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            Easily, my dear, you move, easily your head

            And easily as through the leaves of a photograph album I’m led

            Through the night’s delights and the day’s impressions,

            Past the tall tenements and the trees in the wood;

            Though sombre the sixteen skies of Europe

                 And the Danube flood.

             

            W. H. Auden, Look, Stranger! xxi (1936)viii
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            Prologue

         

         The time to do it, if she was going to try something so mad at all, was in the gap between the closing of the office and the first checking of the blackout. Mr Seaton, the ARP warden for the Mariner Building, worked in the insurance office on the second floor, and when he put on his tin hat at the end of the day and turned into the voice of authority, he liked to start from the ground and work upwards. There ought to be a few minutes before he got up to the ninth floor. He was somewhere down by the feet of the immense statue of the sea-king that rose from bottom to top of the facade; she was up by its chin.

         The other girls were putting on coats and hats and mufflers and leaving one by one. She had already gone through the whole routine of shutting down the teleprinter, but when Mr Cornellis put his head around the door to turn off the light, she ducked down onto the floor behind the desk and pretended to be busy in the supply drawer.

         ‘I’m just changing the ribbon for tomorrow, sir,’ she said.

         ‘I thought you’d delegated all the purely clerical stuff,’ he said.

         ‘It’s a temperamental beast. Sonia hasn’t quite got the knack yet.’

         ‘Oh, very well, very well,’ he said. ‘Lights off quickly, though, please, when you’re done.’

         ‘You can do it now, sir. I can see in the light from the window.’

         ‘All right, then. Safe home, everybody.’ He tipped his hat, flipped the switch and took his anxious frown away, footsteps receding down the parquet corridor of Cornellis & Blome, brokers. Ordinarily, xhe would have waited to be the last out, and to lock the door of his kingdom behind him, but the keys were now surrendered to Seaton downstairs, to do his rounds, and to let in the firemen if the worst came to the worst and a German incendiary came spitting and flaring down among the filing cabinets.

         In the twilight, the others shuffled out fast. Only Sonia lingered at the door, just sixteen, on her first job and inclined to cling.

         ‘You doing anything tonight, Iris?’ she said hopefully. ‘You seeing your feller?’

         ‘I should be so lucky. Another night in the Anderson, I expect, reading Playford on Securities.’

         ‘D’you want to get the Tube together, then?’

         ‘Sorry, I need to hang on here while I sort this out. It’s been playing up all day. You go on. Good night!’

         Finally, she went. Iris gave it a few seconds and then shut the door after her. She listened, but the sounds were dwindling ones, retreating ones.

         The office was all grey outlines and blue voids, in the last of the daylight. Outside, the blue haze of coal smoke that always hung over the City was dimming, and seeming as it did so to be coagulating back onto the bulk of the buildings, turning them too hazy and indistinct, heavy masses with uncertain edges. The little piece of the river she could see was gunmetal grey, light-absorbent; the dome of St Paul’s looked as if it had been cut out of purple paper. By now, there should have been a cheerful glitter of electricity and neon brightening it all, the money that had been made during the day in the veil of smoke shining back out of it in spendthrift promises of food, laughter, pleasure. Instead there was this stillness, this dim abandoned hush, as if the tiny figures departing down there in the gloom were not just getting out of reach of tonight’s probable raid – six nights out of the last seven, the bombers had come – but were deserting the Square Mile altogether, fleeing it for good. Or as if this xihad never been a greedy, wily, striving, noisy, contentious, elbows-out, non-stop temple to human appetites, but had come into being in some silent submarine process. A dark reef, secreted in its marble and brick with no reference to human beings.

         She opened the steel-framed window beside her desk. A cold breath of autumn blew in, dusty, riverine, but with a burnt edge from the buildings ruined in last night’s raid, and the one before’s. She sat down, feeling ridiculous. The words she had insisted Geoffrey write down were on a twist of paper in her bag. She smoothed it out. His precise draughtsman’s lettering was still legible in the gloom. She cleared her throat. If you must do this, she heard him saying irritably in her head, you better speak it out, good and clear. It’s all in the harmonics, remember. You’re setting a hook in the air.

         Meruzababel, read the first line on the paper. ‘Me-ru-za-ba-bel,’ she said out loud, thinking to herself, Abracadabra. Hocus-pocus. Honestly, girl, what do you expect to achieve?

         The rest of the – spell, she supposed you would have to call it, made a diminishing triangle.
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         She said it all, hesitating over how to sound the last line.

         ‘Luh,’ she said. ‘Lah? Ell?’xii

         Nothing happened. The letters swam. It was really very dark now. She sighed and rubbed her eyes. When she opened them, it was if anything darker, suddenly darker. And looking to see why, she found that the giant granite head of the Mariner statue that gave the Mariner Building its name had turned, and was blocking the window as it gazed in at her.

         It had had only rough stone dimples for eyes. Now, it had opened stone lids, and pupils of black marble as big as coffee saucers regarded her. Black circles, within crystal-blue circles, within eye-whites of marble again. The eyes glistened, but like rainwater on a pavement. That was the awful thing: that the statue had begun to live, yet without turning into flesh, or anything like it. It was still stone, still cold, still hard. Muscles were not making the expression on the huge face, but some mineral stirring. Yet she could read it. A furious, weary contempt.

         The mouth of the statue opened with a creak. Behind it a gullet deepened, literally deepened as she watched, a flue burrowing away down into the stone dark, to give the Mariner something it had no need for, except to obey her command. No breathing had ever happened in those depths; no swallowing or digesting. On the inner surface of the mouth, ribbed like a cavern, a pale bloom like frost came and went.

         At the far end of the corridor, she heard Mr Seaton turn his key in the door of Cornellis & Blome.

         ‘What,’ said the Mariner, and its voice was like a glacier grinding on a cliff, ‘Do. You. Want.’

         She could feel her pulse in her jaw, a throb under her ear.

         ‘Tell me where all past years are,’ she said.

          

         But that was much later.
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            August 1939
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            I

         

         She was on the up escalator at Leicester Square Tube station, checking her lipstick in the mirror of her compact. On the other side, tired clerks and shopgirls were being funnelled away downwards, weary at day’s end, ready for home and supper, but over here, riding up past the panels of polished wood, past the framed advertisements for face cream and cigarettes, past the bronze torches throwing roundels of electric glow onto the tilted white ceiling above – over here she was in a chattering crowd, being carried up to pleasure on the ever-cycling treads of the magic staircase.

         Up ahead was the circular ticket hall, and the hot light of an August evening spilling into it from every exit. Up ahead were shows, dinner, dancing, the teasing and pleasing and tasting and smiling and satisfying of a West End night. A weekday night, true, not the dionysiad of a Friday or a Saturday night – and with the news pressing at it, pinching at the pleasure, trying to extinguish it with worry if you paid attention. But still with anticipation enough in it to quicken the pulse. Still with the hours of promise ahead. The air was warm and getting warmer. She was wearing the silver dress, bias-cut so it flowed over curves and clung there mermaid-close. It was right for the Savoy, but it needed protecting till she got there. Up to August, hem twitched in her free hand to keep it out of the treads. Up to the late-summer glow in the cheeks and the prickle at the hairline; up to city dust and city speed and city noise. Up to the twenty thousand streets! To the babble of the pavements, 4to the bray of horns and the bells and the shouts of the news boys selling bad news and the snatches of music from opened doors. To the lively air, with all its smells of petrol and beer and perfume and tobacco and cooking food swirled into motion by the busy passage of human bodies. To the foyers of the theatres, where the crowds were in strict evening dress, and the democratic glamour of the cinemas, where people were dressed and dressed up any way they liked. Up to gold and to gilding, to dear and to cheap delight. Up to life, waiting to be seized, moment by moment, every chance not taken lost forever.

         
             

         

         But as she stepped out into the evening on the Charing Cross Road, her senses busy, more was happening around her than her eyes could see or her ears hear. Above the billboards and the rooftops where the sunlight was ripening to orange-gold, the air over London quivered, and not just with heat. The August sky was furrowed with vibrations, but such fine ones, such fast and delicate oscillations, such minute needle-point jittering of the fabric of empty space, that she would have needed to be an organism made of something finer than flesh and blood to feel the quick waves moving. Or to turn on a radio. It was humans who had written themselves onto the air, after all, adding the means to carry their own concerns along on the slight accelerations, or the slight deformations, of what was travelling along up there anyway. Twist that dial. Between the bands of crackle were flying voices in all the languages that filled the sixteen skies of Europe, and skimmed more weightlessly than midges over the waters of the Rhine and the Danube and the Thames and the Volga. Fearful voices, complacent voices, threatening voices, triumphant voices, all reporting what Mr Molotov had agreed with Mr Ribbentrop, and repeating Poland, Poland, Poland. And music! Europe danced tonight, frantically, to a babel of rhythms. Congas in Paris, violins in Vienna, 5kettledrums in Berlin, saxophones in Soho, an impossible orchestra. Last, among the voices and the instruments, a single signal, very recent, carrying pictures. One fuzzy thread of images. Turn the dial to the needle-fine shaking of the sky at 45 million hertz, and what was that? A white pill of light streaked across a grey herringbone soup that was meant to be grass. Len Hutton, 165 not out, was hitting the last ball of the last Test match before war stopped play. A draw against the West Indies. Another fraction of a turn and it was only the thick hiss of static again in the shaking sky.

         
             

         

         Charlie Tremlett was waiting for her at the steps of St Martin-in-the-Fields, looking exactly like what he was: a floppy-haired overgrown schoolboy, with a schoolboy’s straightforward appreciation and gratitude for what felt good. A pleasantly rangy sportsman’s body. Honourable according to his lights; too dumb for complications, in her experience so far. As she approached he was taking a pull from a flask, which he tucked hastily away. It seemed a bit hasty altogether for the very beginning of an evening. She didn’t think of him as a drinker, except in the ordinary social sense. But then when she got close she saw there was an expression on his face she was unfamiliar with, and it deepened as he took in the silver dress. Disapproval? No, embarrassment.

         ‘You look ripping, Iris,’ he said.

         ‘But?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ he said.

         ‘I mean, your next word is obviously going to be “but”. You look ripping Iris, but something. But what?’

         ‘Oh, I get you. Well. The thing is, here you are, all dressed up – and the chap we’re meeting up with, and the girl he’s got along – well, they’ve rather put the kibosh on the Savoy. They’ve booked us a table for supper at some frightful little Eyetie place in Soho. And I sort of have to go along because – well – you know how it is …’

         6She did. Because Charlie was a jobber on the Stock Exchange floor, by all accounts a reasonably effective one, he depended for his income on a flow of orders from brokers like tonight’s chap, who needed therefore to be cossetted, gone along with, indulged in whatever their idea of an agreeable time might be.

         ‘I’m most frightfully sorry,’ Charlie said, sounding as if he were about twelve and on the headmaster’s carpet. ‘Feel like I dragged you out under false pretences. And you looking so glamorous too.’

         ‘Never mind,’ said Iris. ‘Not your fault. Come on then, let’s go and butter up your broker. We can always double back to the Savoy later, and do a little dancing then. And things. No rule against that, is there?’

         ‘No,’ said Charlie, brightening. ‘No, there isn’t. Thank you. You’re a wonderful girl.’

         ‘And don’t you forget it,’ she said, and took his arm, having restored the gleam of anticipation to his eye. Probably to hers too: the advantage of a really expensive hotel, especially if you kept the desk staff well oiled as Charlie took care to, was that they operated by quite different rules of respectability. The beds at the Savoy were wide, firm and comfortable.

         ‘So, who is this chap of yours?’ she asked as they were heading north.

         ‘Bit of an odd fish, actually,’ said Charlie.

         ‘In what way? You know, apart from his thing for spaghetti.’

         ‘Oh, very good. – Well, he’s terribly clever, and apparently he’s some kind of socialist,’ Charlie said, with the air of one naming an obscure disease.

         ‘You don’t get many of those in the City.’

         ‘No! But Cleaverings don’t mind, it seems, because he is so clever. Makes them a packet, even if he disapproves. And he hangs about with all sorts of nobs and intellectuals – tries to teach the Labour front bench the financial ABC, that sort of thing.’

         7‘Charlie …’ she said uncertainly.

         ‘What? Oh good grief, what a hole.’

         They were standing in front of a narrow slot of a restaurant next to an Italian grocer’s, sharing with it a strong mingled smell of good olive oil and garlic. It wasn’t a hole, though it had none of the Savoy dining room’s chromium and chandeliers. It was dim, with candles on the little round tables, but the side wall had a mural on it receding into chiaroscuro that had Serious Art written all over it. She could tell what kind of a place it was, and who its habitués were likely to be, even if Charlie couldn’t, and she hesitated on the threshold. But he was already through the door, grinning cheerily.

         ‘Miles, old man!’ he cried. She followed.

         The odd fish was seated about two-thirds of the way back into the gloom. He had one of those male faces which, even when its owner is still in his twenties, shows what he will be like in confident middle age. Lidded eyes, hair receding from temples gleaming in the candlelight. He stood up.

         ‘Charlie, good evening,’ he said. ‘May I introduce Eleanor?’

         His companion, sprawled in her chair in a tweed skirt and a frayed brown jumper, lifted the hand that was holding a cigarette from table height to head height in salute. She seemed to have a bandage round her wrist.

         ‘Hello!’ said Charlie. ‘This is Iris. Lovely girl, works at C&B.’

         ‘Good evening,’ said Charlie’s broker again. ‘Miles Ormond.’

         ‘Hallo,’ said Iris, ‘Iris Hawkins’, and heard Watford unmistakably in her own vowels, as if she had whole avenues of prosperous-but-not-posh suburbia tucked away in there. And the Girls’ Grammar School. And the future she hadn’t wanted, in which a good girl could hope for a nice young man with prospects in the building trade, or a solicitor’s office. That world, lost but refusing to be gone, inexorably following her around and speaking out of her mouth.

         8‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Ormond said, ‘I took the liberty of ordering the wine. Montepulciano. Pretty good, I think.’ He poured.

         ‘Oh, vino is vino, as far as I’m concerned,’ said Charlie. ‘In vino veritas, hahaha. Cheers.’

         The wine was black with occasional garnet points in the candlelight. Iris looked at Ormond’s Eleanor across the table, and saw nothing to contradict her fears and everything to confirm them. Short red curls, darkened like the wine in the gloom. No make-up at all. No nail varnish either; grey stuff under the fingernails instead. Eleanor looked back, something in her face that Iris very much did not want to kindle into amusement.

         ‘What a dress,’ she said, blowing smoke, and her voice – oh, of course it did – had the ringing confidence of Oxford women’s colleges, and radio announcers, and actresses trained at RADA. ‘Very glamorous indeed. Almost Hollywood.’ Her tone was not hostile. More zoological.

         ‘Isn’t it marvellous?’ said Charlie. ‘Trust Iris for the glad rags! So, what are we eating?’

         Ormond passed across the menu. Charlie furrowed his brow at it.

         ‘I thought I was dressing for a different kind of evening,’ said Iris quietly. Charlie shot her a look of reproach, evidently taking this as unhelpful criticism of their hosts.

         ‘I can see that,’ said Eleanor, kindly. ‘Don’t worry: you really do look marvellous. I couldn’t wear anything like that. I ruin good clothes just by looking at them.’

         ‘Bis-tecca al-la Fi— alla Fi—’ Charlie spelled out. ‘Is that a steak? I could inhale a steak tonight very happily.’

         ‘What happened to your hand?’ Iris asked.

         ‘Chisel slipped,’ said Eleanor briefly. ‘Occupational hazard. ’Nother one for my collection of cuts and bruises.’ She put out the cigarette, and spread her fingers in the candle glow. They were covered in little white lines that Iris realised must be scars.

         9‘Just don’t actually chop anything off,’ said Ormond mildly. ‘I like your hands with all the fingers attached. I’m fond of them.’

         ‘Gosh,’ said Charlie. You could almost see, marching across his forehead in illuminated letters like a headline at Piccadilly Circus, the words YOURS IS A RUM ONE, ISN’T SHE? The idiot still hadn’t grasped the situation. ‘So, sorry, is that a steak?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Ormond. ‘What about you?’ he asked Iris. ‘I thought I’d fill Eleanor here up with liver and sage, while I had the chance. She could do with the iron. Internally, not externally, for a change.’

         He had a way of saying something funny, she saw, while remaining completely straight-faced. It might not have been a test, but ignoring the joke seemed like a short way of demonstrating that she wasn’t worth joking with.

         ‘I’m not in a very ferrous mood,’ she said, and Ormond tilted his head an appreciative half an inch: probably his equivalent of a hearty guffaw. ‘Would you choose for me?’ Iris went on. ‘I don’t really know my way around Italian food.’

         ‘Surely. How hungry are you, if you don’t mind my asking?’

         ‘Reasonably.’

         ‘Very well then, one reasonable Italian supper coming up.’ Ormond summoned the waiter – summoned him by name – and then ordered, at length and in Italian, for all of them.

         ‘The gift of tongues!’ said Charlie. ‘My mother spoke French, but somehow it passed me by.’ He had downed his glass of wine and he was getting pinker.

         ‘I don’t expect you’ve ever needed it,’ said Eleanor.

         ‘That I have not,’ agreed Charlie earnestly. ‘Always happy to stay with the colonial issues and the Kaffirs, you see. Can’t specialise in everything.’

         ‘“Kaffirs”?’ said Eleanor, raising an eyebrow.

         ‘South Af—’ Iris began, and at the same time Ormond said, ‘Mining stocks.’ He stopped and waved his hand at her to proceed.

         10‘Shares in South African mines,’ said Iris.

         ‘Yes; and talking of that,’ said Charlie winningly, ‘I had a thought or two you might be interested in.’

         ‘Really?’ said Ormond. ‘It’s hard to believe there’s going to be much of a private market for gold, for the next little while at least.’

         ‘You mean because of the news,’ said Charlie. ‘Come, come, my dear chap: don’t people always make a bit of a beeline for gold when there’s a crisis? And I’ve heard …’ Off he went, into a sales pitch for the splendid prospects of a particular mine under development west of Johannesburg. Ormond listened courteously, and went on listening while waiters brought an array of plates and dishes of all sizes. In front of Charlie they placed a steak, sizzling. In front of Iris, two green-and-purple figs, with a tiny cream cheese in the shape of a heart.

         ‘Oh, that’s very nice,’ said Eleanor. She had been served what looked like a piece of toast, with a smear of tomato on top.

         ‘Would you rather swap?’ said Iris.

         ‘No!’ said Eleanor, laughing.

         Iris cut herself a small wedge of fig and dabbed it cautiously with the cheese. Her only previous acquaintance with figs was with the dried kind, offered as a constipation remedy or the filling of a biscuit, and she was expecting the same slightly fusty, gummy sweetness. Instead the combination was … delicious.

         ‘Good, isn’t it?’

         She took another mouthful. Charlie talked on; Ormond listened on, eating something unidentifiable with a fork, and expressing with the set of his shoulders a sardonic disbelief which Charlie seemed totally unable to read. The two women looked at each other.

         ‘You’re a sculptor?’ said Iris.

         ‘Yes,’ said Eleanor. ‘At the Slade.’

         ‘Well, it was either that or a painter, as soon as I saw your nails.’

         11Eleanor turned the hand that was holding her toast-thing, and regarded them complacently.

         ‘Filthy, aren’t they? You can get the stone-dust out, but it takes so much scrubbing, and they’ll only get like that again tomorrow, so why bother.’

         Iris looked down at herself, silver-clad, manicured.

         ‘I suppose you have to, if you work in an office,’ Eleanor offered. ‘So what do you do?’

         ‘I’m a secretary,’ said Iris.

         ‘And is that interesting?’

         Iris gave this question the answer it deserved, which was none at all. She pretended instead to be fully occupied by cutting up and eating the figs and cheese, but its deliciousness was of the miniature variety, and all too soon she had to look back up. Eleanor, with a puzzled expression, was trying to catch Ormond’s eye. Probably in a moment she would succeed: Charlie’s continuing sales pitch for gold stocks was taking on a hectic edge, as Ormond was responding less and less. He had finished whatever-it-was he had been served and was gazing into his wine glass, bored endurance legible on his face. It was seeming less and less likely that the end of the meal could be reached successfully.

         ‘So,’ Iris said suddenly, to Ormond. ‘What assets do you think make sense, if war comes?’

         Charlie glared at her. She had never tried to get him out of a conversational jam before, it not having been that kind of a connection, and he did not seem to welcome the idea of being helped. Perhaps he didn’t recognise that that was what she was doing.

         ‘When war comes, surely,’ said Ormond.

         ‘You think it’s as certain as that?’ she began to reply, but Charlie talked over her.

         ‘Oh, come on!’ he said. ‘We don’t know, do we? A year ago, war looked like an absolute sure thing, panic in the streets and all that, 12I was talking to my old dad about a billet in the East Surreys, ready to do my duty – and then it made a noise like a hoop and rolled away. No war. Everyone calmed down again. My money says: same again. The johnnies in the Foreign Office will do their stuff and this time next month we’ll all be laughing about it. Don’t you think?’

         ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Ormond. ‘This time, from everything I hear, we’re in for it.’

         ‘Where should the clever money go then, if not gold?’ Iris asked him. ‘America? Is that far enough away?’

         ‘Interesting,’ said Ormond, turning slightly to face her. ‘Probably yes, in the sense that, if the world burns, it would take a long time for the flames to reach Wall Street. But not necessarily for British investors.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Iris!’ said Charlie, between his teeth.

         She ignored him, and so did Ormond.

         ‘Because I cannot imagine any way for Britain to fund a war – a big war – without mobilising British holdings abroad. The paperwork is already drawn up to forbid the export of capital. When war comes, and the money runs out, every share that anyone owns over here in Westinghouse or US Steel or Paramount Pictures is going to be requisitioned in short order.’

         ‘The money runs out?’ Charlie repeated incredulously. ‘The money runs out? Poppycock. Sorry, but – really! This is the financial capital of the world, old man.’

         The waiter was hovering, trying to take away plates and to put down new ones, but Ormond was ignoring him; he was leaning into the candle flame to light a new cigarette, fully engaged for the first time.

         ‘Take the total of British gold and dollar reserves,’ he said. ‘Slightly north of five hundred million in sterling. Then estimate the cost of total war – say, four million a week – and divide by it. 13The money runs out in two and a half years. And that’s if we’re winning.’

         ‘Of course we’d win,’ said Charlie. He poured himself another glass of wine, sloppily.

         ‘I hope so,’ said Ormond. ‘I really do. But whether we’re winning or losing, the emphasis – to answer your question, Iris – is going to be on budgeting for survival, by managing demand and directing resources.’

         ‘You’re assuming that Mr Keynes is going to be in the ascendancy at the Treasury?’

         ‘I am, yes,’ said Ormond.

         ‘Despite everyone still arguing about the General Theory?’

         ‘Oh, you don’t have to agree with it to be influenced by it. You don’t even have to have read it. He’s won; he’s won so thoroughly he’s become part of common sense.’

         ‘Voices in the air?’ said Iris.

         ‘Exactly!’ said Ormond, laughing. ‘Exactly so. You’ve read it yourself then, I take it?’

         ‘Yes, I have.’

         ‘And … what did you say you do for a living, Miss Hawkins?’

         ‘She says she’s a secretary,’ put in Eleanor.

         ‘Hmm,’ said Ormond.

         ‘Iris!’ hissed Charlie. ‘You’re making a fool of yourself.’ He was staring at her as if she’d grown a second head.

         She was just as surprised. She had had no clue that anger was anywhere close under Charlie’s amiable surface. On the whole she was confident she could spot the angry men and steer clear of them. You had to be able to, if you were of any kind of adventurous disposition.

         ‘One of us is,’ said Iris. Eleanor was looking from person to person. There was a sharp burn in Iris’s leg. Charlie had tried to kick her under the table, and missed, and got the side of her calf instead, by the feel of it scraping off some skin.

         14‘Now,’ said Charlie, with a tight and over-toothed smile, ‘that’s all very well, but it’s a bit airy-fairy for a practical chap like me. Not to mention desperately gloomy! Wine, women and song are more my watchword. Watchwords, I suppose. Three of them!’

         Iris was gazing at her plate, where little pale parcels dribbled with green oil had appeared. She felt a tentative tap on the back of her hand: two of Eleanor’s fingers, sandpapery to the touch.

         ‘Would you care to come and powder your nose?’ Eleanor asked.

         ‘Yes I would. Thank you.’

         ‘This way, then. We’ll leave them to the wine and song, shall we.’

         They wove between the tables. Eleanor knew the way, as a regular. The Ladies, at the maximally dark, very back end of the restaurant, was a little cubbyhole with only just enough standing room for two. But it had a light over the mirror bright enough to show, when she pulled up the hem of the dress, that Charlie had torn a hole in her stocking and, yes, in her skin too. A dark-red trickle was running towards her ankle. She breathed through her nose and tried to smile.

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Eleanor. ‘Would you like a sticking plaster? I never have a lipstick on me, and I rarely have a clean handkerchief, but I do always carry sticking plasters. Peculiar habits of the profession, you see.’

         ‘Yes. Please.’

         ‘Gosh, it’s tight in here, isn’t it. Tell you what, you roll down the stocking, and I’ll get down here and see if I can minister to the affected part. Look,’ she went on a moment later, crouched at Iris’s feet, ‘I think I was rude to you, back in there. And is that interesting?’ She was mimicking her own voice. ‘Just what my mother would say. – Here we go, hold still. – So patronising. Do you ever get that? You open your mouth, and your mother’s voice comes out?’

         ‘Not really,’ said Iris, ignoring the door in her mind, the one with the scorch marks round it, that led to everything mother-related. ‘Thank you. You’re being very kind.’

         15‘Basic comradeship among females, I assure you. There; how’s that?’

         ‘Much better. He’s ruined the stocking, though.’

         ‘It won’t show, honestly. Not with your hemline down there. It really is a marvellous dress. Give me a hand up? I’m only a trainee contortionist.’

         ‘You all talk such nonsense all the time,’ Iris said, heaving at Eleanor. She was surprisingly heavy. Stone-cutting muscles, presumably.

         ‘“You all”?’ Eleanor queried. ‘Oh, you mean us educated bods. But you don’t do so badly at nonsense yourself. “Ferrous” was very funny, I liked that. I suppose,’ she went on cautiously, ‘that your chap in there isn’t quite such an idiot as he seems?’

         ‘He is, though. He’s exactly that much of an idiot.’

         ‘Then … why …?’

         The gap across worlds was just too great. Not so much the class one as the perpetual gulf between bad girls and good. Eleanor no doubt was full of advanced and tolerant ideas about all sorts of things – had queer friends, sunbathed with nothing on her top half, was familiar with the works of Marie Stopes. But if she said to her, because he’s quite good in bed, there’d be blushing, and awkward silence, and a sudden end to basic comradeship among females.

         She settled for: ‘Well, he’s not exactly my chap. Not in a serious way. He just takes me out, now and again.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Eleanor. ‘I thought he was … Oh.’

         ‘No, he’s not. He’s just a boyfriend.’ The inoffensive word; the one that Iris hoped would stop the downward relegation of the pretty-but-common girl that was going on in Eleanor’s mind, before it arrived down in the grim commercial cellar of human arrangements. ‘And he is an idiot. He’s made a complete hash of this evening. He’s – mistaken the nature of the occasion,’ she said, 16turning her voice into a parody of Eleanor’s parody of herself. Eleanor grinned. ‘He thought it was going to be a cigars-and-chorus-girls kind of thing. When in fact you’re actually Mr Ormond’s fiancée, aren’t you.’

         ‘We’re engaged, yes,’ said Eleanor.

         ‘And he still hasn’t worked it out. And when he does he’s going to be unbearably ashamed, and he’s going to be too much of a dolt to hide it. He’s going to behave as if he’s accidentally brought a tart to meet a duchess. I’m not a tart,’ she said fiercely.

         ‘I can tell you’re not,’ said Eleanor. ‘I’m not a duchess, for that matter.’

         ‘You’re respectable, that’s what counts. You belong with the sisters of people he went to school with. He’s not a subtle thinker.’

         ‘He’s not, is he. He was gawping like a goldfish when you started talking economics with Miles.’

         ‘Well, he’s never heard me say anything like that. He looks at me and he sees, you know, bosom and hips.’

         ‘And you don’t … mind?’ asked Eleanor.

         ‘Not till now. Because it’s not his brain I’m interested in either. I look at him and – well, anyway. It’s been fun, usually. But this is horrible. Sorry.’

         ‘Oh, don’t be silly. I see that it is. You’re sitting there waiting for him to humiliate you, and when you tried to save him from himself, the stupid swine kicked you.’

         ‘Yes.’

         Eleanor considered. ‘Do you want a rescue?’ she said.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Well, it would mean ditching your dinner – and losing the rest of whatever you and the swine had planned for the evening – but there’s a back way out through the kitchen, I happen to know. We could run away.’

         ‘What about Charlie and—?’

         17‘I can send in a note with the waiter. Miles will cope; Miles always copes, he’s very soothing. And he knows where we’re going on to. He can meet me there.’

         ‘Are you sure? You lose your supper too.’

         ‘Oh well. Call it my good deed for the day.’

         ‘Charlie will be furious.’

         ‘How tragic …’ 
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            II

         

         C ambridge Circus was all busy glare from the neon signs in red and green and white and blue. It was dark now, but the night was sealed away somewhere up above, beyond the radiant glow.

         ‘What now?’ said Eleanor, when the escape was complete and they were standing on the kerb, getting their breath back.

         Already the rush of the laughing run through the alley full of dustbins was fading. Already they were remembering – well, Iris was, and she supposed Eleanor was – that they were two strangers.

         ‘I mean,’ said Eleanor, turning the face on her which, now she was seeing it by brighter light, seemed to Iris to have a kind of childishness about it, ‘what are you going to do next?’ A face left clean and somehow unformed by the refusal to do the labour of being pretty.

         ‘I suppose I’ll go home and put on something more sensible. Anyway, thanks—’

         ‘But that sounds a bit dismal. You’ve lost your evening.’

         ‘Oh well.’

         ‘What were you going to do tonight, if you don’t mind my asking?’

         ‘He was going to take me dancing at the Savoy,’ Iris said, leaving out the part about the beds.

         ‘Yes, well, look: here’s a thought. Where we’re going there’ll be dancing. It’s a sort of club, up beyond Fitzroy Street. They’re doing abstract film reels tonight, but they’re all set to dance music – you 19know, for the rhythm – and I bet people get up and move their feet. You could come. Why don’t you come?’

         Iris frowned. ‘Why on earth would you want me to? I’m not a stray dog, you know. You don’t have to take me home just because you’ve patted me.’

         ‘Heavens you’re prickly, aren’t you? I just think it would be fun. It seems like a night for impulses, what with the world threatening to end and all that. Go on! Throw yourself on the mercy of strangers! Even if it’s dreadful – even if it turns out we’re dreadful – it’ll still be more fun than retiring defeated to wash your hair.’

         Iris looked at the face under the red curls again. Some maddening patronage was in there, yes: but also a kind of innocent recklessness. It was the face of someone who had always found the world safe, the face of someone who had never had to fear consequences. Someone who had never needed guile, or lies, or pretence to ease their path. Lucky her, thought Iris, who would have been inclined to hate her a little, on other nights. When Iris ran risks, she knew what the risk was; she calculated risk against reward. But tonight (when the world might be ending) it seemed more enviable to be the kind of person who, having run from a restaurant, wanted to scoop up the stranger you’d done it with and to keep on running while the running was good.

         ‘Dancing intellectuals …’ she said, cautiously.

         ‘Well, yes,’ said Eleanor. And then, defiantly: ‘Yes! Oxford bags and peculiar frocks in motion!’

         ‘Wouldn’t I stick out like a sore thumb in this?’ asked Iris, waving at the silver dress.

         ‘No. They’d think it was ironic, and you were terribly clever for wearing it. And I guarantee, I absolutely guarantee, it won’t be the oddest outfit in the room. I said peculiar; I meant peculiar. Last time we went, there was a chap in a suit made of cardboard.’

         ‘Cardboard?’

         20‘Yes! The corrugated kind, cut so the lines all ran north–south and looked like pinstripes. I thought: my dear fellow, I hope it doesn’t rain on the way home, or you’re going to turn into a naked surrealist before you reach Highgate.’

         ‘Pinstripe papier-mâché …’

         ‘Exactly! Oh, go on, come with us, do. We’ve got different idiots.’

         ‘You really want me to?’

         ‘I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t,’ said Eleanor, and Iris thought that was probably true. Oh, the hell with it. Time to borrow that sense of immunity, for a little while. Time to follow where impulse led, in the anxious city.

         ‘All right!’ she said, and grinned at her own lack of calculation.

         ‘Attagirl!’ said Eleanor. ‘You won’t be sorry. Or maybe you will, but you won’t be bored, I promise.’

         They walked on northward together, the bright lights of Soho becoming, as they crossed Oxford Street, the dimmer and more bohemian streets of Fitzrovia. A busy evening here too, but more concentrated on pubs, bars, doors into obscurer spaces from which obscurer music leaked.

         ‘What kind of sculpture do you do?’ Iris asked, to avoid silence.

         ‘Depends,’ Eleanor said.

         ‘On?’

         ‘Whether it’s my own stuff or commissions. I’ve just done a mother-and-baby frieze for a clinic in Islington, and they wanted that, you know, pretty conventional. Smiley white marble. And I’m supposed to come up with something called “The Spirit of Vitamins”, heaven help me, for a chemical company. Tosh like that. But when I can please myself I like playing with curves.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘Do you? It goes wrong more often than it goes right, and I usually can’t explain why, even to myself. But what about you?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         21‘I mean,’ said Eleanor, fixing her with the frank and unguarded gaze again, ‘what are you? You’re not a floozy, we’ve established that. Though you might be posing as one, for reasons of your own. – That’s interesting. And you’re not a secretary, except in a temporary wage-slave sort of a way. So what are you?’

         Iris wondered about saying, I’m a woman who likes men, having thought of one more reason why Eleanor might have wanted to carry her off. But she didn’t think there was anything unhelpfully romantic going on. The temperature of things between Eleanor and Ormond had been low, but relaxed and affectionate, like a gas ring steadily burning away when its flames were turned down into little blue buds, and she wasn’t picking up anything flirtatious now, not that she had much practice at spotting it in girls.

         ‘I don’t quite know,’ she said. ‘But I think … that I might be one of whatever your Miles is. If they’d let me.’

         ‘You mean, about money, and the stock market and everything?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do they let women do that?’

         ‘No,’ said Iris. ‘Not here. In America women can be stockbrokers, but here they can’t be brokers, or jobbers, or even brokers’ clerks.’

         ‘So will you go to America, then?’

         Iris laughed. ‘I don’t think anyone’s going anywhere for a while, do you?’

         ‘I suppose not,’ said Eleanor. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it. You think you’ve made up your mind to a war coming, but you keep all these ordinary little expectations going as well, and it isn’t till something contradicts them, one after the other, that you realise, oh, that’s going to go too, isn’t it?’

         Iris could have said, but didn’t, that travelling to America would never have been an ‘ordinary little expectation’ to her. Instead she nodded. ‘We’re all imagining it,’ she said, ‘the war; and the one thing you can be sure of is that we’re imagining it wrong.’

         22‘You think it’ll be worse?’

         ‘I think it’ll be real.’

         ‘Miles says he thinks that the stock market and all of that – all the clever money-making – is going to be swept away.’

         ‘Does he? I notice he doesn’t mind having enough for nice Italian food. And good wine.’

         ‘And buying pictures,’ said Eleanor cheerfully. ‘And a house in the country. And a fast car. You know what he says? “I’m a socialist, not St Francis of Assisi.” He’s got a job at the Treasury ready for him as soon as the balloon goes up. Oh, here we are.’

         ‘Here’ was a flight of steel steps leading down to the basement of a newish commercial building, slightly taller than the general three-storey scale of the street. Iris had been seeing an odd multicoloured flickering coming up from it, ever since they turned the street corner, and now she was looking down the steps she was facing the source of it, a line of basement windows flashing in shockingly bright and pure colours, turquoise and blood-orange and incandescent yellow. Dark human figures were moving against the colours, and they and the colours too were shifting in time to a familiar tune, pumping out at high amplification. It was being played on a weird mixture of instruments, including a violin. But it was, of all things, ‘The Lambeth Walk’. Cockney knees-up music. Well, West End Cockney knees-up music.

         ‘Three bob, please,’ said a man with a beard at a little table just inside the basement door. Beyond him was coloured chaos. ‘I’m afraid we’ve got to cover the equipment hire tonight.’

         ‘I’ll get this!’ Eleanor said, raising her voice. ‘Welcome to the Kinesis Club!’

         Iris stepped past, and the colours engulfed her.

         There was a wide white screen on the far wall – maybe just a bedsheet tacked up – and a projector was playing onto it from a metal tower near the man taking the three-bob entry charge. But 23the room was so low that the dancers were stepping in and out of the beam, so the colours were playing on their bodies as well as on the screen. Not pictures: flying blobs and lines, sometimes splooged in their violet or scarlet as if they had been finger-painted, sometimes in moving motifs as if printed on by a half-potato. She had never seen anything like it. And through the pulsating blizzard of colour, four or five couples, not all couples in which men were paired with women, were performing a meticulous Lambeth Walk, slide steps, arm-in-arm promenades and all. Just as in the show, which she had seen from a good seat in the dress circle with Charlie. Only with the difference that here, instead of stage Cockneys, the dancers were two men in sailors’ trousers stripped to the waist, a very tall woman in tweeds with a face like an intelligent horse, an Indian in a turban and a tailcoat, a petite exquisite blonde in what Iris suspected was Schiaparelli evening wear of fabulous price, and a batch of more predictable souls in, indeed, Oxford bags and open shirts (male) or versions of Eleanor’s skirt and sweater (female). And all of them were doing the Walk with – not mockery, exactly, but a kind of solemn comic detachment. Bohemian clowning. It was very funny, but if you laughed you’d spoil the joke. Iris covered her mouth with her hand.

         Eleanor, appearing at her side, said something in her ear.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I said, let’s sit down for a— Oh, here we go.’

         The film ended, and with it the dance, on a screen of names that meant nothing to her. Someone turned on the overhead lighting, and in a blink the room was transformed from a cavern of jewel-light to a concrete-floored, bare-walled cellar. Cables ran around the edges, and little tables were arranged in a U around the dance floor.

         ‘They’re never very long, these films,’ Eleanor said, bagging a table. The dancers settled around them. There was the rasp of many 24matches being struck. ‘They can’t be. So you get three minutes of astonishment – three minutes of ecstasy, if you want to be grand about it – and then you have to wait ten minutes while they change the reel and get set back up.’

         ‘I’ve never—’ Iris began, and changed her mind. ‘Why can’t they be longer?’

         ‘Because the chap from New Zealand who does them paints the film by hand.’

         ‘What, straight onto the celluloid?’

         ‘Yes. So three minutes, at twenty-four frames a second, that must be, what …’

         ‘Four thousand three hundred and twenty paintings,’ said a boy at the next table, without looking round. He didn’t say it as if he meant to butt into the conversation, or as if he was showing off. It seemed reflexive. Someone nearby had asked for a calculation and he had provided it.

         ‘Probably,’ said Eleanor.

         ‘No, definitely,’ said Iris.

         The boy grunted.

         ‘Anyway, it means that making them is incredibly fiddly and labour-intensive. Six months’ work for three minutes. I can hardly imagine the patience—’

         ‘Ridiculous, really,’ the boy said. ‘Looks avant-garde. Actually, handicrafts. Whittling. Crochet. Basket-making, with light.’

         ‘You don’t like them?’ said Iris. She could only see the back of his head, where a particularly savage crop left a sheen of blond fuzz on long, vulnerable tendons.

         ‘Didn’t say that,’ said the boy, talking downwards.

         ‘Not modern enough for Geoff,’ said one of the other men at the boy’s table, comfortably. An older man, forties, with a matinée-roguish face, wearing a dinner jacket that was perhaps not ironic. ‘Not electrical enough.’

         25‘Not clever enough for Geoff,’ said the Schiaparelli blonde, who was sitting there too. ‘Clever Geoff. Stop being clever, Geoff, and give me a light.’

         She had a box of matches an inch from her left hand, but instead she folded her fingers together, and leaned over towards the boy with a gold-tipped cylinder inserted in a carmine pout. Iris looked at her, fascinated. She was worth looking at. She must be only about Iris’s own age, but if Eleanor was at one extreme of the spectrum in refusing to do any of the performance of beauty, this was a face at the opposite end. It was plucked, powdered, polished, armoured in beauty. The features had, naturally, the delicate uniform smallness towards which everyone else had to struggle by de-emphasising this, exaggerating that and hiding the other. The hair was like white silk. The fatness of the pearls round her neck showed off its slenderness.

         The boy struck a match and turned his head to hold it out to her, revealing a flop of hair on his forehead, hollow cheeks and innocently intent eyes; also, on this face, a look of abject adoration. The beauty took the hand holding the match between finger and thumb to steady it. A pinch, not a caress. When she inhaled, a pair of mean little lines appeared, bracketing the rosebud mouth. A small mouth, thought Iris; not a generous mouth.

         ‘Yes?’ said the blonde, feeling the gaze. She didn’t turn her head Iris’s way, but she blew out a thin stream of smoke on Iris’s side of her mouth.

         ‘You’ve got him very well trained,’ said Iris.

         ‘Do I know you?’ said the blonde, glacially. Her voice had underheated country houses in it. Dogs. Thorn hedges. Icy ditches.

         ‘I doubt it,’ said Iris.

         ‘Quite.’ One flick of the eyes was bestowed on her, grey and crystalline and contemptuous.

         ‘I say,’ broke in Eleanor, speaking to the matinée actor in the 26dinner jacket rather than to either of them, ‘aren’t you that chap who does the radio announcements? Michael Frobisher?’

         ‘Was that chap,’ said Frobisher, showing off excellent and very large teeth. ‘Now the chap doing announcements for the television service. Consequently, seen by nobody. Heard by nobody either. Tragic waste. Three years of pioneering brilliance, and what for? There we sit on the hilltop at Alexandra Palace, pouring charm and intelligence into the ether, where it all floats away unwitnessed – unnoticed – unenjoyed …’

         He sounded perfectly happy about it. Perhaps because he felt sure that his charm would never run out. There would always be gallons more.

         ‘That’s not true!’ protested Eleanor.

         ‘You mean you’ve actually seen one of our programmes?’ Frobisher enquired.

         ‘Well – no. Not as such,’ said Eleanor. ‘But a couple of my friends have been in your around-the-galleries thingummy, and they say it’s very good. Good questions. Serious. The kind of thing with enough to-and-fro really to help build the audience for contemporary art.’

         ‘Does it build ours, that’s the question,’ said Frobisher. ‘But, good; that’s very gratifying. Your friends are …?’

         ‘Oliver O’Reilly and Madeleine Levinson.’

         ‘Right, right. Yes. Splendid. I remember them.’

         ‘So do I,’ said the blonde. ‘The Jewess with the limp, wasn’t she?’

         ‘And you’re …?’ pursued Frobisher.

         ‘Eleanor Armbruster.’

         ‘Heavens, I think I’ve seen some of your work. The Oriel Gallery?’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘Well; hallo. I should introduce us. You have in fact got before you a small colony of the BBC. Me, vocal dogsbody. Lall Cunningham, our booker, who persuades visiting stars that for 27thirty guineas they should taxi up from the West End and do their turn for us, as well—’

         ‘Frightful people, most of them,’ said the blonde.

         ‘Lally is not in a good mood this evening,’ said Frobisher. ‘As perhaps you can tell. And Geoffrey here, who is one of our technical wizards, fresh from filming the Test match.’

         ‘What was the score?’ said Iris, testing a theory.

         ‘England 366 for three in seventy-six overs, Hutton 165 not out. Hammond, bowled Clarke, 138—’

         ‘Thanks,’ said Iris. ‘Do you like cricket?’

         ‘No,’ said Geoff.

         Eleanor and Frobisher went off into a rapid roll-call of all the people they did and didn’t know in common, with occasional interventions from Lally the ice cube. Technical Geoff said nothing. Neither did Iris. She had guessed at first that it must be smooth, handsome, middle-aged Frobisher that Lall was really with, with the boy kept on a string for amusement: but that didn’t seem quite right now. There was no inclining towards Frobisher, on Lall’s side – the spine was ramrod-straight – and no pride of possession on Frobisher’s. If anything, a slight disdainful humour at her expense. To which no reaction at all appeared on the alabaster face. Only, the manicured fingers on the hand not holding the cigarette were in motion under the table edge, Iris saw. Plucking minutely at Madame Schiaparelli’s fabric on her thigh. Nursing a fold of silk between finger and thumb.

         Someone came round with a jug, and poured tumblers of a nasty but powerful fruit punch. Surely it was time for the next film, the next dance? The art-world gossip was not entertaining, if you were on the outside of it, and it wasn’t what Iris wanted from an evening of impulses followed, of strangers and bright colours.

         The bearded man who’d taken the money was at the projector tower, but pulling at cables unavailingly, and looking frustrated.

         28‘I’m sorry,’ he said, raising his voice to the room. ‘Could someone who knows more than me take a look at this?’

         ‘Fix it, Geoff,’ said Lall.

         ‘Yes, fix it, Geoff,’ said Iris.

         He was already getting up; he gave her, for the first time, a startled direct glance. His face was all angles – beaky nose, lantern chin – but with a glow of anxiety or self-consciousness on it which counteracted the austere lines. His sharp cheekbones were pink, what with the unexpected experience of being teased by a stranger arriving on top of being commanded by his ice maiden. And as he moved over to the projector tower, she saw that he was gangly. He had long arms and big hands, long legs and big shoes. He crouched to check the connections, knees almost up to the shoulders of his sports jacket, stood on tiptoe to fiddle with the gate of the projector, and then walked the cables back across the floor to the amps under the screen, head down, taking quick weaving steps, a long finger on each hand out and pointing in the air and clearly tracing an electrical pathway. It was deft, even graceful, in an odd sort of way: a body being treated as if it were invisible to everyone else’s eyes, a body being used to think with. He adjusted something and came back.

         ‘Try now, Donald,’ he said. The projector whirred, the screen lit, a Latin drumbeat came from the speakers, and his face, as he nodded with satisfaction in the moment the overhead lights went off, reminded Iris strongly of something. Something unlikely. Not a person she knew; not even a photograph of a person. Not a real person at all. A drawing: a drawing in a book. The same long face, the same puzzled bright eyes. But with a frame around it. A metal frame. A helmet. Then she got it. It was an old picture-book illustration of Don Quixote she was thinking of. But young, and gazing at technical windmills. Take away the armour, take away forty years, and that was this Geoff. Don Quixote as a boy.

         29Then the dark filled with vertical lines of colour pulsing and jiggling, swaying to left and right, and everyone surged up from their seats and emulated them, rumba-ing to clarinet and bongos, and to mauve and bottle-green and scarlet printing themselves on moving skin as much as on the screen. Hurricanes of dots swirled and jittered. Eleanor was up dancing with Frobisher, Lall had claimed Geoff as of right, and Iris found herself shaking her hips with one of the two bare-chested sailors. It was a very nice chest, hard and warm and wide and developed, with a satisfactory heat and a satisfactory smell of clean male sweat coming off it. But the hand on her hip as she swung it was light, was entirely proper. And what she felt under her own hand, as it rode on the snaky flexing of the sailor’s narrow waist, was all the pleasure of performance, not even slightly the pleasure of female company. Not one for the ladies, this mariner.

         Lall went by with Geoff, and Iris saw that detachment ruled over there as well. No touch at all. Geoff, slightly to her surprise, was dancing with enthusiasm, giving himself to the rhythm in birdlike jerks. But Lall, opposite him, was minimal, keeping him focused on her entirely with her face, and reducing her hip movement – not that there was much to her hips anyway – to a set of disdainful twitches. She was perfectly in time, of course, but she moved as if she disliked even the tiny loosening of the space between neck and knees that she was consenting to. Her spine stayed straight. Her pelvis was not being allowed to get any ideas. It astonished Iris that Geoff couldn’t see it, but apparently not. The idiot gaze of hope stayed on his face as if plastered there. It was annoying.

         When the film ended and the lights went up, she saw that Miles Ormond had arrived, smiling and unflustered. She tried to apologise, but he shook it off.

         ‘I’m used to dealing with wild bores,’ he said. ‘Think nothing of it.’

         30She would have liked to pick up the conversation she had started to have with him in Soho, but when she ventured a remark in that direction, he made it politely clear that Charlie had exhausted his entire willingness to talk about the markets. In any case, he too was pulled promptly towards the glamour represented by Frobisher, and very quickly what developed was a three-cornered conversation between Frobisher, Ormond and Eleanor, with occasional contributions by Geoff and Lally, and her sitting at the edge, trying not to feel redundant.

         The next film was less danceable. Noodling woodwind accompanied an experiment with human figures in it for once, a silhouetted businessman with an umbrella and a silhouetted tennis player with a racket, who when they moved left a smeared rainbow trail on the air. It was pretty to look at, but it didn’t get you out of your chair, and the conversation at their two tables went on regardless.

         ‘The charm of it,’ Frobisher was saying, ‘is that no one knows exactly what will work on television. It’s a new medium. It’s not cinema, though you can show films on it, and it’s not a little theatre in the corner of the room, though we have had some success with squeezing plays onto it.’

         ‘You have to get the close-ups right,’ said Geoff.

         ‘You do, you certainly do; and that can be, if you’ll pardon my French, a complete pain in the arse, what with the cameras not moving. You have to know at the outset that, at minute forty-three and eleven seconds, you’re going to want to fill the screen with the sensitive profile of the younger Gielgud, and your camera has to be lined up ready. And then there’s every chance that your actor will miss his mark slightly, since it doesn’t matter on the stage, and then what the waiting millions get is a lovely grey-toned study of his ear.’

         ‘“Waiting millions”?’ said Ormond, with an eyebrow raised.

         ‘What am I saying? Waiting hundreds. Waiting thousands, maybe.’

         31‘Tens of thousands, now,’ put in Geoff. ‘I was doing the Radiolympia broadcast last week, and apparently the total number of sets sold is up to twenty thousand or so.’

         ‘Which is not bad going,’ said Frobisher, ‘for a thing the size of a cocktail cabinet, with a screen no bigger than your hand, that costs ten weeks or more of the average wage.’

         ‘Well, it’s not for everyone, is it?’ said Lall.

         ‘But what I’m trying to say,’ said Frobisher, exhibiting his teeth, ‘is that it’s exciting to be in at the beginning. And there’s a kind of freedom in having hardly anyone watching. You can discover what it can do which nothing else can.’

         ‘And what is that?’ said Eleanor. ‘What are the new tricks in your magic box? What can you do, by painting with electricity?’

         ‘Oh, I like that,’ said Frobisher. ‘Well: I would say, immediacy.’

         ‘Presence,’ said Geoff.

         ‘Enchantment,’ said Lall.

         ‘I think you’re going to have to explain all of those,’ said Ormond.

         ‘Would you, though, if we actually had a, a receiver?’ asked Eleanor. ‘Art needs explanation sometimes, but does this?’

         ‘No, it doesn’t,’ said Frobisher. ‘That’s the thing. If you’re actually watching television, it doesn’t need explaining at all. It just works on you.’

         ‘A self-evident aesthetic,’ said Eleanor, interested.

         ‘But we’ve never seen it,’ said Iris. Lall flicked her a glance, as if to say, who cares?

         Frobisher extended the broadcast of his charm briefly in the direction of the less important girl, and smiled at her. ‘All right. Imagine that the grey little glass circle, in your luxurious cocktail cabinet, warms up to become a sort of magic keyhole. You don’t look at it, you look through it.’

         ‘And what do you see?’ said Eleanor.

         32‘Things happening right now. Not grave and considered utterances, but a kind of visual chatter. News, yes; but also tap-dancing feet, movie stars without a script, someone hitting a six, the very moment when a snake-charming lady’s python escapes across the studio floor.’

         ‘Nightmare!’ said Lall.

         ‘And then somehow it doesn’t matter that the keyhole is tiny. You can’t look away.’

         ‘That’s what I meant about presence,’ said Geoff, his ears reddening. ‘It makes you feel you’re there. And not just in one place, either. It’s a flow. It’s here, and then here, and then here. You’re at the zoo, you’re watching the Life Guards go by, you’re at the races, you’re looking at Jasmine Bligh’s smile as she answers the phone on Picture Page, you’re in the world.’

         ‘Montage,’ said Eleanor, knowledgeably.

         ‘But not put together by a director. Not someone’s deliberate, you know, selection of images. That they’ve thought about and put in order. More a kind of pack shuffled by … television itself. Or by life itself – that’s how it feels, anyway. And it doesn’t need rewinding, or six months’ work with a paintbrush. It never stops.’

         ‘Well, not till our daily three hours of broadcast time are over, anyway,’ said Frobisher. ‘But – yes.’

         ‘Eloquent Geoff,’ said Lall, freezing him back into shyness, as she surely intended.

         ‘And enchantment?’ enquired Ormond politely.

         ‘Oh, you know,’ she said, the carmine lips hardly moving, ‘it’s a modern spell, isn’t it. It makes you look, it keeps you looking. Cinema is for the people. Television is for those who need a private connection to power. A circuit to connect them to what they adore. It’s like Signor Mussolini says: man is made to adore and to obey.’

         ‘I … think that was Disraeli,’ said Ormond, a laugh in his voice that Lall did not like at all.

         33‘Oh?’ she said, glacially.

         ‘So you see it growing, do you?’ said Eleanor to Frobisher, after a momentary frown. ‘Television?’

         ‘In the long run, certainly. When we’ve ironed out the kinks. When the cameras get better. When the sets get cheaper. I’m sure it’s going to be a frivolity that the world will take to, like … chewing-gum or nylons. But in the short run,’ Frobisher said, losing the smile, ‘I’m afraid it’s a frivolity the world can’t afford. If war comes, they’ll switch us off, like that.’ He snapped his fingers.

         ‘There’ll be no need for that,’ Lall said. ‘You’ll see. Cooler heads will prevail. Sensible people know that Germany has no hostile intentions towards us. Rather the opposite. All we have to do is keep our nose out of European squabbles that don’t concern us.’

         ‘You think we should let them gobble up Poland, like they did Czechoslovakia?’ said Ormond, all laughter drained out of his voice too.

         ‘I think,’ said Lall, holding the word with tongs and making it clear she regarded it as a disreputable activity, ‘that we should be grateful to the Führer for taking care of Bolshevism, for all our sakes.’

         ‘I’m afraid I have a lingering attachment to democracy,’ said Ormond, and turned unmistakably away from her. Eleanor followed suit. Frobisher looked down at the table. Geoff was embarrassed.

         Another film began: back to flying red triangles and vibrating dots, to a Cuban beat.

         Lall, feeling Iris’s fascinated attention still on her as the others seized the excuse to stand up, snapped, ‘What are you looking at?’

         ‘A fascist, apparently,’ said Iris.

         ‘Well, better that than a suburban slut like you.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Iris. ‘Oh. Well: come on, Geoffrey. Come and dance with me.’

      
   


   
      
         34
            III

         

         Out on the floor, out where the dark shook with colours to the sound of maracas, Geoff started his bird-dance again, evidently expecting Iris to get no closer than Lall had. She put her hand on his shoulder and pulled. When he was up against her, she grabbed his waving right hand and put it on the slippery silver at her hip, where it trembled. Trembled uncertainly, but not indifferently. Then she steered them both back into the rhythm. This one was faster, with skittering horns and then a pounding piano. Across a background like slightly yellowed printer’s paper, frantic asterisks rolled and bounced, changing hues every fraction of a second. The two of them sashayed and shook, prestissimo, Geoff startled but willing, a look of concentration on his face. He was pleasingly but not enormously taller than her, despite the gangliness; and despite the look of not having grown all the way into the length of his limbs, what was under the sports jacket and the open white shirt was knotty, not soft. His head, bent forward, was close enough for speech. The dark and the rhythm made a temporary privacy.

         ‘You don’t agree with her about that stuff, do you?’ she asked.

         ‘God, no,’ said Geoff.

         ‘Then why are you so stuck on her?’

         ‘Is it that obvious?’

         ‘Yes!’

         ‘It’s just that she’s so … so …’

         ‘Lovely? Yes, she is. But you’re not ever going to have her, you know.’

         35His eyes went wide
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