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      ‘Women were wanting to escape the net just as men were climbing back into it.’




      Only Halfway to Paradise: Women in Postwar Britain,




      Elizabeth Wilson


    


  




  

    

      ‘Oh, I am nothing without you,’ she said. ‘I should not know what to be. I feel as if you had invented me. I watch you inventing me week after

      week.’




      Elizabeth Taylor, The Sleeping Beauty


    


  




  







  Prologue




  Isabel




  East Suffolk Coast, 31 January 1953




  She couldn’t say at first what woke her.




  It was dark, very dark – and cold, a penetrating icy cold. Even under the bedclothes she shivered. Something was different; all her senses told her this. Outside, the wind was up,

  scuffling about under the eaves of her wooden beach house, shaking the glass in the windows, setting off strange creaks and sighs around her, as though the house was shifting and muttering in its

  sleep. There was an odd smell, too, of something dank and salty, and a trickling sound like rain in the gutters. She threw back the blankets and swung her feet to the floor – only to snatch

  them back as they met several inches of water.




  She reached for the switch of the bedside lamp and at once lit up a scene of devastation. The whole room was flooded. Water had risen above the level of the skirting boards, opaque, swirling. It

  seeped in through the windows, dripped down the walls, flowed in under the door.




  The lamp flickered urgently, compelling action. She hitched her nightdress up over her knees, drew breath and stepped down into an icy sea. Wading to the door, she turned the handle and had to

  hang on, gasping, as the door burst inward and a surge of water almost knocked her off her feet. Under her hands, she felt the house give a shudder of complaint. At the same moment, the light gave

  a final flash and went out.




  Alone in the dark, knee-deep in seawater and numb with cold, she cried out in terror. For a moment she couldn’t think what to do. She daren’t try the front door, fearing the full

  strength of the incoming tide. The back perhaps. She felt her way round the corner into the hall and cloth brushed against her cheek. Her coat was hanging on the hooks there. Quickly she took it

  down and pushed her arms into the sleeves, wrapped it around her. The act gave her courage.




  Now she was used to the darkness she saw that the door to the kitchen stood open. A faint trail of moonlight from the window shimmered on the water. She struck out, her progress assisted by the

  force of the tide.




  She spotted her handbag, standing primly upon the kitchen table where she’d left it when she went to bed, snatched it up, then looked for Penelope’s letter. There, propped on the

  dresser. She slipped it into the bag.




  There was no time to think what else to rescue. She had to get out. But when she unbolted the back door and shoved, it would not move against the weight of the water. The window then.

  She’d have to climb on the roof.




  She seized a floating chair, set it by the sink, stood on it, and after testing her weight, hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and stepped onto the draining board. The window opened with a squeak

  and she eased herself out onto the sill. There she crouched, looking out in amazement.




  A huge moon, veiled in storm cloud, presided over an alien landscape. What yesterday had been a peaceful scene – bleak marshland stretching into the distance, cows grazing, the sail of a

  distant windmill moving against the sky – was now a rolling sea, the waves crested with foam. Some way to the right, mercifully above the level of the water, lay the silhouette of the town,

  church towers, a lighthouse, which from time to time bathed the watery scene in a patient yellow beam. Suddenly, the house gave another lurch, like a tooth loosening in its socket, as a great wave

  swept round it. Water surged up to the edge of the sill.




  She straightened, twisting awkwardly, straining to see where she could go next. There was a flat roof over the kitchen. Terror helped her scramble up on to it. There she perched for a moment,

  feeling with alarm the house rock under her. Gradually, it was being eased from its foundations. The land was becoming the sea and the little wooden house a boat.




  She was shivering now, as much from fear as cold. Rain was beginning to fall, huge, heavy drops slapping down on the roof. Another wave smashed against the house, which shrieked at the

  onslaught. Suddenly she felt it lurch free altogether, and as it bumped along the ground she had to scrabble for handholds. The thing to do, she saw, was to mount the sloping roof and sit astride

  it. There she’d be further above the rising water. She tried, but the surface was too slippery and she kept falling back. The house bumped along some more, then caught on something and began

  slowly to revolve. With the roof at a gentler angle she took her chance and crawled up. Just in time, for the house then righted itself. The best thing, she found, was to lie flat with her legs on

  either side of the ridge and clutch the top of a gable.




  The view was better up here, too, but as she looked towards the sea, her courage almost failed. The sand-dunes that once sheltered the house had been wiped out so the full force of the North Sea

  poured down on the marsh. There was sea where the river used to be, and the boat sheds and fishermen’s huts that lined the bank had been submerged or swept away. There was no sign of life

  anywhere. She was completely alone.




  She tried shouting anyway, but her voice was blown away by the wind. The house bumped a final sickening time and tipped, and now it was afloat, listing as it turned at the mercy of the waves,

  the nails in the framework screeching as they were torn from their beds. Slowly but surely it was breaking apart. Still she clung to her perch. There was nothing else to be done. She was soaked

  through now and frozen almost beyond endurance. Shivers rattled her bones, but still she clung.




  She was clutching the edge of the roof when first one wooden elevation, then another, parted company from the roof, hanging wide, to catch like sails in the wind. It was odd how warm she was

  feeling now, warm and drowsy, so drowsy. It would be lovely to let go and sleep, but she told herself to cling on. The rain was slackening, and as she watched the moon began to shine again, making

  a shimmering pattern across the water. How beautiful it was, that silvery light, how comforting. She must be the only person left in this dark, chaotic world, but she didn’t mind any more.

  She was thinking of a picture she used to study in a children’s Bible, of a mystical light brooding over the surface of the waters at the Earth’s beginning. She’d always liked

  that picture. It made her feel safe, knowing the light would overcome the darkness.




  This was her last thought as her fingers opened and she slid down into the water.




  







  PART I




  







  Chapter 1




  Emily




  London, the present




  Berkeley Square, Mayfair. A November evening, twilight fading into darkness. Street lights glowing in the misty air. In the garden at the centre, the branches of great trees

  formed filigreed shapes of black and silver, from which cries of roosting birds contended with the grind and roar of traffic. At this hour people passed through the square on their way somewhere

  else, huddled warm in coats and scarves, or shivering in short skirts and too-thin jackets. Those heading for Tube station or bus stop walked purposefully, eyes down, dodging the laughing groups

  that drifted towards wine bar or pub. It was a Friday night and London’s offices were emptying fast.




  On the east side of the square, next door to an art gallery, stood a Georgian building, five or six storeys of dark red brick. If any of the people passing had glanced up they’d have seen

  the slender figure of a young woman sitting at a second-floor window. The light from her desk lamp picked up fiery glints in her feathery brown hair. She was reading a manuscript and eating an

  apple. From time to time she glanced out across the square. But she did not see the slumbering garden or the lambent lights or the delicate rain beginning to streak the window. Her thoughts lay in

  a far country of the imagination.




  There was something timeless about this girl, this scene. It might have been the present, or it might have been many years ago, sixty or seventy perhaps, for there was a 1950s feel to the round

  collar of her ivory blouse, the pretty cardigan and the stylish cut of her high fringe. She finished the apple and turned from the window, and for a moment it was impossible to tell whether she was

  typing on a computer keyboard or an old manual typewriter. Her small pointed face was grave, full lips parted, kohl-lined blue eyes dreamy, her gaze intent as she concentrated on her work. It was

  an expressive face: she frowned as she read, shook her head, wrinkled her short straight nose, then leaned back in her chair, hands clasped behind her head as though lost again in a world beyond

  the confines of office walls.




  Emily was actually thinking she was hungry.




  Her office at Parchment Press was deserted, she alone still at her workstation, one of several pens in the square high-ceilinged room. She’d been lucky to be given a desk by the window,

  especially since she was new. Many of the other editors strained their eyes under artificial light, and only a few, the most senior, had offices to themselves.




  Everyone at Parchment was overworked and often stayed late, though rarely on a Friday. Emily, however, was waiting for her boyfriend, Matthew. He had promised to meet her at six-thirty, but it

  had already gone seven and there was still no sign, which meant they’d have no time for a snack before the poetry book launch. Her mind began to thrum with anxiety. This was not unusual these

  days where Matthew was concerned.




  She reached down for another package from the untidy stack on the floor and glanced at the label. It was her turn this week to deal with the unsolicited scripts. Most aspiring writers sent them

  by email these days, and she wondered why these few still bothered to send them in the post. Perhaps they sensed it was too easy to delete an email. A parcel was unignorable. This one was addressed

  uninspiringly to The Parchment Publisher in sloppy block capitals, and when she pulled out the manuscript inside, her nose wrinkled at the reek of stale smoke. She scanned the

  writer’s covering letter with distaste, balked at the trumpeted self-praise picked out in luminous green pen, then turned without hope to the first page, thinking maybe, just maybe, she might

  catch a voice, some pulse of life in the prose. There was none. She skipped to the middle to confirm that her search was in vain, then laid the script on the desk and began to type. Five minutes

  later, the offending item was back in its padded bag, readdressed. The author’s own postage stamps appeared to gleam at her accusingly.




  A picture came into her head of an ill-nourished man with nicotine-stained fingers reading her polite but firm refusal and uttering a cry of despair. At twenty-eight, after six years in the

  business, she still hated turning books down. She knew about the months, even years, some writers put into their work, the tender yearnings with which they sent it out into the world. But so many

  were not destined to succeed. She brushed some dust off her skirt and picked up the next package, resolved to harden her heart.




  After sealing the final parcel she checked her phone. Seven-thirty. Still nothing from Matthew, no answer to her enquiring texts. She slicked on some lip gloss, pulled on a red coat, then went

  to the window, leaning her forehead against the cold glass as she peered out into the darkness, hoping to see a tall lean figure, long scarf flying, striding across the square, but there was only

  an old man taking an elderly Labrador for its evening constitutional.




  She sighed, slipped her tote bag on her shoulder and scooped up the parcels for posting under one arm, which left her free to haul open the heavy fire door with the other.




  Out in the lobby, the dim light from an antique chandelier flickered like candleflame, casting sinister shadows on a row of closed doors. She must be the only person left in the building, she

  thought uneasily. An empty post trolley had been abandoned by the lift and she stowed the packages in it. If only Matthew would hurry up. She would nip to the loo, then go and wait downstairs. As

  she walked across the lobby, she gave the wire post-racks an automatic glance, but the compartment with her name on it was empty.




  When she emerged from the cloakroom a moment later, she was surprised to see the lift doors open. She caught a sideways glimpse of a woman inside – middle-aged, laden with bags –

  before they shut. Whoever she might have been, and there was no spark of recognition, it was plain that Emily wasn’t the only soul working late after all. The thought was comforting.




  Passing the pigeonholes on the way back to her desk, she paused. There was something in hers after all, pushed to the back. Common sense told her to leave it till Monday, but something made her

  reach in and pick it up.




  It was a book, a small, worn hardback with yellowed, rough-cut pages and a jacket of cheap, unvarnished paper. It felt light and warm to the touch and she liked the way it fitted snugly in her

  hand. Who had left it for her and why? The picture on the front was a simple line-drawing in white on a dark, patterned background. It was of a heraldic shield with a plane flying across it. The

  plane must be in trouble, for the lettering of the title had been forged out of smoke swirling from the fuselage. Now she could make out the words Coming Home, which the damaged plane

  looked as though it wouldn’t be. The helpful words A Novel were printed beneath the shield, but the jacket had been ripped at the bottom and the author’s name was

  unreadable.




  Emily was puzzled. Perhaps the book was meant for someone else – Gillian, her boss, for instance, whose cubbyhole above hers was, as always, overflowing? But when she angled the book to

  study the spine, she knew with a little shock that it was for her, after all. The author’s name was Hugh Morton.




  She moved nearer the chandelier to study the photograph on the back of the jacket. It was a monochrome portrait of Morton as an attractive young man; hard to believe he’d once looked like

  that, given the cragged-up, bulldog personage of his later years in the images that had dominated the obituaries of him. This portrait must have been taken in his late twenties, before he became

  well known, maybe before he published the phenomenal bestseller The Silent Tide. She considered the title again, Coming Home. He had written so many novels, but she didn’t

  recall this one. She checked the publisher’s logo on the spine – an M and an H, intertwined. McKinnon & Holt, it said underneath. She’d never heard of them. One of

  many publishers that had come and gone over the years.




  She turned to the first page and stared. Under the title and the author’s name was something scrawled in bold, black pen strokes. In the dim light it took a moment to work out what it

  said.




  ‘“To Isabel, who makes everything possible,” she read out loud. “With kind regards, Hugh Morton.”’




  Isabel. As she said the name the light overhead flickered, making the shadows dance. She wondered who Isabel might be.




  Her eye moved to the bottom of the page where there was a date, 1949. Several years before The Silent Tide then, which she vaguely remembered was 1953. That was the book everyone spoke

  of when Hugh Morton was mentioned, the novel that made his name and his fortune. She’d read it a couple of times, the second quite recently when she’d joined Parchment, because it was

  one of the most famous books in their catalogue. It was the story of a woman, Nanna, who wanted to make her mark on the world but who ended up overwhelmed by circumstance. Somehow it struck a chord

  at the time it was published, and went on, unusually for a literary novel, to be a huge bestseller. It was also the book that became a curse for Hugh Morton. He could never again quite emulate its

  success in the whole of his long literary career. A not unfamiliar publishing story, but Emily couldn’t imagine how it must feel for a writer to know his future was behind him.




  And now her thoughts flew to the editorial meeting of the day before, in the old Regency boardroom with its views across Mayfair and its awful modern features – the long table of pale ash

  wood, the sleek plasma screen for presentations of budget figures and marketing plans.




  The Publisher, Gillian Bradshaw, a tall, willowy woman who ran on nervous energy, had glared round the table at the half-dozen editors present and asked whether any of them knew Hugh

  Morton’s work well. ‘We’re all familiar with The Silent Tide, of course. It’s a staple of our classics list. But what about the others?’




  ‘I’ve read The Silent Tide, naturally – find me someone who hasn’t,’ one of the fiction editors said in her sophisticated, world-weary fashion. ‘A TV

  adaptation is coming with Zara Collins playing Nanna. The fifties are still so popular.’ A couple of other editors murmured that they’d read The Silent Tide. After all, it was

  on schools’ reading lists. In the 1950s it was considered ground-breaking. ‘That’s the only one of his titles we own, isn’t it?’ she asked.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ Gillian replied. ‘It’s the only one in print, anyway. Morton had so many different publishers.’




  ’And kept falling out with them, I gather.’ The fiction editor gave one of her amused smiles and began to examine her long blue-polished fingernails.




  Emily, still feeling very new and needing to prove herself, said, ‘I’ve read three or four of the others. Our English teacher gave us an assignment. There was one set in the sixties,

  I remember, about a writers’ retreat on an island . . .’ She stopped, seeing that everyone was staring at her. She felt her face grow hot.




  ‘We’ll have to believe you there,’ Gillian said, looking over her glasses at Emily in a not unkind fashion. ‘I must admit that I, too, have only read The Silent

  Tide.’ She withdrew a crisp, cream-coloured sheet from her pile of papers and smoothed out the folds, then paused dramatically before continuing. ‘As you all know, Morton died two

  years ago. The funeral was just family, but I wrote to his widow, Jacqueline, to offer our sympathies. She’s sent me what I think is an interesting proposal.’




  She frowned as she scanned the letter. ‘Here we are: “You might know that my husband always resisted approaches from biographers, disdaining the modern lurid obsession with the

  purely personal. I have, however, been approached by a young man who has, I believe, the appropriate attitude to a writer of Hugh’s stature, and have allowed him access to Hugh’s

  private papers. The project being somewhat advanced, I should accordingly like to arrange a meeting with you. As the current publisher of The Silent Tide, I feel that you are the most

  appropriate home for Hugh’s biography.’




  Gillian stopped and looked directly at Emily. ‘Emily,’ she said, like a cat pouncing on a mouse, ‘since you’ve read more of the novels than the rest of us, I’d like

  you to follow this up. La Morton clearly wants someone to go and see her in Suffolk and I simply can’t spare the time at the moment.’




  ‘Surely a life of Morton wouldn’t exactly be a bestseller,’ said a young man with curly blond hair, tapping his pen on the table’s edge. Emily found his arrogant drawl

  irritating.




  ‘You’re possibly right, George, ‘ Gillian said, unruffled. ‘But I still think there’s more interest in him than you’d expect, and the TV adaptation will add

  to that. By the way, does anyone else remember that brilliant programme about Morton in the eighties?’ A couple of the older editors nodded. ‘You, George, would have been in nappies at

  the time.’ Everyone smiled and George gave a self-conscious snigger.




  ‘You’ll find the house absolutely fascinating,’ Gillian remarked to Emily as she pushed the letter across the table. Emily took it, glancing at the address – Stone House,

  Salmarsh, in Suffolk – not sure whether the job was prestigious or a nuisance, and wondering if George was jealous that she’d been given it. Since he always spoke as though he knew

  best, it was difficult to tell.




  ‘Biography of Hugh Morton, Becky,’ Gillian told her assistant, who was taking notes. ‘Put Emily’s initials on the minutes.’ She shuffled her papers and sighed.

  ‘I’m sorry to be shifting so much of my work on you all at the moment, but with my Australian trip brought forward I’ve no alternative.’




  Now Emily stood in the gloomy lobby examining the book, wondering if Gillian had left it for her. She hadn’t managed to get through to Jacqueline Morton yet. She was just thinking that she

  must try again on Monday when her phone vibrated with a message: Here now, Em. Where you? xx She smiled and wrote back, Coming. Her mind now full of Matthew, she reached to

  replace the book in the pigeonhole, then hesitated. She ought to look at it properly.




  She pressed the button for the lift and when its doors slid open, recalled the brief sight of the woman with the bags who’d left a few minutes ago. Like Isabel in the little book, her

  identity was a mystery.




  







  Chapter 2




  Isabel




  London, November 1948




  The petite redhead dressed in sherry brown hefted her suitcase off the bus on Earl’s Court Road and shivered as a bitter wind caught her. She stopped to wrap her scarf

  more tightly round her neck and glanced about, unsure of her way. People flowed round her with eyes cast down, too busy picking their way across fractured pavements to stop for yet another refugee.

  Above, pewter-coloured clouds hung sullen with rain.




  Nearby, a skinny youth selling newspapers breathed into his cupped hands to warm them.




  ‘Excuse me, do you know Mimosa Road?’ she asked him.




  ‘Nex’ left, Miss, and along a bit,’ came the mumbled reply.




  Thanking him, she picked up the heavy case and set off in the direction he had indicated, but the labyrinth of side streets where she found herself had no signs and she had to ask the way again,

  this time of a young mother with a toddler straining on its reins. Eventually she found herself on the doorstep of a handsome red-brick Victorian villa, one of the few still whole in a bomb-damaged

  terrace. It had to be the right house: someone had fastened a strip of card with a hand-scrawled 32 above the door, where a glass fanlight must once have been.




  She hesitated, wondering not for the first time if she’d been rash to come. Since the alternative was to return home defeated, she raised the door knocker. It fell with a loud bright

  sound. While she waited, the worries chased through her mind. Suppose her aunt was away? Or didn’t live here any more? She wished she’d had the sense to telephone ahead.




  The door flew open to reveal not Aunt Penelope, but a wiry, flat-chested woman in a shabby overall, wielding a carpet beater. She had clearly been interrupted in her task for she was breathing

  hard, and strands of thin, iron-coloured hair escaped an untidy knot at her nape. From the expression on her face, it was plain that finding a strange young woman with a suitcase on the doorstep

  was an unwelcome interruption.




  ‘Yes?’ the woman snapped.




  ‘I’m looking for Mrs Tyler,’ the girl said, in as firm a voice as she could muster.




  The woman studied her with a suspicious eye. ‘You sellin’ something?’ she asked.




  ‘Certainly not,’ said the girl, drawing herself up to her full five feet two, glad that she’d taken trouble with her appearance before setting out. Not only had she purloined

  her mother’s best hat, but also the precious remnants of a coral lipstick. This, she had been pleased to see in the mirror of the Ladies at Charing Cross station, suited her creamy skin,

  auburn hair and brown eyes to perfection.




  The woman’s mouth set in a hard thin line. ‘This is Mrs Tyler’s residence,’ she said, ‘but she ain’t here. Who might you be, Miss?’




  ‘Isabel Barber. Mrs Tyler’s niece.’ The woman’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Isabel added less confidently, ‘Please, may I come in? It’s awfully

  cold.’




  ‘I s’pose you’ll ’ave to,’ the woman sighed, opening the door wide. ‘Wait in the parlour with the other one.’




  Wondering who ‘the other one’ might be, Isabel left her case in the hall and the woman showed her into a chilly, over-stuffed sitting room at the front of the house that smelled

  strongly of coal-dust and wet dog. There, a small dapper man was struggling to secure a sheet of newspaper across the fireplace. He looked round at her entrance with an expectant expression, but

  seeing only Isabel, rearranged his face into a polite smile.




  ‘Herself shouldn’t be much longer,’ the woman announced. She went away, pulling the door shut, and Isabel, to her alarm, found herself alone with the stranger.




  ‘I’m afraid the coal is damp,’ the man explained in heavily accented English as he held the paper, waiting for the fire to draw. She nodded, wondering who he was, and, what

  piqued her curiosity more, why he was wearing a dinner suit at half past eleven in the morning. The suit needed pressing, and though his smooth dark hair with its threads of grey was combed back

  neatly, his skin was drained of colour, his jaw unshaven. It struck her that he couldn’t have changed since the night before, a thought she found shocking and thrilling at the same time. His

  undernourished appearance awoke her pity, though, and his expression was friendly.




  ‘It is very cold today, yes?’ he said, peering over the paper at the fire, which was beginning to roar.




  ‘Very,’ she agreed.




  She sat gingerly in one of the two armchairs, pulled off her gloves and rubbed her hands together as she looked about. The room was dark, even for a day without sun, owing to a great honeysuckle

  that grew across the window outside, its tangled tendrils knocking on the glass in the wind.




  Her aunt, she guessed, was fond of ornaments, and must be very sociable, for correspondence cards and invitations fought for space with china dogs and shepherdesses on the mantelpiece. There was

  a crowded bookcase against one wall. A slim book had been left open face down on a side table. She craned her head but couldn’t make out the title or author.




  ‘There,’ said the man, lowering the newspaper and stepping back. In silent satisfaction they watched the fire, now leaping merrily. Soon the room started to feel cosy, rather than

  gloomy. Isabel unbuttoned her coat.




  ‘Good.’ The man tossed the folded paper into a box and balanced himself on the arm of the second chair, where he mopped his shiny face with a handkerchief. Finally he extracted a

  cigarette packet from his inside pocket and offered it to her.




  ‘No, thank you, I don’t,’ she said, touched, for though he sought to disguise the fact, only one was left in the packet.




  He took it himself, then paused, changing his mind. ‘Save it for later,’ he said with a shrug and put the packet away.




  The lilt of his speech reminded her of someone. At the end of the war, three or four years ago, a Polish family had come to settle in the small Kent town where Isabel’s family lived. It

  was the eldest boy, Jan, she came to know, a tall, narrow-framed lad with passionate eyes, who gave her a lift home once on the back of his bicycle. She smiled, remembering their laughter as

  they’d clattered down the hill, then frowned at the memory of her father’s angry face at the door as the bike wobbled to a halt outside their pretty cottage. She still wasn’t sure

  whether it was her hoydenish behaviour that had annoyed him more, or her association with a foreigner. All she knew was that her father had returned from the war a different man. Three cruel years

  in a prisoner-of-war camp in Bavaria had soured all his sweetness, making him prone to bouts of furious temper. She’d not seen Jan since last year, when her father found a better job and her

  family had to move near it. The ugly pebbledash house on the pre-war housing estate was only a dozen miles from her old school and the friends she’d grown up with, but it might as well have

  been a hundred.




  The stranger was watching her now with an interest that was sympathetic rather than discomforting.




  ‘It seems that we must make our own introducings,’ he said. ‘I am Berec, Alexander Berec.’ He rose and offered her his hand with a gracious little bow that charmed her.

  Close up, she saw that, less charmingly, his eyes were puffy, with violet shadows beneath.




  ‘I’m Isabel Barber,’ she said for the second time that morning. Not Izzy, no more Izzy, she decided. ‘You are waiting for my aunt? Well, of course you must be.’




  ‘Mrs Tyler is your aunt?’ Berec said, sitting down again. ‘Ah, she is an admirable woman, is she not?’




  ‘Is she?’ Isabel said, breaking out in hope. ‘You might think this odd, but I don’t know her very well.’




  She couldn’t remember when she’d last seen Penelope. Five or six years ago, perhaps, soon after Isabel’s grandmother had died. Her elegantly dressed aunt had arrived by taxi in

  a cloud of scent with some paperwork for Isabel’s mother to sign. Plainly ill at ease in the cramped cottage kitchen, she hadn’t stayed long, but Isabel often thought of her and she

  came to represent the life she longed for, a life less ordinary than hers with its routine domesticity, her anxious mother’s scrimping and saving. It made Isabel feel better that Berec

  thought Penelope admirable. Her parents certainly didn’t seem to think so.




  Berec looked curious, but before she could muster an explanation about the icy wastes that lay between the two sisters, they heard a frantic tripping of high heels on the path outside, then the

  front door banged and sounds of commotion came from the hall. Berec and Isabel jumped to their feet as the sitting-room door flew open and a large, slavering beast burst into the room, dragging a

  beautiful auburn-haired woman in its wake. Isabel backed away from the beast and into the shadows.




  ‘For goodness’ sake, Gelert,’ the woman cried, losing her grip on its leash. The animal, a sort of big hairy greyhound with a comical-looking bandage round its head, galloped

  over to Berec and greeted him rapturously. Isabel’s attention, however, was fixed on the woman. Aunt Penelope’s presence lit up the room. Expensively dressed, perfectly made-up, she was

  every bit as Isabel remembered: a younger, more glamorous version of Pamela Barber, Isabel’s mother.




  Penelope, pulling off her gloves, didn’t appear to notice Isabel. ‘Dear Berec, what a lovely surprise,’ she said. ‘We’ve been at the vet’s. Gelert’s

  been fighting again. Not his fault, poor boy, it’s that awful pug at number four. It simply attacked him, with no provocation.’ Gelert’s tail whipped the carpet.




  ‘Mrs Tyler, my dear Penelope, I’m so sorry about your poor animal,’ Berec said, looking as hangdog as Gelert. ‘I have come once more, I’m afraid, to throw myself on

  your gracious mercy. I returned home very late last night after dinner with friends, and Myra, once more she has locked the door against me. If you have a little money to lend me, only until Friday

  . . .’




  ‘Oh, Berec,’ Penelope Tyler said, folding her arms, as though admonishing a small boy. ‘I must say, you do look a little . . . well, did you sleep on Gregor’s floor

  again?’ He nodded and she tutted. ‘You’re welcome to use the bathroom, of course.’




  It was then that she saw Isabel. ‘But you’d better introduce me to your friend.’ Looking at her properly for the first time, Penelope’s expression altered from polite

  interest through dawning recognition to blank amazement.




  ‘H-hello,’ Isabel said, stepping forward.




  ‘She says she is your niece,’ Berec said, looking from one to the other, bewildered.




  ‘I know exactly who Isabel is, Berec,’ Penelope told him. ‘My dear child, what on earth-?’




  ‘I had nowhere else to go,’ Isabel interrupted, her voice quavering with emotion. ‘They don’t want me at home. Not really. I can’t seem to do anything right and

  they’re always cross with me.’




  Now both her aunt and Berec were gaping at her in astonishment. Penelope broke the spell by moving close to place a finger beneath Isabel’s chin and study the girl’s face.

  ‘Mmm,’ she murmured again, releasing her. ‘So you came to me. How very flattering.’ She stepped back to take a longer view of her and did not seem pleased by what she saw.

  ‘So it’s your suitcase I tripped over in the hall. What have you got in it? Bricks?’




  ‘Books,’ replied Isabel.




  ‘Ha!’ Berec looked delighted at this.




  Penelope frowned him into silence and said, ‘ Does your mother know you’re here?’




  ‘No,’ said Isabel in a tight voice. ‘I left a note, but didn’t say where I’d gone.’ They’d drag her back, she knew they would. She remembered the

  shouting match with her father at breakfast that morning, how he’d called her an ‘idle slut’. After he’d stormed off to work she’d run upstairs and cast herself

  weeping on her bed. There she’d lain listening to her mother hustle Isabel’s twin brothers off to school, then little Lydia being buckled into her pushchair, howling, for the daily trip

  to the shops.




  Her mother called up the stairs, ‘Izzy, washing-up!’ as she left the house.




  Isabel had sat up, fuming. She was not an idle slut. Housework, child-minding, washing! That’s all her parents thought she was good for. Well, she wouldn’t put up with it

  any more. It was time to carry out her plan. She’d got up and flown furiously about, packing clothes and books and the little money she had. Casting one final look round the featureless house

  that had never felt like home, she tried to ignore the unwashed bowls, the toast crumbs on the floor, the basket of clothes for ironing. On the way out she had slammed the front door so hard that

  the last of the summer’s geraniums shivered in their window box.




  ‘I found you in Mummy’s address book,’ Isabel told her aunt now. ‘You were the only person I could think of to come to.’ She tried a pleading look, but she found no

  sympathy in the other woman’s face and the look faltered.




  Isabel had never been sure why her mother disapproved of her younger sister so much, but supposed it was something to do with the fact that Aunt Penelope had somewhere along the way dispensed

  with her husband Uncle Jonny, though the exact circumstances had never been explained to the Barber off spring. She did know that Penelope lived in London and liked clothes very much, and going

  out, and that she didn’t have any children. It all sounded so interesting and exciting, and the disparaging way her parents spoke about Penelope only lent her extra mystique in Isabel’s

  eyes: references to ‘the odd kind of people Penelope might know’ or ‘Penelope’s idea of a good time’.




  ‘I thought you had stayed on at school,’ Penelope said severely. ‘Last time I telephoned your mother, she told me you’d passed your exams with flying colours. How long

  ago was that? I’ve hardly spoken to her recently.’




  ‘When we moved,’ Isabel said, ‘I’d just finished school. Now we’re living in the middle of nowhere and there’s nothing for me to do. That I want to do, I

  mean,’ she added hastily. ‘I won’t be their skivvy any more, I just won’t.’ Her voice rose to a squeak. ‘Please, can’t I stay here with you,

  Aunt?’




  ‘Goodness me, child, I can’t have you living here. It’s out of the question. But never mind that now. The most important thing to do is to telephone and let your mother know

  you’re safe.’




  ‘No!’ Isabel cried. ‘They’ll only tell me to come home. I left a note. I was going to write to them – in a little while.




  When I’d found a job and somewhere to live.’ She sounded braver than she felt. In truth, she was in turmoil. If her aunt wouldn’t have her, where could she go?




  ‘And you imagine that these things will happen instantly?’ Penelope said in a quiet voice. ‘Isabel, we must at least assure them that you haven’t been murdered or worse.

  I should be sorry to learn that you had grown up cruel.’




  Isabel turned her face away, her mouth quivering. After a moment she mastered herself sufficiently to mutter, ‘All right, you can telephone. But I’m not going back.’




  ‘We’ll see. I suppose, thinking about it, I could keep you here for a few days. Just a few days, mind. That would give everyone time to calm down.’




  ‘Could you? I’m not . . .’ Isabel started, but Penelope was already sweeping from the room. ‘Ohhh,’ the girl cried. She sank onto the sofa, arms crossed, her small

  face cast in misery.




  ‘Do not despair.’ She’d forgotten that Berec had been listening all this while. He was sitting by the fire, silently stroking the dog.




  ‘How can I not? I’ve nowhere to go. I need a job – any job. What is it you do?’




  Berec shrugged. ‘This thing and that thing,’ he said. ‘I have to be free to write my poems. People like your aunt are very kind to me.’




  ‘You’re a poet, really?’ she gasped, for a moment forgetting her troubles. He gestured to the book on the table before her and she reached and scooped it up. Sure enough,

  Alexander Berec was printed on the jacket. ‘Reflections on a Strange Land,’ she read aloud. ‘Is that this country, or where you came from?’




  ‘You’ll have to read and see,’ he replied with a smile. She turned the pages, glancing at the poems. Decidedly melancholy, she thought them.




  ‘My first collection,’ Berec murmured. ‘You will see, here.’ He leaned forward and showed her a page near the beginning. A line read, My thanks to Mrs Penelope Tyler

  for her generous support. ‘Your aunt,’ Berec said proudly, ‘she is my patroness.’




  Isabel’s mouth formed an O. Her aunt knew a poet and she, Isabel, had met him, this gentle, charming man. She looked up at him, her eyes shining. ‘I love poetry,’ she said.

  ‘And books and reading. I wanted to go on to university, you know, but my father said it would be a waste of time.’




  Berec clapped his hands together. ‘I guessed you were an intellectual young woman,’ he said, amused. ‘Why, I tell you what, I will introduce you to some people. Come along

  tonight. Wait.’ He fished the newspaper out of the coal-box, tore off a corner, then using his own book as a rest, scribbled an address.




  ‘Six o’clock this evening,’ he whispered, passing the piece of paper to Isabel just as the door handle turned. ‘I’ll wait for you outside.’




  Isabel thrust the precious scrap deep in her coat pocket just as Penelope re-entered the room. The girl looked up eagerly, but something sombre in her aunt’s face alarmed her.




  ‘What did my mother say?’ she asked, rising to her feet.




  ‘It wasn’t she who answered,’ Penelope said, biting her crimson lower lip.




  ‘Not my father?’




  ‘She found your note and panicked, called him home from the office.’




  ‘Oh.’ He’d be furious.




  ‘What he said was . . . well, I’m afraid you’re to return home immediately. He is, I think, a little upset.’




  Isabel took a step back. ‘I won’t go. He can’t make me.’




  ‘And if you don’t go, he says – my dear, I’m sure he doesn’t mean it – that he doesn’t want you back at all.’




  ‘Oh,’ Isabel repeated, full realisation of her situation dawning.




  ‘I’m unsure what to advise. Can you really not go back?’




  ‘I can’t, it’s simply impossible.’




  ‘I see. Well, I suppose you may stay here for a night or two. A short while. Until you find work, perhaps.’ Penelope was reasoning with herself.




  ‘Could I not live here if I paid my way? I’d not be any trouble.’




  ‘Isabel, it wouldn’t work.’




  Though wrapped up in her own concerns, Isabel caught a sudden glimpse of secrets her aunt kept close.




  The address Alexander Berec had given her took her north of Oxford Street, to a tall, narrow Georgian house in Percy Street, on a corner at a junction where the road curved in

  a sort of elbow. A painted sign, palely visible in the lamplight, announced it to be the offices of McKinnon & Holt Publishers. Curtains were drawn across the ground-floor windows, but chinks

  of light, snatches of voices and laughter betrayed a party going on within. There was no sign anywhere of Berec, but as she hovered outside, mustering the courage to ring the bell, he came hurrying

  round the corner. ‘Isabel,’ he cried, kissing her cheeks. ‘I am so pleased you came. Mrs Tyler . . . ?’




  ‘I’m afraid I told her I was going to meet a friend.’ Isabel was relieved to see that he looked more spruce than he had that morning.




  ‘Why, that is exactly what you have done,’ Berec replied, going up the steps and pressing the bell. ‘I am your good friend.’




  ‘What is the party for?’ Isabel asked, as they waited to be admitted.




  ‘It’s not for anything, I don’t think – just a literary party,’ he replied.




  The door opened to reveal a solidly built, pleasant-looking man of around thirty with fair hair brushed to one side and a fresh, sensitive face.




  ‘Come in, both of you, come in,’ he cried. ‘Berec, the ladies had almost given up on you.’ He ushered them into a big, shabby hallway lined with piles of cardboard boxes

  where half a dozen people hung about talking. It smelled excitingly of cigarettes and alcohol.




  ‘And this must be . . . Mrs Berec?’ The man put out his hand to shake Isabel’s, his expression polite but uncertain.




  ‘No, no,’ Berec said, with a laugh. ‘Myra conveys her apologies, but she is once again indisposed. Stephen, may I introduce my young friend, Miss Isabel Barber? Isabel, this is

  Stephen McKinnon, my publisher – the best, may I say, in London.’ These last words were spoken with one of his gallant little bows.




  ‘Miss Barber, enchanted,’ Stephen said, looking askance at Isabel.




  Berec rushed on. ‘I see I must explain. Stephen, Miss Barber and I met at Penelope Tyler’s home this morning. She is Mrs Tyler’s niece, a most intellectual sort of girl.




  Isabel has only recently arrived in London and needs to find suitable work. I immediately thought of you.’




  ‘How very considerate,’ Stephen McKinnon murmured.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Isabel said, feeling far out of her depth. ‘You must think it awfully rude of me, turning up like this.’




  ‘Not at all,’ Stephen said. ‘I know your aunt and am glad to have you. Come in and meet everyone. Excuse us, gentlemen, please,’ he said to a group being lectured on

  politics by a short stout man with fiery eyes and a low, passionate voice. Stephen led Berec and Isabel past them into a noisy room packed full of people.




  At once, a chubby, middle-aged woman with a low-necked dress and too much face powder came to meet them. ‘Ha, Berec,’ she said. ‘You’re just in time to settle an argument

  about great Czech poets. There’s a man here says there aren’t any.’




  ‘That’s perfidious, Mrs Symmonds! Isabel, please excuse me,’ Berec said, as the woman dragged him away.




  Beside her, Stephen chuckled. ‘Berec gets on with everyone, but particularly the more mature ladies.’ He handed her a glass of whisky. ‘They like to mother him. Your aunt is a

  case in point. A truly nice woman, and very generous to impoverished writers.’




  ‘Why doesn’t his wife look after him?’ Isabel asked. She’d liked Stephen immediately, sensed there was something very straight about him. She didn’t mind that he

  regarded her now with amusement.




  ‘I have never met Myra Berec and am not even certain that they have, er, exchanged marital vows,’ Stephen said gravely. ‘But I’ve not enquired too closely into

  Berec’s past or indeed his present. He is a man of great talents and has a gift for friendship that proves very useful on occasion. Him bringing you here is typical.’ He smiled.




  ‘He meant me to ask you about a job,’ Isabel rushed in, taking advantage of the smile.




  ‘I’m afraid that, too, is typical Berec,’ Stephen said, the smile turning regretful. ‘Sometimes he acts before he thinks. I can’t afford to employ anyone else at

  the moment. Business is very tight. There are too many writers and not enough people who buy their books.’




  ‘Oh,’ she said, crestfallen.




  ‘I hope something turns up for you soon,’ he said. ‘If I hear of anything, of course . . . Ah.’ A large man of about sixty, with sad eyes and an untidy moustache, had

  shambled through the door. ‘That is the great William Ford,’ he whispered. ‘Or so he likes to think of himself. I’m afraid I must ask you to excuse me for a moment.’

  Isabel watched him greet the man and pour him a drink. For a while she was completely alone. She didn’t mind. It had been a long day, a momentous day, and not without its disappointments. She

  was too tired for bright conversation with strangers. She took a tentative sip of the whisky and screwed up her face. It tasted like castor oil. She swallowed it hastily and it burned her throat,

  but she liked the warmth it spread inside. The second sip was a little better and she allowed herself to relax and take in her surroundings.




  This room must once have been a reception room, but was now furnished as an office, with a big mantelpiece above a blocked-up fireplace, and windows on three sides hung with blackout curtains.

  The twenty other people in the room were about all it could accommodate amongst several large desks, an elderly dining table on which bottles and glasses were laid out, bookshelves, piles of paper,

  potted plants and other assorted paraphernalia. A delightful, messy collage of book covers and newspaper cuttings decorated the wall by which she stood. These she perused eagerly, without

  recognising any of the titles and hardly any of the authors. There were lists and notices: mysterious charts concerning paper and typesizes; handwritten instructions regarding petty cash and

  returning the key to the lavatory. There was a poster printed in clear capitals to simulate carving in stone. She began to read it with a deep sense of thrill:




  THIS IS A PRINTING OFFICE, it said, CROSSROADS OF CIVILISATION, REFUGE OF ALL THE ARTS AGAINST THE RAVAGES OF TIME, ARMOURY OF FEARLESS TRUTH.




  ‘Isabel, did you speak to Stephen about employment?’ She swung round to see Berec.




  ‘Well, yes,’ she said, touched by his persistence, ‘but he said there isn’t anything. He can’t afford to pay.’




  ‘What nonsense,’ Berec growled, his normal good-temper ruffled. ‘You must speak to him again. We will both speak to him.’




  ‘But if he has nothing, what is the point?’




  ‘Nonsense,’ Berec said again. ‘He has some successes. Maybe not with poetry, but Miss Briggs’s romances sell well. He must expand. He needs another editor, he can’t

  rely on Trudy Symmonds for everything.’ He bent close and whispered in her ear, ‘I don’t care who she’s married to, the woman has no soul. Not like you. You have

  soul. I can always tell in here.’ He struck his chest with a clenched fist and said something resonant in his own language.




  ‘I can’t be an editor,’ Isabel said. ‘I know nothing about it. I mean, I read and read – but that’s all.’




  ‘Read widely and believe in your judgement. One day you will be an editor. You are an intellectual, I tell you. I always know.’ He gave a broad smile.




  ‘You are kind to me, Mr Berec,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘Nobody has ever said encouraging things like that to me before, certainly never my parents.’ Was it only

  this morning that she’d been living at home, being ordered to wash up? ‘Why do you say them? You don’t know me at all.’




  ‘I know Mrs Tyler. I would do anything for her. You are her niece. Come, I want to help you. We will speak to Stephen together, when he finishes with that bitter old man Ford. Twenty-four

  novels, ha. The same novel twenty-four times, is what I say. Give the money to someone who deserves it.’




  ‘Shh, he’ll hear you,’ Isabel said, giggling, but the big moustachioed man was rambling away to Stephen, impervious to distraction. Finally, Berec persuaded Mrs Symmonds to

  intervene.




  ‘Stephen,’ Berec said, catching his sleeve, ‘come, I must speak to you seriously. You have an opportunity. This young lady, you can’t turn her away.’




  Isabel, seeing the expression on Stephen’s face turn from polite good humour to annoyance, couldn’t help bursting out, ‘Please, Mr Berec. Mr McKinnon isn’t interested,

  it’s quite clear. And I couldn’t work for anybody who didn’t really want me. I would simply die.’ She spoke with such passion that she found both men silent, staring at her.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. She put down her glass clumsily, so Stephen had to steady it. ‘Perhaps I should go home now. I’m really quite . . . exhausted.’




  She started to move away, but Stephen touched her arm. ‘Wait.’ He was perusing her as though he hadn’t seen her properly before.




  ‘I want to help you,’ he told her, ‘but I stand by what I said. There is no position at the present time that I can offer you. I simply have no spare money. I rely on the

  financial support of a gentleman whose factory makes ladies’ shoes. Every book I publish seems to lose money.’




  ‘Except Miss Briggs’s romances.’ Berec put in.




  ‘What the Daily Mail calls Maisie Briggs’s “enterprising heroines” may indeed prove to be our salvation,’ Stephen McKinnon said, his eyes twinkling.




  ‘My mother simply devours Maisie Briggs,’ Isabel told him, cheered by this change of mood.




  ‘Devours her, does she?’ Stephen grinned. ‘And what is it that you devour, Miss Barber?’




  ‘Oh, I like anything,’ Isabel said, filling up with happiness at his attention. ‘I mean, I’ll try anything. My parents don’t understand at all. If my father sees me

  reading, he tells me to go and do something. I say I am doing something – I’m reading – but he thinks that’s being pert.’




  At this, Stephen threw his head back and laughed, but Berec’s expression was horrified. ‘You poor child,’ he breathed. ‘Stephen, you must do something. The forces of

  ignorance must not be allowed to triumph.’




  Stephen assumed an expression of amiable defeat. ‘Look here, I must go and speak to my other guests,’ he said. ‘Miss Barber, please. Would you come and see me tomorrow? I can

  at least give you some advice. Audrey,’ he called. A poised young woman with a pretty upturned nose pushed herself off the desk she was sitting on and sauntered across. ‘Audrey, what am

  I doing tomorrow morning?’




  ‘Chuck over my diary, someone.’ Audrey consulted a black notebook and read out, ‘Mr Greenford with the quarterly accounts at ten, the man from Unicorn Printing at

  eleven-thirty, lunch at La Scala with James Ross’s agent.’




  ‘Eleven then, does that suit?’ he asked Isabel, who nodded. ‘Audrey, this is Miss Isabel Barber. Put her down for interview at eleven.’




  ‘Interview?’ Audrey gave Isabel a cool up-and-down stare, then scribbled what looked like Isabelle Barba in the diary. Isabel didn’t dare correct her.




  ‘You see?’ Berec said later, as he put her in a taxi and pressed into her hand the ten-shilling note he’d just cadged. ‘I knew Stephen would see sense.’




  Isabel, riding the cab through the dark, unfamiliar streets, was not so sure. Mr McKinnon was humouring Berec. It seemed that everyone succumbed to his charm. As for her, she was wound up to a

  pitch of intensity that only a very young person can feel. In that untidy office with its interesting posters, all those people and their talk about books and ideas, things she thought really

  mattered, she had seen something she wanted. Not just wanted: she had set her heart on it with every drop of feeling she possessed.




  







  Chapter 3




  Emily




  London, the present




  ‘Matthew, how did you get in?’




  The street door of Parchment Press was kept locked after hours, so Emily stepped out of the lift unprepared to see Matthew in the hallway, the wings of his thick black hair glistening with mist.

  In the low light, with his shadow of beard and his eyes glinting like chips of blue granite, he looked like an exotic pirate. Then he smiled in that vulnerable, lopsided way she loved as he came

  forward to greet her, and he was Matthew, nice and familiar again. For a moment she forgot she was cross with him for being late. His kiss tasted deliciously of spearmint and rain.




  ‘Some woman let me in on her way out,’ he explained as he pushed the button to release the door. ‘No idea who she was, but she seemed to know me.’ He hung back to let

  Emily through first. The world outside was cold and shiny, but the rain had thankfully ceased.




  ‘She must be mad, letting riffraff like you into the building,’ she teased.




  ‘I expect she knows a promising poet when she sees one,’ he retorted and Emily laughed. ‘Sorry about being late, Em. I was in the library and didn’t notice the

  time.’




  ‘For a whole hour?’ she asked severely, but he was already bounding down the steps and didn’t hear. She followed more cautiously in her high-heeled ankle boots. It was

  difficult to be cross with him for long.




  ‘Come on, cutting across Bond Street will be quickest,’ Matthew said, taking her arm. ‘We can look at the Christmas lights.’




  Tonight’s event, the launch of a poetry anthology to which Matthew had contributed, was taking place in an old pub in Soho. Emily, who always felt guilty that she was

  earning a proper salary when he was managing on bits and pieces, bought drinks and crisps at the bar and they carried them up a narrow staircase to a spacious room at the top. The place was filling

  up fast. Whilst Matthew went to check his place in the running order to read aloud, she looked about uncertainly, feeling a bit on the sidelines.




  The room must have been intended for night-time use. It was painted black from floorboards to ceiling, which in daylight would feel oppressive, but which now merely conveyed an impression of

  dark intimacy. She inspected the photographs that flanked the walls – bizarre shots of pets and farm animals in gothic costumes that made her feel uncomfortable. Above the hum of voices,

  electronic whistles and wailings assaulted her ears as someone tested the sound system.




  Finally the racket ceased and Matthew reappeared. ‘I’m on first,’ he said, with a grimace, ‘so I’ll see you later.’




  ‘At least you’ll get it over with,’ she pointed out.




  ‘There is that,’ he replied with a smile, and disappeared into the crowd.




  Emily moved over to a table where piles of the anthology lay on display. She’d already seen Matthew’s copy, of course, but she wanted to buy her own, though there was nobody to take

  her money. She picked up one of the books, studied the Contents page and turned to Matthew’s poems, taking a professional pleasure in how attractively laid out they were.




  ‘Sorry, I’m here now,’ came a light female voice and Emily glanced up to see a nut-brown wisp of a girl with gypsy-black eyes standing before her clutching a foaming pint

  glass. ‘The queues at the bar were really bad. I hope no one’s nicked any books. Did you see?’




  ‘I don’t think so. I want to buy mine.’




  ‘Only seven pounds tonight. Or two for thirteen, unlucky for some.’ She gave a little laugh. How perfect her white embroidered shirt looked against her complexion, Emily thought as

  she slid a banknote out of her purse. ‘I’ll have one. Do you have anything in it?’ she asked to be polite.




  The girl managed to nod as she drank the head off her beer then licked foam neatly from her upper lip like a cat. ‘A photograph. Page nine. Lola Farrah, that’s me.’ Her smile

  revealed small, even teeth. She put down the glass and rummaged in her shoulder purse for change. ‘A group of us put the book together. It was Matthew Heaton’s idea. Do you know

  Matthew?’




  ‘I’m Emily Gordon,’ Emily said. ‘And yes, I do know Matthew.’




  ‘He’s lovely, isn’t he?’ the girl sighed. ‘I adore his poems.’




  ‘So do I,’ Emily said, feeling a touch possessive. She was wondering how to hint at her relationship with Matthew, when a voice came over the sound system.




  ‘It’s my pleasure to introduce the first of our readers this evening.’ The speaker was Matthew’s tutor, Tobias Berryman. Tall and balding, with piercing eyes, he

  commanded the room.




  Matthew moved to the microphone and as he read, Emily tried to concentrate on the words, rather than the beguiling timbre of his voice. She knew the first poem by heart because she’d

  helped him practise: ‘No one tells the rain where it may fall’ was how it began. It was about the random nature of where we love, and she always found it very moving.




  Tonight he was nervous and read a little too quickly, but the applause was enthusiastic. She watched with pride, seeing his pleasure at the response before he bowed his head and stepped down. As

  the next reader took his place at the microphone she sensed him return to her side. ‘You were great!’ she whispered in his ear and he smiled.




  There were more readings, and lots more drinks, and the conversation grew livelier, the laughter louder, the room hotter. Standing on the fringes, Emily espied the slender brown girl, Lola, curl

  her arm round Matthew’s neck in a hug, but then the big, moleskin-jacketed figure of Tobias Berryman insinuated itself, blocking the view. ‘Emily it’s good to see you,’

  Tobias said, in his warm, suave way. Now in his early forties, Tobias was a prize-winning poet. She’d met him before, at similar occasions, and Matthew often talked about him, sometimes with

  admiration, sometimes with fury, depending on how a tutorial or a workshop had gone.




  ‘It’s been a wonderful evening,’ Emily told Tobias. ‘They’re a really talented bunch, your students.’




  ‘They are a strong group this year. And what do you think of our little book? Published on a shoestring, of course, but I don’t think Matthew and his team have done too

  badly.’




  ‘It’s beautiful.’




  ‘And you’re meeting a few of the poets, I expect. Anyone I can introduce you to?’




  ‘No, really, I’m here for Matthew. And Parchment doesn’t publish poetry, so I’m off-duty tonight.’




  ‘I know that, but I’ll bet you’re always keeping a look out,’ he said. His eyes twinkled like a roguish uncle. But suddenly he became more confidential. ‘In fact,

  I’m having a stab at a novel myself. I was wondering if I might send you my first draft.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ she said, rather surprised. ‘May I ask what sort of thing?’




  ‘Oh, it’s very noir. Echoes of Marlowe. Anyway, see what you think.’




  ‘How intriguing.’ Emily wondered what on earth ‘echoes of Marlowe’ meant. ‘It sounds highbrow.’ She privately feared it would be unreadable.




  He laughed. ‘I sincerely hope so. Of course, perhaps it won’t suit a commercial firm like Parchment.’ She realised that under the charm he was nervous.




  ‘I’ll happily take a look,’ she promised. ‘I can advise, at least.’ Tobias had shifted slightly and now she could see Matthew again, though his back was turned.

  Lola, she noticed, was still standing close, but they were part of a larger group of students all laughing and chatting as they signed each other’s books.




  She tried to concentrate on what Tobias was saying – something about needing to acquire a literary agent – but now, out of the corner of her eyes, she became aware that she was being

  watched. Standing beyond Tobias, near the door, was a man she’d never seen before. He was a year or two older than her, thirty perhaps, with shoulder-length tawny hair and a certain ease of

  presence. He was standing on his own, but he didn’t look as though this bothered him. She met his eye and he smiled a secretive smile. She smiled back and for a moment it looked as though he

  was about to come over and speak to her, but then someone else touched his arm and he turned to speak to them instead.




  ‘. . . so do you have any hints about agents?’ Tobias was asking her, and once more Emily attempted to focus on him, but was still intrigued by the man who had smiled at her. She

  didn’t know why, there was just something about him. Later, she happened to glance up and saw him leaving. Interestingly, he was with Tobias.




  It was almost midnight when they got home to Matthew’s flat. ‘I’m absolutely shattered,’ Emily said, resting against the peeling wallpaper of the

  upstairs landing, while Matthew wrestled with the lock. ‘And sooo hungry.’




  ‘Tea and sushi coming up, Miss,’ Matthew said, shoving open the door. They’d stopped at a takeaway bar near the Tube station.




  After leaving the pub they’d argued amiably about whose home to go to – the two-room upstairs flat of this shabby Victorian cottage in South London, or Emily’s more up-to-date

  apartment in the better part of Hackney. Matthew had won because, although tomorrow was Saturday, he needed to get up early and work on an assignment.




  Inside, he laid down his bags. ‘Sorry about the mess,’ he told her. He went round the little living room switching on lamps and closing the curtains that never did quite meet in the

  middle, then took the takeaway into the kitchen where he could soon be heard clattering about with plates and cutlery.




  Emily kicked her ankle boots off with relief and sank onto the sofa. She glanced about. ‘Mess’ was the right word. Everything spoke endearingly of Matthew. Random piles of books and

  paper covering every surface. A laptop left open on the floor by the telly, its blue battery light winking. Half-empty coffee cups. He used this room to work in when he wasn’t at college,

  supplementing his meagre grant by writing articles for newspapers and websites. Sometimes he drafted marketing blurbs for a small PR consultancy, in whose offices he’d been employed at one

  time; it paid better, though the work no longer engaged him. Emily knew he’d muddled along in this way for several years after university before deciding to return to his old college to take

  a part-time Creative Writing Masters. Poetry was his passion, it always had been, but he would be very unlikely ever to make a living from it. If he was good enough, he’d told her, and went

  on to make his name, he’d at least be able to stitch a patchwork career around poetry, doing bits of teaching, journalism or arts administration, and he’d be happy with that. Whatever

  he ended up doing, it would be vital to be able to fence off time to write.




  She went to see what was happening. ‘I’ll make the tea if you like . . . My God, Matthew.’ She surveyed with horror the stacks of dirty plates and saucepans that littered the

  surfaces of the galley kitchen. Strands of sodden spaghetti snaked out of the pedal bin.




  Matthew, opening plastic takeaway boxes in the only clear space, said sheepishly, ‘I didn’t have a chance to clear up.’ Two of his brothers, she remembered, had come round for

  supper the previous night to watch the match on the telly.




  She sighed as she unplugged the kettle.




  ‘No, Em,’ he said, taking it from her. ‘I’ll deal with everything – you relax.’




  ‘I can wash up,’ she said brightly.




  ‘No, it’s midnight. I’ll do it tomorrow after you’ve gone.’ He went back to serving out food. ‘If I hadn’t been so busy . . . Tell you what, fancy

  swapping one of your temaki for my nigiri?’




  ‘Yes, OK,’ she said. ‘You are busy, you know.’




  ‘Busy is what I do at the moment,’ he said, turning to switch on the kettle. ‘I have to get through the next ten months and then it’ll be easier.’ September was

  when he had to hand in his final dissertation.




  ‘It’s a shame if it gets in the way of us.’ Ten months seemed an age.




  ‘Hey, you’re not still cross about last weekend?’ he asked gently. ‘I thought we’d got over that one.’




  ‘It’s not that.’ It was in part, though. She bit her lip as she recalled their argument – well, it wasn’t an argument, she told herself, more of a disharmonious

  episode. The previous Saturday, her sister had turned thirty and their parents had organised a family dinner in a hotel near their home in Hertfordshire. At the last moment Matthew had said that he

  couldn’t come, since he had a long newspaper article to research and write. Her mother and father were quite put out, and so was she. When she’d tried to talk about it, Matthew had been

  defensive and now she sensed it wouldn’t do to dwell on it. After all, they hadn’t known one another very long.




  It was only five months ago that they’d each found themselves out-of-place singles at a supper party given by some very smug married friends and had stuck together all evening. When

  he’d described what his life was like, she’d thought it marvellously bohemian. Now she saw the reality, and she couldn’t expect him to change everything for her. After all, her

  work commitments were formidable, too. So many evening events and copious reading at weekends.




  ‘You do look fed up, love.’ He put down the fork he was holding and drew her into his arms. She closed her eyes, feeling herself melt against him. How right this always was. He

  pushed back her hair and kissed her eyelids then his mouth found hers. She loved his tenderness, the way he held her.




  ‘Cheer up, Little Bird,’ he said, when they came up for air, and his nickname for her brought a rush of happiness. ‘Please cheer up. I know things aren’t easy.

  We’re both trying to establish ourselves at the moment, working at what we love. You’re doing what you like, right?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ Emily loved her job, had been thrilled when Parchment had headhunted her from another firm.




  ‘We’re both very lucky then.’




  ‘Yes,’ she sighed, as he released her. ‘Sorry, I’m tired, that’s all. And hungry.’




  ‘So let’s eat,’ he said, picking up the plates. ‘Can you bring the tea?’




  Emily cleared a space on the coffee table and they sat together on the sofa, half-watching a late-night stand-up on the television as they ate. Soon she began to feel better.




  That was delicious,’ she said, putting down her plate. ‘I did enjoy tonight,’ she added.




  ‘It was cool, wasn’t it? We sold a few books, too.’




  ‘I’ve got mine here.’ She took it from her handbag and flicked through it. ‘I loved your reading, Matt. You were great, you really were.’




  ‘I sounded nervous,’ he said, slurping his tea. ‘I’m sorry you didn’t know many people there.’




  ‘I was fine, honest,’ she said vaguely. She’d stopped at a full-page photograph. It was by that girl Lola, the one who’d sold her the book. The picture was effective in a

  chocolate-boxy way, she had to admit, a soft-focus shot of a rumpled bedsheet, scattered with rose petals. She remembered Lola flirting with Matthew, tactile, vivid, laughing. She closed the book,

  pushing the memory from her mind. ‘I talked to Tobias,’ she told him.




  ‘Oh yes? What did he have to say?’




  ‘Only guess what, he’s writing a novel. It’s hopeless being a publisher at parties. People either ask you to recommend a good book, however you define that, or tell you about

  one they want to write.’




  ‘I suppose it’s better than being an investment banker or a policeman.’




  She grinned. ‘A doctor’s got to be the worst. Everybody telling you about their aches and pains.’




  ‘Seriously, anything Tobias writes is likely to be good.’




  ‘We’ll have to see,’ she said, yawning.




  After they’d made love into the big bed that filled the whole of the tiny bedroom, Matthew fell asleep immediately, but despite being tired Emily was wakeful. The throb of party music came

  from somewhere down the street. Anxious thoughts spooled through her mind. She felt dissatisfied, but couldn’t for the life of her think why. She tried to rationalise her feelings, which her

  best friend Megan, who was heavily into therapy, was always telling her to do. The new job wasn’t going badly, though she ought to prove herself by acquiring one or two promising new authors

  soon. She was going out with this gorgeous man sleeping beside her, but she had no idea where the whole thing was going, indeed if it was going anywhere. Somewhere there lay the truth of the

  matter. She sensed that Matthew lived for the moment. He was concentrating on his studies and happy not making plans for the future. He wasn’t interested in making money, not that she minded

  that in itself, but he lived like a student and although she’d at first been enchanted by this unworldliness, now it was beginning to get to her. She had never thought about the business of

  settling down before, but recently, something within her had begun to change.




  The night was chilly and she snuggled up more closely to the slumbering Matthew, breathing in the salty scent of him, but she was still hopelessly wide awake. She thought of all the reading she

  had to get through that weekend, and wondered whether Matthew had any of Hugh Morton’s books on his shelves. She ought to look at The Silent Tide again and had forgotten to hunt for

  a copy in the office. At least she’d got Coming Home in her bag, his first novel, it must have been. She wondered where home was for her. Her comfortable Hackney bolthole, perhaps,

  though that could be lonely sometimes. She loved returning to her childhood home in semi-rural Hertfordshire, but it wasn’t home for her any longer, not really, she’d grown beyond it.

  And Matthew’s flat was too chaotic to feel homelike.




  The boom boom boom of the party cut off suddenly, and then there was only the distant drone of traffic that in London never ceased.




  







  Chapter 4




  Isabel




  1948




  It was Audrey, the secretary with the gamine looks and the upturned nose, who answered the door of McKinnon & Holt on the morning of Isabel’s interview. Her smile was

  condescending as she led the girl through the shabby room, from which the detritus of the party had been cleared away. Leading off it was a small, book-lined office, where they found Stephen

  McKinnon reclining in his chair, feet up on the desk, talking on the phone. He removed his feet smartly when the women entered, and waved Isabel to a chair. Audrey departed, leaving the door ajar.

  Sitting across from him, she listened while he argued furiously with someone at the other end of the line in a mysterious language of profits and percentages, and scribbled figures on a pad. She

  glanced about the office, noticing the books, the scattered piles of manuscripts, the posters on the wall about book launches and art exhibitions. On the windowsill was propped a photograph in a

  frame of a fair-haired woman in a wedding dress. It had faded somewhat.




  Finally Stephen McKinnon put down the receiver, scrawled a circle round one of the numbers on his pad, and sighed heavily. He looked up at Isabel and had opened his mouth to speak, when the

  phone began to ring. ‘Get that, Audrey, will you?’ he roared. Audrey must have heard for the ringing stopped. He stared at the phone, as though it might burst into flames, then smiled

  at Isabel and said in a friendly tone, ‘Well now.’ There was something boyish about him; it was that frank, eager kind of face, and again she thought how much she liked him.




  ‘You look as though you have too much to do,’ she said.




  ‘It’s always a madhouse, this time of year,’ he replied, rumpling his hair. ‘The shops want their Christmas orders, and we’ve the spring list to prepare.’

  There was a knock and Audrey put her head round the door. ‘In heaven’s name, what now?’




  ‘It’s Harold Chisholm on the phone,’ she said. ‘He won’t tell me what it’s about, but apparently it can’t wait.’




  ‘Dash it, it’ll have to. Tell him I’ll ring him later,’ he snapped, and she rolled her eyes and disappeared again.




  ‘Chisholm always says it can’t wait,’ he explained. ‘Writers don’t have enough to do, you see. They sit in their garrets fretting when they’re supposed to be

  writing. They forget that their publishers have other authors, other things to do. Like selling their damn books. Sorry.’ He smiled cheerfully at her again. ‘Now, how can I

  help?’




  He seemed to have forgotten their conversation at the party the previous evening, and for a brief moment Isabel’s confidence ebbed. Half the night, it seemed, she had lain awake thinking

  about all she’d seen and heard. She’d gone over and over what she would say to him, this man who couldn’t afford to employ her, who said there was no job, but who had still been

  persuaded to receive her today. She had, she felt, this chance and no other. And now he appeared so sympathetic. Suddenly it all tumbled out.




  ‘I want to do something useful, important, and I think this might be what I’m looking for,’ she said, not daring to look at him. ‘I’m aware of the power of words.

  Sometimes I write, oh, bits of stories and poems. I know I’m not very good yet, but here, yes, here, I could help others with their books. Does it matter that I’m very young? I need to

  be given a chance.’




  She saw his expression then and stopped. Somehow these words, which had sounded so clear and reasonable in her head in the cold darkness of her aunt’s spare bedroom, sounded silly and

  plaintive in the hallowed light of a publishing office. McKinnon was watching her intently, a slightly amused look on his face.




  ‘Go on,’ he said.




  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.




  ‘I can type – quite fast actually. They taught us at school in case we needed to earn our living, that’s what they said. I want a job. I need one. There must be something I can

  do. And I like all this. Here, I mean.’




  ‘Oh, there’s plenty to do here, all right.’ She waited, worrying that she was losing him. ‘And I’m sure you’d do. It’s just I can’t afford to pay

  anyone.’




  Just then Audrey interrupted again. ‘Your half past eleven’s here, Mr McKinnon. And I forgot to say, the man from the Mail rang earlier.’




  ‘Damn. I needed to speak to him. Get him back, will you?’




  Audrey withdrew and he snatched up a newspaper from a wire tray and pushed it across the desk to Isabel. ‘What d’you think of this?’ he said, and pointed. It was folded to an

  advertisement for a female film star’s biography with McKinnon & Holt’s colophon beside it. She stared at it. Everything seemed to be neatly designed and correctly spelled.




  ‘It’s . . . very nice,’ she said politely wondering if this was the right thing to say.




  ‘And?’ he said eagerly.




  She looked at it again, then her eye strayed to the article next to it. Suddenly she realised what was wrong.




  ‘Why would they put it on the sports page?’ she asked.




  ‘Precisely,’ he said. ‘This is the kind of rubbish I have to put up with every day. My advice, Miss Barber? You don’t want to work for a publisher. The hours can be long

  and business is precarious. Much work can be expended on books that are ultimately, by anyone’s standards, a failure. On the other hand, it can be irksome when books of extreme triviality

  triumph.’




  ‘I understand that,’ she said earnestly, ‘but it doesn’t put me off.’




  ‘It should do.’ He lit a cigarette and contemplated her through a veil of smoke. Finally he sighed and said, ‘I can see it’s no use. Look, as I say, we are particularly

  busy at the moment. If you don’t mind knuckling down straight away, Miss Foster out there has quite a backlog of correspondence. It’ll only be until Christmas. I can’t promise

  anything longer. ‘ He pushed back his chair and stood up. The interview was over.




  ‘Thank you,’ Isabel said, feeling as light as a feather. ‘I am so grateful. I’ll start tomorrow. Today. I can start now.’




  ‘Tomorrow will do. As for your remuneration. Well . . . three pounds a week.’ It was a sum even Isabel knew was modest. He opened the door for her.




  Outside, Audrey was typing briskly. Further down the room Mrs Symmonds, the portly over-made-up woman she’d seen at the party was at her desk making pencil marks on a thick manuscript. On

  a chair by the door sat the printer’s representative, a lugubrious man with a briefcase and a navy raincoat. Seeing Stephen McKinnon, he rose expectantly to his feet, but no one took any

  notice.




  ‘Oh, Mr McKinnon,’ Audrey said. ‘I’m sorry, the man from the Mail isn’t at his desk.’




  ‘Keep trying. Listen, Audrey, you’ll need to clear somewhere for Miss Barber to sit. She’ll be helping you from tomorrow. No buts, please. Goodbye, Miss Barber.’ He shook

  hands with Isabel, then turned his attention to the man with the briefcase. The office door closed behind the two men.




  Audrey squared a ream of paper by banging it on the desk as she looked Isabel over. She was clearly not pleased by what she saw.
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