes, the same blue as the sky above them. She frowned.

  ‘Hello?’ she said. ‘You weren’t meant to be working today. You said you had something to do.’

  The girl stirred with surprise. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘The thing is, I don’t seem to be able to remember my name.’

  *

  The woman led her visitor through the panelled Entrance Hall, up the York stone steps and into the great Stair Hall, onwards to a small green door leading to the basement. When she reached the door, she realized the girl was not behind her. She turned, to see her looking around the space, as though she had never seen it before. Her face was tipped up to the light, and she turned a full circle to take in the walls clad in coloured marble, the columns topped by carvings of City of London dragons, the gilded chequerboard dome high above them in the great quiet space.

  ‘It’s so beautiful,’ she said.

  ‘Come on, now,’ the woman said, gruffly but kindly. With a sudden instinct, she went back, and took the girl’s hand, as though she were a child. She had never touched her before. The girl did not resist: her hand closed tightly around the other woman’s.

  ‘I’m Peggy,’ the woman said. ‘You knew me as Mrs Holliday.’ But she saw no recognition in her colleague’s face.

  In the basement kitchen, Peggy made tea, and dropped a saccharin tablet into the girl’s cup. ‘A strong, sweet cup of tea will put things right,’ she said. She watched as the girl took off her gloves, opened her handbag, and rooted through, producing a buff-coloured ration book. She opened it and read the contents. ‘My name is Olivia Baker,’ she said. It was a question as much as a statement.

  ‘That’s right.’

  ‘Will you call me Livy, though?’ said Olivia Baker. ‘I would – prefer it. I have no memory of a surname or prefix but – I do remember Livy.’

  The woman cleared her throat. ‘Well – yes, if you wish. I am used to calling you Miss Baker – but I can get used to it. I’m the housekeeper here. Do you know where we are?’

  Another firm shake of the head.

  ‘The Mirrormakers’ Club in the City of London. It’s a private members’ club. You work here. You were a secretary here before the war, briefly. And now – well, there’s a handful of us here.’ She said the names carefully, slowly. ‘Me; my husband, Bill; Miss Hardaker; the fire parties. You help Miss Hardaker with filing and correspondence. The other staff have been evacuated. It’s just us in this grand old place. Quite something to have it to ourselves. It seems to have a life of its own, noises and all kinds of things.’ She hazarded a smile before something else dawned on her worried face. ‘You do remember there’s a war?’

  ‘Yes.’ Livy blinked, eyes glassy. A strange film of calm lay over her face; it made Peggy feel rather cold. Without asking, she added another saccharin tablet to the tea, and stirred it vigorously before Livy could raise the cup to her lips. ‘It’s shock, that’s all. Everything will come back to you. You said there was a bomb?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘What do you remember?’

  Livy swallowed and considered what to say.

  
    
      I remember a concertinaed stack of rubble and wood,

      and a fragment of red satin, fluttering,

      which looked like the belt of a dressing gown.

    

  

  ‘I don’t remember much. Only the last few hours,’ she said. ‘They asked my name. The rescue party. I was standing in front of a house that had been destroyed. My house, I think. They kept asking me my name. But I just said I had to get somewhere. I knew I had to start walking, somehow.’

  ‘They didn’t try to take you to hospital?’

  ‘No. The doctor wanted to look me over. I said no.’

  ‘Well,’ said Peggy. She had run out of words.

  *

  ‘What on earth is going on?’ said Miss Hardaker in an unforgiving tone. She had happened upon Peggy and her husband, Bill, standing over the sleeping Livy. Livy had closed her eyes immediately after her last mouthful of tea, lulled by the sudden warmth.

  Peggy explained as best she could, but the others were incredulous. Sympathy would not be expended today. It took a certain amount of energy which could not be spared; it was an unnatural thing for both of them. Unlike Peggy, who felt sympathy as easily as she breathed. ‘One does hear of such things,’ said Miss Hardaker. ‘But she always seemed so sensible.’

  ‘I’m not sure that has anything to do with it,’ said Peggy. ‘I wish I knew who her folks are. At least I could telephone someone.’

  ‘I always thought she was too high and mighty for her own good,’ announced Bill.

  ‘She might wake and remember everything this very moment,’ said Miss Hardaker testily. And she put down the armful of papers she had been carrying, and clapped her hands.

  Livy started awake, and stared at them all. Gently, Peggy began to introduce everyone.

  ‘There’s work to be done,’ interrupted Miss Hardaker. Sleepily, Livy looked at her. This woman knew her place in the world. She, at this moment, did not.

  ‘What would you like me to do?’ she said.

  ‘Can you remember how to type?’ said Miss Hardaker.

  ‘I think so.’

  ‘Thank heavens,’ said Miss Hardaker, with a sideways glance at Peggy and Bill which indicated that she did not believe in this memory loss thing at all.

  Livy followed the woman up the basement stairs, out of the green door, and came face to face with a Victorian portrait which she had somehow missed on her journey down.

  ‘Who is this?’ she said.

  ‘Look at the plate.’

  Livy did. It was inscribed Woman and Looking Glass.

  The woman’s white shoulders and neck were exposed by the cut of her black velvet dress. Behind her, on a shelf, there was the looking glass of the title; and over her other shoulder, a window, with distant hills and trees, lit by the same soft light that glanced off the glossy dark ringlets which cascaded down each side of her face. The woman was rich, it was clear: although her shoulders and neck were left unadorned, there was a large diamond pinned to her bodice, blazing against the black of her dress.

  ‘Are you looking at the stone?’ said Miss Hardaker as Livy stood, barely an inch from the painting. ‘So vulgar. Don’t you remember it?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘You should. You saw it every day.’

  The woman in the portrait stood in part defence, part openness. One arm crossed over the waist, the hand hidden beneath the opposing arm; the right hand resting on the back of a chair, casual but a little forced, as though someone had moved her into that position. It was her face: heavy-lidded eyes, with a tinge of amusement, and of challenge, which was so intriguing. The steady, unrelenting gaze, the beginnings of a smile, but slight, as though she were waiting for someone to speak. Before Livy’s eyes, it seemed to scintillate. Her focus flicked between the face and the diamond. It was as though the painter had caught something of the lady’s soul, and frozen the viewer in eternal battle between her eyes and the jewel.

  She reached out to touch it.

  ‘Miss Baker!’

  Livy turned. And whatever Miss Hardaker saw in her face, it made the stern woman take a step back.

  *

  After an afternoon of typing, Livy slept and slept as the others listened to the wireless. When the siren went, it was Peggy who gently woke Livy, and led her into the bomb shelter section of the vault, and Miss Hardaker who finally shut the metal-clad doors as Bill went up to the roof.

  ‘Sleepy-head,’ said Peggy with a smile, as Livy yawned.

  ‘I suppose you did work relatively hard,’ said Miss Hardaker, but in a tone that indicated it was a reprimand rather than a compliment.

  ‘I hope I’m useful,’ said Livy. ‘My head feels as though it is stuffed full of cotton wool.’

  ‘If you’re fishing for a compliment, Miss Baker, none will be forthcoming,’ said Miss Hardaker. She was rifling through a small knitted bag she had brought into the shelter. After a moment she turned, and came towards Livy, a small stack of clothes in her arms. ‘I have a friend in the WVS,’ she said. ‘She runs a clothes centre on Milk Street. When you had your tea break this afternoon, I went to see her.’

  Livy unfolded a grey skirt and grey jumper, several slips, some underwear, a pair of slacks, a blouse and a bright fuchsia day dress. The colour was so bright it made her eyes sting.

  ‘You’ll need something to wear,’ said Miss Hardaker. ‘And I thought that little dress rather glamorous. Just in case you get any exciting invitations at some point.’ She gazed at her own hands, as though they were of sudden interest.

  The kindness of the gesture overwhelmed Livy. She stared at the two women, as Peggy calmly unpacked her knitting, and Miss Hardaker inspected her nails. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Livy said.

  ‘Then say nothing at all,’ said Miss Hardaker brightly.

  ‘Thank you,’ said Livy, and she placed her warm hand over Miss Hardaker’s cool one.

  Miss Hardaker stifled a smile. ‘Who needs diamonds when there are such beautiful colours in the world?’ she said. ‘You will put the black-clad woman in that portrait to shame.’ She gave a little sigh. ‘That’s enough for now. I would like to disappear into my book.’

  But she had no chance. Bill came and said they were short of watchers on the roof, and Miss Hardaker got to her feet readily, and said it would be good for Livy to come with her.

  ‘Surely not,’ said Peggy, putting her needles down. ‘Look at her.’

  ‘I’m happy to go,’ said Livy, in an expressionless voice. ‘Really.’

  ‘Very good, Miss Baker,’ said Miss Hardaker.

  ‘Why is it called Woman and Looking Glass?’ said Livy, as they trudged up the stairs, more stairs, and emerged onto the roof. ‘Surely she should be described as a lady, at that time?’

  ‘Still worrying at it?’ said Miss Hardaker archly. ‘One of the members is a relative of the person. A Mr Whitewood.’ She paused at the name, and an expression flickered across her face which Livy couldn’t quite identify. ‘I could write and ask, if you wished me to. Now, watch.’

  Livy was still possessed by that deep tiredness which stifled any fear in its wadding, but she listened carefully as Miss Hardaker explained how to use the sand and shovel to put out incendiaries, a dustbin lid in one of her white, red-tipped hands. She carried it as Livy imagined an ancient warrior would have done a shield: aggressively, as much a symbol of courage as an implement of protection.

  Afterwards they stood in the shelter of the dome’s rafters, the dull drone of planes high above them. So possessed was she with dwelling on her questions about the painting, Livy hardly noticed when Miss Hardaker went out across the roof.

  ‘There’s one here. Miss Baker. Come quickly!’

  Livy was too slow. She picked up the bucket of sand, but stumbled over the raised step to the dome and fell hard. Embarrassed, she scrambled up.

  ‘Come on!’ And Miss Hardaker looked up at Livy. Livy saw the glitter of her eyes in the half-darkness. She moved towards her, wary of missing her step in the darkness.

  Two seconds more and she would have reached her. But with a blunt puff of energy, dull, inconsequential, almost trivial, she saw the dustbin lid blown backwards and into Miss Hardaker’s face, as though subverting the rules of gravity.

  And then cool, controlled Miss Hardaker was screaming words which made no sense, and her face was covered with blood.

  Livy felt the warm trickle of liquid on her own face, but no pain, and did not know if it was her blood or Miss Hardaker’s as she landed on her knees beside the prone woman. Behind her, she heard the shouts of the other firewatchers as she gathered her colleague in her arms, and lifted her.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Livy. And she had the sense that she was not just apologizing to Miss Hardaker, but to some other person that she had wronged. ‘I’m so sorry.’

  A medic came, quicker than she thought possible, and someone lifted Livy up and out of the way, his hands beneath her arms. ‘She should never have brought you up here,’ she heard someone say, and she realized it was Bill.

  As they tended to Miss Hardaker, bent over her, their dark backs edged with light, Livy walked away, shivering. The coldness of the morning had returned. She shook her head. Stared at a speck on a roof a little way away: the tiniest speck, which fizzed into life, blazing white, suddenly. Was it some kind of flare? she thought. Was it a bomb? Unaccountably it reminded her of the diamond in the portrait, against the black velvet of the woman’s dress: a hard, adamantine brightness, too elemental to be ignored.

  She stepped towards it, towards the edge of the roof. Looked down the length of the building from that high, dizzying viewpoint. And then she felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned.

  ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Bill.

  


  CHAPTER TWO

  1940

  ENTRANCE HALL, THE MIRRORMAKERS’ CLUB

  Peggy was standing in the doorway of the Mirrormakers’ Club with a broom in her hand, staring out onto the street, when a small balcony on a nearby building collapsed. She watched as the masonry crumbled and fell, scattering a small group of rescue workers. The building had been the offices of Smith and Fisher, a firm of solicitors. Before the war, she thought, she would have run screaming into the street. Now she simply waited for it to finish, and began her sweeping again.

  The morning light bathed her tired eyes. These were the Blitz mornings: waking to the relief of survival, framed by sadness and exhaustion. She heard soft footsteps approaching from behind, and wondered if it was a person, or if she would turn and find the Entrance Hall empty. It didn’t frighten her; one got used to causeless things, living in the Club. A slammed door here, a distant set of footsteps there. Although somehow it had felt worse since Miss Hardaker’s departure. In her sudden absence, Peggy had often wondered if she would appear one day, as if nothing had happened. Sometimes, she simply forgot. No one knew where she had gone. When Peggy had telephoned the hospital on behalf of the Club, she was told Miss Hardaker had discharged herself. Her resignation had been sent to the director in Suffolk.

  She felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned her head. It was Livy, standing behind her, as though she were sheltering from the daylight.

  ‘It was a parachute landmine, that one we really felt last night,’ Peggy said. ‘Windows blown in on the front side. A man from the council has already been in, looking around, early on. Bill let him in. I was waiting to see if anyone turned up to work over there and offer them a cup of tea.’

  Livy nodded. She remembered that sickening procession of detonations which had made her curl forwards and cover her ears with her hands. So close, she could feel the detonations in the tissues of her body. She had dropped her chin to her chest, and waited. My bomb, she thought, as the dust had rained down from the gaps between the bricks in the vaulted basement bomb shelter. But she had been wrong.

  ‘I just checked upstairs,’ she said, as Peggy waved to some of the rescue workers. ‘The News Room has its whole ceiling down. I don’t think we should go in there anymore. The Red Parlour is less bad, but it looks – shredded. And Sir John Blake has been damaged in the Committee Room.’

  Peggy glanced at her, and saw the tightness of her expression. The uneven scar from the night on the roof which had slowly healed shone pale, but was only noticeable if you looked for it. ‘Young skin heals better than old,’ she said, and brushed Livy’s face gently with her fingers. Livy was no longer a colleague, but a child to be taken care of, an innocent to be protected.

  ‘I told Bill to move the paintings weeks ago,’ Livy said.

  ‘Have you ever known Bill do something because you tell him to?’ said Peggy, watching her face, seeing her try to bury her anger. ‘Besides, he’s tired now. He didn’t really believe that bombs would fall on London. They kept us waiting a long time. And now, there’s always something else to do. He doesn’t feel for these things like you do, sweetheart. And the director hasn’t told him to put them away.’

  She observed Livy carefully. There was a certain wariness to the girl’s expression today: she looked out at the street as though a missile might fly from it at any moment.

  ‘Sweetheart?’ she said.

  ‘I’ll go and make some tea if the water’s back on,’ said Livy, pulling the sleeves of her grey jumper over her hands.

  Peggy glanced out at the men on the street. ‘Six cups should do it,’ she said.

  Livy nodded and went quickly, soft steps over the marble, her bobbing stride saturated with nervous energy.

  Peggy went back to her work. She was sweeping the last of the debris from the front steps when a young man appeared before her so suddenly that it made her gasp in a way the falling masonry had not.

  ‘I’m so sorry,’ he smiled. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’ At first sight, he looked dreadfully tired, and rather dishevelled, but his smile was pure. He wore a long winter coat and had thick, tousled hair which he brushed away from his forehead with a closed hand.

  ‘Not at all, how I can help?’ Aware that she had adopted her formal tone, the one Bill called her telephone voice, Peggy paused to pat the scarf on her head.

  ‘I saw someone upstairs, at the window,’ he said. ‘Is there someone up there?’ Now she saw the strain on his face. As his smile died, the shadows beneath his eyes came to the fore.

  ‘Miss Baker was up there a minute ago,’ said Peggy.

  She saw him take a breath. ‘Olivia Baker?’

  ‘Yes.’ She looked at him with new interest.

  ‘Thank goodness. I thought I’d seen a ghost.’

  He was still standing, but she saw that something in him had buckled. An almost imperceptible movement. ‘Would you like to sit down?’

  He shook his head. Peggy wondered about extracting information without prying or taking liberties. ‘You know Livy well?’

  Another breath. She saw the sharpness of his glance. ‘She’s known as Livy?’

  ‘Yes – that is, she asked us to call her that.’ Peggy thought carefully for a moment. She felt the heat rising in her face. ‘I should warn you – Mr—’

  ‘Taylor. Christian Taylor. Forgive me, I should have said. I’m with the LCC. Architect’s department.’

  ‘Not at all. I’m Mrs Holliday, the housekeeper here. I was saying – I should warn you that Miss Baker – Livy – well, she doesn’t remember anything.’ She coloured at the baldness of her tone. ‘There was a bomb, a couple of months ago, and she found her way here, but she remembers nothing from before.’

  ‘Nothing at all?’

  ‘That’s what she says. I have no reason to doubt her. How do you know her?’

  *

  In the basement vaults, Livy filled the kettle, and worried about the man she had seen from the window.

  When she had gone upstairs, she could hardly bear to look at the rooms. The quality of the light ahead of her, falling from the Committee Room door, had been too bright, and she had sensed even before she stepped around the corner that the floor-to-ceiling windows of the room had been blown in. Sure enough, when she faced the room she saw the shafts of light falling over the dark mahogany furniture, and small pieces of glass stood upright, embedded in the leather upholstery of the committee table. On the far side of the room she could see the sparkle of glass, obscenely pretty, glistening in the cheek of Sir John Blake, a portrait painted in 1752.

  She had gone to the window, and looked out, trying to escape the devastation behind her. As with the building, she could not remember a single thing about the pre-war view from this room. Everything further back than the day her house had been bombed was still suspended somewhere inaccessible in her mind. She remembered her favourite film stars, her favourite colour, her favourite food. The wider parameters of her life were still in place. But when she tried to picture her own personal past it had a pale, watery quality, as though she were on the bottom of the sea and looking up, trying to work out what was beyond.

  No, not everything: almost everything. There was a small, rapidly dissolving island of memory. A job she once had. It must have been years ago. And she remembered that she was happy. She had a few fleeting scenes, a few faces. Her typing letters. A group of young men, laughing. Her, sitting at a typewriter, trying not to laugh too, because she had been listening.

  She had a vision of a man, his back to her, in a tweed jacket, sitting at a desk, writing, in the yellow circle of light cast by an anglepoise lamp.

  These scenes were fleeting, barely known, like something she had dreamt, which was beginning to dissolve, while the present was pin-sharp, vivid. A little too bright for her eyes, like the light from blown windows.

  As she stood staring down from the Committee Room window, the rescue party surveyed the rubble where the offices had been. One of them scratched the top of his helmet in puzzlement, as though it was his head. Then, a jolt. A familiar face. A young man, in a coat that had seen better days, hatless, his dark blonde hair thick and untidy. He was talking to another man, looking over the building, a notebook in his hand, taking in each detail of the exterior with care, as one would assess a person for injury. As she stared at him, his eyes met hers.

  One of the men in the architect’s office.

  She had stepped back immediately, and let the drape flutter down, screening the glassless window. When, after a few moments, she peered cautiously around the edge of the window frame, he had gone.

  The kettle began to whistle, and Livy piled pale green cups and saucers onto the tray. She made the tea, and rationed out milk into the cups. Then she carried the loaded tray up the basement stairs and across the Stair Hall. Ahead of her, the double doorway into that slice of darkness which was the Entrance Hall. She had wondered why it was so dark; thought that, perhaps, the Club’s architect had an eye for drama – dark panelling, and a doorway into the light and coloured marble of the Stair Hall, so that it sent the mind spinning like a top.

  She stopped in the doorway of the Entrance Hall and stared at them. Peggy and the man. They turned at the same moment, alerted by the sound of rattling china. She wanted to run away, but it really was not practical: a whole tray of teacups, after all, sat in her arms, barring her from anything but a messy escape.

  ‘Livy,’ he said.

  Peggy came up the small flight of steps and took the tray from her. ‘It’s all right, love. I explained that something happened, that you might not remember him.’

  ‘I don’t want to speak to him,’ Livy whispered. She focused on Peggy’s blue eyes; on not looking at the man who stood a few yards away.

  ‘Do you remember him?’

  ‘No. That is, not really. But. I just don’t want to.’

  Peggy put the tray down on the floor. ‘He’s a very nice young man. He says you worked together in the architect’s department at the LCC. Speak to him, love. It won’t do any harm. It might even help. I’ll go and see who wants tea out there.’

  As Peggy went past the man, with a smile and downcast eyes, Livy looked towards him. He stood there patiently, perfectly still. Livy folded her arms, and came down the few steps towards him.

  ‘Hello.’ Her voice sounded younger than she was, and uncertain.

  He smiled. ‘Hello. I saw you at the window. For a minute, you know, I didn’t quite believe it was you. And such a strange coincidence. I told you once how much I love this building.’

  She frowned, felt a pin-sharp pain in the centre of her brow. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t remember that. I’ve not been well.’

  ‘Mrs Holliday mentioned that. Do you remember me?’

  ‘Not really. You were in my office, that’s all. I’m ever so sorry.’

  ‘Please, don’t apologize.’ He seemed so calm, but she sensed his struggle in the way he looked at her, almost unblinking. ‘Pleased to meet you again. My name is Christian Taylor.’

  She nodded. ‘What’s your business here today?’

  He spoke slowly. ‘I am from the architect’s department of the LCC, Statutory Branch. The department maps the bombing. I don’t usually come out to sites. Reports come in from the ARP wardens, and from our damage recorders, and we take note of them on the damage maps. I heard this morning there was a hit on the Mirrormakers’ Club, and I wanted to see it: they phoned through that it would be a Category B.’

  ‘Which means?’

  ‘So badly damaged that demolition is necessary.’

  She felt a dull flash of alarm. ‘They’ve got it wrong then, haven’t they?’

  He smiled briefly. ‘Of course. Don’t worry at all, Miss Baker. It is, still, Miss Baker, isn’t it?’

  ‘Yes.’ She gave a grim little laugh. ‘As far as I know.’

  He nodded, and swallowed hard. ‘I’ve spoken to my colleague outside. He has looked around this morning, and it’s clearly a Category C(a). Seriously damaged, capable of repair, still usable.’ He smiled. Then he glanced down at his notebook. ‘Not the official record,’ he said. ‘Just my personal notes.’

  He held his notebook half-tipped towards her. She nodded towards it. ‘What did you write in there?’

  He caught the flash of interest in her eyes, the merest chink of it, and it lit something in his own. He held the notebook out to her, without a moment’s hesitation. He even turned it around, so that she could read it without any difficulty.

  ‘You might not remember,’ he said. ‘You were the only person in the typing pool who could read my handwriting. And as this isn’t an official record, I can show you.’

  
    
      Windows out on the west side. Some signs of damage within.

      They said the building was destroyed, or as near as, but it is not. The walls still stand, and the roof.

      And, like a miracle, she is in it. Nothing she is in could be described as destroyed. Unless I have imagined her. Another ghost in a mind already crowded with them.

    

  

  She looked up at him. Whatever had lain between them was wiped from her memory, but his gaze was alive with it, and her fear of the unknown opened up beneath her, as though she stood on the edge of the Club’s roof again, looking down from a great height. She sensed too, instinctively, the sense of loss in him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

  He saw the fear in her eyes. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘We needn’t talk about any of it. I’m just glad to see you, that’s all, Livy.’

  He took the notebook back, brushed it off with the sleeve of his coat as though it had an imaginary covering of dust, closed it and put it into his inside coat pocket. As he did so, she noticed that he kept his left hand closed, and drawn within his sleeve. She looked at it, and his gaze followed hers.

  ‘I signed up, would you believe,’ he said, his expression hardening. ‘Army. I was in a reserved occupation, but I persuaded them. Second week of training, blew two of my fingers off. Daresay I could have gone back in afterwards but they didn’t want me. Thought I was a commie. Worried about socialists having guns these days.’

  She looked down, her arms wrapped around her waist.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Talking too much. I keep forgetting. That you don’t know me. Do you really not know me?’

  And he reached out to touch her arm.

  She stepped back several paces. Against the panelled wall of the Entrance Hall. The dark panelling, which smelt of old varnish and centuries of city smoke. And she turned her head to it, so that she did not have to look into his face. The oaky, old smell was strangely reassuring. She put one hand to the wood: felt its smooth, syrupy texture. Too many layers of varnish, she thought. ‘Please,’ she said, her face turned away. ‘Please make sure they don’t think it’s unfit to live in.’

  He stared at her, astonished. ‘I promise,’ he said.

  ‘Can I offer you a cup of tea, Mr Taylor?’ Peggy had come back in, her face glowing with curiosity. ‘Have you offered him a cup, Livy?’

  Christian turned to Peggy. It seemed to her as though a light had gone out in his eyes. ‘No, but thank you ever so much,’ he said. ‘I must be going.’

  ‘I’m sure you’d be very welcome to come back,’ piped up Peggy. ‘Wouldn’t he, Livy?’

  Livy said nothing, her face still turned to the panelling.

  ‘That’s very kind of you,’ Christian said. ‘I firewatch at St Paul’s one night a week, so I’m often in the neighbourhood, and may look in one day if that’s agreeable. Well, goodbye – Mrs Holliday.’

  ‘Peggy.’

  ‘Peggy. And Miss Baker.’ He turned, gave a mock bow in Livy’s direction, his gaze no longer on her face, but on the grey York stone floor. ‘Goodbye. I hope you start to feel better soon.’

  ‘Thank you.’

  ‘And if, for any reason, we don’t meet again – life these days is unpredictable, after all,’ they both looked up at the same time, and their eyes met briefly, ‘have a good war.’

  *

  Christian Taylor walked down the front steps, and had a brief conversation with his colleague before bidding him goodbye. He walked smoothly, his back straight, his head up. It was only after he had turned the corner into the narrow side street on the north side of the building that his pace slowed until he stopped. He put one hand to the cool grey stone of the Club, and rested his forehead there. Then he drove his fist into the wall, so hard that when he looked down at his abraded knuckles, scraped and bleeding, he could see the pattern of the stone’s texture there.

  


  CHAPTER THREE

  1940

  REDLANDS

  ‘Must you go?’

  Jonathan Whitewood signalled to the head gardener to linger in the topiary, out of sight, like an actor in a farce.

  ‘I must.’ He tried to smile, but managed only a conciliatory grimace, like a man squinting into the sun.

  His wife proffered her powdered cheek, accepted his goodbye kiss, and forced a smile. A faint mist of exhaustion seemed to hang over her eyes.

  ‘You are a wonder, darling,’ he said, and he meant it. Her stance was always elegant, even in her wellington boots. Cool and limber; perfectly made-up, her short hair tightly curled. Still, Jonathan knew that this look was now a matter of decision and immense effort rather than a simple expression of who she was. Every day he thought about what a toll it must be on her, to see the house crawling with people, to hear the sound of wheels over potholes as cars and ambulances motored up and down the drive. It had always been such a quiet place, their estate, cut into a Hertfordshire hillside.

  ‘There’s no need to dig up the rose beds,’ he said. ‘We have the entire Redlands estate to grow vegetables for the war effort.’

  She gave a determined smile: an expression which translated as I insist.

  ‘You can go to Emma if things get too much here,’ he said. A cousin in Scotland.

  ‘They won’t,’ she said. ‘But don’t stay in London too long.’ It was a phrase of love, of longing, that she had used throughout their marriage when he left for business, and it now had the quality of a custom. To omit it would be to admit that something was terribly wrong.

  Things would get better, he thought, if they could just be left alone: him, her, a nurse for her bad days. But not here. He had handed the keys over to the government without rancour; it was his duty. He could not resent that, even with the trouble it had caused over the past year and a half, a timeless present, as his wife wilted like a rose out of water.

  ‘Darling,’ Stevie had said, when they knew war was inevitable. ‘Could you use your influence? Can you make sure we are a school?’

  He had been smoking a cigar when she said it; drinking whisky over ice. He wondered if, in that moment, a fragment of ice had taken the wrong route from his throat, and entered his heart. In the following months, as he witnessed her disappointment, he gained clarity, and he realized that it had always been this moment, every evening, that she chose to bring forwards her most risky thoughts, to woo him with the background music of her voice. Only now he saw it, tracing his wife’s influence with the precision of an archaeologist brushing mud away from fragments of the past.

  He felt like a fool. He was an intelligent man, but he had always thought that Stevie’s every utterance proceeded naturally from the moment. He could not bear to think she had been calculating, even for the purposes of good. More than that, he could not tolerate the idea that his autonomy, something so precious to him, had been shaped by her thousand suggestions over the last twenty years. That he was, unwittingly, the product of her plans and wishes. Poor Stevie. For the first time in their long marriage, she had misjudged him, and drawn back the curtains on the subtle, well-tended mechanisms, so that he heard the click of the clockwork behind their relationship.

  Yes, he could have used his influence. He had friends and acquaintances from school and university dotted about the government. Yes, he could have made sure their house was converted into a school rather than being used for other purposes. But he couldn’t bear the thought of Redlands crawling with children; of how it would throw their own childlessness into relief. Can’t you leave it alone? he had wanted to say to her, despite never having been a man prone to melodrama. Can’t you understand that the children, even if they delight you for a day or two, will be a torment to us?

  Not that a single child of theirs had been born; even those formed only from hope, a day or two of delay, had never really had long enough to spark into even imaginary life. But he knew that a houseful of children would conjure the spirits of what-might-have-been out of the house’s hitherto protective air. He could exist with the vacancy but not with the embodiment, by proxy, of possibilities.

  So instead of a school, at the outbreak of war Redlands was adapted to become Number Eighteen General Hospital, London Region. Lines of beds occupied the ballroom, the suites of salons. His grandfather’s smoking room became an office, while, perversely, the doctors and nurses smoked in the breakfast room; and the billiard room doubled as a linen store.

  Jonathan and Stevie occupied a suite of rooms in the west wing. Their favourite things went into storage, chiefly the paintings, for they were closest to Jonathan’s heart: old masters and family portraits. Stevie arranged for her favourites to go too – the family collection of gold boxes and vertu. Extravagant Dutch still lifes, gauzy French landscapes and outraged, imperious ancestors now peered out of the darkness of some underground room, alongside locked metal cases of tissue-wrapped hardstone carvings and enamelled snuffboxes. But there was not enough time or space to send everything, so most of the furnishings stayed, shunted to the sides of rooms and passageways. He had stopped going into the dining room when he saw metal bedsteads pushed up against the seventeenth-century tapestries.

  His sudden protectiveness towards the house unnerved him. Redlands had been remodelled by his great-grandfather Ashton Kinsburg, and he had always viewed it as a kind of gorgeous monstrosity. He made jokes about it at dinner parties. He called it a money pit of the worst kind, with its leaking roof and impractical bathroom arrangements. In the early years of their marriage, lying warm against Stevie in the depths of the night, he had murmured to her that he was sorry that they had to live there at all. If he hadn’t been the eldest son, she could have had a townhouse in Chelsea, fitted out in the most modern taste. He could not remember how she had replied, but thought now, rather meanly, that whatever she had said would have been perfect and well-judged. Perhaps she had laughed, and turned, and kissed him. Perhaps she had said nothing at all, drifting gently and silently into sleep.

  The anger that had grown in him over the months had surprised him. He had struggled to contain it; it felt rather like trying to hold a thunderstorm in one’s chest. He hoped he did not let it show to Stevie, although he was aware that he occasionally called her Stephanie. In the past, he had never used her full name unless in anger. He still felt it now, walking away from her in the garden, and he supposed she felt it in return. Only now, he felt that his anger was a feint, a gateway for other, darker things.

  He went into the hallway of the house, which was, as usual, bustling with people. A doctor talked intensely to a nurse beneath the coats of arms – not necessarily about medical matters, he suspected – and he saw a tracery of cobwebs swinging from the ceiling like an abandoned trapeze line. Two men in uniform discussed administrative concerns. One of them leaned against a liver-coloured marble console table, his arm a hair’s breadth away from an ormolu girandole, its sockets empty of candles and its crystal pendants swinging in the breeze from the door.

  ‘Mind that,’ said Jonathan sharply.

  ‘Yes, sir,’ said the man. Jonathan’s rank from the last war was always respected.

  Before he reached beneath the table and extracted his suitcase, Jonathan straightened the girandole himself, and saw the two men glance at each other. The stupid thing was, he’d never liked it. ‘Perhaps someone will break it,’ he’d joked, before they came. But now, it seemed incredibly precious, its familiarity conferred on it the status of a relic. For hadn’t he walked past it at eight as he now did at eight-and-forty? No one understood the tenderness he felt for the damned thing suddenly, in this moment; he didn’t even understand it. He wondered if he was going insane. He nodded at the men, and walked briskly out.

  The air outside the house was the only normal thing: sharp with the advance of winter, the November bareness of it brewing, its scent insistent, complex, a mixture of autumn decay and approaching ice. He breathed it deeply as he walked towards the stable-block, where one of his old retainers had prepared the tub trap and pony – no need for petrol.

  He thought of the lines of desks in the smoking room. His great-grandfather’s ridiculous smoking room in the bachelor’s wing, fitted out in some fantastic Victorian approximation of the Gothic, so intensely strange that it had given Jonathan nightmares as a child. He disliked that room. But what he disliked even more was to see its character cancelled out by lines of desks, its purpose disregarded and overlooked. Unacknowledged, not even worth a dinner-party joke, now. It had been a man’s life. Yes, they were involved in more serious things now, in a lethal battle. But did it mean that every hope and dream from the past had to be ignored, erased by indifference? ‘I’m afraid so, darling,’ Stevie had said. ‘It is, really, a monstrous folly of a room. You know that.’ Jonathan had looked at her, and seen a stranger.

  He patted his breast pocket, felt the package tucked there, too large for the pocket but too precious to leave anywhere else. It was the source, in his mind, of the sudden changing of the quality of his anger, from engagement to estrangement. He felt separated from Stevie, from his own home, and he could not un-feel this estrangement no matter how much he turned it over in his logical mind; like a faulty engine, it stuck each time he turned the key. The gemstone in his pocket had let him down and it was this, he thought, lighting a cigarette, which was clouding everything. It felt more like a death-fall than a missed step.

  ‘Sir,’ said Jones. He had loaded Jonathan’s suitcase onto the trap, and now stood at the pony’s head. Jonathan climbed up without help; it was he who held out a hand to the old man, and helped his servant to scramble up. ‘You have too much work with the others gone, don’t you?’ Jonathan said, speaking quickly, with a nervous tension his companion immediately picked up on. Highly strung, thought the old retainer, that was the Kinsburg blood, uncountered by the Whitewood solidity.

  ‘I’ll manage, sir,’ he said.

  ‘Of course, life isn’t perfect,’ said Jonathan.

  Jones exhaled softly, a sigh by other means.

  Jonathan smoked on, ticked off the years as the pony moved slowly forwards. Unlike so many others he had survived the Great War unscathed, protected by luck, a shock of adrenaline and the innocence of youth. There had been disappointments in business, and despite much investment he had never rid Redlands of the persistent smell of drains. And his brother’s brats would inherit everything, if there was anything left to inherit after the war. But these cumulative sadnesses were as nothing to the strange coldness which had overcome him since he had extracted the Kinsburg Diamond from its bank vault. It was as though his warm emotions – his affection for Stevie, his exasperated fondness for the old house – had been cut off, cleanly, like turning off a tap. All that was left was a sterile, empty feeling, and an exquisite sensitivity to the pain and wickedness of the world; a protectiveness towards the swinging, cloudy pendants of the girandole which would soon be destroyed, he had no doubt. It seemed he had no agency in anything; he could neither protect the girandole, nor Stevie, nor the house. So it was not worth feeling anything like the old allegiances and affections.

  ‘Nice bright day,’ said Jones. Jonathan looked around, full of amazement that the man should say such a thing. At the trees, nearly all bare; the birdsong; the clopping of the pony’s hooves as it circled the house and emerged into the front courtyard. He could observe each element objectively and agree that it was a beautiful day. But he could not feel it; not even the brightness of the winter sun as it broke through the clouds.

  ‘We’ll get through all this, you know,’ said Jonathan, and Jones was left wondering whether his master had gone and lost his mind completely, as he seemed to be having a completely different conversation in his head.

  The visit to London would allow him to take arms against his disappointment. The Kinsburg Diamond had been his insurance policy, and the key to everything: to fixing the house, to fixing Stevie, to shoring them up. And now, it had let him down. Its mythical value was precisely that: a myth, an aberration, a betrayal. He had left the safe-deposit building as calm – outwardly – as he had entered it, shaking the hand of the valuer and hailing himself a taxi; but only because he was a gentleman.

  ‘How long will you stay in London, sir?’ said Jones.

  Jonathan flicked the cigarette stub wilfully into the hedgerow, and a pair of startled sparrows flew out, a pale brown, dull as his thoughts. ‘As long as it takes to settle my business matters,’ he said. As long as it takes for me to feel as though I can begin anew, back here, and call it my home again.

  As they entered the Long Drive he turned back, certain he would see Stevie in the doorway of the house. She always saw him off, not waving of course – she never did that, for her mother had told her it was bad manners to stand waggling your hand like a shopgirl – but she always stood and watched him go, her slight, elegant form pale in the dark shape of the doorway, watching until he was out of sight.

  She was not there, and he felt the slight fall in the centre of his torso. Had he been his normal, gentle self he would have thought: of course, she is tired, she must still be in the garden, or maybe she has gone to lie down. But he was not usual, or gentle; he was disappointed, and bitter, and unfair. Instead, as he turned back to look ahead, and touched his breast pocket again, he thought: damn you, then.

  


  CHAPTER FOUR

  1940

  STAIR HALL, THE MIRRORMAKERS’ CLUB

  A visitor to the Mirrormakers’ Club on the late afternoon of a November day might have seen what they thought to be a wraith. The grand central staircase of white marble, which split at the first landing into two, looked forlorn in the emptiness, as though it awaited guests in crinolines and tailcoats. The left branch of the staircase led to the north landing, from which could be accessed the large Dining Hall, Miss Hardaker’s office, known as the Hide, the Committee Room and Red Parlour. The right branch led to the south landing, which presented another entrance to the other end of the Dining Hall, and the News Room, before the ring met in the Red Parlour, but these had been rendered inaccessible by bomb damage. A slim figure, dressed in a grey jumper and darker grey woollen skirt, was seated on a step on the right branch, and was staring up at the central dome above the staircase, which was decorated mesmerizingly in tapering black and white checks. Either side of the dome, demi-lunes with ornamental grating let in the light, but the large chandelier, shrouded in white sheets, would have done well to be lit, to bring the panels of green, pink and white marble on the Stair Hall walls to life. What light there was caught fleetingly on the woman’s hair and in her eyes. She was examining the place, sensing it, as though, even in the blackout, she might be able to find her way by touch. It had become her daily habit, to know the place well, as though it were a code that needed to be deciphered. It was home; it was everything.

  The wraith was Livy.

  The sound of the doorbell interrupted her, the hard-edged trill echoing through the near-empty building. Up to the dome above the staircase, and back again, halting her in her place.

  A robust knocking at the door.

  She walked towards the darkness of the Entrance Hall slowly.

  ‘I say, hello?’ A man’s voice. ‘Is that you, Bill?’

  Livy came to the door, stood on her tiptoes and looked through the peephole. A man stood there, smartly dressed, with a large case in his hand, and carrying his gas mask in a brown leather box, its long strap over his right shoulder. He was older, late forties at least, and despite his height and broad shoulders had a rather hungry look to him: defined cheekbones, pale green eyes, and thick black hair. The face was handsome, perfect by some buried classical equation, and this beauty overrode his tiredness. He looked rather like a faded matinee idol.

  But the face inspired faint dread in Livy as she paused behind the peephole. Another stranger, and perhaps one that knew her.

  ‘I know someone’s there,’ he said.

  She turned the key in the door, and opened it a crack.

  Their eyes met, and she saw him take a breath. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Hello there. I didn’t expect to see you. I thought all the staff were let go apart from Mr and Mrs Holliday.’

  ‘No,’ she said. She did not open the door any wider.

  ‘Don’t you recognize me?’ Beneath his detached tone she heard the affront in his voice. ‘I am on the committee.’

  ‘Of course,’ she said, feeling the energy drain out of her. ‘Good afternoon, sir. Please come in.’

  She opened the door widely and he passed her. ‘Find a place for this, will you?’ He handed her his hat and coat and mounted the steps to the entrance of the Stair Hall. ‘Where to?’ He looked at her, was perplexed by her silence. Finally, his irritation broke through properly. ‘Where are Mr and Mrs Holliday?’

  ‘If you’ll take a seat here, sir, I’ll find them.’ She pointed towards one of the large, architect-designed chairs which sat beside the staircase, domesticating the vast interior.

  Walking behind him, she felt the weight of his beautiful coat, a grey Chesterfield ripe with the mixed scent of cigars and cologne.

  She fetched Peggy, who greeted him with reverence. ‘Oh, Mr Whitewood!’ she said, hurrying towards him. The note of gladness in her voice was caught in the acoustic of the marble-clad hall. ‘We didn’t know you were coming, sir. Would you like a cup of tea? A poached egg and some buttered toast?’ Livy glanced at her. They were only supposed to have one egg per person per week.

  ‘Only,’ he spread out one hand, ‘only if it’s not any trouble, Mrs Holliday. I’ll be staying for a few days, perhaps even weeks, so I’ll register for temporary rations. I don’t want you to be short of anything.’

  ‘Or you might wish to eat in restaurants,’ said Livy. The moment the words were out of her mouth, she realized how rude they sounded.

  Peggy ignored her. ‘Very good, Mr Whitewood: a poached egg it is. Where would you like to take your tea?’

  ‘I’ll take it here with you, if you’ll permit me, Peggy, and,’ one hand out, to indicate Livy’s presence, ‘this young lady.’

  ‘Miss Baker, sir,’ Peggy said, her eyes widening. ‘You remember Miss Baker?’

  He nodded. ‘I do, I do. But I don’t remember why she is here now.’

  Livy did nothing; despite Mrs Holliday’s pleading look, as though to say ‘smile at him’, she stood there silently. Already, she sensed the shift in the room: this man had power, and he was therefore a threat. In the midst of his energy she felt her own sense of self, which she had gradually started to accumulate over the past few weeks, guttering like a candle flame in a strong breeze.

  ‘Miss Baker had a direct hit on her lodgings two months ago, sir. She’s registered for war work now but until she goes, she’s helping us, especially when we give tea and supper to the firewatchers. And in the day she’s working in the Document Room, trying to organize things with the archive. The director and the manager both know, and signed it off. Miss Hardaker was meant to put things in order before the war but it never quite happened.’

  ‘Ah,’ he said in a regretful, slightly patronizing tone. ‘The venerable Miss Hardaker. Do you know, I once caught her piling documents into the furnace?’

  ‘Oh, goodness,’ Peggy half-laughed fearfully.

  Livy took her chance, watching Peggy tiptoe off to make toast. ‘The archive is rather patchy. Finding things is rather a matter of luck than anything else,’ she said.

  A frown briefly crossed the visitor’s face but then he smiled cordially, attempting to make a connection. ‘I might have need of your expertise,’ he said. ‘I am here to visit friends, but also to look for some papers which have a connection with my family. We’ve been members of the Mirrormakers’ Club for generations. Looking-glass-makers’ Club, perhaps I should say. It’s not quite the thing to say mirror these days, but as our greatest poets used it, why not? “And in her hand she held a mirror bright”.’

  Livy nodded, flushing that she did not know the reference. Peggy had explained to her that the Mirrormakers’ Club was known more formally as the Mirrormakers’ and City Club. The original founders had been well-connected traders in small mirrors, cabinets and glass, who had loosened ties with their livery company and decided to form a club for convivial company, the first in the City of London. Its members now included any City gentleman who knew the right person through blood or business, but the name had been kept. Members were elected by ballot.

  ‘I can’t remember seeing anything related to the Whitewoods,’ she said. ‘But I’ll gladly look for you.’

  ‘That’s not the name,’ he said. ‘I’m researching my mother’s side of the family, the Kinsburgs. And I can look myself, if you just point me in the right direction.’

  ‘I’ll do my best,’ she said.

  They sat in awkward silence, until Peggy came bustling out with the poached egg and toast on a tray.

  ‘Sorry not to have a newspaper for you, sir,’ she said. ‘We do take The Times, thin as it is these days, but Mr Holliday’s done something with it.’ She tried to keep the irritation out of her voice and failed.

  He tucked into the food with gusto. ‘Will it be the Blue Room I am in, tonight?’ he said between mouthfuls. ‘I assume no one else is staying here?’ The guest rooms were on the top floor of the building, along with the flat the Hollidays had in peacetime.

  ‘Oh, Mr Whitewood,’ Mrs Holliday said. ‘We don’t stay up there now. It’s closed up. Of course, I check things, and keep the rooms aired, but it is far safer to stay down in the basement shelter, what with night after night of the bombing. It would be unwise to sleep up there.’

  He swallowed a mouthful of toast. ‘That’s rather overdoing it, don’t you think? After all, we should carry on as usual, shouldn’t we?’

  Livy watched him. It seemed to her that he really rather wanted to sleep in the Blue Room now, solely because Peggy had told him that he couldn’t. She could see the tiredness on the housekeeper’s face as she worked out how to pacify him, and it angered her.

  ‘You’d do best to listen to Peggy’s advice, sir,’ she said. ‘The upper rooms are closed off for a reason.’

  He put down his knife and fork. ‘I’ll sleep in the Blue Room,’ he said.

  ‘Very good, sir,’ said Peggy, with something like sadness in her voice.

  Staring at his face, Livy thought of the portrait Woman and Looking Glass. There was something about the line of his face, something about the way the shadows fell on it, which reminded her of the painted face she returned to again and again. Bill had assured her that the painting was safe in its current position: ‘it’ll only be damaged if the whole building comes down’ was his reassuring phrase, but after every long night of bombing it was the first thing Livy checked, and the anxiety was growing within her.

  Jonathan ate on in silence, and the others sat quietly with him. Darkness was falling, the early darkness of an autumn evening with the lights kept off. The Stair Hall seemed to contract in the fading light, the coloured marble walls fading into shadow, and as the light dwindled the occupants finally left it and went into the basement.

  Mr Whitewood was looking with curiosity around the basement vaults that had been adapted as their living quarters when they heard the wail of the air-raid sirens.

  Bill came running down the stairs. ‘Planes!’ he called. ‘I’ll put the electricity off.’ Then he saw Mr Whitewood. His hand went to his tieless throat. Livy felt a sudden pang of affection for him, entwined with pity. A sudden reminder of the old life had left him exposed, dressed in his overall with his collar button undone. ‘Sir,’ Bill said.

  It was then Livy remembered Woman and Looking Glass, and the tension she felt tipped over some invisible line. In that moment, it became simply unbearable. She rose suddenly from her chair.

  ‘What is it, dear?’ Peggy had paused in the middle of the washing-up, her face kind, softened like someone regarding a startled animal.
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