
[image: cover]


Praise for Ridley Road

‘Bloom has uncovered an episode in London’s history that deserves to be better known, and her research has thrown up some appalling events … the subject matter alone makes for a thought-provoking read’

Independent on Sunday

‘A vivid, cinematic and exciting debut’

Red magazine ‘Book of the Month’

‘A tale of love and morality set in the dark side of the Swinging Sixties’

The Lady

‘Well-researched, convincingly evocative of an exciting era and covers events of which most people will have little awareness. It’s also a timely warning against the dangers of the insidious rhetoric against people of a different race or nationality, which is rearing its ugly head once again’

Daily Mail

‘A stirring story of the darker side of the ’60s’

Sunday Mirror

‘Bloom captures the vibrant ’60s London scene brilliantly: the music, the clubs and the fashions … Bloom blends the facts with the fiction to create a fast-paced story which is part-romance and part-thriller’

Jewish Chronicle

‘The novel presents a vivid portrait of London in 1962 … this heartening picture of ordinary, bustling life acts as a foil to the dark seam of the National Social Movement’s fascist activity, whose horrors are increasingly exposed throughout the novel … a compelling, worthwhile read, as well as a fitting homage to the bravery of the 62 Group’

Jewish Quarterly

‘Ridley Road is a really interesting and thought-provoking read … there are a lot of novels set in London in this period, but Ridley Road felt like a story I hadn’t come across before. I’ll be looking out to see what Jo Bloom writes about next’

Novelicious

‘The 62 Group were a real organisation, as were the two fascist groups mentioned in the novel. It’s a little-known aspect of Britain’s history and it brings a great deal of drama to Bloom’s story, as well as social interest. These are unpleasant and shocking politics to explore, but they are handled well. At the lighter end of the social history scale, Ridley Road also conjures a great picture of Soho’s early-Sixties jazz-and-caffeine buzz’

Emerald Street

‘While the love story draws readers into the novel, it is the growing tension and drama of the political and social contexts that make this a really gripping read’

We Love This Book

‘It’s a tribute to Bloom’s lightness of touch that her story is so absorbing’

A Life in Books


This book is for the members of the 43 Group and the 62 Group
&
for those individuals who continue to fight fascism
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1

Now that she had arrived, Vivien kept wanting to go home. She couldn’t smile. She was quiet and distracted. The moment the landlady shut the door, she slapped the rent book on the mantelpiece and sank into the armchair by the fire, holding her forehead. For weeks all she’d dreamed of was being in London and being close to Jack again, but nerves kept taking over and changing how she felt.

She pulled off her gloves and sat for a while, smoking a cigarette and staring down at her lap until she felt better in herself. She wanted to be here. She just had to get used to it, which she would, she knew, because she’d had to get used to far worse.

She stood up, stared at her reflection in the wall mirror and reminded herself that this was her doing. Her decision to pack up and come. She nodded to acknowledge this, then, wincing at the squeak of the lino as she quickly re-pinned her hair, she slipped off her shoes and walked across the room in stockinged feet.

The landlady, Mrs Levy, had stood by the bed and talked her through the household rules but the one thing she hadn’t shown Vivien was the view from the window. The mahogany dressing table was crammed tight into the bay, its dull and scratched surface scattered with numerous items a lodger might need. Folded white sheets. A hot-water bottle. A bar of lavender-scented soap.

Vivien reached over, lifted up the starchy net curtain and looked out. A boy was riding his bicycle up and down the street. On the pavement opposite a young girl sashayed along in her red ruffled skirt like a worn-out cancan dancer and waved at the policeman strolling by. Under the only tree on the street two elderly men pushed a pricey-looking dresser into the back of a van as the afternoon sun filtered down between the leaves.

But nothing else was going on. None of the comings and goings that sometimes had Vivien and her neighbours glued to their front windows back home.

A telephone rang downstairs as she picked her suitcase off the floor and put it on the bed, then popped it open and rummaged between her nylons for the letter Jack had sent Dad.

Just holding the envelope made her feel sick again. For a moment it made her think about catching the train back to Manchester, back to everything that was familiar. And she could. She could go wherever she wanted. There was no one to keep her here, to make her stay.
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Unpacking took no time. Four old, worn summer dresses – one skilfully patched in two places – and a few skirts, shirts and jackets to hang up in the creaky oak wardrobe. After she’d folded cardigans and underwear neatly in the chest of drawers, there was still plenty of space and she hoped she’d brought enough with her.

She’d packed and repacked three times, unsure what to take, wishing Jack could have been there to advise her. He’d only just turned twenty-four but he knew about travelling. Rimini last summer with friends; Paris the spring before. He didn’t like to boast, so she had to force him to tell her about the dizzying views from the top of the Eiffel Tower or sleeping away an afternoon on white silky beaches, and when he lost himself in his memories, she liked the way his voice turned sweet like honey.

Only her blue coat remained in the case. Vivien lifted it out gently, then removed the framed picture tucked inside the sleeve. In the photo her dad was flanked by the rabbi and the cantor outside their shul. Dad was the shortest by some inches, with smooth walnut-brown hair, perfectly clipped sideburns and a beard that needed trimming.

The tumour in his stomach had not yet been discovered. He looked strong. He wasn’t stooping. He wasn’t using a cane. He wore his usual dark blue waistcoat and white shirt, and his eyes were cast slightly to the right as if he were trying to avoid the lens. He hated being in front of a camera. He wasn’t shy, he just didn’t like the fuss.

Vivien held the picture on her lap for some time, then wiped her fingerprints off the glass and propped it up on the bedside table. It was a favourite picture, and she needed him close by.

It had been nearly three months since she had found him dead in his sleep and she’d stopped pretending that the news was not real. She knew he was gone – her mind had come to terms with this – but she still thought of him all the time. She preferred to picture him before he became ill: the weight of his small pudgy hands pressing on her shoulders when he said how proud her mum would have been of her, the way he whispered Yiddish songs to himself in the kitchen when making a cup of tea. She liked to remember him sitting in his armchair, feet on the pouffe, blowing at the orange tip of his cigar in small, hurried breaths to keep it lit, and how, when he went outside to smoke on the front step, one of their neighbours would often stroll out and join him.

But at night she lost control over her thoughts. She dreamed of finding him cold in bed, the sight of the blank-faced undertaker and his son in their raincoats and polished shoes taking him away. In these dreams she ran down the street in her nightdress after the disappearing car, then stood, hands pressed against her cheeks, whispering into the chilly morning, ‘Who will I tell about my life? Who will care?’

She snipped the air with her new scissors, a parting gift from Leo, and decided they would sit nicely between her perfume spritz and the glass jar of hairpins on the dressing table. Dearest Leo. Never bought her so much as a sticky bun in four years, then gave her these and threw her a surprise shindig at the salon. Cashed up early one afternoon, changed into a fresh shirt and ushered in her regular clients for home-made Victoria sponge and a glass of Babycham.

For a while she’d glided around, clutching warm hands and breathing in eau de cologne, but the more the salon had filled, the less she had believed she was actually leaving. She’d had to stand alone by the hood driers for a few minutes and drink it all in. A couple of dozen women in their best frocks. Yellow balloons tied to the backs of the salon chairs. Her best friend Stella topping up everyone’s glass. All of this for her.

Dad had never respected Leo’s stinginess but he’d have shaken his hand for making such an effort, and she recalled the strong wave of longing for Dad and Jack that had caught her off balance at the party. She was still swallowing it down when Leo had grabbed her and fastened her to his side. Clapping his hands, he asked for quiet to make a toast.

‘I didn’t want Vivien to go,’ he’d started off saying. He brushed his thin blond moustache with the side of his finger. ‘I refused to make it easy for her.’

A round of amused laughter set everyone off but Leo was serious. He’d given Vivien the cold shoulder for two days after she told him she was off to London, then strode in and offered her double wages and every other Tuesday off. She was backcombing Mrs Humphrey at the time, and when she calmly met his stare in the mirror, his lips had parted and he had sighed. He knew whatever he offered would not be enough. She’d learned all she could from him.

Since her apprenticeship had finished two years earlier, just after her eighteenth birthday, it had been only her, Leo and a junior tending to the needs of the local women, many of whom were much older than Vivien, and came for a weekly wash and set and the chance to be pampered. Occasionally one of them might accept Vivien’s suggestion for an alternative colour or a new style with a little flourish, a little more panache, but usually the idea of change appalled them and they batted her away. They felt more confident leaving the salon looking exactly the same each time.

So she listened to them. She put their hair in rollers, then brushed it out and sprayed it solid. She did it expertly and willingly; she put her best self into every task. But when the ladies patted her cheek gratefully and stuck a tip in her hand, her smile always felt mechanical. A bit false. They didn’t know she had spent the entire appointment imagining herself in a fancy London salon, where her reputation meant clients asked for her by name and embraced her style suggestions. Where her boss would enter her for international competitions, convinced she would win. Where it was not uncommon for her clients to fill the pages of a fashion magazine.

This was pure fantasy, of course. A way of passing time as the days ran dully into each other. The truth was she’d happily settle for a job where her clients were a little younger and less predictable, and where every now and again she was afforded the chance to transform someone and amaze them with their reflection.

These thoughts never frightened her. She was good enough. She just needed the chance to prove it.

Day was disappearing. As the last arrows of lemony-pink sunlight coloured the room, Vivien lit a cigarette and looked around.

Nothing could be done about the oppressive wallpaper, purple with yellow and white daisies, and the heavy greenish curtains, but the uninspiring watercolour of a rabbit sitting near a warren would soon be hidden under her bed. Rabbits were something of an unappealing theme in the house. She’d already noticed several porcelain rabbits on display downstairs and the yellow crochet bunny hanging from a nail above the toilet cistern.

But she was glad of the bits of furniture, the overstuffed armchair and little Ercol coffee table in particular. It was easy to picture Jack sprawled out by the fire, long legs crossed at the ankles, scribbling away in his notebook – the idea of it made her smile gently to herself. There was something right about this room, as if it was already a natural extension of her. Best of all, it was only two streets away from Mary Drake’s boarding house where Dad had lodged when he used to visit London. Vivien had telephoned Mary weeks ago but learned that she too had recently died and her son was selling the house. Undeterred, Vivien still made her way to Hackney, trailing up and down the main streets with her suitcase until she came across Mrs Levy’s neat card stuck in a tobacconist’s window.

She moved the fireguard carefully, conscious of every noise. Her presence in the house mustn’t disturb Mrs Levy or set her on edge – this place was such a find, Mrs Levy could have her pick of decent lodgers. Vivien couldn’t say the same about the guest house near Euston station which she’d randomly chosen on the night she arrived. She had barely slept, lying wide-eyed and wary on the hard bed with her side lamp on, staring at the scrappy handwritten warnings on the wall about noise levels and NO GUESTS and heavily underlined reminders about not wasting water, while a Spanish couple in the next room argued in between making love, and the man above her stamped around like he had concrete in his shoes.

She stubbed out her cigarette and stared again at the chair where Jack would sit. She missed him tonight. He was often in her head, like he was watching her while she went about her day, but sometimes he took over completely and made it hard for her to think about anything else. Sometimes he made it hard for her to breathe.

She had felt like that the first time they met in her front room, four months ago, when Dad was still here. She’d glimpsed the back of him on the settee first, but then he had turned, smiled, and said, ‘I’m Jack,’ before Dad had had a chance to introduce them. ‘Jack Fox.’

‘Pleasure,’ she’d said, flushing a little, loosening her grey scarf away from her neck.

She had immediately registered his good looks. Reddish-brown hair. Long body and broad shoulders. Eyes as dark as treacle, dominating a lovely lean face. He was by far the most appealing man she’d seen in a long time.

‘I thought you were out tonight,’ said Dad.

‘I was.’ She put her handbag down on the piano seat. ‘Stella’s got a migraine.’

‘Another one? She told me she’d been in bed all day Wednesday. Poor cow,’ he said affectionately. ‘And with three kiddies.’ He shook his head.

Vivien had nodded sympathetically. Stella and Vivien, born a day apart on the same hospital ward twenty years ago, had always been close, even after Stella got married on her seventeenth birthday and had three children in quick succession. ‘I offered to look after them, but her mum’s over there.’

Catching Jack’s gaze on her, she had flushed slightly, and her body felt unsteady and faint, as if his presence had leaked into every corner of the room and sucked up all the air. Turning away to unbutton her jacket while Jack told Dad about his auntie’s terrible nausea-inducing migraines, Vivien wondered where he was from. Dad often invited people back from the shul, visitors who heated up soup in the kitchen or hogged the bathroom for hours. Strangers with rucksacks and fascinating life stories but no money, nowhere else to go.

But not him, she thought, stealing another look at Jack. Not this one with his impeccably cut suit, clean fingernails and short, tidy hair – nothing like the local boys, bulging in their cheap trousers, hair plastered solid behind their ears. This one had somewhere to be.

‘Jack’s come on the train from London,’ said Dad. ‘He needs to pick my brains for a book he’s writing.’ For the past fifteen years Dad had taught history at the local school, but he was better known for his political articles and columns that made their way into journals and newspapers.

‘Have you been to Manchester before?’ she asked Jack.

He shook his head. ‘But I plan to have a good look around.’

When he mentioned an interesting article he’d read on the architects of the new CIS Tower, she had soaked up his deep polished voice. His eyes had moved easily between her and Dad; he appeared relaxed and comfortable. He was neither under-confident nor did he act like he had to show off and prove himself, unlike Tommy, her last boyfriend, who liked to dominate every conversation.

‘How long are you here for?’ she asked.

Jack glanced at Dad. ‘Not sure. A few days.’

Dad was hunched over, rubbing his side, wincing.

‘Shall I run you a bath?’ she asked him.

‘I’ll go up in a minute. Thanks, love. I’m not quite the force of nature I used to be,’ he explained to Jack. ‘This afternoon I dozed off in the after-school Hebrew classes I run at the shul. I woke to find the classroom empty except for two boys sticking bits of apple peel in my beard.’

The instant Jack threw back his head and roared along with Dad, Vivien wanted him for herself. She wanted to hear him laugh as he lifted her up and held her against him.

‘We’ll see each other tomorrow, yes?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Call me Phil, please. Vivien will walk you round to the guest house,’ he said, adding to Vivien, ‘I’ve booked Jack into Denise’s.’

Jack looked sideways at Vivien. ‘If it’s not putting you out.’

When he smiled, she had to turn away.

‘Not at all,’ she had said stiffly and got up, her heart beating that little bit faster.

She could still remember how strong and low the moon was that night as it cast their shadows along the pavement. She had wanted to look away and glance at Jack but she wasn’t brave enough.

‘It’s a quiet street at night,’ he said. ‘I like that. You can walk and think.’

She’d never been to London but she guessed it would be bursting with life. When she thought of the city, she imagined the lights never fading, the din of the streets never letting up. Cars and bikes everywhere, trains zigzagging beneath the ground as thousands of people scuttled through the city’s arteries, always in a hurry, always trying to beat time.

‘Where are you from in London?’ she asked.

‘Whitechapel, in the east. But we moved to Golders Green in the suburbs last summer when some of my mum’s cousins and other families from the shul moved out there.’ He shrugged. ‘I like it just fine. I’m not there much.’

‘I want to work in London one day,’ she announced after a pause.

‘You should. It’s quite the city.’

‘In a hair salon,’ she said dreamily. Noticing him staring at her, she straightened up. ‘I’m good enough.’

‘I bet you are.’

She stopped walking and frowned. ‘You’re laughing at me.’

‘No.’ Jack shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t do that. I mean it. I bet you’re good at everything you turn your hand to.’

She held her chin up and looked ahead. ‘Well, I don’t know about that.’

Jack placed his hand on her sleeve. ‘Really,’ he said quietly. ‘I wouldn’t laugh at you,’ and when he removed his hand, she wanted him to put it back.

‘I’m not good at sewing,’ she said. ‘I’ve not got the patience for it.’

‘I don’t blame you. It looks fiddly. What would you rather do?’

‘Anything else.’

‘Like?’

‘Dancing. I’m mad on dancing.’

‘I bet you’re good at that.’

‘I’m not bad. Do you dance?’

‘Nope.’ He didn’t look too sad about it. ‘It’s not for me. Born too big and clumsy.’ He moved his arms and legs around as if he could hear music playing. ‘See? I look like a big bird trying to take flight.’

‘You might be right,’ she giggled.

After their laughter died away, they walked on for a bit without talking.

‘I really do want to go to London one day …’ she said. ‘And when I’ve got more experience under my belt, I might even try to get a job at Vidal Sassoon’s.’

‘Really?’ Jack looked impressed.

‘Dad knows Vidal. He hasn’t seen him in ten years but he said he’d try and pull a few strings for me.’

‘I hope it happens. That would be something.’

‘What are you writing about, if you don’t mind me asking?’

A light came on behind curtains in an upstairs room. They both glanced up. ‘Post-war stuff …’ Jack faltered. ‘Politics.’ He smiled apologetically at her. ‘Probably sounds very dull to you.’

She shook her head. ‘Not at all.’

‘Your dad’s pretty ill, isn’t he?’ said Jack unexpectedly.

She chewed her bottom lip and nodded.

‘He wanted to meet me in London. He’d planned to go to one of Mosley’s meetings.’

She nodded again. ‘He’s been talking about it for ages, since Mosley started appearing in public again. But it was too much for him …’ her voice trailed off.

‘It’s better that he rests. Looks after himself.’

He was kind and she liked that. She tried to smile. ‘Is it? He feels useless. I can see it in his face.’

She stared at the pavement again. Do not cry, she told herself, heat stinging her eyes. Do not cry in front of him.

She looked up and, seeing Denise’s house ahead, slowed her last few steps, willing Jack to ask her something else. More than anything she wanted to delay knocking, convinced that Denise’s youngest, Ruth, one of the pushiest girls on the street, would come to the door with her milk-white chest squeezed into a low-cut top, ready to pounce on Jack.

But Jack didn’t seem to notice her standing in the hallway, rearranging her long blonde hair over her shoulders like a cape. Instead he ran his hand over his jaw and didn’t take his eyes off Vivien.

‘I’m never good at this bit,’ he said quietly.

‘At what?’

He rubbed his jaw even harder, then stretched his arms out nervously as he spoke. ‘Do you have time to show me the sights this weekend?’

Jack had stayed for nine days, six days longer than intended, and they met up every day. They took buses around the city, ambled down streets she’d never been down before and sat in coffee bars for hours, talking. She taught him dominoes. He taught her chess. He took her to see Jules et Jim at the pictures and didn’t make her feel foolish because it was the first French film she’d seen. She made him come dancing with her and Stella, and didn’t mind when he spent most of the night leaning against the bar, staring at her. She liked looking over at him, feeling he belonged to her.

They told each other things they had never told anyone else. She said that she felt ashamed for not remembering much about Mum. How for years after Mum’s death she would occasionally wake in the night to the sound of Dad’s muffled sobs, but didn’t know if she should go to him. And, in an embarrassed voice, she admitted that she had always been troubled by her flat chest and non-existent hips, and couldn’t bear how easily her fair, papery skin bruised.

In turn, Jack told her that he was a twin but his brother had died five days after he was born. He had once watched his school friends taunt a girl in a wheelchair until she broke down and cried, but he hadn’t intervened or stopped them. It took him a while to admit that he did love his dad, but loving his mum came far more easily.

Soon she could list the countries he’d visited. She knew the towns where he’d stayed and how he’d filled his time and why Italy was his favourite country. He loved modern jazz and the writings of Jack Kerouac, but he would never have been one of those beatniks. He took his tea milky and with three sugars but liked his coffee bitter and black. The summer after he turned eighteen he had contracted polio but swiftly recovered. He was a keen long-distance runner. His skin was smooth and clear except for a cluster of three birthmarks on his clavicle, and if he didn’t shave every day a fleck or two of grey showed up in his auburn stubble. He hadn’t cried in six years.

Yet, regardless of the truths they’d learned about each other, they had still not kissed. Twice he had bobbed his face close to hers, leaned in and stared longingly at her lips; so sure it was about to happen, Vivien’s stomach had clenched. But both times he had recoiled with a brusque shake of his head as if he were chastising himself, and she had been left red-faced and wanting.

In its absence she had spent hours imagining what his kiss would be like. She would be at work and suddenly remember the weight of his arm pressing against hers at the pictures, or the feel of his hand cupping the small of her back as he guided her through a busy street, and desire would force its way into every bit of her. Her knees would weaken. She would feel warm and slightly sick. And she would inevitably forget what she was doing.

On the sixth day, under a bridge by the canal, he had turned his face to her, then turned it away again, muttering to himself. But this time he had swung back, held her against the wall and kissed her furiously in the echoing darkness. Afterwards, he buried his face in her hair and they held each other, laughing quietly. He pressed his hands on her shoulders, then lifted up her hair and massaged the back of her neck with his long, strong fingers. ‘This means something,’ he had said. And when he kissed her nape, a spot where no one else’s lips had ever been before, she knew he was really saying, this means love.

‘Take me back to London with you,’ she’d whispered to him two days later. Rushing out the words she’d practised in her head, she couldn’t believe she’d been brave enough to say them aloud. They had just left the pub and were standing on the pavement while he searched his pockets for a lighter. She’d ringed her arms around him and pressed her head into the firm, reassuring slope of his back. She knew he was leaving soon. She had felt a slight shift in him and noticed a blank, faraway expression which suggested that he was already somewhere else.

He turned around. ‘I can’t.’

‘I know.’ She nodded nervously, immediately regretting her words. ‘Anyway,’ she added, ‘I have to stay and look after Dad.’

‘I promise I’ll come back for you.’

Her breath caught in her throat. ‘When?’

‘I can’t say … soon.’

She felt he wanted to say something else, yet nothing came. Not a word. The next day he had packed his belongings and left.

In the days after Jack left she had wept often because she missed him, yet she was also sure he would return. She believed he’d meant every word he’d said to her and that one day soon he would say those words again.

It was only three weeks later when, holding a cup of tea, she had knocked on Dad’s bedroom door and called out to him. As she opened the door, she fully expected him to rise up and greet her good-naturedly, as he did every morning, but he did not stir. She called him again, more forcefully this time, but as she put the cup down on his bedside table a bad feeling had tightened in her chest. She clutched him through the sheets and shook him repeatedly, then stared at his empty, colourless face and still eyes.

His death had changed everything. It mattered far less what she was feeling about Jack; she didn’t seem to care about anything. She stopped going to work, drew the curtains and sat for hours on end in the front room. If the doorbell rang, she rarely answered it, but when she did, she quickly drove visitors away with her silence.

Then, one Saturday a month or so later, she was lying on Dad’s bedroom floor rooting through boxes of his photographs and got stuck staring at one of him and Mum outside the house just after they’d bought it. Mum was not much older than Vivien was now, and her smile was broad and thrilled. The photo said it all: they were ready to get on and live. That was what they would want for her too: to hold tight to each day, squeeze the most out of every single one.

Holding the photo above her face, she thought how easy it would be to picture herself and Jack embracing in the doorway of their new house. She sat up quickly, as if assaulted by the idea – but suddenly it seemed so obvious. She would have to rebuild her life, and since she could do that anywhere, why not London? Yes, Jack was there, but it wasn’t just about him. It was about taking a chance; living somewhere new, finding a job and learning things about herself which would remain undiscovered if she squandered her days at home. In London, she felt, true change was possible.

So here she was.

She got up and reached into the drawer of the bedside table for the letter she’d brought with her. A couple of days after she made up her mind to leave, she and Stella had begun sorting through Dad’s belongings. The letter from Jack to Dad, discovered between the pages of a television hire purchase agreement when she’d cleared out his desk, was the briefest of notes – four short sentences – and all Jack had done was thank Dad for his hospitality and wish him well. But scrawled in the top right-hand corner was an address. In Bow, east London.

From the room below came a whoop of canned laughter as Mrs Levy turned on the television. Vivien held the envelope and wondered, yet again, if she should have written first. Let Jack know she planned to come to London. She had tried a couple of times, but the words never sounded right and her tears kept smudging the ink when she explained about Dad. Besides, she didn’t want Jack to think he was the sole reason for her coming. It was important that he knew she was doing this for herself too, to vanish into something new.

Thoughts of leaving home came rushing back. Her and Stella crushing each other on the station platform, attempting, but failing, to leave the other’s side.

‘I’m going to miss you like crazy,’ Vivien kept saying.

‘Not half as much as I’ll miss you.’ Stella had smoothed down Vivien’s hair and rolled out her bottom lip. ‘My days will be spent wiping the boys’ runny noses and you’ll be gallivanting around London.’

‘Oh, it won’t be like that!’ said Vivien. ‘When have you ever seen me gallivant? Will you write? Tell me everything that’s going on?’

‘Will I? Jesus, you’ll be sick to death of me,’ said Stella through her tears. ‘I want to hear that you’re dressing the hair of the rich and famous. And that Jack will make an honest woman of you.’

‘Well, we’ll see about that. You won’t forget to check on things, will you? In case I’ve forgotten something?’

Vivien kept running over everything in her mind. The windows and doors had been locked, a notice pinned to the letter box guiding callers to Stella’s house. A plumber had fixed the leaky pipe in the bathroom. Mrs Harper at the corner shop had cancelled Vivien’s account and even made a point of coming around the counter to embrace her.

‘Don’t worry about a thing.’ Stella had grabbed Vivien’s hands and they had swung their arms back and forth, like they used to do in the school playground. ‘You’d better get a move on.’ Looking towards the train, Stella had lifted her arms away and tried to keep smiling. ‘Go on. Be the best you can be, Vivien Epstein. Be bloody brilliant.’
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