
And would it have been worth it, after all,
Would it have been worth while,
After the sunsets and the dooryards and the sprinkled 

streets,
After the novels, after the teacups, after the skirts that trail 

along the   !oor—
And this, and so much more?—
It is impossible to say just what I mean!
But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on 

a screen:
Would it have been worth while
If one, settling a pillow or throwing o" a shawl,
And turning toward the window, should say:
      #‘$at is not it at all,
      #$at is not what I meant, at all.’

‘$e Love Song of J.#Alfred Prufrock’
T.#S.#Eliot, 1915

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

Jacob’s Room
Virginia Woolf, 1922
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Even now, over a year after Bea’s %rst sight of the city, London 
still seemed all movement. Every morning was crammed with 
jostling elbows and sharp umbrellas, with the rise and fall of 
voices and the shouts of newspaper sellers. And yet somehow 
they all !owed in their proper directions, dancing and twisting 
in and around so that everyone ended up in the right place and 
no one collided or tripped or went under.

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

$e women were di"erent. $ey !owed and rippled and the 
young ones leapt like salmon for the gaps in the   crowd#–#  up 
onto the platforms of omnibuses, into dark shop interiors. $ey 
were neat and   slender# –#  sleek hair, dainty ankles, !ickering 
glances and quicksilver laughter.

In between them were islands of older women. $e dart-
ing silver girls were for noticing, for !irting with and tipping 
hats to, while the older women were wives and mothers and 
widows. $ey had made sacri%ces. $ey had earned the defer-
ence of Madam.
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And besides them, there was a third type of woman: less vis-
ible and less noticed, and neither one thing nor another. $ese 
women were Misses without youth,   middle-  aged without wed-
ding rings. $ey held fast to the banks of the river, avoiding the 
current, clustering together in the cool green shade.

Bea was one of these other women.
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1
Bea, August 1923

$e rest of them were in a fever of excitement waiting for him 
to arrive. Bea watched the girls whispering and giggling behind 
their hands. Even Mr Morley was uncharacteristically restless, 
darting in and out of his o'ce like a %gure on a cuckoo clock.

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

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

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

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

Mr Morley went on, ‘He will be travelling about the coun-
try a great deal, but he will also be coming into this o'ce now 
and then.’

Miss Shepherd was brisk. ‘His name, Mr Morley?’
‘His name is Ryan. Some of you will already know his wife: 

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

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

‘How are you going to make Mr Ryan welcome then, Jessie?’
‘Caroline! ’
She sat back, laughing. ‘I wonder what he looks like.’
Jessie folded her arms. ‘What does it matter to you? Have 

you forgotten about Eddie?’
‘I’m only saying. Just because I have Eddie doesn’t mean I 

can’t notice other men.’ Her expression softened. ‘Ryan’s an 
Irish   name#–# I bet he’s dark. With green eyes.’

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

$en Jessie said, ‘Do you think we’ll see a lot of him?’
‘Shouldn’t think so, worse luck. He’ll mostly be visiting 

customers, won’t he? All over.’
‘I wonder if he has a car. For all that travelling.’
‘On what Morley pays?’
A mu)ed giggle.
‘Shh, they’ll hear you!’
$eir voices had lowered, softened into whispers, and then 

Bea had only been able to hear the odd word.
When.
Meetings.
Wife.
Don’t.

Now Bea watched them all from behind her typewriter. She 
watched Miss Shepherd straighten the %les on her desk for the 
third time, and glance at the clock again. $ey had expected 
him by   half-  past nine.
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But it was after the   quarter-  hour when the door opened and 
a sweep of air entered, followed by the tall outline of a man. 
He smelled cold and faintly of tobacco, the smell like a window 
opening on the room’s warm female fug.

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

‘Caroline Norris. How d’you do?’
Bea saw the movement of his shoulder in the gap between 

the girls as he reached to shake Caroline’s hand and then Jes-
sie’s. He murmured something that she couldn’t quite hear.

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

Bea shook her head and replaced her %ngers on the keys. 
$e e!ort this all seemed to take: the angling of the body, the 
slanted looks, the careful smiles.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bea glanced at her. ‘Your frock is lovely. Terribly smart.’
$e other girl looked down at her own immaculate grey 

dress and gave a small smile. ‘I made it myself.’
‘You didn’t? How clever of you.’
‘It’s not so di'cult once you have the pattern. It’s all in the 

cutting.’ She smiled. ‘I always %nd it   better#–#  so much more  
 satisfying#–# to make something unique, rather than just buying 
something that anyone might be wearing.’ She moved aside to 
let Jessie use the mirror, then leaned against the wall and began 
to examine her nails.

Not for the %rst time, Bea noticed the small square diamond 
on her left hand. ‘What a beautiful ring.’
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Caroline held out her hand to be admired, turning it so that 
the stone glinted in the dirty yellow light.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

$ey both turned to her, startled. ‘What, no family at all?’
‘I have a sister, but we’re#.#.#. she doesn’t live in London. We 

don’t see much of one another. My parents are both   dead –# and 
my brother was killed at Cambrai.’

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

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

‘How dreadful.’
$eir pity felt clammy and cold.
Poor Miss Cade. It must be terrible to be so alone.
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Bea focused on her hair in the mirror. ‘No, I live in a ladies’ 
club. In Bloomsbury.’

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

Jessie said, ‘What’s it like?’#–# and she grinned: a natural open 
smile. ‘I’ll bet it’s terri%c   fun#–# all midnight feasts and borrow-
ing each other’s clothes, and secrets and feuds.’

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

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

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

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

Bea blinked at her re!ection.
$en she turned to smile at Jessie. ‘It is rather fun, actually.’

$e other women in the club had been ghosts at %rst.#It seemed 
as if they vanished just as Bea entered the bathroom, leaving 
bare wet footprints on the linoleum, steam from a bath fogging 
the mirror, the smell of their talcum powder softening the air, 
long coarse hairs clogging the drain or reaching down the wall.
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$ese unseen women had been a source of endless fascin-
ation and speculation. Hidden away in her room after dinner, 
pretending to write letters or to darn stockings, Bea would 
listen to their conversations in the corridor outside and notice 
that her needle or her pen had fallen still. She came to realize 
that a woman of   thirty-  seven, used to being careful with her 
clothes, didn’t make much mending anyway. She had no one 
to write to other than her sister and a couple of girls she had 
been at school   with# –#  and their letters were so brief and so 
infrequent that she struggled to %ll more than a single sheet of 
paper in reply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

$is felt like an extraordinary and signi%cant   discovery#–# but 
when she mentioned it to Ellen and Alice, she found that they 
had both come to similar conclusions already.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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