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  The shoemaker told him that retreat was inevitable. Jerry had finally blown the bridge at Etalon. On this side of the river only the fort at
  Marguiller remained in British hands. The Germans were expected to advance again after the all-night bombardment and bite off what remained of the salient north of Bullecourt. The captain was a
  veteran of eleven campaigns and had lost interest in the progress of the war. He had been thirty-seven hours in the redoubt on the ridge above the ravine and he knew he would have to return. He
  could not hold anything in his head except the memory of the redoubt and the two scratch platoons he had left there. The shoemaker spoke with a flat Fenland accent and did not understand the
  officers indifference to his news.


  With the shoemaker they had sent up four cooks, four storemen, a farrier and two boys from a Bantam battalion who had returned to the front from the field-hospital at Noyer only
  that morning. The boys were rested and cheerful and said they were not afraid of the guns. They gave him half a tin of bully beef which he ate with his fingers while they waited in the ravine for a
  lull in the shelling. One of the boys was called George, the other Freddie. He never did discover the shoemakers name.


  By half-past eight, the captain guessed that the bombardment was not going to let up. He said they had better make a run for the redoubt in case Jerry started chucking over gas shells. Thick
  mist hid the wire and spilled down into the ravine. Crouching, the captain led the replacements along a trail of broken duckboards and through what was left of the netting. As he passed he
  peered down at the faces of the dead French gunners, but he did not think any of them had been gassed that morning. He had marked the ladder with a pile of empty grenade boxes, and went up ahead of
  the men. The mist was very white and thick. It rolled off the ridge and crept across the mud, blotting out the redoubt. The barrage was deafening. The captain could hear nothing but the
  guns. Signalling with his revolver, he hopped over the top and ran, stooped, into the mist.


  The Maxim opened up before he had covered fifty yards.


  Although he had two Mills bombs in his pouch, it did not occur to the captain to use them. He still thought of the redoubt as his place, and could not bring himself to destroy it. Tacking
  left, he ran on until he could see the shape of the ridge in the mist. He had almost reached the edge of the wire. One of the boys and three of the men were staggered across the line of fire
  behind him.


  The captain flopped on his belly. He could just make out the light chatter of the Maxim now. He had no fear of it. He was thoroughly familiar with the gun and understood its nature. He was
  furious with himself for stopping to eat the bully beef. He was even madder with Jerry for commandeering his machine-gun. Pushing forward, he ran again towards the ridge. The boy,
  Freddie, charged past him, yelling. When the boy screamed and went down the captain did not stop running.


  There were five Germans in the redoubt. They had swung the Maxim and braced the muzzle against the backs of the Tommies he had dragged in last night to help shore up the walls. The Germans
  were just like the ones who had come yesterday and the day before. They were very young and eager and wore brand-new uniforms.Off to his left, in thinning mist, he spotted
  stormtroopers among the tree stumps on the shoulder of the ridge. There were more than yesterday, many more. If only he could get to his Maxim he would have plenty of targets to pop at today. He
  was a couple of hundred yards shy of the redoubt when the bullet punched into his thigh.


  Its impact surprised him. He stumbled and fell into the wire. He lay motionless, teeth clenched, weeping. It was not the pain of the wound that made him weep. He wept because he
  realised that he wasnt going to reach the redoubt now. He had held the position damned well, really, but he shouldnt have left it, not even for an
  hour. He had been a fool to come down to collect replacements. There were forty-six dead men up there already. What did he want with more? He had been quite comfortable where he was, with
  his Maxim and ammo boxes and two platoons of odds-and-sods for company. It embarrassed him that the shoemaker found him in tears.


  The flat Fenland voice said, Easy, easy now, sir. Ill have you off there in a jiffy.


  When the shoemaker pulled him down, the breast and sleeves of his uniform tore. He lost a glove. He saw the glove suspended on the wire, growing smaller and smaller as the
  shoemaker lugged him away by the ankles. He slid smoothly through the mud on his back. Mist closed over the tiny black dot of the glove. He lifted his head and watched the shoemakers
  buttocks bobbing ahead of his legs. They sailed past Freddie. They sailed past George. They sailed past a huddle of corpses only some of whom he recognised. They were just a few yards short of the
  ladder when the shoemaker let out a shout.


  The captain felt his legs drop and there was a great deal of pain. To take his mind off it, he twisted on his hip and fired his revolver blindly into the mist. When the gun was empty
  he tossed it away, rolled onto his stomach and began crawling towards the trench. The shoemaker had been shot several times in the back. He had fallen on his side. His helmet was over his
  face and his arms were folded across his chest in a peaceful sort of way. The captain crawled past him and slithered down the ladder to the floor of the ravine.


  For a while he sat on the duckboard and watched his thigh bleed. He wondered how he could possibly make it back to the ridge without help.


  Thinking of the journey, he took a penknife from his pocket and cut the webbing strap off his pouch. He wrapped the strap tightly round his leg and tied it in a knot. He got to his
  feet and started off down the ravine in the hope of finding replacements to take back with him.


  The French gunners were hopeless. They gaped blankly and hadnt even the savvy to clear out of his way. By the time he got to the northwest corner of the British sector he was
  beginning to think that nobody would answer his demand for volunteers to man the forward post. He kept walking, quite slowly, asking everybody he met if they would help him back to his
  redoubt. Nobody replied. When the boards gave out he could not manage to walk in the mud and climbed a shallow gravel slope and started down the hill towards the fort at Marguiller to look for
  replacements there.


  Stretcher-bearers found him an hour later not far above the fort. He was the only survivor of the dawn attacks on the salient north of Bullecourt. Clearing out, they ferried him down
  river on a crowded barge and he reached the hospital at Noyer soon after dark.


  At Noyer the doctors assured him that his wound was not serious and would heal with hardly a mark. The captain smiled up at them from the table as they put the ether mask over his face. He
  had decided to say nothing about the shoemaker, the Maxim or his lost redoubt.


  Already he was planning how he would return to take his rightful place among the dead.
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  Armistice Day


  FROM THE INTERIOR of the Admirals Hat cheerful shouts of song and laughter wafted into the street. A piano, two accordions and a banjolele were
  going great guns. Annie Pirelli, a big-bosomed warbler with a voice that could crack coping stones, was belting out I Dont Want to be a Soldiers Gal in competition with
  a decrepit quartet who were rendering Keep the Home Fires Burning in lugubrious harmony. Children barged in and out of the pubs scrolled doors. Grandmas and grandpas, wrapped
  in shawls and greatcoats, huddled on wooden benches along the wall out of the wind. Trestle tables had been carted round from the Salvation Army hall in Bucks Walk and the womenfolk of
  Ambrahams Terrace were bustling about with teapots and borrowed crockery, setting up a spread for the evening street party. Like every other London borough, Lambeth was determined to
  celebrate the end of the war in style.


  Twenty yards from the public-house door, a group of six young people had rather aimlessly converged round a lamp post. Holly Beckman was among them.


  At nineteen, Hollys dark eyes and oval face had a character that made her seem beautiful, even in an era where the preference was for dimples and retrouss noses. Her sober grey
  jacket and skirt set her apart and, since she had gone to work over the river in Pimlico, she had acquired a certain poise that contrasted with the busy-bee coyness of the three other girls.


  In the three years she had worked in James Aspinalls Antique Shop she had seen little of her former schoolmates and had drifted away from them. She knew that they suspected her of
  patronising them but she could not explain that she had found a purpose, and that every moment away from the pursuit of that purpose was a moment lost  even on Armistice Day.


  Hollys brother, Ritchie, emerged from the Admirals Hat with a tray. Briskly he brought the drinks to the group by the lamp post and handed them round.


  What is it? Holly asked.


  It aint rat poison, Ritchie said.


  Holly took the glass.


  Ritchie stood in the centre of the circle and raised his glass.


  Heres t victory, then. he said.


  Victory.


  T all our brave soldiers.


  Heres to peace and prosperity.


  Specially for us, said Ritchie, with a grin.


  The three girls had been Hollys chums at school. They worked now in the Park Road tram depot. There was little to choose between them. Dressed to kill in costumes of mauve, crimson and
  petunia, all with their hair up, they demonstrated how effectively four years of war had lowered the age of womanhood.


  Holly noticed that Dora Leytons lips left a cupids bow of bright red Tangee on the rim of the glass.


  Thanks, Ritchie, said Dora. Its lovely an warmin.


  You dont need much warmin, Dora, said Ritchie.


  Dora blushed.


  Holly knew that her brothers compliment had no sting. Though Ritchie could be charming, and was handsome enough in his way, he really had no time for the ordinary run of Lambeth girls
  like Dora, Violet and Cissy. At home, she had often heard him pour scorn on them for their silliness and lack of ambition.


  They want one thing  a man, Ritchie would say. Husbands. Cant they see, year or two after the weddin hell be down the pub every night, an
  the only contact between themll be when he blacks her eye for not having his grub ready.


  Over the years, Holly had grown used to her brothers sly cynicism. It was one of many elements of life in Ambrahams Terrace that she disliked.


  Drink up, Hol, said Ritchie. Nothin like hot portn lemon for puttin a smile on your face.


  Holly sipped the strong drink and glanced down the street.


  The women were going gaga trying to make Fray Bentos look like Bradenham ham. Everybody had been saving their meagre rations for the Armistice celebrations and the street party that would begin
  sometime towards dusk. Holly felt no more affinity with the wives and mothers than she did with the trio of snappy tram girls in their casque hats and hobble skirts.


  Was it the war that had changed things so radically for them all, or was it the inevitable process of growing up, growing away from your roots? Just a half dozen years ago, at Harmon Street
  School, Dora had been her best friend; now they had nothing, except the past, in common.


  Well, Ritchie, said Violet. Whats the programme?


  Programme? Ritchie had been thinking of other things. He had not realised that the three girls were looking to him for a lead.


  Thought we might hang round ere, said Dora, until they dish up the food, then we could all buzz up West.


  Everywherell be packed tonight, said Ritchie.


  Thats half the fun, aint it? said Cissy.


  What would become of tram depot girls when the troops returned, Holly wondered. They would probably be forced back into low-paid jobs as servants or waitresses or into sweatshops like
  Cavanaughs Patent Medicine factory, whose blank brick wall sealed off the backs of the Terrace. Inevitably high wages would dry up and they would no longer be able to afford bright clothes
  and make-up  and, she realised, they would resent it, would, perhaps, wish that the war had not ended so soon.


  Holly was lucky. Her job in Aspinalls Antique Shop would not be at risk. Mr. Aspinall would not sack her in favour of a returning soldier. It wasnt that kind of situation. At least
  Pa would stop nagging her to give up shop work and sign on at the munitions plant in Hatfield, where staggering wages could be earned by girls of her age.


  Do you fancy a fling up West, Holly? Stan Nuttall asked.


  More than any of the others in the group, Stan carried the visible evidence of wars great changes. He had fought at the Somme and had lost an eye and three fingers to a whizz-bang. When
  he was discharged and returned to civilian life in Lambeth, his mates dubbed him the Baron of Bishops Row because he wore a black leather glove and a black leather eyepatch. Stan took the
  banter in good spirit and declared that he considered one eye and three fingers a fair exchange for his neck.


  Im not much of a one for crowds, Stan, said Holly. Id rather stay here, in the Terrace.


  Spoilsport, said Dora.


  Im not stoppin you, Dora, said Holly.


  Sevens a crowd, anyhow, said Cissy.


  Yer, but Stanll stay with her ladyship, wont he? said Violet.


  Ritchie can cope with three of us, said Dora.


  What about me then? asked Jeff Horsfall.


  Oh, yer, theres Jeff, said Cissy, without a spark of enthusiasm.


  Jeff would be bound to tag along with Ritchie, and the prospect did not please any of the girls. Unlike Stan, neither Jeff nor Ritchie had seen military service. Conscription had passed them
  over on medical grounds. In Jeffs case a tubercular hip threw his body out of kilter and he would never have survived basic training, let alone a single day in Flanders mud. As a child
  Ritchie had suffered from severe asthma and even now was prone to occasional attacks. His ribcage and shoulders had been slightly malformed and, in damp winter weather, his voice changed to a
  chummy wheeze.


  Ritchie, Stan and Jeff all worked in OConnors Tannery in Bermondsey, helping to meet the demand for boots and belts. Though only twenty-two years old, Ritchies smartness had
  brought him speedy promotion to acting foreman of the tannerys despatch department.


  What about it, Holly? said Stan. Will we wait for the dancin?


  Thats best, said Holly.


  Hells bells! said Jeff. All the old dears doin the knees-up, aint what I call celebratin.


  Got any money, Jeff? asked Violet, teasingly.


  Yer, some.


  Some aint enough, said Violet. Anybody walks me out gotta be able t do it in style.


  Style: Hollys interpretation was different from the other girls. She was drab by comparison, in a grey skirt and jacket and a white blouse. Best shop wear. Everything in her life, this
  last year or two, had turned in upon the shop, upon pleasing the gentle Mr. Aspinall, in furthering her worth to him. She cared deeply, almost passionately, about the shop and the antique trade but
  there was nobody to whom she could impart the reasons for her preoccupation with Aspinalls Antiques. Ritchie thought she was giving herself airs and graces. Her father, Leo, considered she
  was squandering her time for no return. Only her grandfather, Tal Kirsanoff, understood; he was shrewd enough to leave her be, to let her work out her own salvation and come to terms with the split
  that the job had caused in her.


  You can do it in style, said Dora to Ritchie.


  Then Holly knew how this odd council would end; Dora, Violet and Cissy would trot over the river to pirate a Canadian or American soldier, or any uniform they could find who was willing to throw
  out money on a spree. Ritchie, Stan and Jeff would seek refuge in the Admirals Hat along with most of the other men in the Terrace. They would be quite drunk before the street party
  started.


  Sure, said Ritchie. But I . . . I feel you should hang around the street on a day like this. Celebrate at home.


  Oh, patriotism, is it? said Cissy, who was sharper than the other two. I thought you was lookin for an excuse t ditch us.


  To Hollys surprise, the girls disappointment turned into hostility directed at her.


  Violet said, I suppose if Hollyd said she wanted t go up t Trafalgar Square an join in the high jinks youd allve been runnin.


  She aint exactly dressed for an outin, is she? said Cissy.


  Dressed for her precious bleedin shop, by the look of it, said Dora.


  Stop it, you lot, said Stan.


  Workin the trams for the good o the country aint for Holly Beckman, Cissy persisted. Gotta be difrent, her.


  Holly did not defend herself, or retaliate. She was aware of the anxiety that lay behind the remarks, the uncertainty that the final signing of a peace treaty with Germany had brought. Strange
  that the newspapers talked of relief and gladness when there was so much else, so many other emotions bound into what most people were really feeling.


  Whats special about an antique shop, anyhow? said Dora.


  All nice things; ladies things, said Violet, sarcastically. I saw the place once, out walkin. Its a little hole in the bleedin
  wall.


  It was Ritchie who came to his sisters defence.


  Lay off our Hol, he said. Shes got more brains than you lot put tgether.


  Hark at im! said Cissy. All tarred with the same brush, them Beckmans.


  The years at the tram depot had coarsened them. With independence had come liberty; they did not know what to do with it. Schoolgirl animosities had roughened into viciousness.


  Bet shes never been kissed yet, said Cissy.


  Only by Stan, said Dora.


  An thats cause he cant see proper, Cissy added.


  It was not anger that prompted Holly; she acted out of a sense of outraged justice, coupled, in part, with guilt.


  Take that back, Cissy Seaver. Apologise to Stan, Holly snapped.


  She loves him! Oh, she loves him!


  Gawd! said Jeff Horsfall. Armistice Day! Its like any other, nothin tdo but bicker an squabble.


  I aint stayin ere to be insulted by the likes of er, Cissy declared.


  Holly caught her arm. An you arent leavin until you apologise to Stan.


  Whats so special, he needs an apology?
 
He fought for his country, said Holly. Thats whats special.


  Go on, Ciss, Dora sighed. Dont argue with her. She aint worth it. Tell Stan youre sorry.


  Sorry, said Cissy sulkily then, tearing herself from Hollys grip, flounced off up the Terrace towards Joshua Street.


  Stuck-up cow, said Dora to Holly, then, to Ritchie. Wouldnt go out with you, Ritchie Beckman, if you was the last man in Lambeth.


  Linking arms with Violet, she wheeled and followed her companion out of the confines of the Terrace.


  Ritchie, Im sorry, Holly said. I spoiled it for you.


  Ritchie shrugged. Little tarts. I didnt want tbe stuck with them, like. Better things tdo.


  Like what? said Stan.


  Stay ere in the Terrace, said Ritchie, grinning again. Have a few pints, a feed, dance with the old dears, make them happy.


  Gawd! Armistice Day! said Jeff Horsfall again. Come on, Stan, lets fight our way int the Hat.


  Stan hesitated. What about you, Holly? Want to go for a walk, see whats doin in the High Street or along the embankment?


  Later, said Holly. Ill still be here, Stan. Go an have a pint with Ritchie an Jeff.


  Stan looked at her. He knew only too well that he had lost her. When they had been no more than children there had been a tacit understanding that one day they would become sweethearts. But that
  had changed too, like so many other things. Holly felt sorry for Stan but had sense enough to realise that sympathy was no basis for a permanent relationship.


  Come on, Stan, Ritchie said. Youre buyin the first round.


  Right-o, Stan said. Keep me a dance, Holly.


  As many as you want.


  An . . . thanks.


  For what?


  Stickin up for me.


  You . . . you deserve it, Holly said.


  He searched her face for a moment, and she could see the wistful sadness in his eyes.


  Stan, Jeff shouted.


  Im comin.


  Picking up the tray of empty glasses, he carried it into the pub, leaving Holly alone by the lamp post.


  She glanced towards the benches, hoping that Grandpa Tal would be there. He would be sure to cheer her up. He understood what it was to be out of place. And she was out of place here. There was
  no denying it. She could not otherwise explain her mood and, dispirited, strolled aimlessly down the Terrace.


  The brown brick cul-de-sac, known locally as Abrahams Box, was draped with cheap bunting that fluttered listlessly in the chill wind that funnelled up Vauxhall from the Thames. It should
  have been a golden day, November sky glazed blue as porcelain, the sun over St. Thomass like a copper warming pan. Instead it was raw and overcast.


  The blare of a brass band made her look round.


  The Borough Engineers had been marshalled and were touring the high streets, playing all the triumphant marches in their repertoire. Children flocked out of the Terrace, the women looked up and
  waved and a few drinkers, pints in their hands, came to the step of the Admirals Hat to cheer the cornet players and the trombones and the big drummer. The martial sounds reminded Holly of
  her eldest brother, Maury; she wondered if he was at the back of the inexplicable foreboding that lurked in her. But it could hardly be; Maurys battalion had been withdrawn from the lines
  weeks ago.


  The band passed, the music faded.


  She was a creature of habit, that was it. She did not like being stuck in Lambeth. Given a choice, she would have spent the holiday in the antique shop doorway, with Mr. Aspinall. The Pimlico
  shop was close enough to Victoria for revellers to be rolling past. But, like all shops, Aspinalls was closed. Besides, Mr. Aspinall had been laid up with a mild Spanish influenza and, if
  sufficiently recovered, would be spending the day with his family.


  It began to rain again, a soft drizzle.


  Holly drifted down towards the door of No. 5  the Beckman house.


  Rain and wind would not matter tonight when the street parties wound into full swing. Only the grieving, the ungenerous and a handful who had reaped profits from the war would grudge Londoners
  their celebrations. Yet Holly felt out of it. And for no good reason except that she had been shown another side of life  and had come to prefer it.


  She stopped at the door of No. 5 and reached through the letterbox for the string to which the door key was attached.


  A cheer went up.


  Holly, key in hand, hesitated and glanced up the street.


  The taximeter cab, rattling like a biscuit tin on wheels, was bearing down on her, threading a route between trestles and gangs of children.


  Holly? Holly Beckman?


  The woman leaned from the cab window like a tattered black parrot caught by the claws. Her hat was of black straw, her gloves of thready black lace and her overcoat had a scruffy collar of dyed
  bunny fur. She waved an umbrella at Holly in a state of frantic disarray.


  The cab was brought to a halt by a platoon of Terrace wives all armed with teapots. They steadfastly refused to allow the vehicle to navigate among their tables.


  Holly dropped the string.


  The woman in the taxi was Mrs. Hodge, the Aspinalls daily, who had charge of the cleaning of the apartments above the shop. The notion of the Cockney woman entering a cab,
  let alone riding all the was over from Pimlico, was inconceivable.


  It augured an event of such importance that Hollys faint sense of foreboding bloomed instantly into fear.


  She ran to the womans side. Hollys first thought was that the shop had gone on fire. She had a silly vision of the Kaisers last Zeppelin, released just before the Armistice,
  dropping its bombs straight through the Aspinalls windows. Mrs. Hodge was breathless. Puffing and wheezing, she laid her thready glove on Hollys shoulder while the cabbie, fag hanging
  from his nether lip, yelled at the urchins who pranced around the bonnet.


  What is it, Mrs. Hodge. Whats wrong?


  Poor man, poor feller.


  Who?


  Mr. A  hes a-dyin.


  As two boys tried to stand on the Cowleys bumper, the cabbie roared, Get ter ell, ybleedin little perishers.


  But . . . but I thought . . . Holly stammered. On Saturday Mrs. Aspinall told me he was on the mend.


  The influenza went for is eart. Mrs. Hodge dabbed her eyes with the back of her glove. Been sent tfetch yer, Holly. Hes been a-askin for
  yer, special.


  Grandpa Tal was suddenly by her side, bulky and reassuring in the sheepskin coat that was the last relic of his Russian youth. Its big winged collar was bald now, the skin ticked. He put his arm
  about Hollys shoulders. What is it, child?


  Mr. Aspinall. Hes . . . hes dyin.


  The woman has come for you?


  Yes.


  Do not dawdle. Grandpa pulled open the cab door. Go at once.


  Yes. Holly climbed into the cab.


  Take these, you may have need of them. The old man pressed two half-crowns into her hand.


  It was cramped in the back of the cab. Holly was fenced in by Mrs. Hodges hat, the meter-clock  already showing a debt of three shillings and eightpence  and by the
  cabbies irate visage.


  Where? he demanded.


  Cardwell Place, Pimlico, Holly said.


  I just come from there, for Gawds sake.


  Do yer drivin, Mrs. Hodge told him waspishly, an never mind yer lip.


  The cab edged its way back up the narrow terrace.


  Children were optimistically begging pennies, as if it was a wedding party. Holly saw their gaunt little faces distorted by the screen, saw Grandpa, arms folded, balaclava pulled low on his
  brow. Already three nosy neighbours were clamouring for information about what Holly was up to now. Grandpa remained resolutely silent, holding up his hand in salute as the cab found course and,
  bouncing on the cobbles, crawled past the Admirals Hat. Pints in their hands, squinting with curiosity, Ritchie and Pa, Jeff and Stan were all out on the step. Then the cab went round into
  Joshua Street, headed for Kennington Lane and the Vauxhall Bridge.


  Holly had no idea how long the journey would take. The streets were glutted with pedestrians. Floats, horse-carts, buses and trams were like islands in the throng.


  Mrs. Hodge sniffed and dabbed her eyes once more.


  I prays were in time, lovey, she said.


  Only then did it come home to Holly that James Aspinall, her friend, mentor and one of the few people in the world who cared about her welfare, was dying. Without him, in Cardwell Place and out
  of it, she would be lost, deprived of purpose  and a job.


  
    * * *

  


  Whats she doing here? Andrea Apsinalls whispered question sounded particularly vicious.


  Oval shadows under her eyes and a dragee-shaped mouth, even more hooked than usual, transformed her humourlessness into a savage kind of anger.


  As always, she was immaculately and expensively groomed. Half the profits from this shop, James Aspinall had once confided, seem to go on my daughters back.
  The Radleys outfit had been tailored to her statuesque figure. It was as if she had prepared for the role of grieving daughter. Holly could not believe that Andrea felt any genuine
  emotion.


  I dont want her here.


  Daddy asked me to send for her, Andreas mother explained, apologetically. Thora Aspinall had more than enough to contend with without Andreas bullying.


  Formally attired in an Edwardian morning coat and pearl-grey trousers, an elderly doctor stooped over the bed. Light from the broad window, narrowed by faded velvet drapes and parchment blinds,
  imparted a quality of sombre chiaroscuro to the large low-ceilinged bedroom. Holly had been in the Aspinalls domestic apartments only a half dozen times; never in the bedroom. It seemed
  oddly familiar, though. Involuntarily she separated the pieces from the whole. That bow-fronted chest-of-drawers had been picked up for a song at a bailiffs sale in Marmington, Surrey; this
  convex mirror with delicate girandoles at an auction in Silverdales Salerooms. The bed had a long, fine needlework panel set into the headboard. Three Hepplewhite shieldback chairs and a
  worn early Georgian wing chair made up the furnishings. There were no stray ornaments or objets d art; Mr. Aspinall had never been one for needlessly cluttering up rooms.


  Thora was perched on one of the chairs. Andrea stood behind her, like a guardian. Holly was aware of Andreas hostility. It made her acutely uncomfortable. She would have left at once, if
  it hadnt been for Mr. Aspinall.


  Gingerly the doctor lowered the patients arm to the quilt and, turning, shook his head.


  Mrs. Aspinall buried her face in a cambric handkerchief.


  Is he . . . dead?. Andrea asked.


  Its only a matter of time, Im afraid.


  The doctors snow-white hair fanned back from a domed forehead in two crests that bounced slightly as he moved to Thoras side. Theres no more that medical science can
  do. His heart is failing rapidly. I would prepare myself for the worst, if I were you.


  Cant you take him to a hospital? Andrea demanded.


  He wouldnt survive the journey.


  Thora rested her brow against the doctors arm and wept soundlessly, while Andrea sailed from behind the chair to the bed. Scowling, she stared down at her father as if to command him to
  step back from the grave. In spite of the ominous presence of the daughter, Holly was drawn to the bedside. Andrea said nothing. Two tears, like crystal peardrops, clung to her cheeks.


  May . . . may I? Holly asked.


  Andrea did not reply.


  From the chair, Thora said brokenly, Its what he would have wished, dear.


  Mr. Aspinalls normally rubicund cheeks were waxen. He no longer appeared cheerfully distracted. Stillness made him seem smaller. The embroidered pillow was smooth, sheet smooth, quilt
  smooth, the needlework panel, just above his head, rich in texture. He looked, Holly thought, like a porcelain figurine in an ornate box. On the chest-of-drawers glassware rattled as Holly kneeled
  on the rug and gently touched the mans hand.


  He gave no sign of recognition.


  She wanted to kiss him  for the first and last time. But such a bold gesture would surely have provoked Andrea. There had never been anything physical in Hollys relationship with
  Mr. A. It was the rapport of two people, one quite old, the other quite young, who shared a mutual passion, expert and apprentice drawn together by love of craft in a bond that was difficult to
  explain to the Twentieth Centurys give-and-get society.


  Five years  almost. Six days a week. Ten to fifteen hours each day. She had spent more time with James Aspinall than she had with her own father  he more time with her than with
  Andrea or David.


  It had been by chance that shed obtained a position as shop servant in Aspinalls Antiques. Her father had had her marked for a job in Cavanaughs, filling bottles with cough
  linctus or boxes with liver pills. In the months prior to the outbreak of war, however, Cavanaughs hadnt been employing labour. There was no question of Holly being allowed to
  continue her education. It was unthinkable to a man like Leo Beckman. None of Grandpa Tals barbed hints found a target in the surly little docker. Holly must work. Holly must bring home
  money. Holly must contribute to the housekeeping, like Maury and Ritchie. Time enough for lolling about when Holly snared a hubby, if the geezer was fool enough to let her. Holly must make the
  rounds, find something that paid well. Sweet shops, cafes, clothing warehouses  plenty to choose from, warnt there? Though she was slender and good-looking  if not exactly a
  Kirchner girl  Holly lacked the assured manner that would get her into one of the better-class gown shops. Nothing much else appealed to her. She was drifting, with a doomed feeling that, in
  a fourteen-year-old, seemed like a boulder pressing on her shoulders. Ten months later, Britain was at war and she could have had her pick of highly-paid jobs. She thanked God that she had not been
  ten months younger or she would never have passed the shop in Pimlico on that warm spring afternoon, found her vocation and, with it, the will to fight her fathers boorish dictatorship.


  Aspinalls Antiques; the window first attracted her and made her linger. In it was a human hand. Supported in the fingers of that hand was a glass goblet. A waterfall of maroon velvet
  trickled through a landscape of bric--brac. The hand hovered. The pinkie tickled the velvet survace to make it ripple then, with great delicacy and precision, the fingers set the goblet
  down. The hand snaked back under glass shelves laden with carriage clocks, vinaigrettes, cigar boxes, scent bottles, snuff mulls, tarnished candelabrum, jasper plaques, commemorative mugs and a
  dozy-looking faience duck with a cracked bill. The goblet was quite different from the other treasures that the window contained; Holly knew it instinctively. It was finer, richer in
  colour, and, strangely, not so pretty as some of the other glass items, yet she stared at it with awe because she sensed the incredible skill that had gone into its making.


  Got money to spend? Come out to admire his handiwork, the owner of the arm was suddenly beside her.


  No, I . . . just . . . looking.


  What would you buy?


  I dont have any money.


  Never mind. Imagine youre well-off. What would you buy?


  That glass.


  Why?


  Its worth a lot, aint it?


  Why?


  I just think it is.


  So, youd buy it cheap, sell it again, an take your profit?


  No, Id keep it, Holly had answered, firmly.


  Why?


  She had glanced at him, smiling. He was portly and jovial. She had realised that he was playing a game with her, one that gave him teasing pleasure.


  Because its beautiful.


  Thats for true. They had studied the goblet together. What makes it beautiful? You like the colour?


  It looks as if somebodyd taken care makin it.


  Thats also for true. Go on, have a guess. Who made it?


  Howd I know a thing like that?


  I dont expect you to know. Guess.


  Is it Italian?


  Youre in the trade! You must be!


  No, no Im not. Honest!


  That was no lucky guess.


  I read about it in a schoolbook  I think.


  He had scrutinised her closely. She did not feel threatened by his scrutiny, not there on the doorstep of the shop. She had loitered willingly.


  It is Italian. Venetian. Famous glass-makers in Venice. Like to guess its age?


  Oh, no. Ive no idea, shed said.


  Probably made about 1700.


  Is it whole?


  The mans eyebrows had risen in surprise. I beg your pardon?


  I mean, is it chipped or cracked.


  Does it look it?


  I thought, excuse me, I thought perhaps thats why youd put it in the window so careful, t hide a crack in it.


  The man had grinned. Smart girl. But thats not my style. Im an honest dealer. Trickery doesnt pay in the long run. Customer loyalty. You understand?


  Holly had nodded.


  Lets see your hands, the man had requested.


  What for?


  Hold them out, thatll do.


  He had inspected them critically, then glanced up, head cocked. Straight out of the schoolroom, aint you?


  Yes.


  Got a job?


  Not yet.


  Want one?


  Doin what?


  Sweepin floors, dustin china, polishin brass.


  A servant, y mean?


  Shop servant.


  It doesnt sound much cop.


  If you buckle in, you could learn the trade.


  Trade?


  Antiques.


  She had hesitated.


  Ive been lookin for the right girl, the man had said. Come inside. Poke about. Take your time. Think about my offer. Jobs dont grow on trees,
  yknow.


  Before shed left Cardwell Place, an hour later, shed accepted. It was only when she returned home she remembered that she hadnt asked what the wages were. It hadnt
  seemed to matter. James Aspinall had pegged her correctly. Across the threshold of the cluttered shop, and in its dismal back warehouse, she had found exactly what she was looking for.


  Her father had cuffed her ears, making her head ring. But, for the first time, shed refused to cry or kow-tow to his wishes. Adamantly she had stood her ground while Leo Beckman raged and
  shouted. In the end  being that kind of father  he did nothing positive to deter her from taking the job. He was calmed a little by Maurys assurance that it was a good
  trade, with plenty of gelt in it after Hol gets to know the ropes. Grandpa Tal and Maury had backed her to the hilt. But it was her own self-assurance that had persuaded Leo to leave well
  alone.


  From that day on, inch by inch, she had moved out of Leos influence into a world in which men like her father had no proper place.


  Eight until six, Monday to Saturday, she belonged to James Aspinall. She was more than a sweeper and duster. Soon she became his pupil, his confidante, his disciple. The business  the
  profession  of antique-dealing swiftly absorbed her. She soaked up knowledge like a sponge.


  Now Mr. Aspinall was dying. She could not tell him how she felt, could not express her gratitude. He was not a sentimental man. Hard-headed, Holly, mgirl. Feet on the ground.
  Honest, but sharp; thats the ticket for the likes of us. Only now, as Mr. A. lay dying, did she appreciate all that he had done for her. It had never been put into words, never would
  be. But she understood, as she had not understood before, and realisation brought tears to her eyes. It was too late to say anything, to make a gesture that Mr. Aspinall could grasp.


  Andrea put a hand on her shoulder. He cant hear you. Dont you see, hes unconscious.


  Holly released the mans hand. It was almost weightless, like the tiny dried bundles of feathers, made up to look like humming-birds, that came with foliage under glass and which she, like
  Mr. A., abhorred for their pointless artficiality. Im . . . sorry, Miss Aspinall.


  Sorry? Andrea did not understand. What have you to be sorry about?


  Holly got to her feet. She looked down at her employer for a moment longer. She did not doubt the doctors word. There was no hope of a recovery. She could see death already on him. Leaning away
  from Andrea she stooped and kissed him quickly on the brow, then, turning, hurried from the room. She would have gone on downstairs by the back staircase into the shop, if Andreas voice had
  not halted her.


  Wait, Beckman. I want a word with you.


  Holly stopped. Holding the iron rail at the top of the stairs she waited. She wanted to run, to fly from the claustrophobic atmosphere of the Aspinalls apartments. There was nothing she
  could do now  except leave. She had never lost anybody close before. Shed been too young to remember her mothers death. In spite of the wars winnowing of many men,
  shed known none of them well enough to mourn; though, when fighting was intense along the Marne and newspapers were listing staggering numbers of dead, she had been haunted by the recurring
  nightmare of Maury lying dead in the Flanders mud. Now she recognised the tightness in her chest, the hollowness in her heart as sorrow for the plump little trader.


  As Andrea advanced from the bedroom, Holly fought back tears.


  Youd better find my brother, Andrea stated.


  But, I. . .


  Oh, yes, Armistice Day. I suppose theres some chap waiting to pick you up and take you off to a public house for a good time?


  No, but. . .


  Then  please  do this for us. Find David. He should be here at the . . . the end.


  Where is he?


  Thats the problem, Andrea frowned. Mrs. Hodge has already been to his club, his office, and the barracks. He isnt at any of these places.


  How will I find him, then?


  Glancing furtively behind her, Andrea produced a slip of paper from her sleeve. You might try this address. Its in Mayfair. Id go myself, but I darent leave
  Mother.


  Will David be there?


  He might. If not, sombodys sure to know his whereabouts.


  Holly was puzzled. This address. . .?


  Andrea hesitated. Its his lady friends flat, if you must know. He hasnt been home since yesterday morning. Personally Id leave him, but . . . well, no doubt
  its better if hes here.


  Yes, Holly said. Ill find him, if I can.


  Thank you, Andrea said, grudgingly. Tell him to hurry. And, Beckman, I beg you  be discreet.


  
    * * *

  


  In making her request of Holly, Andrea could not have been aware of the unpleasant ironies that she had stirred up. In asking the girl to be discreet, she had touched a loyal
  nerve that Holly had kept etherised during her years of service to the family. Holly had loved James Aspinall with the respect and affection of a surrogate daughter, but she had tumbled
  head-over-heels for David in a manner less subtle and more romantic.


  It was, however, a private emotion. She hadnt even confided in Grandpa Tal. The impossibility of allowing herself to fall in love with James Aspinalls son made the dream less, not
  more, solvent. While other girls of her age mooned over Lewis Waller or Francis X. Bushman, the object of Hollys desire lay dangerously close, a breathing person who knew of and occasionally
  even recognised her existence. David was not a figment of a dark picture palace or distant stage; he occupied a world that interacted with Hollys own in a peculiar planetary arrangement of
  orbits, zeniths, nadirs and conjunctions.


  But David  like Andrea  had background. For a start, he was a public-school chap, an old Lydanian, and had attended St. Peters College, Oxford, for a couple of
  years before retreating, bloody but by no means bowed, to study Advanced Bookkeeping and Accountancy in the City of London Institute, a slide from pinnacles of academe that secretly rather pleased
  his father. A career as a very junior manager in the mammoth insurance firm of Spencer, Lucas & Andrews had been interrupted by the war. A client and drinking companion in high post in the War
  Office had fiddled him a commission in the Royal Army Pay Corps which kept him safe out of the trenches for the duration. All this education, this falling on his feet, had swung David
  on to a wobbling course that carried him far from the ambit of dark-haired Lambeth girls  and almost as far from his father, mother and the apartment over the shop where he only occasionally
  deigned to spend a night or two.


  At twenty-six a whole year Davids senior, Andrea was a cultivated, implacable snob. But Davids good humour and a generous streak, inherited from his father perhaps, made him
  indulgent towards those less favoured by fortune  including the little mouse that his father had rescued from the tedium of poverty. For all her colourlessness, the Beckman gal seemed to be
  a winner, at least in Dads book. Being female, Andrea naturally resented young Beckman. But David was jolly relieved that his father had finally found somebody simpatico to drone on
  at. Personally he considered endless conversations about tatty second-hand junk very yawn-making indeed.


  When their paths did cross, David was not too stuck-up to reward Beckman for putting up with the monotonous old buffer. At various times over the years, he had given Holly a pasteboard Easter
  egg filled with Beechs chocolates, a bunch of daffodils that a persistent vendor had foisted on him, a casket of cheap perfume won on the Wheel of Fortune at a Chingford garden party, a
  Union Jack cushion, and odd Red Back romances that one or other of his sweethearts had donated for the comfort of soldiers and that he hadnt the neck to drop in the book bag.
  Also, once, a fine fat hen, plucked and dressed, that hed bought for a couple of bob from a nervous private soldier whod accosted him after a bibulous supper party at Rumpelmayers.
  All his gifts, except the hen, were hidden away in Hollys bedroom in the terrace house in Abrahams Box; Red Backs unread, perfumes still stoppered, chocs untasted, the daffs dried and
  withered now like a collection of seagulls bones.


  The girls gratitude was obvious. She would look at him as if she thought he was the elephants eyebrows  which, of course, he was; especially in his tailored service uniform
  from Pope & Bradleys, with his moustache grown full and mature. It would have been a piece of cake to apply a touch of the old languishers, sweep Beckman off her feet, educate her in
  lamour. She was really quite pretty, and had a good figure under her drab workdress. Most of his fellow subalterns wouldnt have thought twice about seducing her, but David
  Aspinall, was basically too decent to tumble an employee that his father depended upon. Besides, he had as much of this-that-and-the-other as he could cope with. Plenty of chic young
  ladies were willing to go to the bother of seducing him, and that was much more flattering to the ego and much less exhausting in the long run than tumbling servants. Since taking up with
   or being taken up by  Linsey Leigh-Jennings, Captain David Aspinall had no energy left to play the field. He found Linsey so demanding, so devouring and so damnably depraved that
  languidity was no longer just a fashionable pose but the exhaustion of a bather carried by unseen currents into very deep water indeed.


  Vaguely Holly realised that David Aspinall was a participating member of the dissolute society crowd whose strength had been increased, not diminished, by the travails of war. She regarded
  Davids private life as mysterious and somewhat glamorous, though Mr. Aspinall occasionally complained about the amount of borrowed money that his son was wasting in the pursuit of
  unmentionable pleasures. The painted face of Londons smart set, bright and new, had never been revealed to Holly in close-up. Her confrontation with its lesser personages that evening was
  coloured by the afternoons sorrow. The contrasts changed Holly, stripping off layers of illusion and inhibition as rapidly as acetone peels varnished wood down to the original grain.


  She reached the address that Andrea had given her just as the lamps were being lit. Shed had to struggle through celebrating crowds at Hyde Park Corner and along Piccadilly. It was a
  relief to clear the public thoroughfares and slip into the backwaters of Mayfair that nestled between Curzon Street and Grosvenor Square. Ahead of her she glimpsed a comforting symbol of routine, a
  lamplighter in cape and billed hat padding from lamp to lamp, pole like a lance, the misty auras of the mantles blooming behind him. Shouting and singing from the Park was more distant; to Holly it
  still seemed threatening, like the din of riot, less jubilant than angry in the melancholy dusk.


  In Larder Mews cobbles were flanked by recently converted cottages and new constructions. Warm red brick did not show in the darkness and it was the wrong season for the soft touches of
  window-gardens and creepers. Slotted between the still-used stables and carriage houses that backed on to the quadrangles of inhabited townhouse mansions were the new establishments where the sons
  and daughters of the rich had sown seed and taken hold. The listing old windows of livery cottages had been replaced by bows of bulls eye glass. Horseposts were painted in garish reds and
  yellows. The modish picturesqueness of Mayfair had, even then, begun to take on a quality as synthetic as cheap lacquer. The Mews was long. Sloping kerbstones were hidden by carriages and raffish
  motorcars. Before Miss Linsey Leigh-Jenningss doorway were ranked a Lanchester and a Silver Ghost. Two Prince Henry Vauxhall sporting machines awkwardly blocked the narrow pavement.


  Against the house wall, beneath an open window through which floated clouds of smoke, squatted a Scottish major. He wore a kilt and a pair of patent leather dancing pumps and was naked to the
  waist. Fine rain glistened on his squat body and dewed the matted hair on his chest. Draped over his shoulders was his tunic jacket. Bare brawny arms rested on bare knees. His head hung as if he
  was asleep. In one fist, like an Indian club, he clutched an almost empty bottle of Gleneagles whisky. He was seated so close to the step of the house that Holly could not avoid him. The door was
  painted crimson with a fleur-de-lys inset of stained glass and a brass knocker in the shape of a suspended dove. Though the door was ajar and there was considerable row inside, Holly rapped
  tentatively and waited to be admitted.


  The hand gripped her suddenly on the calf of the leg, rucking up her skirt and stocking. With a gasp of shock, she tried to jerk away. The major held her fast. She stared down into his swarthy
  unshaven features with compassion and dread.


  Theyve occupied the house, lass. Theyre crawlin all oer it.


  I . . . I have a message to deliver.


  Give it here.


  Its for . . . for Captain Aspinall.


  Youre no verry trustin, are you?


  Its about his father. Its urgent.


  You speakee good English.


  Please, let me go.


  Nice wee bit o leg there.


  The fist shifted upwards to her knee.


  French, are you? the major asked, in a low, intimate growl. A native?


  Im a . . . a friend of David Aspinall.


  Aye, lucky bloody David! Who the hells he when hes at home? Are you Belgian? Though his gaze was fixed on her face and his mouth twisted in a crooked grin, he was not
  addressing her at all. He swung the bottle. Will you be havin a drop, lassie, to keep a soldier company, a soldier far from home.


  She thought quickly. Yes, Ill take a drop, sir.


  Aye, theres a nice lassie. Here.


  I cant get the cork out.


  When the major took his hand from her leg to draw the cork of the whisky bottle she stepped swiftly away from him into the house of Linsey Leigh-Jennings.


  Holly leaned against the door, closing it, and turning, shot the stout metal bolt. The major roared, and battered upon the door with the bottle, swearing obscenely, then, abruptly, fell silent.
  A moment later Holly heard him sobbing.


  The hallway was tiny. Tense and trembling, Holly was afraid of the grotesque things she might find in the dolls-house chambers at the end of the corridor. Prominent beams were painted the same
  shade of crimson as the door. At the foot of a miniature staircase lay a handsome walnut longcase clock, splintered and stopped. Twisted hands jutted from the face like waxed moustaches.


  Holly moved from the door, away from the sobbing. She trod gingerly over a rumpled tricolour, and peered into an anteroom, hoping that she might find the servants quarters and somebody
  who would tell her what to do. Bundles of overcoats, capes and furs were mounded in the little room. On them, curled like a child, was a young woman, either unconscious or deep asleep. Dressed only
  in a corded corset and lace-edge petticoat, her silken legs twitched as she slept. Her pretty face was half-hidden beneath an organdie hat, her head resting uncomfortably on a brass scuttle that
  bristled with sticks and riding crops. Holly stepped past the sleeping girl, paused and called out as loudly as she dared.


  David. David Aspinall. Captain Aspinall.


  In drawing attention to her presence, she increased her fear.


  I say. I do say!


  The man was not in uniform. He wore the trousers of a dinner suit and a stiff-fronted, short-collar skirt, bow-tie askew. The stub of a cigarette adhering to his lip scattered ash down his
  dickey when he spoke. He was very tall, with an equine nose, and Holly surmised that he was not much older than she was.


  Rah-thah ado-rah-ball!


  Please, sir. Ive been sent to fetch Captain Aspinall.


  Hev yah rally!


  She had heard the accent mocked; Ritchie did a top-notch imitation. But the true intonations were more ugly than any mimic could catch.


  Is Captain Aspinall here, sir? Holly said. Ive been sent to fetch him on a matter of extreme urgency.


  Sent? Oh, dear God! A servant?


  Yes, sir.


  Strings of paper ribbon were attached to the young mans legs trailing endlessly back, like shackles, around the corner of the hallway.


  Captain Aspinall, is he here? Holly persisted.


  Aspinall, Aspinall, whaw faw art tha, Aspinall?


  With a casual waggle of his slender fingers, and no other clue as to Davids whereabouts, the young man drifted back along the corridor and vanished from sight. Gathering her courage,
  Holly followed him into a brightly-lit room filled with people.


  The room was larger than she would have guessed from the Lilliputian scale of the entrances. It was decorated in shades of blue and orange. There were several chairs and settles of Indian
  wicker. In one corner a horseshoe-shaped bar was lit by two pagoda lanterns. The bar-top was strewn with bottles, glasses and bamboo ice-shakers. In the midst of the smoke, twenty or thirty people
  were arranged in a series of tableaux. For all the attention Holly received she might have been invisible, though, dressed in sober skirt and jacket, she stood out in that luminous company.


  By the horn of an American gramophone a stately colonel, in full dress uniform, did his duty. He was about sixty, ramrod straight. Only his right fist moved, remorselessly cranking the handle of
  the Victrola, while a petite young thing in a silk afternoon suit crouched at his feet, snapping up at him, Left, right, left, right  and left and turn. From the
  machines fluted bell emerged a quixotic martial air to which couples in the vicinity danced in romantic  or erotic  defiance of the crisp military tempo. Penned in the window
  corner two adult women and a young boy were executing the steps of the Hullo Tango at furious pace. The women passed the boy between them, like lionesses sharing a kill, squeezing him
  against their breasts, sweeping him backwards to be kissed by the other. Moon-faced and smooth, the boy showed no emotion at all, but danced  and kissed  with hideous expertise.


  Hollys impulse was to turn on her heel and flee. But the drunken Scottish major, like Charon, would be waiting outside. Besides she could not abandon her mission, could not surrender to
  her revulsion without a struggle. Hesitantly she edged between the dancers in search of David. It was the thought that David was completely at home in such bizarre company that shocked Holly most
  of all.


  My God! Fancy dress! How original! The couple spun on the spot, following Hollys progress.


  Perfect! How utterly perfect! Aint the hair perfect?


  Who is she?


  God knows!


  Perspiration freckled Hollys brow. She felt as if she was choking. The reek of smoke was both sweet and acrid, interlaced with cloying perfumes and the sharpness of spilled alcohol. From
  behind the bar came the explosion of a champagne cork. A hand rose, holding aloft a fizzing bottle that sprayed foam in all directions.


  Somebody caught her elbow and spun her round.


  She was confronted by a puffy little gentleman in a purple smoking jacket. He was her fathers age, and, like her father, had handsome features made venous by drink.


  Brought the amper, ave yer? he demanded.


  No, I. . .


  From Fortnums, aint yer?


  For an instant Holly thought he was mocking her, then she realised that the accent was quite genuine.


  No, I. . .


  Out front, round back, down the cellar steps. The man made to turn away, then, with a nod, swung round on her again and put out his fat hand, stuffing a one-pound banknote into the
  vee of her jacket. Good gal, ave one on Charlie Hallet. For all them as was lost at sea. Right-oh?


  Sir, please? But Hallet had rolled off towards the bar.


  Holly followed him, holding out the banknote. It was then, from a corner of the bar, that she saw David.


  Four men and two women were hidden behind the bar. Two of the men wore bits and pieces of army uniform, the other pair dinner jackets. Not much older than Holly, the women were dressed in
  evening gowns. Though both were pretty and their gowns expensive, there was no elegance in the way they squatted on the floor, showing their legs up to the garters. None of them was particularly
  drunk. Concentration gave them an air of sobriety at odds with their rowdy surroundings. A bar-stool, laid on its side, made a table for the Crown & Anchor board, a creased and tattered square
  of painted canvas, relic of barracks and tents. On it lay silver coins and notes.


  The woman holding the dice-cup was golden-haired, with violet eyes and a heart-shaped face on a slender neck. At that moment her features were strangely elongated, stretched out of shape by a
  need of such intensity that it appeared like pain. Neck tensed, eyes narrowed, lips compressed, it was as if she was thrusting to give birth, not merely to roll dice from a tortoise-shell
  beaker.


  Davids head was in profile to Holly, his lips slightly parted as if the vision of the blonde woman entranced him. She shook the cup and with a backhand toss shot dice along the floor.


  Heads bent. A cheer went up. Davids mouth closed. He nodded in fatalistic resignation, rubbed his mouth with is wrist, forced a grin.


  Youll have my socks before long, darling, he said.


  And your trowzies, no doubt, the other woman-remarked archly.


  How does she do it? asked one young man. Every time, a winner.


  Obviously he had also lost on the throw. Only Linsey Leigh-Jennings had won. She pressed the cup to her breasts to keep it warm, scraped notes and coins towards her and tucked them possessively
  between her knees.


  Truly, she is favoured of the gods, said the third young man.


  Its unfair, said the woman.


  Virtue, said Linsey, is being rewarded, thats all. Now pay your money, dears, and set up the stakes for. . .


  Linseys brows rose in astonishment as she noticed Holly.


  What on earth is that creature doing?


  They all looked up at Holly who was hoping to catch Davids eye without drawing attention to herself. She was more embarrassed by the intimacy of the gamblers than by the dancers
  antics.


  Good God, David said. Its young Beckman.


  You actually know this person?


  David scrambled to his feet. Whats wrong?


  Your father, Holly answered.


  Relapse?


  The others got to their feet, Linsey still holding the dice-cup to her breast. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes empty in that moment of transference from the heightened reality of gambling
  to the squalid business of duty.


  Its . . . its very serious, Holly said. Ive been sent to fetch you.


  How did you find me?


  Miss Andrea gave me this address.


  Did she, indeed? murmured Linsey.


  In spite of the alcohol he had consumed David was instantly in control. He lifted his tunic from the tap of a sink below the level of the bar.


  Take the Prince. One of the young men tugged a wire keyring from his pocket and chucked it to David.


  Shall I come? Linsey asked.


  David kissed her on the cheek. Best not.


  Call me, the young woman said.


  I will.


  A clap on the back from his friends and, buttoning his uniform, David hurried from behind the bar. Guiding Holly by the elbow, ignoring the jibes that were thrown at him, he ushered the girl
  from the house.


  It was raining. The drunken major had gone, leaving only an upright empty bottle where he had been, like a little glass gravestone. The leather upholstery in the Vauxhall motorcar was damp.
  Nobody had thought to cover it.


  Get in, David told Holly.


  Holly did so. Hardly had she seated herself and gripped the ledge beneath the sloping shield, than David started the machine. Jerkily he reversed along the mews.


  How bad is it with Dad? David asked.


  Hes . . . hes dyin.


  Heart?


  Yes.


  What did that sawbones, Adair, say?


  Theres no hope, Im afraid.


  Damn! Damn and blast! Poor old buzzard! What a time to go. He glanced at Holly. Did you see him?


  Yes, but he was unconscious.


  Oh, hell!


  David said no more. He concentrated on threading the Vauxhall out of Mayfair and, with much stopping, starting and violent use of the horn, navigated through shoals of pedestrians by Hyde Park
  Corner and Grosvenor Place, down into Pimlico. In the end they could have walked it faster. Eventually they drew up in front of the shop in Cardwell Place.


  Andrea was waiting on the step by the door of the stairs to the apartment. Leaving Holly to climb over the side of the motorcar, David got out. She could see the brother and sister only
  indistinctly  Andrea had not lighted the electric globe above the door  but could tell by their gestures, and the manner in which Andrea silently drew her brother to her before
  allowing him to pass upstairs, that they had arrived too late.


  Disorientated by the events of the evening, by the ride through teeming London in an open motorcar, and dismayed by the realisation that her life had been robbed of its centre, Holly loitered on
  the pavement, not quite knowing where to go or what to do.


  Andrea, who had entered the doorway after her brother, returned. Holly could not see if there were tears in her eyes. Her voice, though, was as strong and commanding as ever. Her statement left
  no room for question.


  Go away, Beckman. We dont need you now.


  With that Andrea Aspinall slammed the street door, shutting Holly out.


  
    * * *

  


  Old Tal Kirsanoff had no difficulty in predicting his granddaughters movements. The roistering terrace with its lights, bunting and noisy bands would not merely make
  Holly uncomfortable  it would repel her. She would enter the house by the back lots and scullery door.


  Tals room was next to Hollys, at the very top of the stairs, jammed on to a landing no larger than a postcard. Each had a window as narrow as a vent, a view of warehouse walls, the
  lanes, lavatory roofs and narrow gardens that bristled with the skeletal remains of last summers cabbages. Like Holly, Tal enjoyed the comparative privacy of a room set above
  the main quarters. He found the window rewarding, especially in the small hours of the night when insomnia troubled him and brought too many remembrances of the past; then he would sit in his
  wooden rocking chair in the dark, close to the glass, and observe the nocturnal doings of the good folk of Abrahams Box.


  If Tal had been more gregarious, greedy for attention, like Leo, his neighbours would have found in him a source of gossip as deep and wide as a lake. But Grandpa Tal told no tales on the
  drunkards who slept off their excesses in the wash-houses when their wives had barred the doors on them, or of lovers trysts in the lanes. He revealed nothing of desperate assignations, the
  adulteries of the wives of soldiers  Faye Yeaman, Jan Mavorski, Netta Corcoran  who slipped out late, when their children were asleep, and returned just before dawn; nothing of his
  knowledge of the thieves, fences and bully-boys who met to plan jobs, or slithered past pushing handcarts covered by tarpaulins. He was a passive witness to the underground history of the
  neighbourhood, as once he had been a silent spectator at less trivial events in Russia, long before the October Revolution had torn his native land apart. In many ways he found the parochial
  misdeeds of Lambeth more interesting and more significant.


  Nobody, not even Holly, knew of Tals night watches, or that he had gleaned from them a detailed awareness of his familys secrets. He could name the girl that Maury had been seduced
  by at the age of nineteen; name the young widow that Leo frequently consoled; give date to the day of Ritchies first real venture into thieving, and identify the boys
  less skilled accomplices.


  All such history was grist to the mills of Tal Kirsanoffs memory which  alas  was as rugged and enduring as his body.


  Though he had the blunt features of a peasant, education had sharpened his mind. He had his father to thank for that. His father had not been ashamed of education, as Leo and most fathers in
  Lambeth were, through fear of being thought swank, of losing the respect of the community. In Russia, Tals father had been praised for teaching his sons to read and write. It had not been
  his fathers fault that the world had collapsed, that the Act of Emancipation sponsored by Nicholas had come too late. Instead of reforming the lives of the peasant classes, enforcement of
  the Act served to treble their obligations, raise taxes, stir up political clashes, increase the effects of crop failures with evictions and near famine. It was his father who had persuaded Tal and
  his brothers to leave Russia. His father stayed behind. He had obligations, debts to his own father and mother, aunts and uncles, even to nephews. By remaining, Tals father had finally
  emancipated his sons.


  How different from Leo Beckman, that godless, once-charming little immigrant who had seduced Tals only daughter. But it was not Leo who had kept him a prisoner in the council house in
  Ambrahams Terrace all these years. He stayed to be near his grandchildren. They were his flesh and his blood, as Leo Beckman was not. Where else could he go now? Not to New York, in America.
  His brother Peter had been dead these ten years. Ilek  if still alive  would be over ninety; he had last been heard of in Berlin forty years ago. Perhaps Ileks grandsons had
  fought for the Kaiser as willingly as Maury fought for the King of England.


  Tal was stuck, had been stuck here since the money he had saved had run out. His wife, Huldah, had been sick when they first arrived in England. He had accepted charity, food and beds in the
  Poor Jews Shelter in Leman Street until he got work; not, as he had hoped, with his nimble fingers, but with his muscles, his broad back, as a hauler in the coal-dock in Shadwell.


  Tal blinked.


  Huldah came around the corner from Harmon Street. Under the lamp, he saw her just as she had been before they left Russia, when she used to come to the corner by the Platonov Gate to wait for
  him finishing work. Before their marriage. Young and lithe and dark and beautiful, she would pause  like so  to glance left and right in case the careless carriages of the rich ran
  her down. It was not Huldah, of course, but Holly.


  Holly was so like Huldah.


  Tal pushed himself from the rocker and opened the door of his room. He listened. Noises from the terrace were abrasive. He could hear nothing in the house itself. No Leo, no Ritchie. He could
  smell the stew he had set to cook on the stove two floors below. He stepped back to the window and watched Holly slip through the door in the wall from the warehouse lane, hurry across the garden,
  through the second door into the terrace lane.


  Huldah: Holly  perhaps the good God provided old men with such beautiful ellipses as compensation for having lived too long.


  Buttoning his woollen vest, Tal went downstairs.


  The living room was chock-a-block with bits of furniture, none of Hollys choosing. She had long since given up trying to keep the rooms tidy and had settled, with Tals help, for a
  general Sunday cleaning. Nothing she could do ever got rid of the overpowering odours of tobacco, beer and boiled mutton. Three overstuffed armchairs and a sagging settee that Leo had ambitiously
  re-covered in cheap cut moquette defended the hob grate. Four wooden chairs were propped against a drop-leaf table against the inner wall. Out of necessity, the scullery door had been replaced by a
  greasy curtain. Scuttle, footstool, mushroom ashtray and a writing bureau, in which crockery, cutlery, sauce and pickle bottles were kept, chopped up the limited space even more. The overmantel was
  littered with pipe racks, cigar boxes, match holders, dented mugs, candlesticks, broken clocks, framed photographs, and a big ugly tin tea-caddy that Leo had won in a shuffle-board competition many
  years ago.


  Cooking and eating were messy procedures in the Beckman household. Stewpot, frying pan, soup pot and kettle were usually balanced on or around the hob. The new gas stove in the scullery was
  hardly ever used, for reasons of laziness rather than economy. Tal could not recall when last the five of them had sat round a table to break bread together. It had been so different in the old
  days. However much she bowed to Leos will, Hollys mother had always insisted that certain proprieties be maintained. She had been a wonderful cook, able to make much out of little and
  to see to it that he, Tal, had food appropriate to Jewish observances. Now Leo and Ritchie, Maury too, just grabbed a bite from plates balanced on their knees. He, being an old man, had not the
  will to concern himself with the strict observation of Jewish festivals. Over the years he had been infected by Leos slovenliness.


  He had not seriously opposed his daughters marriage to Leo Beckman. Perhaps that had been the one fault he had made in bringing up his daughter. He had been too understanding. In spite of
  her intelligence and apparent coolness, there had been a hot fire of physical passion in her. Leo had been strong then and so ardent in his love-making that few girls could have resisted him.
  Besides, Leos family had been decent Polish Jews, though Leo had relinquished the faith at all levels. He had even refused the Jewish wedding ritual, though Tal had fought him bitterly on
  that score. Young Huldah was too enraptured to take sides. Perhaps, Tal thought later, she had been over-confident of her ability to tame and civilise her wild husband, blind to his stubbornness
  and his growing laziness. It was sloth, not theology, that undermined them all.


  Leo had gone from bad to worse. The children, Ritchie, Holly, even Maury, had been brought up as Gentiles, not even as Christians. Following a creed meant self-discipline; Leo would have none of
  that, not for himself or his offspring. To his shame, Tal had gradually capitulated too in time. The only consolation he could find was his belief that even Hollys mother, for all her
  shrewdness, would not have been able to withstand Leos implacable ignorance. Holly had so many of her mothers qualities, including, Tal suspected, the irrational urges of a passionate
  nature; but in Holly they were held well in check, reined in by a preoccupation with trade business and by her ability to rule her body with her mind.


  Pale and red-eyed, Holly entered the room from the scullery. She had taken off her jacket and laid it on the settee. Going to her grandfather she lifted her cheek to his kiss. His arms went
  around her and she sagged against his chest.


  Hes dead. Mr. Aspinalls dead.


  There, there, child. Tal put his hand on her hair. He was a good man and he will be mourned.


  What shall I do?


  First, you should eat supper.


  Im not hungry.


  But you havent eaten since this morning.


  Tal took down the tray from its hook by the grate, spread it with the white tablecloth hed brought down earlier from his room and set it with fork and spoon, plate and cup.


  Obediently Holly seated herself in an armchair, Leos chair, by the fire. She was chilled. As Tal served stew from the pot, cut bread and infused tea, he encouraged her to tell him of the
  events of that day. With the warmth of the fire upon her, Holly relaxed a little and, with unaccustomed garrulousness, poured out all that had happened, from the sombreness of Mr. Aspinalls
  deathbed to the obscene gaiety of the Mayfair set.


  The stew was thickened by cornflour: it contained little meat, but sliced carrots, dumplings and the inevitable onions made it rich and filling. Holly mopped up the gravy with bread. Not until
  her plate had been wiped clean and only tea-leaves remained in her cup did she recover control of herself. Tal removed the tray and left it on the draining board by the cold-water sink in the
  scullery. When he returned, Holly had taken off her shoes and had sat back, head against the cushion.


  Quietly she said, What a hypocrite I am, Grandfather. I was so unhappy at Mr. Aspinalls passing that I wept all the way home. But a plate of stew and a seat by the fire. .
  .


  Listen, the old man said. You hear them? Singing, shouting, dancing. You would not think half a million men had died. What do they celebrate? Their own
  survival.


  Without the jacket, the girl seemed younger.


  I promised Stan Id dance with him, Holly said.


  Stan an your brother went up West.


  Sober?


  What do you think?


  She sat in silence for a minute or two while Tal reached down a cigar box and raked among the stubs until he found one to his liking. He lit it with a kitchen match and took his seat in
  Ritchies chair, opposite the girl.


  At length Holly said, Ill be given notice.


  You are sure? Tal said.


  The daughter  Andrea  hates me.


  She will run the shop, I suppose?


  No, not her. David might.


  From what you say of him, he will not be content to be a shopkeeper.


  It makes money, you know.


  Because of good buying.


  And sellin. Mr. A. had lots of special clients.


  Do you want to leave?


  No, Holly said. But its unavoidable. At best, theyll sell out. I wouldnt want to work there, not for somebody else.


  Then you must look for another position.


  I suppose so.


  Do you have friends  in the trade, I mean?


  Yes, but there will be tens of thousands of young men comin home soon, all lookin for work, trained dealers among them.


  Maury will also be coming home, Tal reminded her. If he is still of a mind to go into the brick trade maybe he will find something for you to do for him.


  Employ me? said Holly. Maury will barely be able to keep himself. Anyhow, Maury may have changed his mind.


  Maury has a head on his shoulders. And hes a worker. Heaven knows, there will be much scope for bricks and sellers of bricks.


  Good times just around the corner? Tal had too much experience of the upheavals that came in the wake of war to be genuinely optimistic. But he tried to sound it, to draw Holly out of her
  depression. Maury was a worker. If there was any scope for opportunity in the post-war world, then Maury would forge ahead. It was true, though, that the labour market would be flooded, that
  girls like Holly would not find it easy to obtain jobs. He had witnessed instances of this in Russia, where the balance of society and its money-providing machinery were easily sent skew-whiff.


  It will take time, Holly, he said. Time for you to find out what you really want to do.


  I know that already.


  Your own shop? Holly Beckman  Antiques?


  I want it more than anything.


  Then stay with the trade.


  Holly nodded.


  There was evidence of an assurance in her that Tal had not detected before, not in such large measure. James Aspinall had done wonders for the girl. Tal now wished that he had managed to meet
  the man who had so changed Holly. But he had never found the courage to cross the bridge that separated Lambeth from Pimlico, shop-owner from dock labourer.


  Hollys lids were heavy, her eyes somnolent.


  Sounds from the street vibrated through the walls of the house, like spirits from the Volga that, with the onset of winter, beat ghostly fists upon cottage doors, seeking entry and a warm billet
   but if they were admitted out of pity for their plight, they would oust the family, one by one. Some things you did not give in to.


  Holly seemed oblivious to the din. But Tal knew enough of her character to realise that she was aware of the uninhibited sounds of the crowds in the upper Terrace. There was no reason why she
  should be gregarious. So many people considered it a virtue; instinct was to follow the crowd. Holly was different.


  Tal wondered if she was at all conscious of the conflicts that lay within her. She was a Gentile by upbringing, Jewish by heritage; a Londoner with echoes of Moscow, Prague, Budapest and Vienna
  sounding in her. Her mother had been different too; he had made sure of that. He had reared his daughter without regard for the mores of the English backstreets, inculcating in her respect for
  independence of spirit gained through knowledge. It had been all the rage, at the turn of the century, to endow boys with practical knowledge, mechanistic knowledge suited to the sons of artisans.
  But girls, young women  ah, there he had flown in the face of fashion. He had raised Huldah as he would have raised a son, had almost forgotten that she was a woman and, by her very nature,
  vulnerable to passions that the intellect could not control. Independence of mind had caused young Huldah to defy his wishes, to take what she wanted  Leo Beckman; lover first, husband
  second  and to the devil with the consequences.


  How much of Huldah was in Holly? How much of himself? In the sciences, learned men explored the very structures of the cells, the atoms that composed the individual consciousness. It seemed that
  uniqueness was a myth; every man, every woman was the sum of all that had gone into their creation, not an end but a mere mark in evolutionary time. That philosophy rather depressed him. Holly was
  one year older than a century that had already bred a surfeit of disruption, suffering, bloodshed and change. Though she was totally unaware of it, the Kirsanoffs cosmopolitan attitudes were
  wound into her character like threads into fine cloth. What was now, for Holly, preoccupation could so easily become passion, all-consuming as white flame.


  For a moment, Tal felt sorry for her.


  I must help the child, he promised himself. Holly and Maury, I must help them in any way I can, for they are Kirsanoffs under the skin. Ritchie is not; he is Leo
  Beckmans son. But Holly, beautiful Holly, she is more Kirsanoff than Beckman, more like my own wife and daughter than I dare to believe. Tal nodded to himself, I remember how
  resentful it makes one, when one is young. They wish to find things out for themselves, just as I did, as her mother did. It will be doubly difficult for Holly, though, in these changed
  days.


  The old Russian felt his muscles tighten. He longed for a peep into the future  if only to relieve him of the burden of the past.


  Holly was watching him.


  Just for an instant, sleep made her eyes seem secretive, like Ritchies.


  Suddenly he was anxious, and confused.


  Sucking on the cigar stump, he growled aloud, It will work out, child. In its own good time it will work out for you.


  Holly smiled wistfully, and closed her eyes.


  Grandpa Tal was bewildered by the enigmatic smile.


  What did Holly really and truly desire? A shop with her name above the door? Wealth, security, a fine lover? Entry, perhaps, into the gaudy world she had glimpsed that Armistice night, to share
  the tinsel and transient glitter, the careless laughter of the diamond hearts of Mayfair?


  Within minutes Holly had fallen asleep, and her dreams were safe from an old mans curiosity.
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