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A Note on the Author


I

The girl said: “Me? What do you want me for?”

“We’re just doing some interviews,” the boy said. They had pointed her out across the street and he had been sent to pick her up. “If you wouldn’t mind answering some questions. For the telly.”

“Oh, for the telly.”

“Yes. If you’d come this way.”

“What sort of thing?”

“They’ll explain.”

“What program?”

The boy’s pocket bristled with important pens with loose plastic caps. “They’ll explain it all to you.”

She went quickly around the lumpy cameras and lights, skipped cables, to see the man with the microphone. He wasn’t anyone she had ever seen before, but he had the familiar microphone in his hand, holding it flat with the mesh dome at chest level to a dark girl he was questioning.

The boy with the pens came back with a clipboard and led her by the arm out of the vicinity.

“If I could just have your name and address and that.”

“What is this exactly?”

The director said: “If we could get on—”

The interviewer, in a suede jacket of course, came up to Diana, unwrapping a cough drop. “It’s only a release clause.” He had large brown eyes and a mouth that looked keen to be amused. His hair flopped over his forehead, but was receding on either side of it. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

“Look,” the director was calling to him, “we must get on, love.”

“My father always told me not to sign strange documents.”

“Your father was quite right. But it’s only to give us permission to use whatever you say. Nothing sinister.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She felt as if she had known him for some time. With the microphone in his hand, his face was luminous with interest. The questions were about convention. Did she think of herself as unconventional? Oh, yes, she did indeed. She was nothing like what her parents thought a young girl should be. Look at her clothes! But weren’t her clothes conventional? Conventional what? Conventional something. Well, yes, she saw that (she was wearing tight jeans and a hairy sweater and Positano sandals, not that she’d been to Positano), but at least she wasn’t ordinary. She didn’t believe in the things she’d been brought up to believe in. She wasn’t conventional in that sense.

“Thank you.” His face lost its look of luminous interest, as if the current in it had been switched off. She smiled, almost embarrassed now, as she remembered doing at the end of an excuse-me when she’d been dancing with someone she had never seen before; while the music lasted there was a sort of intimacy (hand was in hand, after all, body v. body) and then it was finished and they were strangers.

He interviewed two other girls, both conventionally unconventional in jeans and hairy sweaters and pony tails and sandals, though not necessarily Positano, and teased them with similar ease about the conventionality of unconventionality, till she had an uneasy notion of what the program might finally look like. She stood by one of the heavy lamps which shed milky light on the scene. She should really have been getting on (she swung her empty shopping basket with the list inside it), but she could not let go of the occasion.

“Hullo, you still here?” He was taking things off a canvas-backed chair and loading them into his pockets.

“I suppose this is going to be a send-up,” she said, happy to have the key phrase available. Perhaps he would see a fellow pro in her if he heard her use it.

“Send-up? Whatever do you mean?”

“I suppose you’re going to make us all look silly,” she said.

“When someone looks the way you look,” he said, clutching a scuffed briefcase under his armpit, “what does it matter how she looks?”

“Sorry?” When she failed to understand, she had a peculiarly tragic look, her wide mouth pouting, lips barely parted.

“It doesn’t matter.” He could hardly resist touching her elbow. “Skip it. No one could make you look silly.”

“I wouldn’t say that. Have you finished now?”

“I have. Want some coffee?”

“Wouldn’t mind. Are you on the telly much? I don’t remember seeing you.”

“I am on the telly much”—he smiled—“and no one ever remembers seeing me. It’s depressing. No, I’m not on that much. I do the odd bit.”

“I don’t look at the telly much. Except at Mummy and Daddy’s, you know.”

“I know.”

“You’re not really a telly person then. I mean, permanently.”

“No,” he said, “I’m not. I’m a general all-round hack. Bit of this, bit of that.”

“What else do you do?”

“I review books. You know books. Those things with pages very square people still occasionally read in the secrecy of their own homes.”

“I have heard of them,” she said.

“When did you last read a book?”

“Oh, now, I thought the interview was over.”

“Sorry. I get stuck in my inquisitorial manner.”

“I was reading one last night. I suppose you’d count it as a book.”

“What magazine was it?”

“What do you mean, magazine? It was poetry actually. Do you count poetry?”

“I count poetry.”

“Dylan Thomas actually.”

“Dylan, were you?”

“Do you like him?”

“I have done. I have done.”

“Why, what did he do to you?”

He stopped with the coffee halfway to his lips and smiled at her as if he had just seen her. He put the coffee down and laughed. “He’s gone out of fashion, the swine.”

“I don’t know whether I really understand it, but it does something to me.”

“What does it do to you?”

“It makes me feel—I don’t know—as if things could be terribly important, as if time could stop and get thicker. Do you know?”

“Sort of.”

“I can never express myself.”

“I think you’ve expressed it very well. Time seems to go so quickly, like water falling out of the bottom of a bag. I can never express myself! What do you do?”

“I’m a model of sorts—”

“Not that you need to do anything. What sorts?”

“Anything that comes up. Hair styles. Bits and pieces.”

“The face that launched a thousand permanent waves.”

“Sort of thing.”

When the bill came, he pulled a heap of change out of his pocket and dumped it on the mottled table top to sort out the one and four. She took money from her purse.

“Come on,” he said. “This is on the BBC.”

“Oh, well, in that case.” She had already put her money between them, but now she returned it to her bag.

“I should think so.”

“When’s it going to be on?” she asked, as they stood at the corner where he was to go one way and she the other.

“Long time yet. We’ve got all the editing to do. You never really know when these things’ll go out.”

“I expect I shall be cut out anyway. I’ve got a friend—Christine Rank, I don’t know if you know her—she’s always getting bits in films and then she’s never in them.”

“I don’t think they’ll cut you out.”

“Oh, well.”

“Why don’t you come and see it when it’s finally ampexed?”

“Whatted?”

“Put on tape.”

“It’d be absolutely super. I’d love to.”

“I’ll give you a call. They’ve got your name and number, haven’t they?”

“Should do. It’s Diana Scott when you’re looking.”

“Right. I’ll give you a jolly old tinkle.”

“That’d be super. Um, by the way, can I ask? What’s your name?”

“Robert Gold,” he said. “And you’re Diana Scott.”

“Right,” she said. “Robert Gold.”
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