
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      Also by Joan Bakewell:

      
      NON-FICTION

      
      The Centre of the Bed: An Autobiography

      
      The View from Here: Life at Seventy

      
      Belief (editor)

      
      FICTION

      
      All the Nice Girls

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN 978-0-748-11931-8

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Joan Bakewell 2011

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      To my sister, Susan

   

      

      Chapter 1


      

      They had agreed to meet in the foyer; funny word, ‘foyer’. Sounded to Martha a bit French. Like that film star Charles Boyer.

         She didn’t know how to pronounce him either.

      


      

      Martha loved these forbidden visits. She stood on the gaudy threshold, the night dark with fog behind her, and drank it all

         in. The Grande was the town’s prime cinema. Its owner – the dilapidated Mr Vernon – had insisted on the final ‘e’ to add tone

         to the place. It had given Staveley, a drab little town on the outskirts of one of the north’s most imperial cities, to which

         it played second fiddle in so many ways, a bit of glamour. About thirty years ago, Mr Vernon had rounded up the necessary

         finance from his Masonic Lodge colleagues and, through the same business contacts, acquired a corner site where the through-roads

         travelling north and south converged into Staveley’s main square, the hub of the town’s activities. The result had surprised

         even him. The Grande’s gleaming white tiles towered storeys high over the bus station and the beetling rows of shops that edged past it and up the

         hill. In front, the broad space of pavement accommodated a clump of dusty trees, trees that thinned out around the square’s

         perimeter pavements. It was the trees that had once given Staveley some sense of gentility, but by the late 1950s industrial

         decline had blighted that claim.

      


      

      Martha had arrived in her school gaberdine: a faded and crumpled navy coat that scarcely covered her wrists and was embarrassingly

         short about her knees. She had left school the previous term but her mother insisted there was a good deal of wear in it,

         even though they both knew she had grown out of it and looked ridiculous. Underneath her coat she wore a fawn tweed skirt

         and a favourite knitted sweater she loved for its poppy-red colour and cable-stitched pattern. It was just a pity that her

         aunt’s arthritic fingers had let slip a stitch or two when she knitted it. What had promised to be a show-off garment among

         her friends had become an embarrassment. She ached to break free and make her own choices. But it wasn’t easy. On the last

         day of school she had cut off her plaits with the kitchen scissors and now her coarse black hair was all over the place. She

         stood by the changing pink and green lights of the Grande’s floodlit alcove hoping their peachy bloom would cast its spell.

      


      

      A queue was forming at the box office, held back by a crimson rope slung between two brass poles. It was early evening and

         women with aching legs and shopping baskets huddled close, pointedly ignoring a cluster of lads in draped jackets and narrowing trousers. The film was proving popular with all classes. ‘An electrifying adult experience’ the

         poster promised. Sex in films was getting bolder and bolder. A nervous excitement seemed to flutter along the queue.

      


      

      Martha had come to know the staff of the Grande ever since her father had first brought her to the cinema and she’d been ushered

         into the plush seats, proudly knowing that it was her dad behind the sprockety sound and smoky white light showing the picture.

         And then, just over a year ago when she had had her fifteenth birthday and was still in knee-high white socks, he smuggled

         her into his projection box. She was his only and adored child and she knew he wanted her to share his passion for film. He

         had sat her on the high stool by the porthole that looked out over the auditorium where, spellbound, she watched the worlds

         of gunmen and hoodlums, cowboys riding the big country and glamorous women in slinky gowns sipping drinks from wide glasses.

         But the films were changing. The times were changing. And so was she.

      


      

      As she waited to be collected she looked around her with the keen attention that went with growing up. There was the cheerful

         bulk of Josie fitting tightly inside the crisp little box office booth, her red nails chattering on the chrome keys that delivered

         the tickets. Across the once elegantly patterned carpet, now washed out with frequent efforts to remove the mud from wet shoes,

         was the sweet counter, where a lad called Frankie doled out viciously bright sweets from tall jars, pausing from time to time

         to run a comb through his quiff of black hair. Martha was on smiling terms with all the thirty or so who worked there. All of them loved the Grande, worshipping at

         its temple, as though just being within its golden walls bestowed glamour and status on their own meagre lives. They arrived

         from the plain terraced houses and the little semi-detacheds ribboning their way towards the countryside to be daily astonished

         at working within the embrace of the fabulous building. Gilding was everywhere. The walls glistened with pink paint suffused

         with gold that swirled into plaster cascades. Inside the high, arching auditorium, plush velvet seating glowed within a magical

         array of soft lights drifting from peacock to jade, from rose to aquamarine. It was fitting it should be so: film was, after

         all, the greatest story-telling venture there had ever been. Theirs was a calling worthy of the times. Her father Eddie was

         one of them.

      


      

      At six thirty the newsreel was running; it showed people queuing outside bookshops for Lady Chatterley’s Lover, that scandalous book that had just won the right to be published. The book had been a shock for the nation; there was a sense

         it wouldn’t be the last. The usherettes, Florrie and Ethel, smoothed their black satin dresses and exchanged meaningful looks,

         neither quite sure what meaning the other meant to convey. Florrie had already bought a copy for herself, but Ethel had declared

         that no copy would ever enter her home – she had the morals of teenage daughters to safeguard. Or, as she called them, ‘mortals’.

      


      

      *


      

      Eddie left Bert in charge of the projection box and came to fetch his daughter.

      


      

      ‘Had your tea, have you?’ A formality: he knew she had.


      

      ‘Yes, bit of a rush … told Mum I was going round to Marjory’s.’


      

      Eddie grinned. He enjoyed a sense of conspiracy behind his wife’s back. They both did. Whenever they were alone together there

         was a third presence: Beattie. They made a tight threesome.

      


      

      They grinned together, his warmth and approval cancelling her worries about gaberdines and flying hair. He was a striking

         man to look at and it made her proud. Tall and thin, and ungainly in a louche sort of way, he walked with a limp from a war

         injury but managed to turn it to attractive effect. His hair was thinning, still dark and elegantly slicked back. His eyebrows,

         arched and mobile, determined the mood of his face: at work they could be quizzical or open-hearted; away from the Grande

         they were still, inclining to a frown. When cinema colleagues called him Gary Cooper he was quietly pleased. Nowadays he got

         no such attention at home. He glanced at the queue extending outside under the floodlit canopy. The fog was in retreat, the

         brittle lights of the square winking feebly through the dark of a late November afternoon.

      


      

      ‘They seem to like it, don’t they, this film? The fuss in the papers’ll have helped.’ He wanted her to share his favourites:

         cowboys, girls dancing, couples being witty and funny men falling over. But this film was different and perhaps not quite

         suitable for a young girl. Was he making a mistake? Martha was at that age when girls became a mystery to their fathers, a mystery and an alarm. They shared

         secrets to do with blood and pain with their mothers, and shut bathroom doors with a new defiance. Like all the men of his

         generation he had never wanted to understand about women’s bodies. It was enough to respond to their shape, and the strange

         muskiness of their allure. Martha was moving towards that destiny and he wanted to be kept ignorant of it.

      


      

      This latest film was said to be outspoken and daring. He knew what that meant. Ethel, he had heard, wouldn’t let even her

         eldest daughter see it. Well, it was too late now. He offered an explanation Martha was too excited to heed. ‘It’s not my

         sort of thing at all, you know that … and an X too. I’m not sure you should be here.’ He felt suddenly uneasy. She gave him

         a wry smile, ‘Oh, Dad!’, and hugged his sleeve disbelievingly. It released the pungent smell that lingered in his clothes

         from the pipe he smoked. She loved that smell: she had known it since her early years when he would throw her into the air

         and catch her, laughing, back into his arms.

      


      

      ‘Hello there, young Martha.’


      

      Bert, Eddie’s colleague on the current shift, was shuffling around getting the big picture ready to follow the advertising

         slides. He was a gentle man in a long drooping cardigan of tan-shaded wool. He continued to treat Martha as a little girl,

         digging deep into the cardigan pockets for a silver-wrapped sweet. Sometimes the sweets were fluffy and only appetising once

         Martha had picked the woollen shreds away. But Martha was getting older and they no longer seemed appetising at all. Bert, like the Grande itself, was slow to adapt.

      


      

      ‘I hear more rumours, eh?’ Eddie was tapping tobacco into his pipe while Bert fetched the next can of film. ‘Something’s brewing

         and it isn’t tea.’

      


      

      The two men kept themselves apart from the cheekier scandals and tiffs that occupied the staff who worked below. In their

         eyrie at the top of the building they breathed a purer air, figuratively speaking that is, for in truth the little room was

         often dense with smoke and saucers of old stubs stowed on what little table space there was, set away from the machinery.

         Daisy came once a week to clean: it was a men’s place, after all. Daisy wasn’t in on the secret of Martha’s illegal visits.

      


      

      Bert was not alarmed. ‘I’ll worry when the films stop arriving. Till then we’re in work, you and me.’


      

      ‘Or if the punters stop coming. What if they give up on us? They like the sort of stuff the television’s dishing up for them,

         don’t they? And you don’t get wet waiting in the queue.’

      


      

      Bert was not to be unsettled. ‘Well, there you are, you said it. They’re queuing out into the square right now, aren’t they?

         If you get the right film, they’ll always come. I’ve always said that. Look at Spartacus, they loved that.’

      


      

      ‘You say the right film, but I don’t know what that is any more. They’re going more and more for this kitchen-sink stuff,

         aren’t they? All about lives of people like us. Well, some of them – it’s not what I want to see. And I can’t believe many

         do. People want glamour,’ said Eddie, adding quietly, ‘I know I do.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, but look at young Martha there … eyes glued. Her generation’ll go for this kind of thing.’

      


      

      Eddie and Bert were lighting up at the back of the room, glancing across at Martha on her special seat.


      

      Martha had come to side with her father. He at least talked to her. Not about his feelings at all; even she knew that a man

         couldn’t do that and retain his self-respect. But they both loved to talk about the daily routines and domestic trivia, and

         always about the cinema.

      


      

      Martha was utterly at home in the projection box. She was impressed by her father’s place in the world and delighted when

         he explained how things worked. She saw him take the reels of film from the big shiny cans and mount them on one of two huge

         projectors. With the two thousand feet of film running out every twenty minutes it needed six projectionists in all, working

         two at a time, to keep the film running smoothly. Eddie had shown her how you could insert a penny within an inch of the reel’s

         end – not something you were supposed to do – and when the penny was released and pinged on the aluminium lid you knew the

         reel would soon need to be changed. From her seat by one of the two portholes she could look down over the broad spread of

         the dress circle and beyond it to the even wider expanse of the stalls. When the film was a popular one, the place was seething

         with people, humming with pleasure and jokes. And she felt privileged and above it all, special. She could even see, tucked

         away behind the illuminated parapet that separated it from the front rows of the audience, the mighty Compton organ, stowed

         away in all its glory for the rare occasions when it was still featured as part of the programme. From her perch high up, its surface looked pristine:

         the pink-tinted mirror-glass etched with sun and clouds enclosing the entire bulk of the instrument. And when the moment came

         for it to rise the music would roll out in great swelling crescendos, and Derek the organist would slowly come into view,

         sitting like a spider within his glistening web, waving his red silk scarf towards the audience. For Martha, the tingle of

         actual performance could carry as much thrill as the most lavish film extravaganza. But she knew that most people didn’t think

         that any more.

      


      

      Martha was engrossed in today’s film. She had cast off the gaberdine, fingering the poppy-coloured cable stitching with a

         twinge of vanity, and taken her perch on her usual stool. She did so with easy confidence, thanking Bert, who helped her there.

         But what was to follow would shift that confidence. She would become self-conscious and embarrassed in a way she had never

         known. It would change the way she felt about the world, and about herself. Years later when she was asked how the 1960s got

         going, she would remember this moment.

      


      

      What was happening on the screen was something she hadn’t ever seen before: a young man, dressed like a manager type in a

         suit and tie, was leaning a girl against a wall and putting his hand up her skirt. She was wriggling half in protest, half

         laughing at the fun of it. Soon he was pulling her knickers down over her suspenders. Then she scrambled to take off her blouse.

         The camera angle was very close to them, making them both look awkward and ungainly. In romantic films there were gentle caresses and sweeping music, not this brutal, unlovely clawing. But that was what gripped the attention – the rawness

         of it, and how the actors were really at it. The tension was conveying itself to her, to Martha. She felt a heat in her body

         and her hands began to sweat. She wanted to wriggle, to release the tension, to be outside the film experience, not drawn

         into it. She struggled to stay motionless so her father wouldn’t notice her embarrassment. She dreaded catching his eye, so

         she kept her gaze fixed, her eyes bulging, as she focused on the bodies tumbling over each other on to an awkward, narrow

         sofa. Now the man grabbed at the girl, pulling her to him and reaching to undo the fastening of her bra. They weren’t speaking,

         just making breathy exclamations.

      


      

      Ping! The penny flew from its place. Eddie put down his pipe and went to fetch the next reel. He noticed that the film dialogue

         had stopped and that there was a lot of rustling on the soundtrack. He dipped his head to look through the second of the projection

         box portholes, aware of Martha’s stillness. As Bert had said, this stuff engrossed young people. For a moment he caught the

         sight of flesh and struggle. The scene was in the shadows but light coming from a window framed the whiteness of thighs in

         close-up. He glanced across at Martha in her engrossment. He felt a sort of guilt watching his daughter watch sex, but he

         didn’t turn away. And as he watched he had a sense too of her moving away from him, in the way a reverse zoom of the camera

         put people at a distance. She was still the same, still in focus, but realigned.

      


      

      The reel would run out soon so he had to move briskly to heft the next one into its place on the other projector. It was a

         moment for effective professional action. No time for thought or sensation. Anyway it wasn’t Eddie’s style. But later that

         night he was seized by a mysterious sense of apprehension.

      


      

      On the news, Harold Macmillan was allowing American nuclear submarines to use Holy Loch.


   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      He caught sight of it first out of the corner of his eye – a dark blurred smudge on the white surface. It was at eye height,
         a long horizontal mark that shouldn’t be there. He paused, squinting to make out what it was. He knew he would soon need glasses.
         The trees around the square were coming into bud, their bright enamel green touching the drabness of the surroundings with
         a hazy sense of hope. Perhaps a swirl of March winds had scooped up what remained of last autumn’s leaves and dashed them
         against the white front of the building. It marred the start of his working day. Each time he cycled round the corner into
         Staveley’s central square and came face to face with the Grande’s façade he still saw it as a place of beauty. The tensions
         in his brow and neck eased. He loved his work. More than that, he sank his soul into it. He knew without asking that the others
         who worked there felt the same. And his daughter too. Earlier that week Martha had sat on the stool in the projection box and shuddered with terror at George Sanders and Barbara Shelley in Village of the Damned. Bert, his fellow projectionist, thought it was ill-advised exposing a sixteen-year-old to horror stories about weird children,
         but he stayed silent. Wiser not to interfere: families had their own ways.
      

      
      Eddie would make sure the mark on the façade was cleaned later. He would mention it to Sid, who often hovered around until
         the day’s shows began. Sid claimed he liked to get an eyeful of the customers coming to the first showing of the afternoon,
         keen that their muddy shoes didn’t mark the once bold pink and green zigzags of the foyer carpet. As maintenance man his responsibilities
         didn’t run to the furnishings. It was Daisy who flicked her feather duster across the swirling pink and gold. But Sid shared
         her pride in how glamorous it all looked and he loved to see its bustling customers relax into smiles and pleasure as they
         came through its doors. So long as they didn’t bring in the dirt.
      

      
      Eddie wheeled his bicycle down the side alley and propped it against the back wall of the building. Here the red bricks were
         rough and the grouting blackened from the factory smoke perpetually in the air. Sometimes young couples crept round here to
         kiss and cuddle, so the gravel up against the wall was churned and scuffed. But the wider public never came this way so it
         didn’t matter that it was as humdrum as the rest of Staveley.
      

      
      He took off his cycle clips, wrapped them in a crumpled brown paper bag he kept for the purpose and tucked them away in the
         pouch strapped on the back of the saddle. He smoothed his hand across his thinning hair, as he did when he was worried. That smudge was bothering him. His routine took him round to the front again and he paused
         to examine it. It was worse than he imagined. It was a crack across two of the white ceramic tiles that covered the towering
         building to the top. Eddie felt across it with sensitive fingertips. He kept his nails neat and clean out of respect for the
         film footage he had to handle. The crack wasn’t merely a chip but a full-depth wound to the surface of the Grande. Mr Vernon
         would have to be told.
      

      
      Eddie was turning up early because of the meeting. Months of rumours were reaching their climax. The meeting had been called
         by the younger Mr Vernon – whom Eddie called, without in any way meaning to be disrespectful, Mr Colin. Mr Colin managed the
         Grande for his father, who had years ago recruited Eddie as a trainee projectionist. There had been an advertisement in the
         local paper and Eddie had a no-hope job in a local radio shop at the time. The elder Mr Vernon, then tall and severely proper,
         had conducted a perfunctory interview asking about his family, his responsibilities (Beattie had just given birth to a baby
         girl) and insisting that punctuality was essential for such an exact function as the showing of films. By way of concluding
         he drew his bulk to an even greater height, puffing himself out, it seemed to Eddie, like some large aggressive crow, threatening
         to pop the buttons on his double-breasted navy suit. From this magisterial height he delivered a homily about the responsibilities
         of the job, the nature of cinema as the conduit of pleasure and happiness to thousands, and Eddie’s role as the final link in a chain that led all the way back to Louis B. Mayer of MGM. Eddie was awed.
      

      
      In the years since, Mr Vernon had grown in bulk, the suits bulging ever larger, his breath short and his face red. He was
         gradually ceding power to his son and heir Mr Colin. Unlike his father, Mr Colin lacked any severity, crow-like or otherwise.
         He was more of a worm, waiting apprehensively for his father to pick at his shortcomings. His long neck stretched into his
         small head poking forward in a wormlike way. As a boy he had had an obsessive interest in animals, which might in another
         family have drawn him into farm or even zoo work. But he had made no choices about his life. His parents had been firm: ‘You
         are part of the business, Col, you can always have animals as a hobby.’ So Colin and his pale wife Phoebe kept a border collie
         and two rabbits in a hutch in their garden. To the best of his worm-like ability he now sought to replicate his father’s behaviour
         in preparing to address the employees of the Grande.
      

      
      On his way through the blue side door, Eddie met Florrie, who had been summoned long before her usherette shift was due.

      
      ‘Summat’s up!’

      
      Florrie relished a crisis. He gave her a wry smile and a cheery ‘Says who?’, not staying for an answer as she bustled off
         into the little cloakroom that was the women’s domain – coat hangers, gas ring, couple of shabby chairs and a pile of out-of-date
         Picturegoer magazines. Eddie could sense the unease of others almost before they were aware themselves that something troubled them.
         It came from long years of marriage to Beattie, whose moods seemed finely tuned to get under his skin. He had learned to remark tell-tale
         signs that something troubled her: a slight sweat along her brow, a certain grimness in the line of her mouth. And he was
         ahead of her in identifying how she would respond. It was a nuanced and fretting way to live. Until now, the Grande wasn’t
         like that at all. It was his great escape, a place where even worries carried their own drama. But he could sense everyone’s
         anxiety.
      

      
      He leapt up the shabby stairs steps two at a time and found Bert already in the projection box. ‘Florrie reckons it’s bad.
         She’s such a worrier, that woman. Trouble gives her real pleasure.’
      

      
      Eddie’s arrival provoked a small response of friendship and the perfunctory nod that was Bert’s regular greeting. He said
         little in response to Eddie’s words. If there was trouble, Bert’s policy was to stay silent; that way everyone believed he
         shared their point of view. Eddie made that assumption now and it comforted him.
      

      
      Of all the projectionists, Bert was his ally. The rest were noisy, drinking types who filled in their football coupons between
         reel changes. Bert was small and of a ginger presence: hair ginger, skin white but ginger freckled and his clothing almost
         to match – a series of gingerish tweeds and tan-coloured cardies. His body was broad, thickset, sturdy, graced by delicate
         extremities – neat hands with tapering fingers and manicured nails; small feet clad in his trademark tan suede shoes. His
         hobby was ballroom dancing, where he deployed his considerable weight like a cartoon elephant – Dumbo, even. He had silver cups displayed in a cabinet at home. Bert had a warm heart but kept its glow strictly within limits.
      

      
      Young Mr Colin seemed in thoughtful mood as he surveyed the staff filing into the front seats of the stalls. He had a stark
         white handkerchief folded into his top pocket and had given his shoes an extra polish. He was resolutely trying not to pick
         at his fingernails as he confronted the full complement of his thirty workers. They were rarely all together like this, and
         those from the kitchens and the Palm Court café, the waitresses and chefs, eyed the house staff with open curiosity.
      

      
      The usherettes were a self-absorbed bunch, bundling together, twittering like a flock of finches newly landed on the plush
         seating. They were known collectively as ‘the girls’ and frequently given little pats and squeezes by the men to acknowledge
         their girlishness. The sexual content of these gestures was minimal, merely a routine expression of a bar-room ethic about
         what women were for. The two oldest among them, Ethel and Florrie, accepted the attention with a jaundiced grace. Ethel was,
         after all, in her early forties and the mother of school-children with whom she left a door key to let themselves in whenever
         she was working. No one commented but several disapproved. Florrie shared her spinster life with an ageing mother and a cage
         of budgerigars. She was much taken with cheap scent which clouded wherever she moved. Everyone always knew when she was approaching.
         The two of them stood together, apart from the others, smoothing their black satin uniforms.
      

      
      Josie, box office manageress, was acknowledged as the Grande’s grande dame even though still in her thirties. Hers was a buxom
         presence of unashamed physicality: her large breasts wedged against the ticket machine, swathed in coloured silks; her large
         laugh ringing out from her gilded cubicle as she greeted her extensive following of friends. Her eyelids were blue, though
         her eyes were green, which Eddie thought gave her a witchy look; long swinging earrings added to the gypsy style. Her all-time
         favourite film had been Madonna of the Seven Moons, and she was known to have taken up the banjo recently after seeing Some Like It Hot. Eddie was impressed by her confidence, the scale of her and her sense of freedom. More importantly, she always showed him
         personal generosity without threatening him with any sexual intrusion. Her warmth was motherly, and he was grateful for it.
         She and the other box office staff approached the meeting with gravitas, knowing what they knew about the Grande’s falling
         audience numbers.
      

      
      Bert and Eddie arrived, tacitly acknowledging a professional esteem not accorded to the others. They, after all, were the
         essence of the business; they were the show-men, the performers almost, threading the magic of film through their projectors
         and into the hearts of eager audiences. The keepers of the flame. There was a sense that once they arrived the meeting was
         formally convened. Lumbering in after the others came Gerald, the commissionaire, already dressed in his bulky maroon uniform
         with its silver epaulettes. As an ex-army sergeant he carried his military bearing into the foyer, marshalling queues with
         precision and authority. He had taken up the job reluctantly when, like thousands demobbed after the war, he’d had little choice. He had no interest in the films themselves
         apart from a surprising admiration for the diminutive James Cagney. He was uneasily aware he had authority without power and
         crawled obsequiously to Mr Colin whenever he turned up. Mr Colin winced at the attention but recognised it went with being
         of the employer class. Frankie, uneasy outside his sweet kiosk, lingered at the back.
      

      
      Finally Sid idled in, hanging back as was proper for the maintenance man, his stained hands dug firmly into the pockets of
         his brown overall. He knew every corner of the Grande and, unbeknown to Eddie, had already noted the cracked tiles on the
         front. The building itself was his love; he was less sure about the people, deeply absorbed in the silly matter of film, transient,
         flimsy stuff, whereas heating pipes and boilers spoke of larger, solid interests. Daisy shuffled in beside him, her day’s
         cleaning already done, carpets and curtains savaged for dust. She wasn’t worried about Mr Colin’s announcement, whatever it
         was: the world always needed cleaners. She reached in her pocket for her lighter and a Park Drive.
      

      
      Mr Colin leant against the illuminated glass barrier that fenced off the cinema’s organ, surveying them all. His expression
         was solemn as he imagined his father’s might be. His voice was lighter but that could be counted an advantage: his father’s
         gruff words were sometimes blurred bylunchtime drinking.He flexed his long neck,looking around to make sure they were all
         gathered.Surrepti tiously he took the square white handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his hands. And then he delivered
         the word.
      

      
      ‘Bingo! I have to tell you all that there has been a bid from a major chain of bingo establishments to take over the Grande.’
      

      
      Bingo – the oncoming tide of change they all feared. Film was what they lived by and for: it had put their lives if not into
         the mainstream, then into one of the meandering tributaries of Hollywood glamour; they glittered with the distant stardust
         of a golden land and golden creatures. They brought to the drab and dismal citizens of this northern town truths about other
         lives, distant and strange places, weird and thrilling adventures. How would they do without it? Eddie, who in the desert
         of his private life drew so deeply on the films he handled, felt a wave of panic.
      

      
      Mr Colin paused to let the announcement sink in. He had seen enough films to acquire a sense of dramatic timing. The pacing
         of his announcement owed more to the style of Humphrey Bogart than the clumsy language of his father.
      

      
      ‘So my father asked me to break the news to you. Hmm.’

      
      He coughed and allowed himself a bleak smile.

      
      ‘There is both good news and bad.’

      
      He paused, measuring his audience: there had been a general intake of breath and a small outbreak of tutting.

      
      ‘First, the good news is that we have turned the offer down.’

      
      Sighs and tuttings turned to grateful groans of relief.

      
      ‘ … but the other news is that we are going to have to find ways to survive when people aren’t coming to see films in the
         numbers they once did. Hmm.’
      

      
      The involuntary syllable was a little reward he gave himself for ploughing on.
      

      
      ‘Our chain, as you know, is small – only the Grande here, plus the one along the Commercial Road and the other in Prince Albert
         Street.’
      

      
      By now he had his listeners in the palm of his hand.

      
      ‘It is a struggle against the big boys – the Gaumonts and the ABCs. You know the problems: we can’t get the lead releases,
         they come to us late. So we want to make ours a special place to come. Hmm.’
      

      
      Someone turned and nodded at Daisy and Sid. They were being given the credit for how nice the place always looked.

      
      ‘There is one other thing – hmm.’

      
      They turned back to Mr Colin who they thought had finished.

      
      ‘Yes, just one change. The organ – hmm. The organ won’t be performing any more. It is, after all, more to do with the war
         than today. So Derek, hmm, after years of sterling work has agreed to retire. There will be no more Sunday recitals. We must
         – what is it they say? – hmm, move with the times.’
      

      
      He could see they weren’t impressed.

      
      ‘But’ – Mr Colin waved a limp hand – ‘we shall be holding a farewell organ concert in his honour.’

      
      There was a buzz of approval at this and Mr Colin took the chance to make his getaway. He was keen to be back in his office
         upstairs. It was safer up there, on the phone to his distributors. Breakfast at Tiffany’s would be his as soon as the majors let it go.
      

      
      *

      
      In the pub next door the hubbub of talk was more intense than usual. Eddie bought his round but remained quiet. He was sick
         at heart. The moment he had seen the cracked tile he had felt a quiver of alarm. Then he had watched Mr Colin giving his speech,
         knowing from now on things would be different. He had trouble enough dealing with things as they were without the new complexities
         that lay ahead. He had made this place his nest, his home. His arrival on his bicycle each day brought him from his confused
         unhappiness at home into the chatter and familiarity of this, his real family.
      

      
      ‘So Martha’ll still be sneaking in for her private viewing’ – Eddie knew that Bert privately relished the sense of conspiracy
         – ‘but what’ll Beattie say, eh? She always turns up for those Sunday recitals. Derek was a friend, after all, and they were
         her favourite, eh? She’s sure to be disappointed.’
      

      
      Bert, like others at the Grande, held Beattie in a certain awe: perhaps it was her height or the stylish way she presented
         herself. She was, after all, a woman now in her forties, but she had not given up the struggle and traces of an earlier glamour
         clung to her.
      

      
      Eddie thought it a shame that his wife preferred the hackneyed old organ music to the films themselves. He wondered many a
         time whether it was a genuinely felt preference or a deliberate contradiction of the very things he loved most. It was all
         part of the conundrum of their marriage.
      

      
      ‘Oh, she’ll accept it. She’ll accept it. That’s what she does.’

      
      *

      
      Later that day Eddie took a moment to cross the square and stand against the row of shabby shops opposite to gaze up at the
         Grande before going inside. The sharp breeze of the March day caught at his nostrils and cleared them of the bruising smoke
         of the pub. He enjoyed being alone. Passers-by moved to avoid his bulk, broad shouldered and tall, his trilby on the back
         of his head and his trench coat open and flapping in the wind. His eyes went upward and upward to the castellated roof line:
         it was as much a thing of beauty as any cathedral, the long narrow windows giving the pale tiles a hint of Moorish elegance.
         The Grande was an appropriate name, he thought again. Apart from the red-brick church two streets away, this was as grand
         a building as any of its Staveley customers were likely to enter.
      

      
      He thought fondly of the Grande’s local clientele: clerks and bus drivers, shopkeepers, municipal gar deners, coopers who
         worked at the local brewery and lived in a cluster of terrace houses alongside. There were nurses who took a bus to the city
         hospital and warehousemen from the nearby factory. Mothers in pairs, sometimes with children in tow, the children jumping
         and noisy with excitement. One or two teachers had become regulars, asking about the chances of seeing foreign films. Sometimes
         the vicar from All Saints turned up with his wife. Eddie leant against the crates outside the greengrocers and lit his pipe:
         for a moment, cupping it in the palm, he felt like the lonely hero of one of those films that featured tough men with soft
         hearts. The moment passed. He put his pipe in his pocket.
      

      
      In the projection box Bert already had the cans of film down from the shelves and was mounting the first reel of the first movie. It was the usual double bill, plus news-reel, cartoon
         and advertisements. The newsreel that night showed the Russians launching a dog into space and its safe return; the Campaign
         for Nuclear Disarmament – CND – had a sit-down at the Ministry of Defence.
      

      
      Between two o’clock and ten thirty there would be three showings; taking it turn and turn about they would manage the projectors.
         Then he would head home.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      It was a dour day: the sky a heavy spread of dirty cotton wool pressing down on the rooftops. Martha could see a line of red
         chimneypots from where she was sitting. Other than the leaden sky there was little else to be seen from the attic window of
         the college classroom, but rather than turn away, she looked harder. The chimneypots were aligned along the row of buildings
         with a certain decorative panache. Wasn’t it remarkable, Martha thought, that someone had taken the trouble, even been inspired
         to make fancy chimneypots where no one could see them and enjoy them. I shall enjoy them, she thought; I shall make an effort
         to notice how they are shaped, how they have an oblique curve halfway up as though making an awkward move in an ancient dance.
         Then whoever put them there will have their work appreciated. Some dead architect would not have lived in vain, not while
         someone like me was enjoying his work. She wondered how one became an architect, how one became anything, anything at all. Even if all one left behind was a row of chimneys, at least that was
         an achievement.
      

      
      She turned back to the typewriter and the jarring routine of the exercise. There was no consolation in it. The machine clattered
         away beneath her fingertips: ‘Not too fast, pace yourselves, keep the rhythm,’ Miss Saward was saying, as though she was conducting
         an orchestra, an orchestra of drab young women signed up to a dull destiny at the desks of severe male employers. Wouldn’t
         it be better to be a chimneypot perched precariously above the droning traffic, dancing away in a shimmying chorus line of
         others like yourself? Martha looked around her. Who among the grim rows of trainees was anything like herself? She had few
         friends. Marjory who lived three doors along filled the gap of someone to go out with, but was dim and dull, not any kind
         of sympathetic spirit. Who, were she to mention her fondness for the chimneypots, wouldn’t stare with widening eyes as though
         she had taken leave of her senses? She would try it.
      

      
      ‘Pssst.’ The clattering keys drowned her voice. ‘Pssst, Jackie!’

      
      The girl at the desk beside hers, a sparrow-like creature in brown feathery clothes, looked up alarmed, and frowned.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Look … look out there.’

      
      ‘Err, what at?’

      
      ‘Chimneypots … those red chimneypots. They’re dancing.’

      
      Jackie’s eyebrows flexed with irritation and with a sharp move of her neck she grabbed a quick look for politeness’ sake,
         then turned without comment back to the safety of her keyboard. Martha felt even more isolated and alone, bored by the rhythm
         of the typing lesson and appalled at the idea she would be doing this for a living. Living? Huh! She stabbed at the keys with
         a vigour that brought Miss Saward to her side.
      

      
      ‘I hope your mind is on your speed, Martha.’

      
      Outside in the drizzle of the late afternoon, she hesitated to take the bus home. From the start of the secretarial course
         she had told her mother that the lessons finished an hour later than they in fact did. It was an hour stolen just for herself
         and she got a little thrill from the idea of being not quite honest. The problem was how to spend it. Whenever she thought
         of things to do in her imagination they were bright and lively, surrounded by chatter and bright lights. But when it came
         to it, she wasn’t sure how to get started. She was simply standing in the wet and letting the buses go by.
      

      
      She began to walk, pretending to herself that this was exactly what she wanted. But the misty rain began to settle on her
         headscarf and the shoulders of her gaberdine. She tried telling herself it nourished the gardens, and was already bringing
         on the daffodils in the municipal parks and the crocuses under the single garden tree at home. Loving the actual feel of it
         was harder. It loosened the lotion she used to fix her unruly hair and now dank strands of it were hanging down, dripping
         against her cheek. She felt the misery of looking unattractive. She walked along the High Street, slowing her steps to take in the windows of dress shops, their sensible clothes hanging
         awkwardly on lumpy hangers; she paused at the radio and television shop, where the lids of walnut radiograms were open to
         show the turntables within.
      

      
      The thought of music cheered her up. It was the one thing they all talked about at the youth club. Clive had said he would
         bring his records along. Clive had a good job in the town hall and could afford records. He bought them systematically, a
         new one each Friday. He liked jazz most – Chris Barber, Humphrey Lyttelton – but he had some skiffle that she enjoyed, all
         jumpy and jolly. She brightened at the thought of it and began to hum. Further along the High Street, its windows misted with
         steam, was the coffee bar, a place where all sorts of young people gathered. She wished she were one of them. They were different
         in a way that she envied and mistrusted.
      

      
      Clive had arrived in her life the previous autumn without anyone really noticing. His was a pale anonymous presence, gentle
         and unaggressive. He wore neutral colours – fawn, beige, tan – which shaded into the waxy paleness of his complexion and the
         straw-like neutrality of his hair. He was like the echo of a man you saw in ghost films standing behind the flesh and blood
         hero. But there was nothing heroic about Clive. They had met at a table-tennis championship at the club. They were both timid
         players, soon out of the contest and watching the flash and flair of the others. As no one bothered speaking to them they
         took refuge in each other. It had been an awkward beginning. Clive began to phone and check whether she would be going along as usual
         each Wednesday. As it was her regular intent, she suspected him of a subtle ruse to get closer and his phone call as a major
         initiative in their friendship. There was no question of asking Clive to step inside the front door. The family cherished
         its privacy too much for that. As the same time it was important to show they were as happy a family as any other. In the
         event Beattie rose, as if naturally, to the occasion, calling out a modest greeting from the back of the house.
      

      
      It was her mother who, a week or two later, first referred to Clive as ‘your boyfriend’, a designation Martha felt was overhasty
         if not entirely misjudged. But it was what her mother seemed to want. It even raised in Martha the tentative hope that her
         mother might be softening her disapproval.
      

      
      Clive proceeded to fulfil whatever expectations her mother had. His very opacity seemed to recommend him to her: as the autumn
         weeks had gone by and he called each Wednesday evening, Beattie told Martha she could invite him into the hall of their house
         where the temperature, without actually being warm, was a few degrees higher than the chill November air on the doorstep.
         He waited there at the foot of the stairs for Martha to complete her preparations. On each occasion her mother would stretch
         her head round the living-room door and greet him with surprising gaiety.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Clive.’
      

      
      His response: ‘Good evening, Mrs Clayton. Are you well?’

      
      Beattie enjoyed the sound of his uncomplicated voice, so direct and amiable. But she chose not to reply. She had grown to
         feel herself judged by Martha and Eddie, sensing their displeasure whenever she made some modest request. It was her job,
         after all, to keep the home spotless and tidy for them. Was it too much to ask that they cleared their magazines away? And
         Martha’s refusal to keep her room tidy and her clothes properly hung smacked of youthful rebellion. Beattie always hoped that
         family would be based on shared principles, but where were they now? Perhaps they had never been spelled out. But did people
         do that? Wasn’t there meant to be a tacit agreement? Well, she no longer felt anyone was about to agree with her. Except possibly
         Clive.
      

      
      And so it was that Clive felt himself growing to be an established part of the household. Buoyed by Beattie’s mild encouragement,
         he ventured further intimacy with Martha. As they walked along the street he reached for her hand and drew her arm through
         his. The gesture struck Martha as so antique as to be almost laughable. But she went along with it for the sake of the temporary
         harmony her liaison had brought to the household at number 26 Galton Road.
      

      
      As weeks turned to months the realisation arose in her mind that others considered she was on some path of involvement with
         Clive which would lead to engagement and marriage. It was how others seemed to move from friendship to courtship, accepting the ritual of their tribe and being
         happy to embark on it. Clive appeared to share such expectations. The regular involvement suddenly seemed to have her held
         fast in a net of obligations. She was aware she owed a good deal to Clive. Without his whispering presence at her side, the
         youth club would have been too much to bear. She would have been left standing alone, unsure what to do. Clive provided her
         with something to do. She must, it seemed, be somehow in his debt.
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