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            All perceiving is also thinking, all reasoning is also intuition, all observation is also invention.
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            Prologue

         

         He wears a solemn expression: lips parted, as if he intends to bestow some wisdom; his skin so pale where it meets the white crest of his hairline that you cannot see where it begins. Creases mark his suit, fabric pinched on the inside of his elbow, the flash catching the shine of his worn sleeve.

         Behind him is a dark wall, papered with chains of vine; beside him, an aspidistra in a tall planter, its waxy leaves reflecting the momentary glare. But it is his collar that glows, like the moon, with borrowed light: a clerical collar which sits thick and starched around his throat.

         
             

         

         He wears a solemn expression, and I wonder what thoughts are being shaped on his tongue. For he is looking not at the lens, but at a young woman, who sports the bobbed hairstyle of a starlet: jet black, cut into a blunt line to expose the curve of her neck. Strands fall across her cheek, curling forward into a sharp point just above her jawline. Are her lips parted in reply? Her eyes returning his gaze? It is impossible to see. She stands with her back to the camera, her head turned to his.

         
             

         

         He wears a solemn expression. She is naked.

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         Some might swear it is meant to be, that everything preceding it was merely preparation for this time, this place, but Margaret Finch isn’t the type to believe in foolish notions like fate. Still, no one could be more surprised than she to discover that, in both appearance and character, she is perfect for this mission. For the first time in her twenty-five years, being female is a benefit; being plain and wholly forgettable, an advantage. Following the rules comes naturally to her. There are those that she has been given: to watch but not participate, to listen but not engage. Then there are the strategies she has devised herself: a rummage in a modestly sized handbag can give her the appearance of being occupied for upwards of six minutes.

         As a woman, she is not above suspicion, rather beneath it; as a woman she can go to places the male observers can’t. Places like Blackpool’s Open Air Baths. Specifically, the ladies’ changing rooms. She suspects the stalls might have the effect of the confessional, that advice may be sought and secrets shared. But she has been put off the idea, for several days, by the thought of undressing or of seeing other people in a state of undress. Never having owned a bathing suit, she carries only the toolkit she was instructed to compile when she was recruited: a notebook and two sharpened pencils; a stopwatch; a packet of cigarettes and a lighter; five boiled sweets; and a hip flask filled with brandy. Offering a smoke/sweet/swig can be used to distract a subject if they should start to suspect they are under scrutiny.

         She has only ever studied the lido from a distance, standing at a vantage point on the South Pier, which juts out alongside. The curved face of white stone always puts her in mind of the Coliseum. Today she steps inside, walking under one of the Renaissance arches leading to the centre, imagining that she will find herself in a combat ring, bracing herself for some distasteful spectacle. People crowd the edges of the pool, some watching from a viewing platform which runs the length of the roof, others trying to make themselves comfortable on the tiered seating which rises up to block the horizon of sea meeting sky. So many people. So much flesh on display. Young women stand in knitted bathing suits, adjusting necklines lowered by the weight of saturated wool. Young men wear only belted shorts, standing with their stomachs drawn tight. There are exposed chests, pale and hairy; legs arranged at lengthening angles; biceps tensed to maximum effect. She finds it all too much. Like meat set out in a butcher’s window. The men and women give each other appraising looks. But all she sees is sinew and flesh. Spots of acne, yellowed toenails, skin blistered where it has burnt in the sun, dimples at the tops of thighs. To her the meat looks tainted. On the turn.

         Reaching the changing room, she enters through the turnstile. She could hire a bathing suit from the kiosk, but since she has no intention of wearing one, decides to save herself threepence, and hire a towel for a penny instead. It will make her look as though she intends to swim and, if she carries it across her front, will be a good place to hide her notebook. Walking along the rows of changing stalls, she pushes the door of one that appears to be empty.

         ‘Hang on!’

         But it is too late: Margaret has already seen through the gap between the door and frame. The woman inside is bending over, pulling up her underwear.

         ‘Sorry!’ The cubicle door slams in her face. She moves on and, not wanting to risk making the same mistake again, waits until she sees an older woman emerge fully dressed. Congratulating herself for hiring a towel, Margaret hangs it over the top of the stall door to make it obvious it is occupied, and removes her shoes. There’s a narrow bench, but she decides not to sit: the bottoms of her legs will be visible to anyone walking past and will look odd unless she gives the impression she is changing. Unpacking her bag, she tries to hear the woman on the other side of the partition, who seems to be talking to a friend further along.

         ‘So quick,’ one says in a lowered voice. ‘Over just like that.’

         ‘And did he …?’

         ‘I think so … There were … afterwards …’

         ‘And did he say anything about …?’

         ‘No. Only that he hoped nature would take its course. And that it wouldn’t be long before … well …’

         The friend goes quiet for a moment then asks: ‘Did he not try to …’

         ‘No. Like I say, there was only that. The act itself. I wasn’t sure whether I was supposed to … or …’

         It is clear to Margaret that the two women think they are speaking in a code of modesty, but it requires very little intelligence to decipher it. Copying down their words, she writes the act itself = intercourse in the margin of her notebook. Her hunch that she would be able to collect shared confidences has proved correct, though she had not anticipated that they would speak about such intimate matters. Is it because the screens are there to hide their blushes, or is it the removal of clothes that prompts a baring of the soul?

         ‘It’s all so confusing,’ she hears the first woman whisper. ‘I don’t know what he wants. And it’s not as if you can come right out and ask, is it?’

         ‘Or come right out and tell him what you want!’

         The woman shushes her friend with a laugh, and Margaret wonders what it is they would say if they could. She has overheard plenty of talk from her colleagues about working-class fantasies and patterns of desire. She was warned when she took the job that ‘women like that’ are much more inclined to speak in coarse terms about private matters. But she has not yet collected evidence about the specifics of what they want. As for herself, she has never thought about such things outside her professional role. To invent intimate scenarios would involve her own participation in the imaginary acts – something she has neither the capacity nor inclination to do.

         Margaret transcribes every conversation, word for word, continuing to listen as another group of women arrives. Remembering they might see her legs beneath the partition, she takes off her stockings and undresses as far as her slip, grateful that she has chosen to wear a blue floral tea dress with a long line of fabric buttons to keep her occupied. When the neighbouring cubicles welcome new bathers, she makes a show of putting on the dress and stockings again. Her attempts to eavesdrop are thwarted several times by the loud protestations of children. One who (to her mind) seems disproportionately distressed that it is time to leave the swimming pool; two girls (presumably siblings) fighting about who gets to use a shared towel first; and a little boy who is begging his mother to buy him a sword (a word he pronounces with a heavy rather than silent ‘w’). Margaret notes down every detail, next to the exact time, which runs as a ledger in a thin column on the left side of each page.

         This cycle of observing, writing, partial dressing and undressing, continues for several hours. It reminds her of the night she took an inventory of men who fed pennies into the Mutoscope peep shows on the pier. They had put their eyes to the viewing window and turned a handle to see a stack of photographs flipping past. The machines had names like ‘What the Butler Saw’, but from what she had seen herself (her diligence required that she look for the sake of her report), the women undressed no further than she was doing now. In the one called ‘Bedtime Beauties’ three young ladies merely brushed their hair and arranged their nightclothes. Do men really find such mundane actions exciting? It all goes back to the moment Eve covered herself with a fig leaf, she supposes. It is the act of hiding parts of the body that makes them alluring because, considered on a purely aesthetic basis, they really have very little to recommend them. Elsewhere in the world, men and women expose every region of themselves. Private parts are considered public, imbued with no more significance than one’s ears or elbows. Women can walk around bare-breasted and arouse no attention at all. But here in Blackpool men pay a fortune to see topless dancers on the stage.

         These differences fascinate her: the unspoken codes that unify and define. Decipher those and you can identify transgression. In England, people rely on concepts of taste and propriety, ethics and morals, right and wrong. But there are too many variables in the formula: class, religion, education, gender. As concepts they are not consistent. If they were, she wouldn’t be here right now, gathering data.

         The curious thing is that some people seem to understand these unwritten rules instinctively. But from her own experience, Margaret knows it is all too easy to get it wrong: to cross a line, expose or shame yourself without realising. And by then it’s too late.

         Until she was eight, she thought people meant what they said, and said what they meant. But on the day she was introduced to Mother, she learnt that, very often, they say the opposite. Father had told her he had a surprise: he had found her a new mummy he was going to marry so they could all be a family and be happy again. That afternoon, a woman came for tea. She brought a cake and set it out on a stand on the table. It had cherries in it. ‘I made it just for you,’ she told Margaret. But when Father was out of the room, Margaret reached for another slice, and the woman looked angry. She ate it anyway, using her fingers to scoop up the last of the crumbs on her plate. And the woman said, ‘Things are going to have to change around here.’
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         Four drinks in, Margaret acknowledges that she may be a little tipsy. It’s a hazard of her profession, a necessity when her work takes her into public houses. She can’t nurse the same half-pint of stout for hours; she might draw attention to herself. It is always wise to order two drinks as soon as she gets to the bar. Brandies. That way she looks as though she is expecting a friend or sweetheart to join her at any moment. Though in reality she has neither.

         A quick glance at her watch tells her it is 9.33 p.m., almost closing time. She has been sitting here since seven, having emerged from the outdoor baths to find the promenade significantly quieter than when she left it. At that hour, families have returned to their boarding houses for an evening meal. Margaret has noted that the locals describe this as their ‘tea’, and takes care to use the same term in her reports, for the sake of accuracy. Perhaps it is the fact that she has failed to eat anything herself that accounts for her light-headedness now. She should have stopped to get some refreshment, but her attention was caught by two men as they crossed the tramlines to the other side of the street. One was wearing an overcoat, much too big for him and much too warm for the season. She could tell by the worn fabric that he was a man of low pay. A mill worker, a sidepiecer perhaps. There was something about the way he moved that struck her as odd: the inside pockets of his overcoat looked full, the hems uneven as though weighed down by whatever was inside them. The fabric did not sway with each step he took, rather his body seemed to move inside it. Margaret followed, dashing to catch up.

         ‘Just a lickle favour,’ she heard him say to the other man (who was much more suitably dressed), his accent confirming her assumption that he was from Bolton (the way he said ‘little’ as if the word contained no Ts at all). It is Bolton’s turn after all. Every worktown in the north-west stakes claim to its own Wakes Week: when the mill machines fall silent for repairs, and the workers make their annual pilgrimage to the seaside. When it comes to the names of these towns, she has noticed that a disproportionate number start with either a ‘B’ (Bacup, Barnoldswick, Blackburn, Burnley and Bury) or an ‘R’ (Radcliffe, Ramsbottom, Rochdale and Royton): tongue-twisters of cobbled streets and grime-stained bricks. For seven days a year, each is rendered a ghost town – roads emptied, shops closed, church bells silenced – until its sons and daughters return home with sunburnt skin and empty pockets.

         ‘Strictly between us, mind,’ Overcoat Man said, patting his nose with his forefinger before parting company with his companion, and stepping into a pub.

         
            The Mermaid Public House. Man enters at 7.06pm. Mid-40s, average build, sandy brown hair, modestly dressed in over-sized coat which he does not remove despite the warm atmosphere. Orders one pint of ale. Drinks (7 mins) and orders another. Woman arrives 7.25pm. Approximately 20 years old and moderately overweight. Honey-coloured shoulder-length hair (pinned back in rolls from her face), red short-sleeved sweater and pencil skirt (ill-fitting) with make-up applied thickly enough to be obvious (from distance of approximately 12 feet). Sits at empty table nearest the bar and suggests that Overcoat Man might like to buy her a port and lemon. He refuses and turns his back on her. Woman stands and joins table of four young men, one of which goes to the bar for a round of four pints and one port and lemon (for the lady). Woman touches her hair frequently (13 times within five minutes). 7.56pm, she leaves with one of the young men. Exit met with laughter and jeering from the remaining three.

         

         Margaret records her observations with the detachment of an ornithologist. You cannot walk up and ask a wagtail or a linnet how it attracts a mate or guards its territory, you stay distant and watch them, and she finds the technique works just as well when it comes to human behaviour. She is careful to keep her notepad hidden in her lap beneath the table, jotting times and prompts in her own form of shorthand, which she has developed since she was recruited five weeks ago. Listening patiently through hour after hour of complaints about the poor performance of football teams, the unreasonable expectations of wives and the cost of living these days, she dutifully copies down every detail.

         There is a white-haired man sitting alone at a table in the far corner. He is reading a newspaper but keeps looking in her direction. Margaret is slow to turn away and he catches her eye. ‘Can I get you another?’ he says, nodding towards her glass.

         ‘No thank you,’ she tries to keep her voice steady. ‘I’ll wait until my gentleman friend gets here. He won’t be long. But terribly kind of you.’ Too well-spoken. Margaret is usually careful not to give herself away, but sometimes when she gets flustered, she forgets to tone down the accent her stepmother was so desperate for her to perfect. In the days when she still visited her grandparents, she would stand in the parlour and recite the poetry she had learnt in elocution classes, basking in the look of pride and wonder that her speech would prompt. But by the time she returned home for dinner, her words had become lazy and they let her down, which let Mother down, and ‘reflected badly on her father who already had more to prove than most, what with the state the war had left him in’. The wrong vowel sound. A tut. A head shake. ‘After all the sacrifices I’ve made …’

         But now here she is in Blackpool, having to round off the sharp edges of her consonants, having to unlearn all the lessons of her childhood. It’s an irony that isn’t lost on her.

         The man returns to his newspaper, a satisfied smile crossing his face (perhaps he has solved a crossword clue). Margaret does not catch him looking up again, but his attention has shaken her. She feels exposed; worries that other people in the pub may be watching her, that she may have given herself away, missed something obvious, broken some sort of code. She fights the impulse to stand and walk out. Reminds herself that she is here to work. She lifts her glass and tilts it, pretending to study the brandy inside.

         By now, Overcoat Man is a quarter of the way through his sixth pint and she has noted that he seems to be well-known to both the landlord and the majority of customers (unlikely to be on holiday then, probably a local). He nods at every man who walks into the lounge. Twelve have responded with a shake of their head, seven by nodding or tipping their cap. Margaret has observed that, at intervals, every one of those seven has left the pub, followed shortly after by Overcoat Man, who resumes his post at the bar between two and eight minutes later. It is difficult to time him precisely without a stopwatch, but she doesn’t want to take hers from her bag. She has witnessed enough to convince her of two hypotheses: that a) the nods signify some code of communication and that b) they relate to surreptitious meetings, which probably involve illicit or illegal activity. She forgot to note down a description of the most recent man, and now she’s having trouble remembering what he looked like, distracted by the turn the conversation has taken at the bar.

         ‘They’re getting uppity,’ the landlord says. ‘Nothing more. They need reminding who lost the last time.’

         ‘That’s the problem, right there. You can’t keep people down forever. It’s that as’ll make them fight back. They’ve learnt their lesson.’ Overcoat Man puts his pint down so forcefully that ale spills out of the top.

         Alert, Margaret tunes out every other sound in the room. Some people are said to have a photographic memory but, since she took this job, she has discovered her talent is aural. She can remember conversations, hold them in her mind in their entirety, until such time as it is safe to write them verbatim in her notepad.

         ‘Don’t be soft, lad. He’ll be playing up again soon as we let him.’

         ‘Force him into a corner and he will!’

         Margaret knows to whom and what they are referring and she feels a flash of anger. They talk as if the threat is no more serious than a playground spat. As if it won’t happen, could never happen again. As if men like them won’t be dragged into it, shot at, blown to pieces. As if they won’t return changed. Just like her father was. If they return at all.

         Exchanges about Hitler’s intentions and what should be done about them often begin just like this. But they frequently escalate into fist-fights depending on the amount of alcohol consumed. While the rest of the country looks to Europe for signs of war, she watches the brawls playing out here in England. She sees the copies of The Blackshirt left on bar stools, and the salesmen selling subscriptions to the Left Book Club. The government’s busy tying itself in knots about which poses the greatest threat – Germany or Russia – while all along the argument is being settled here, in the pubs and working men’s clubs. Pride and honour, belligerence and belief. For Margaret it always comes down to statistics, probability, percentages. Three quarters of the population are working class, and since they were given the vote, they run things now. That’s why it is vital that she carries out this mission. To understand them.

         ‘If it happens, I’ll be fighting for the right side.’ Overcoat Man finishes the last of his pint and nods at a young man who is leaving the pub. ‘Our lot could learn a lot from him, if they stopped to listen. He makes a lot of sense.’
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         A thought comes to Margaret so suddenly that she feels it as a physical sensation, a moment of clarity that makes her senses sharpen. That’s what Overcoat Man is up to. The British Union of Fascists have headquarters here in Blackpool. Perhaps he’s one of them. He has disappeared outside again and she needs to follow. She stuffs her notepad into her handbag, and in her haste, drops her pencil, but she mustn’t draw attention to herself by bending to retrieve it. Instead, she finishes the last measure of brandy in her glass, taking pains to look unhurried as she stands, slips on her jacket and walks outside. Her legs feel shaky after sitting in the same seat for so long, and she stumbles on the step down to the pavement.

         Overcoat Man is not here. She left too long an interval before following him, but he can’t have gone far. There’s a narrow cut-through that runs beside the pub, but it is too dark to make anything out. Giving her eyes a moment to adjust, she starts to walk, meeting the junction of an alleyway that runs behind a row of terraced houses, the glow from their upstairs windows too weak to cast much light into the shadows. With her arms held out wide she can’t touch both walls at once, but with each step she pushes a hand against one, then the other, to keep herself upright.

         Hushed voices. Two men. She edges forward and sees an open gate leading to one of the backyards. Another step and they might have seen her. Hiding herself closer to the wall, she stands perfectly still to listen.

         ‘It doesn’t work like that.’

         ‘You can trust me. I’m good for it.’

         If only she could see them, she’d have a much clearer idea of what they are up to. Are they passing on information? Making plans for a meeting or some sort of rally? There’s another sound. She holds her breath. Footsteps. They seem to be coming from some distance. She turns back, but there is no one there. It’s as if her mind is lagging behind her senses, as though she has to will the cogs of her brain to turn. Unsure now whether to move or stay. The voices from the backyard are suddenly louder.

         ‘Rule’s the same for everyone—’

         ‘But—’

         ‘I’m the one taking all the risk. Forget it.’

         She is slow to register the moment of silence. By the time the gate hinge squeaks, it is too late. Overcoat Man is walking at such a pace that he crashes into her.

         ‘What the—?’

         ‘I’m sorry.’ Margaret steps away, her back hitting the wall.

         ‘What’s your game?’

         The younger man is beside him now. ‘Who’s this?’

         Margaret tries to get past them but they are blocking her way. ‘I was just … If you’d excuse me, I need to …’ But her words have no effect on them; they continue to talk as if they haven’t heard her.

         ‘A snitch?’ the younger man asks the other. ‘Think they’d use a woman?’

         ‘Wouldn’t put anything past ’em these days.’

         Margaret speaks up again. ‘I’m not …’

         ‘Just as well, because I’m not going to let them put me away again.’ Overcoat Man pats the other man on the back. ‘We were just having a little chat about boxing. He is very keen on sports aren’t you, lad? And why shouldn’t two friends have a little wager on it? Between the two of us. Just a bit of fun.’

         ‘Bet she likes a bit of fun herself,’ the younger man says, grinning to reveal a missing tooth. He steps forward and takes a strand of her hair between his fingers. ‘She doesn’t look the type. But they’re the ones as can surprise you.’

         She can smell the ale on him. She knows she should fight but her body is rigid. She closes her eyes tight and wills her arms to hit out and her feet to run. But nothing happens. She can feel his breath now, on her cheek, and his hand reaching around her waist. Can hear both of them laughing. And then, a third voice, much more well-spoken. She opens her eyes and sees something moving behind the two men. ‘There you are, dear girl! I’ve been looking for you everywhere!’ She can’t see who is speaking, but she can’t be imagining it because the hand is gone from her waist. The men have swung round to face the stranger. Undeterred, the voice speaks again. ‘Ah good evening, gentlemen. Thank you for looking after her. So kind. I hate to think what might happen to a young lady out on her own at this hour.’

         ‘Look, we’re not wanting any trouble,’ says Overcoat Man, his tone suddenly conciliatory. ‘We were just having a private conversation and—’

         ‘Dear fellow, fear not. I have no interest in your affairs. No harm in a man having a wager or two to make the sport a little more exciting eh? But I really must get my niece home.’ Niece? A hand reaches out to her through the gap between the two men, a gold signet ring on its little finger. She grasps it. ‘Come along, dear girl. Come along with Uncle.’

         She no longer has to will her feet to walk, she simply surrenders to the pull on her arm and follows its lead, moving forward without looking back. She dares not risk letting go of his hand. ‘You’re all right now. Don’t worry, I’m here,’ he says. ‘Just keep going.’ And that is what she does, not slowing even to glance at him, in case her body stalls again. Even without looking she can sense he is no threat. He has the voice of a man but the figure beside her is as small and slight as a boy. Taller than her, granted, but he can’t be more than five foot three under the top hat he is wearing. His presence stirs a memory in her, of walking beside her grandfather: a small, wiry man who, even in old age, had the energy of a child. Constantly on the move, constantly talking. His body insufficient to contain all the thoughts and ideas he had.

         When they reach the main street, he drops her hand and turns to her, lifting his hat and placing it on his chest, as if to subdue his own heartbeat beneath. And she recognises him. ‘You’re the gentleman who …’ The gentleman who offered to buy her a drink in the pub. The one with the crossword. ‘Thank you for … back there … I …’

         ‘Catch your breath,’ he says. ‘We’re safe now.’

         ‘What if they follow—’

         ‘They would have been here by now.’ He looks around and nods towards a low wall outside the pub. ‘Why don’t you sit for a moment?’

         ‘I’m fine. All just a misunderstanding. I was about to explain to those men … that I …’

         ‘Not men you can reason with, I’m afraid. What if they had turned nasty?’

         She fears they had already turned nasty, but she dare not consider what might have happened had he not intervened. ‘But why did you …?’

         ‘It’s what I do,’ he says, bowing theatrically. She is not sure if he is poking fun at himself or at her, only that she does not understand the joke. ‘If I can ever be of help to someone then … well …’ He sighs. ‘I don’t always stop to consider the consequences. But then you already know that …’ Does she? ‘I thought they were going to give me a good beating for my trouble, but we got away with it this time, eh? I think it was the element of surprise. And this …’ he replaces his hat and taps the brim of it, ‘… makes me look far taller, and far more important than I really am!’ Smiling widely, he shows no desire to hide a set of overcrowded teeth, which jostle for space either side of a large gap in the middle.

         ‘Are you quite sure you are all right?’

         ‘Yes. Thank you. I can’t tell you how grateful I am … that you stepped in.’

         He seems to stand up a little taller. ‘Thank goodness I was able to.’

         ‘But how did you know I …?’

         ‘I followed you out of the pub to return this,’ he says, taking a pencil from his top pocket and handing it to her. ‘You dropped it.’ He lowers his voice and leans closer. ‘And if I am to be completely honest, I wanted to talk to you about what you were up to … all those notes you were taking. I could see what it was all about.’

         ‘Oh!’

         ‘Yes, yes. Quite obvious really. Though I’m surprised our paths crossed so soon. I only arrived in Blackpool yesterday. No one knows I’m here yet.’

         The relief she feels at being rescued turns to confusion. Does this stranger know her? Is he part of the same mission? Perhaps it is Tom Harrisson, the man who is in charge of the whole operation. She has heard his name mentioned frequently, but has never met him.

         ‘I understand.’ He taps his nose conspiratorially. ‘You’re not the first.’

         ‘I’m not?’

         ‘No, no. When you’ve lived a life like mine you tend to attract … well, you know …’

         She doesn’t.

         He grins again. ‘Good. I think we understand each other very well! So, the only question is when I am going to take you out to discuss what we are going to do about it.’

         Do about what? She is trying not to stare at those teeth, looking down instead at the street light reflected in the shine of his shoes. He really can’t stand still, rocking very slightly from the balls of his feet to his toes and back again, just like her grandfather used to do.

         ‘Yes. My treat of course. Tea on Friday afternoon.’ He stands back and considers her, then extends a hand. It hovers there for a few seconds before she realises she is expected to lift her own to meet it. But instead of a handshake, he clasps her fingers between his two palms. He squeezes her hand with a gentle pulse, or perhaps it is the beat of her own heart, skin burning where it is being touched, as if every pore is gasping for air. She is desperate to pull free from his grasp but that would be rude, after what he just did to save her.

         ‘Marvellous!’ he says, unaware of her discomfort. ‘I am glad we’ve met! The Metropole, let’s say three p.m. I’ll get a longer break on Friday afternoon before the onslaught of the new arrivals on Saturday.’ He winks as he lets go of her hand, touches the corner of his hat and strides away, calling back over his shoulder. ‘Until then, Miss …’

         ‘Finch,’ she says.

         But he has already disappeared into a side street.
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         The curtains are so thin you could spit peas through them. The thought comes to her now as she covers her head with a pillow. She remembers overhearing the phrase from a housewife at the market. Margaret had written up her observations afterwards: how the woman had appraised the quality of a tablecloth between her middle finger and thumb, unfolded a layer of cotton and held it up to the light. ‘Proper pousey,’ she’d concluded, shaking her head. But she bought it anyway, though not before she had bartered on price. Margaret collects these colloquialisms like pressed flowers. For as long as she can remember, she’s had a sense of the power of these words: dangerous enough to be banned in her own home. As a child, she whispered them under her breath, naming objects around her in a forbidden tongue: perfume instead of scent, sweet instead of pudding. Imagining, in her childish mind, that each item had another, secret life.

         She marvels at how differently Blackpool’s holidaymakers see the world, and how different their world is from her own. Though in her lodgings she gets a taste of it: observers are required to live among the study group to get as close as possible to the true experience. It has taken her a while to acclimatise, the change so sudden that she suffered with headaches in her first days; muscles tensed, breaths shallow, as though she had been plunged into cold water.

         She was in her final year studying Mathematics at Newnham College in Cambridge when she saw the job advertisement in the New Statesman. The salary was minimal but living expenses were covered, which meant she would not have to return home to her parents in Northampton. There had been no opportunities to stay on at Cambridge; she had proved she had a natural aptitude and an unusually high intellect, but there was, of course, the handicap of being female. Nor could she meet the expectations of her parents, having no inclination towards romance, matrimony or procreation. The girls she had been at school with had already ‘settled’, a term which she pictures literally, imagining them as particles of sediment piling up, one generation on top of another.

         Margaret wants a life of purpose. She wants to solve problems, find solutions. It’s not that she is arrogant, just realistic: a talented mathematician for whom marriage offers very little opportunity to use her skills (beyond household budgeting). She would undoubtedly be hopeless at holding dinner parties to further her husband’s career. Research might aid her in choosing the right clothes, or menu; she could perfect the skill of flower arranging to make a fashionable centrepiece for the table; but when it came to making suitable conversation with the other wives, she would be found lacking. No, it would not be fair to inflict herself on a husband.

         Mother, however, resolutely miscalculates her suitability for marriage, and assumes that she will move back and take an administrative position at the bank where Father works, until she finds a match. She has told Margaret, with some pride, that she has recently taken it upon herself to make enquiries about the marital status of her friends’ sons (taking care not to mention ‘Cambridge’ or ‘Mathematics’, lest it put them off).

         Blackpool is a necessary compromise to Margaret’s escape, but she has discovered that it suits her better than she could have imagined. If only she can prove herself, there is a real possibility she might be asked to stay on after the summer season is finished, or be invited to take up another post elsewhere. Who knows where the opportunities might lead – to which organisations or government departments? And if she can only stay away long enough to become an irredeemable spinster, even Mother will have to admit defeat.

         The secretive nature of her role provides the perfect screen behind which to hide. She can say, with all honesty, that she is not in a position to discuss the important work she is doing. And Blackpool is too far away for her parents to make an impromptu visit. Not that her father is capable of acting impulsively. Not any more.

         Mother would be horrified to know that the curtains hang limply at her window, that the brass bedstead is tarnished, the mattress sagging. Some of the other researchers have been blighted with an infestation of bed bugs. The spots on their arms add an air of authenticity when they try to infiltrate a group of sunbathers on the beach but, having seen how persistently they scratch, Margaret has become fastidious about prevention: she regularly strips off the mattress and applies Keating’s insect powder to the crevices between the slats. Last night she woke convinced that she could feel the crawl of something on her skin and jumped out of bed to check every inch of the sheets. After that, she could manage only a fitful rest, turning over the events of the evening, trying to make sense of what had happened. But every time she was on the verge of an answer, sleep would interrupt her logic and lead her on a winding path. Thank goodness for the stranger who stepped in. What was his name? She is unsure whether she failed to ask or has forgotten the answer. At the time, her pride did not allow her to imagine the full implications of what might have happened if he had not been there, but in her sleep the memories return: the smell of ale, fingers clutching at her waist. She wakes again and finds red marks on her skin where she has been scratching.

         Usually, Margaret applies the principles of mathematics to everyday life. Like every other woman, she makes thousands of these assessments every day: the result of a particular meal on her figure, the probability that the group of men on the street corner might jeer or attack. The difference is that Margaret knows she is doing it, understands the mechanics of the process, draws comfort from the reliability of the numbers. But last night she ignored the risks and put herself in danger. She got carried away and did not stop to make the calculation. Had she done so, she concludes, it would have been obvious that she was at a significant disadvantage. The combined physical strength of the two men, coupled with her suspicions about their moral weakness, should have been enough to make her think twice about following them outside. And the environmental conditions, a dark passageway with limited options of escape, should have made her abandon the plan altogether. Margaret is disappointed, not in them, but in herself.

         The man who came to her rescue had followed her out of the pub, he told her so; she remembers that much. The pencil he returned is lying on her bedside cabinet. She tries to retrieve the rest of their conversation from her mind, but it is incomplete, and makes no more sense now than it did at the time. He said he knew what she was up to, which surely means he is part of the organisation. Perhaps he was carrying out his own observation of her and, if so, she can only conclude that she has disappointed him too. But he seemed keen to take her for lunch at the Metropole, excited to discuss something with her. That much she can remember. And she is duty-bound to go and find out.

         She steps out of bed and onto the rag rug, which is all that decorates the worn floorboards. She needs to use the loo (not the lavatory, as Mother would have it) but until she is properly dressed, she does not want to risk seeing the other boarders. They often leave their doors open and call between rooms, rushing to share clothing or gossip.

         Margaret keeps her own door closed to ensure she is never included in these conversations. It is partly for this reason that she washes with cold water every morning, filling a jug before bed and carrying it to her room. With only one indoor toilet and one bathroom serving the entire property, there is competition for a slot. The girls congregate on the landing while they wait their turn, the last in the queue rewarded by a sink that’s snarled with hairs of varying shades.

         ‘What I wouldn’t give to stay in bed today,’ she hears a voice say. ‘Cramps are terrible this month. I went proper faint yesterday. I was glad to have a quiet minute in the stockroom, but his nibs caught me leaning again the shelves and told me to look smart. They have no idea, do they?’

         ‘They wouldn’t care if they did.’

         ‘One of these days, I’m going to tell him where to stick his job.’

         ‘Make sure I’m there to see it!’

         It is much more efficient and private for Margaret to wash in her own bedroom, a task she never lingers on. She keeps a heavy dressing gown around her, opening it just enough to reach in and wipe a flannel under her arms and between her legs. The act of dressing is similarly hurried. She is never quite able to shake the impression that she is being watched as she slips on another tea dress (identical to the one she wore yesterday in all but print). When she first arrived, she noted this particular style was considered fashionable among young women on their holidays and bought three in different colours to make sure she would blend in. Gloves are not necessary here and her hat is a plain one: navy straw with a white trim.

         Shutting her bedroom door behind her, she makes her way down the stairs as quietly as possible, hoping to evade the notice of her landlady. Maude Crankshaw takes a keen interest in the comings and goings of her guests and is perpetually primed to catch them in an act of rule-breaking. A stout woman with strong arms, she wears an apron that creates the effect of one large breast across her front. She is always ruddy-cheeked. And always sweating.

         Margaret is relieved to have the chance to tip out the dirty water from her jug in the drain outside before Maude appears in the back doorway. ‘You’re up bright and early. In late again last night. Were you out with a young man?’

         ‘No, Mrs Crankshaw. Just enjoying the evening air.’

         Maude wears a momentary look of disappointment but refuses to be diverted from her course. ‘Well think on – if you do find yourself enjoying the evening air with a sweetheart, don’t you let him take you under the pier.’

         Grown so accustomed to deciphering eavesdropped conversations, Margaret wonders for a moment if this is a euphemism for something unspeakable. ‘Take me how?’ she asks, immediately regretting that she might learn the answer.

         ‘Under the pier, where the sweethearts go … or the sand dunes at Lytham. That’s another spot. I’ll take that.’ Maude grabs the jug, changing the subject before Margaret can enquire how she came to be so well-informed about such things. ‘An egg is it this morning?’

         ‘Actually, I’m not that hun—’

         ‘Sit down,’ she says, directing her into the front room where a small square table is set out for breakfast. ‘Chucky egg’ll do you good.’ Maude steers her to one of four seats around a small square table, and leaves the room. The wireless is on low in the corner. The announcer is reading a headline, but Margaret can hardly make it out. Something about gas masks. She stands, intending to walk across and turn the dial, but Maude returns almost immediately with a small speckled egg rattling in the top of a two-legged egg cup, designed to resemble Humpty Dumpty. Margaret sits again before she is told to.

         ‘There you go, love.’

         ‘Thank you. Would you mind turning up the news a moment?’

         Maude does as requested.

         
      ‘… 
      roll-out to the general population will begin next—’ 
    

         ‘All right for you?’ Maude says, returning to stand over Margaret.

         ‘Thank you, yes. I was hoping to …’

         
      ‘… 
      Check for local instructions about where and when you will be issued with—’ 
    

         ‘You don’t mind it cold.’ Maude says it as a statement rather than a question.

         ‘Cold?’

         ‘Your egg.’

         ‘I just want to listen to …’ But it’s too late. The announcer has moved on. Sometimes Margaret feels like standing in the street and screaming at people to pay attention. She is not sure whether they just can’t see the truth, or they do not want to. But she is not the type to scream. Instead, she lifts a teaspoon and calmly shatters the top of the shell. Inside she finds a white that’s greyish and a yolk that has the consistency of a rubber ball. She wonders how long it was boiling for. ‘Lovely, thank you.’ But Maude does not take this as a cue to leave, and continues to stand over her with a look of maternal enjoyment, rubbing her hands on the front of her apron. Margaret has no choice but to add a liberal sprinkling of salt to every spoonful, well aware that she is playing directly into her landlady’s hands. At the end of each week, she is handed a bill of ‘extras’ including the use of the cruet, and any bottles of fizzy drinks she may be tempted to take from the display set out along the top of the piano. On her first night here, she accepted an offer to try the dandelion and burdock only to discover, six days later, that an additional penny had been added to her rent.

         ‘I’d better be off then,’ Margaret says, pushing her chair out from under the table.

         ‘Always working aren’t you, love? All times of day and night. What is it you do again?’

         Always the same question, which Margaret always answers with the same vague reply. ‘Secretarial work.’

         Maude thinks this to be a rather posh occupation and, not wanting to betray her ignorance about exactly what it entails, never presses for more detail. Instead, she finishes their conversation as she does every morning: with a wink. ‘Well, I hope you’re doing your secretarial for some bachelors.’ As far as Margaret can tell, Maude does not have a husband of her own to speak of. Perhaps Mr Crankshaw has left this earthly life, or left his wife for worldly temptations. Perhaps there never was a Mr Crankshaw in the first place.
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         Margaret does not want to linger in the passageway that leads from the back door to the street, but she has to step carefully to protect her dress from the damp brickwork. It is so narrow that the sun never ventures below the rooftops. Water has dripped from loose guttering and bruised the red bricks. Seagulls have left their mark too: grey and white streaks like old scars on raw skin. She turns right onto Cocker Street, directly into the sharp wind that cuts channels between the houses. It rushes past, taking her breath with it. The sea breeze is a fickle thing, never seeming to blow in the same direction. On one road it can be strong enough to knock you off your feet, but turn a corner and the air falls still again. She could walk through the town, past the railway station and the Winter Gardens, but she chooses a route along the seafront instead.

         There seem to be as many animals as people: horses tethered to carriages, dogs tethered to owners by a lead or length of string. There’s a man smoking on a bench with a monkey on his shoulder. Margaret has watched his act before. He stands and plays the accordion while the animal rocks backwards and forwards in a kind of dance. Every few songs he stops and passes a hat around and, if those listening are slow to show their appreciation, he sends the monkey out into the crowd. The little beast is adept at parting people from the spare change in their pockets. Jumping from shoulder to shoulder, climbing up trouser legs, it proudly holds up every shilling stolen, baring its teeth in an expression which onlookers mistake for a smile. ‘What a cheeky little beggar,’ they laugh. No one argues when the monkey returns to the front with its little hands full and drops their money into the hat.

         She draws level with the North Pier and the start of the Golden Mile, a nickname she has learnt is not entirely accurate. It runs, in fact, more than a mile and a half along the front, to the town’s South Pier. But every house along it is, undoubtedly, a gold mine: front gardens, ground floors and basements rented out to sideshow acts and refreshment sellers. Come lunchtime the air will be filled with the smell of black peas and vinegar bubbling in copper vats. Margaret watches as men with rolled sleeves lift boxes onto trestle tables and unfold large umbrellas to protect their merchandise from the rain that is forecast to arrive by the afternoon.

         On the beach, attendants are putting out the deckchairs, arranging them in battalions, each frame placed an equal distance from the next; the lined canvas pointing towards the sea. Margaret enjoys the sight of them at this time of day, before holidaymakers disturb the uniformity and drag them into smaller huddles or turn them to face the sun. The rock seller is setting out his stall. He’s another she has written about in her reports. A fortnight ago she stood on this spot for two hours, noting down exactly what his customers bought and in what quantities; whether they took off the wrapping and started to enjoy their treats straight away or saved them for later. Her findings were, initially, curious. She thought that she had identified a pattern. Every person who approached the stall was greeted in the same way, ‘Ah tha wants some toffees!’ leading her to wonder what it was that made the working classes favour that style of confectionery. But after a few minutes she realised toffees was a generic term denoting sweets of all kinds. And once again she felt as though she had learnt a secret.

         Leaving the prom, she turns into Lytham Road, which doglegs from the seafront, carrying buses into the parts of town that most holidaymakers never see. Glad of the shop awnings that shelter her from the breeze, she carries on until the three- and four-storey hotels give way to more modest houses. Left into Bloomfield Road and past the football ground which, though she has never attended a game herself, provides a good source of material for surveillance on match days. Then into Shetland Road, where semi-detached Victorian villas are arranged in pairs like shoes or gloves, each couple married by a porch that runs across the front, and divided from its neighbours by a low red brick wall topped with curved tiles. As the street stretches further on, the gaps between buildings become fewer, and the rows of terraces longer.
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