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To Anthony Pye –Jeary and The Eighth Day


PART ONE

LONDON CALLING


ONE

I

The angry howl of the wind pursued the sleet through the cardboard which had replaced the windowpanes. Harry woke violently from the terror of his worst nightmare mouthing the word LONDON. He wanted his mother to be near, but in the same split instant he knew that he would never see her again. There was still the inexpressible pain of that parting, an open wound in his heart, which he must bear secretly.

The boy was confused by the whine and rage of the gale unleashed in the bare room. There was comfort, even a certain pleasure in listening to its sound outside but now it had broken and entered, seeking him out, threatening to suck him into the storm which was spinning from a bitter South Atlantic over the turbulent Irish land and sea. As if finding its target, it battered the most wasted streets of the wasted estate in this industrial ghost-town near the north-west coast of England.

For a moment Harry thought, or felt, “Good! I’ll go with you. Yes. Take me away from this. Let me disappear on the wind.” Then he saw his sister, asleep, beside him on the mattress, and he remembered his tearful promise to their mother, that he would look after her.

He switched on the bicycle-lamp and hurried to stuff the sodden cardboard and some of his clothes into the gaps which had once held glass. Quite suddenly all the force was shut out; the wind, denied, swung away and he was uneasy in the silence. He played the light around the room looking for intruders, taking care not to direct the beam on to Mary breathing evenly, undisturbed. He knelt down on the floor and tugged the two blankets and the coats over her, wishing he could do more. From downstairs the voices started up and as he edged on to the narrow landing he heard again the word LONDON.

Harry crouched against the wall, his feet chilled by the bare boards. The row – it must have been a row if he could hear them from upstairs; it usually was at this time of night – appeared to have stopped, but he lingered on, listening. They would kill him if they caught him spying on them. His aunt – who hated and despised that word – Fiona certainly would and Jake, the new boyfriend, in the end had to do her bidding. Jake was still too enthralled by her to let loose his own blind temper yet. The boy strained hard to catch the next word.

At first there was only the wind which attacked the flaking houses on this high and most exposed part of the estate, shaking the boarded-up windows, scattering overfilled dustbins, making a mocking dance of old wrapping papers, takeaway cartons, the litter of daily survival. Inside the house the wind boomed down the narrow uncarpeted hall and clattered the remaining windowpanes. He came out on to the landing.

“Get him off my back!” he heard. The boy knew the vicious power of that tone and dread tensed his body. “We’ve had the money. The money’s gone. It’s all bloody spent!” His aunt’s next words were drowned under the wind which surged through the house as if determined to invade, possess and destroy it. The boy found that he was edging down the stairs. He had always known that she meant him no good.

“London.” Again the word, the name.

“Take him . . .” Once again, Harry could not catch the rest of the sentence which the wind took and gobbled, leaving him fighting down his panic. They must not catch him. “London.” Jake this time. Jake went to London with a “fresh load” in a van now and then. Jake’s London was a wonder which he flaunted, boasting of it to the boy. He had promised to take Harry with him one day. London was Jake’s superiority.

Their voices were still too low and the boy slithered down a few more stairs until he was opposite the door. “Money spent!” recurred and “Take him!” Then Fiona began a litany which always came back to “Life of my own! Life of my own!” Although Jake’s replies were too murmured to be intelligible, Harry sensed that he was on his side and felt a gush of near-tearful gratitude to Jake which helped hold back his panic. His heart bumped strenuously against his skinny chest; he took three deep breaths and froze, bottling up the last gulp of air as the door was flung open. Jake. Jake with his black oiled hair now looping over his brow, his lumberjack shirtsleeves rolled up to his tattooed biceps – a butterfly on the left, a cobra on the right. Jake with a can of beer in his hand. Harry cowered into a foetal position which absorbed punishment least woundingly. Recent bruises seemed to become alert and tender, especially the cut under his left eye where Jake’s signet ring had caught him. It was so finely balanced that a breath could decide it – would Jake strike? Or would he decide to be a pal, a good guy? – and so Harry took no breath, held on.

It was resolved.

“You,” said Jake, stabbing his forefinger at the fragile bars between them. “Upstairs.” Unnervingly, he winked. “Move.” Harry found that he was backing up the stairs, his eyes trapped by Jake’s drunken, abstract gaze. “Move!” Jake repeated. Harry turned and scrambled away. “Stay!” Jake commanded. Harry stopped dead.

Jake looked back into the room. Harry could imagine Fiona, white-faced, blood lipstick, tumbled jet hair, messed clothes, cigarette burning apparently unnoticed between stained fingers, a can of beer to match Jake’s. Then the whirlwind.

“That fucking boy! Spying on us! See?” From her invisible lair the venom-tipped words thudded, hurting him to despair. “Do it!” Jake turned from the door to Harry and back again. “Do it! Or else. Nothing for you. You can sing for it. How would you like that?”

“You!” Harry, fearful of catching Jake’s eye, was compelled by the man’s suddenly vicious stare. “Tomorrow. Four o’clock. London. OK? Move!”

Harry fled into his bedroom, across the bare floor, crawled on to the mattress and endured in silence what was almost a seizure of shivering. Fiona’s words scared him as spitefully and as darkly as the wind. His eventual sleep was a shipwreck. The hand on his shoulder was gentle enough but he was startled, untrusting, when Jake coaxed, “Off we go, pal. London here we come, eh? Pal?”

He switched on the bicycle-lamp and dressed with the experienced speed of someone used to peremptory and absolute commands.

He was undecided about whether to wake Mary – still breathing evenly in the burrow of warmth he had created for her. But he was tugged by an instinct he could not yet unravel and he tapped on her cheek in the usual way. She was awake immediately.

“I’m going to London with Jake,” he said.

“Now?” She glanced into the dark outside the thin arc of bicycle-lamp light.

He nodded. He must not let her see his fear. Although she was only nine – two years younger than he – she was quicker to scent a mood and she could comprehend him in a moment.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Harry whispered. He heard Jake moving downstairs and was aware that his time was running out. He made a brave effort. “I’ve always wanted to go to London.”

“You have.” Mary had divined the fear and the desperation of her brother, but she knew also that he must conceal it from her. “I’m glad you woke me up.”

“I’ll bring you something back.” She saw the misery beating against his white, thin face. He saw the face of their mother in her expression. He wanted her to kiss him. But she merely nodded. Awkwardly, Harry reached out and touched her cheek, unable to kiss her but unable to leave without touching her. “You take care now,” he said gamely. “You look after yourself.”

She waited until the door banged, even until the van started before she let herself cry. One day she would make Fiona suffer.

The wind buffeted the van and rocked it and Harry sensed that Jake was scared. Jake had told Harry to get some sleep but the boy was too alarmed to sleep as they left the desolate estate, sleet its natural element, and turned south, yellow lights lancing the enemy dark, hounded by the demons in the wind, making for London.

II

“Oh do shut up!” she said. Silence. Ah! The power. A few minutes later the noise started up again. This time her comic raspberry had the same silencing effect. But it was not long term and, at the third reminder, she flapped a hand and detonated the alarm which gagged the clock. Now it was willpower alone: the first test of character and so soon and every morning.

Although she knew that Tim, her husband, had left an hour before, she stretched a leg over to his side of the bed but it was cold and she lingered only for the moment in which, to her hardheaded embarrassment, on this as on most mornings she experienced a gulp of thanks for her docile, loving, ineffective, unsuccessful, good-looking, almost-upper-class, what-does-she-see-in-him? or how-can-he-put-up-with-her? husband of now four years. As she swung out of bed and came face to face with herself in the large florid gilt wall mirror, placed to enhance her sexual relish but simply ignored by Tim and now kept on as punishment, she met the second hurdle of the day. What did she look like? She was merciless.

Feet, too big, legs egg-white, hairless and stocky, topped by sumo thighs. Belly folds that cascaded over a crotch once boasted as (and still) insatiable but now stabled in monogamy and preserved for Tim’s increasingly absent-minded outings. Breasts formerly her glory now sagging? flopping? pendulous? – there was no kind word for them – and needing all the technology of old-fashioned bra engineering to turn into what Martha called in others “lovely tits there”. Face – forever pale, once thought strangely attractive – she could make no comment on it. Nor, alas, did many others these days. Thus stood Martha Potter, successful metropolitan journalist, in her forties, aching for fame and, as was not unusual, badly hung over.

She was vaguely aware – behind the creases of pain (sitting up was always a mistake) – that outside her madly over-mortgaged, small but perfectly positioned terraced cottage in deeply smart Holland Park, there was a gale, a storm, a hurricane, a tornado, a killer Force Ten or the Big Wind, depending on which of her six daily newspapers she picked up first. But contact with anything except her own reputation was fleeting. Volcanically through the alcohol, which had served its secondary purpose as a blocker-out of serious disturbance, came the clear and undeniable memory of that bloody interview by that bloody bloody man in that bloody American magazine. The relevant pages had been faxed over from New York by an old friend.

Martha had told him it was off the record. Strictly. Before, during, after lunch, and anyway did it matter between two hacks, even if he were a USA superstar hack (“I’ve adored you for years,” she told him, rather loudly, intending others to overhear, restaurants were her stage) and she a mere UK wannabe? But – God! Help! He had printed the lot. Who could be trusted? Stitched her up. Screwed her. Was this because she had not made a pass? (Or had she? At about four thirty the maitre d’ had cautioned against yet another port: she refused to remember the precise wording of her reply. After that was blank or patchy at best) Didn’t matter. Deed done. Damn. Damned.

For it was of the Royal Family they had talked. He the disappointingly Quiet American (Martha wanted cowboy boots and Coke, raw bourbon and a deeper drawl – he was nothing like his PR), she become the eager-to-please (was this yet another penalty of the convent education?) English girl insider who wanted to sprinkle England’s own stardust gossip over this ex-colonial Prince Hunk of the prints. Social suicide. She stood up, an act of some boldness, and unfolded the faxed sheet whose contents could well nobble her in the peculiar and often spiteful machinery of the British class and media labyrinth.

“Two things about the Royals get my goat,” she read herself saying, in anguish at the deception of that American bastard, that Man! – “the family rubbish and the loot. We’re supposed to revere them as the model family. A Holy Family for a Godless age, but just look at them! Ask any junior Foreign Office brat about Phil the Greek’s appetites abroad.” The language here grew lurid and Martha groaned through it. “As well as slaughtering the other birds –” Oh no! No! They would mug her in the streets. And it went on. “Charles and Diana, yawn one and yawn two, scarcely meet; the poor sods have a busted marriage and can’t find the bottle to say so. Her brother, just married at great expense, is back with one of his old girlfriends. Anne’s on a divorce which is a shame and nobody knows what Fergie’s for. Edward’s just plain curious and Margaret is a sport but where are we? Royal Family? Holy Mary! Royal cock-up more like.” Martha had to admit she liked the restrained innuendo there. “What is this ridiculous sham for? I’ll tell you: tourists, snobs and the lower orders.”

And then she slammed into what she called “the loot”. The Queen on more than a million pounds a day. The family not paying any income tax, not using its state-subsidised wealth to “set up an orchestra, found a college for inner city kids, put its money where its mouth always is. Even the Maundy Money the Queen doles out comes from the taxpayer. What is this? When did we vote to make her the richest female on the planet? As for style and taste – forget it.” Martha took several deep breaths. It would be all over town by dinner. It could be nasty – people could get very unpredictable about the Royals. Was she damagingly out of step or cleverly ahead of the game?

The best way was to affect to ignore it. Head down. Get on with her own work. Get her byline on to a talked-about piece a.s.a.p.

Mark Armstrong had agreed to see her. Riding so high after yet another dramatic programme on Northern Ireland, Mark was a major talent in the television land in which Tim, Timmy, Timmo, as a gallant independent film producer, was being handed such a rotten deal. Armstrong was late-middle-aged, his own man. There were few rumours about him and none damaging to that central nervous system of professional integrity and effectiveness, widely admired as much for his occasional column in the quality newspapers as for his dominating television work. Just the target she needed.

Something like a sigh of pleasure crept into the wracked misfortune of her morning mind. She would get him. That could do the trick. She would nobble him. A diversionary tactic. She yawned at full stretch – her morning exercise. If only she had a personal fitness coach to visit her every morning. Some Aussie hunk.

The bottle of Sancerre was about a third full. The wine was warm but it did the business. Martha picked up her new see-thru black knickers and laughed aloud: they were in a twist.

III

Mark Armstrong was feeling indescribably content and fully aware of the danger of such an enviable state. He subscribed to the ancient gods. The older he became, the more sense their mythology made of his life, just as Romantic poetry made more sense of love. Now just tippling out of his sixth decade – could it be true? When did it happen? – Mark Armstrong was a pagan, a Scot, a democrat; intellectual but uncorrupted by elitism, wilful, butterhearted, about-to-be twice divorced, childless, hippo happy in his bath, and broke. In the still warm water he sang “Oh what a beautiful morning” practically in tune. Timing it well, Prue, his secretary, who came in three mornings a week (and he was pushed to afford even that), she of the easy, lean figure and of the consuming boyfriend collapsing in Venture Capital, put on the kettle in the “surprisingly tiny, really” kitchen. The kitchen was not out of proportion with the rest of the Bloomsbury flat. Prue was a touch embarrassed for him. Mark considered he was lucky to have landed up with quite so much.

The profound source of this inexpressible contentment was, he knew, hidden, out of reach of any analysis or memory he might have brought to it. It was a delicious euphoria, like the first gobfuls of glazed mountain air, like the first kiss after too long a parting, like the crystal glass of cheap champagne he had childishly allowed himself on this morning of a day of no formal work. The contentment made his almost tuneful song an anthem of joy. How could such a mood be held? Was that what gurus taught you? Was this what saints felt? Or Mozart? Or Galileo? “Oh what a beautiful day!” Or was this simply (simply!) a flood-tide of anticipation? “Oh what a wonderful feeling!” An inkling of paradise.

Prue smiled as she slit the envelopes. One of his good mornings and goodness he needed one, she thought. Working far harder than anyone she knew, and the stresses, poor man, the problems, and the threats, nobody guessed. Prue was proud of him. Very good-looking too, she had to admit (a favourite phrase) in a “craggy, untidy, intelligent, amused way” (the memorised description had been in her weekly magazine). Prue had often pondered on the unfairness of nature which allowed men to age better than women: it was a recurrent point of conversation with her girlfriends in the wine bars of Fulham, and Mark was her prize, her personal example. She hummed along with his bathroom-booming melody.

Oh, just give me a moment or two more of this gliding feeling, total freedom, no past, no present, no pressure, Mark prayed.

The previous night’s programme on Northern Ireland had been his best. It had snaked through the censors, it had nailed the IRA in a way he had aimed to do for years and it had made a nonsense of the government’s more stubborn claims. Bagshaw, his departmental head, had left a negative message on his answering-machine requesting a meeting – in a bureau-speak tone of command, the prat. (Why did Bagshaw provoke the worst in him?) The reviews were generally good. Useful ammo.

His second divorce was now down the slipway. He had insisted on a gallant settlement, despite her reservations, and it had left him skint. But, he thought, she was probably as relieved as he was. The wounds were already healing, and perhaps in a year or two they would meet for a rueful lunch. It had not been a passionate marriage and it was not a lacerating split: there were no children.

He would see Rudolf Lukas, media mogul and husband of Jen, the love of Mark’s life, with whom after lunch he would almost certainly enjoy complex, detailed and audacious sex. Lukas would offer him serious money to take part in a television franchise bid. Mark, in his irritation with Bagshaw and all the bureaucratic Bagshaws who now roosted in his television world, was more tempted than he ever dreamt he could be. And the day was full of other goodies.

There would be Nicholas his close friend – at a lunch which would reek with some of the freshest political and media gossip if they bowled up at the Garrick and joined the corner table or lingered in the bar. Cabinet-level insider-information would be on offer. Or, if Nicholas decided on the latest fashionable watering-hole, the chat would be more personal and more amusing. Mark was fashion-blind and a non-starter in what he considered was the foodie farce and Nicholas enjoyed taunting him. There was nothing like a semi-drunken lunch to set you up for an afternoon’s intense sex, he thought. The only thing better was for the partner to be with you at the lunch, but Jen, alas, was pre-booked.

The grey bathwater was indisputably tepid, the last wisps of the euphoria fading into the light of an ordinary naked bulb – there was only the afterglow, but that would do, that was better than most days. He heaved himself out like a suction pad leaving an obstinate gripping surface and towelled himself down to the growling words of his favourite Big Bill Broonzy.

Breakfast and letters dispatched, he took his third cup of coffee and his first small cigar into the sitting-room and settled blissfully into the corner of the large sofa to indulge himself on the phone. First the strictly business. Then the postmortem with the producer – to include the reviews and other reactions. Mark passed on some of the pleasing messages he had found on his answering-machine. Dave, the producer, returned the ball with praise “from inside the building”. The coolness and knuckle-rap from Bagshaw was thoroughly anticipated.

Dave had read in the morning gossips that Mark had been at a political pre-Christmas party, which had “starred Margaret Thatcher”. Mark confirmed this and, answering Dave’s eager question, said, “The odd thing was that you had to fight against feeling quite sorry for her. She looked so isolated and shorn, even, ridiculously, shorter – as if she had lost a few inches. No longer a power of the land, clout gone, authority gone, aura gone. The cabinet ministers there seemed to be edging away from her when once they would have pressed towards her. Perhaps they were just embarrassed but it was all a bit sickening.”

Mark, in fact, had thought it a textbook example of the essential significance of the Office itself. All of Mrs Thatcher’s real and vaunted strengths were of no account at all now that she was no longer Prime Minister but a rather dumpy backbencher in a burgundy two-piece suit. Mark would have been shy to say it, but he considered it a substantial tribute to democracy. He reassured Dave about Bagshaw’s reservations, took a slug of cold coffee and steadied himself to return Fred’s call.

“Any news on the Dorothy front?” Fred would not dissemble. He wanted Mark, whom he had known and tagged since university, to open a door for Dorothy, his sole child, in what he called the “Meeja”. “None,” said Mark, cringing with guilt – why? Why did Fred Nightingale, author of two slim glum volumes of poetry, lecturer in English and American Literature, put the pincers of guilt on him? Perhaps that’s what old friends were for. “It’s a bad time, Fred. BSB collapsing. All the ITV companies going in for redundancies. BBC in a dither. The recession. Slimming down for the franchises. But I’m trying.”

“I’m engaged in a rather interesting piece on the Thames,” said Fred, sweeping on, as he always did, into his own immediate concerns. “They’ve sent me a spurious book to review but the idea of Thames as source and symbol rather appeals. You know – Spenser’s silken meadows, Defoe’s cure for the plague – the river had a rather similar function in the Blitz, actually – Dickens’s decay and death, Conrad’s imperial longings, Eliot’s waste – one wonders if it is possible to use the river today as source or symbol – and if not – what does that say about the state of our mythology? I’m thinking of Nietzsche here – ‘without a myth every culture loses its creative natural power’.”


I’m thinking of Nietzsche here! Why did Fred not buy an away-day return, stand on Waterloo Bridge and work it out for himself? Mark thought, and then chided himself. Fred was a speaking encyclopaedia. That was his pitch. Fred’s had been a life of the mind. And Dorothy, Mark’s god-daughter, was a sweet unambitious young woman, blissfully enthralled by Greens, peace, anti-vivisection, rainforests, whales, dolphins, wild geese . . .

Abruptly, as usual, Fred rang off, and Prue brought him another mug of black, no sugar, instant. The euphoria was all but gone.

Nick – Sir Nicholas de Loit, MP – called to arrange the lunch. Drinks at the Garrick – “You must meet your critics – oh yes! Not a safe programme – and then move on smartly” – and lunch at The Ivy – “the boys from the Caprice have not tarted it up at all – very wise. I thought of Green’s but I don’t like feeding with my own kind. And the division bell is such a tug on the conscience.” Mark rather liked the division bell in Green’s, liked to see the MPs scuttle away from their Parker Bowles Olde English Tuck. He was impressed. But Nick was the arbiter. His restaurant guide in the heaviest of the glossies had for ten years been “a bible” in the reverent vocabulary of the foodies. Even now that he had abandoned it, he was received with undisguised ceremony by the best restaurateurs in the metropolis.

Mark failed to pick up the anxiety, even the desperation, in Nick’s tone, and yet Nick put down the phone in his Albany flat still sweating from the fear of what he might do, the crime he might commit that afternoon, as his homosexuality, which had for years been comfortably enough closeted and recently unfussily acknowledged in quiet ways, found itself horribly possessed by an urgent, shameful lust. Mark must help him; Mark alone could and would.

Before ringing Jen, Mark, as he knew he would, heaved himself to the kitchen to take another glass of champagne. And one for Prue: rule of the house with drinks before ten.

Mark contemplated the next call with the deepest pleasure. Jen would be full of talk or tap him expertly for what he most wanted off his mind. The gale would prevent her going flying – he liked to think of her in the air, soaring over the Home Counties in the paths of the wartime Spitfires. What bored him in others intrigued him in her. Even the flying seemed more a mysterious act of desperation than the leisured affectation of a woman with too much time on her hands. He could not believe she still wanted him. Her dizzy wealth – her unique, understated, connoisseur’s beauty and her acknowledged independence from her second husband, Rudolf Lukas, made her one of the most attractive women in London, in New York, or in any city she decided to visit. She was always visiting.

More than twenty years before, when Jen was a wild creature just turned adult, orphaned in London and landed up in television, more passionate for the moment and more forgetful of anything previous to the moment than anyone he had known, she and Mark had burned through an obsessive, outrageous affair which she had ended abruptly by disappearing to America where a year or so later her great reputation had begun. Mark now knew that he had never recovered from her departure and that this was a wholly unexpected and undeserved second chance.

She was back in London and, the miracle of his life, back with him.

He lifted the phone affectionately and tapped out the seven singing numbers. He hummed as he waited, happier, he knew, and luckier, than he had any right to expect. Oh what a beautiful day.

IV

Jake was excited and proprietorial. “Nowhere in the world,” he boasted, “is there anything like this. No way.” His arm swept magisterially around Leicester Square and solemnly he recited the names: “The Empire, the Odeon West End, the other Odeon with the tower on it, the Empire plus Dancing, the Prince Charles up the side street there . . .” Harry fought to overcome the shivering but he too was impressed and very cautiously warmed by Jake’s good humour.

Men were drilling to lay new paving stones. A barricade of large boards, a wall of hoarding, was painted with cowboys and old movie stars, bigger than lifesize and unrecognisable. Less than two weeks to Christmas and mid-morning shoppers passed through with parcels and holly in plastic bags.

But the Square was a night place. Cold mornings found it bare. Even the winos had retreated underground to the Gentlemen’s, where Jake had, as usual, been outraged at the ten pence entrance charge and the turnstile. “What if you’re caught short and broke?” (He had lifted Harry over.) Standing around the washbasin with their green cans of lager, the winos had talked loudly, without any apparent communication – “Five times thirty that’s a hundred and fifty pounds – right? Am I right?” This was repeated at the same level of aggression and met not with a response but with equally monotonous, adamant assertions. The policy, the fashion for releasing the mentally unwell had put on the streets a diaspora of sick people. Harry had scented violence and was glad to have Jake push him back through the turnstile and up into the cold, gusty Square. The wind was less angry than in the North but still bitter, shaking the litter along the pavements.

“This is it,” said Jake. He had led Harry to a corner building. The three windows on the ground floor had Amusements, Amusements, Amusements glitteringly painted on to the glass. “This is class.” Harry caught the awe in Jake’s tone and looked up. Jake was gazing up at the words blocked out in yellow metal above the tall windows. “Crystal Rooms,” he read out. “Gold. Nowhere like this anyplace – no argument.” Jake was someone stepping into his kingdom.

It was so warm that for a second or two Harry almost swooned. Jake flashily changed a ten-pound note in the machine. The place was almost empty and the machines neither clanked nor ground as they did in the tinny amusement arcade of Harry’s home town, they murmured: the sound of luxury. Yet he spotted some of his favourites – Space Invaders, Hotshots, World Cup, OT Zone, Carrier Airway, Pitstop – but in this room they were different. The walls were striped with mirrors, the floor was wall-to-wall carpeted and, most wonderful of all, were the chandeliers.

There were seven: six with twelve lights on – arranged in tiers – these six reflected and doubled in the mirrors. The lights on the seventh and largest chandelier were hard to count – one hidden behind the other – but he got there: four lights on the top tier, ten below and ten again below that. The lights were in cups, a bit like tulips opening out, Harry thought, as he concentrated fiercely, his sense of privilege clutched at with the grip of drowning fingers. These cups were cloudy and he knew that crystal was supposed to be clear, but the place was so obviously royal that he had no doubt there was one crystal which was especially expensively clouded and this was it. Never in his life had he been in such an opulent and beautiful room; even the ululation of the machines was not yet a temptation as he shivered out of his stiff coldness and gazed at the chandeliers.

Scarcely aware of what was happening, he found himself ushered out and back on the street with Jake, who was rattled. A man wearing a black bow tie stood at the door. “Got to be eighteen. Sorry son. We don’t make the laws. More than my job’s worth. Trocadero, down the Circus, just keep going.” He pointed and disappeared. Jake slapped the hard flat of his palm on the back of Harry’s head. It hurt but Harry understood. It was for not being eighteen and humiliating Jake in London. “I’ll be back,” Jake said, menacingly, though to himself, and he repeated it louder, defiantly, as they passed what seemed to be a café devoted solely to ice-cream.

They walked in silence, Harry absorbed in the vision of the crystal chandeliers, Jake glancing nervously at the boy. As if to emphasise a sudden decision, Jake threw his arm around Harry’s shoulder in a manly fashion and said, “You’re OK, Harry. You’re like me. You’re OK.” The economy of words carried what appeared to be a genuine strength of affection. Harry knew that he ought to be wary, even distrustful, but he was so starved that he looked up gratefully.

Entwined, then, in the common mood of young blades on the town, they turned into the Trocadero, walked past the parade which included, Harry noticed rapidly, a sweet shop where you could serve yourself, and a shop with toys where he could get something for Mary, up the escalator which led to the Guinness World of Records and doubled back from that to Funland Luna Park.

The noise was the crowded clanking of boy toy public technology. The Crystal Rooms were a dream apart but here was the usable stuff. All the machines he had ever seen, more than he had ever imagined, lights flashing on the low ceiling, from the walls, from the floor, blue, red, white, strobing, chrome glittering, transparent plastic lit up with neon, and, unbelievably, a whole dodgem car track in the middle of the room on the upstairs floor of a building! Jake gave him five pound coins in a neat little stack. Harry was overwhelmed and waited for them to be snatched back, but Jake indicated one of the most complicated machines – a pound a go – and Harry got into it.

He leant back in the seat and, with two levers, piloted the space-craft through enemy lines, manoeuvring and firing as the seat dipped. The whole machine swirled and danced, it was real Star Wars, not just a game on a machine, just like Luke at the controls. It stopped, but Jake reached forward and put a pound of his own money in the slot, pointed to Harry’s vast score – 195,700 with a 298 energy bonus – gave him the thumbs up and once more Harry drove through the fantasy, thrilled to his heart. And yet again Jake paid, a third turn, Harry’s reserve all gone, Jake’s goodness unquestionable, and he nodded as, the second before it began, Jake gestured down the room to the TOILETS sign, pointed laughingly at his flies, and grimaced comically before he walked away.

Harry carefully considered a fourth go, but there were so many other treats. He walked past a pair of young girls who were hitting squawking rubber crocodiles on the head with a mallet and came to an airplane cockpit. He waited his turn, went in, closed the door behind him, entered his pound and saw before him what the voice called “The Majestic City of London”. He pulled at the wheel and the plane took off. He was climbing, he banked, he climbed higher. It was night and he saw the stars sharper, bigger, than he had ever seen them and the plane soared faster than twice the speed of sound, headed for New York. Harry was captured in his dreams.

At first he was not surprised that he could not find Jake. He drifted, the three pound coins a talisman in his hand, his own small stash still wrapped in the handkerchief in his jeans pocket, somehow not caring to linger and spend. He was not in the Gents’, although Harry hung about in case he was in a cubicle. Not around the dodgems. Not along the big-money fruit-machines. Harry’s throat tightened and ached a little. Although the Funland Luna Park was hot, there was a cold seepage of sweat on his brow and clamminess in his stomach. He did not drift but began to half-stumble, half-trot. He went out and looked up and down the escalators. No Jake. Convinced that Jake had suddenly returned to Funland and would be waiting for him beside that first machine, he rushed back inside and crunched into a Japanese man who smiled and bowed. Jake was not there. Again he was not in the Gents’. The dodgems. The change centre. Harry ran down the escalator to the Parade. Jake must have gone shopping. Not there. Not there in the café. Harry was breathing fast and with difficulty. The three pound coins were a nugget of hope, a prayer in his sweating palm. Back to Funland. Not there.

Not there.

And then Harry realised. Of course! Jake would surely have gone back to the Crystal Rooms. He said he’d go back to the Crystal Rooms. Crying with relief, Harry went out into the cold and ran, pounded along the pavement, did not see a red light and ignored the honking car, past the Kentucky Fried Chicken and the Swiss Bells he had tried to count, past the Empire and the ice-cream café to the golden letters which said CRYSTAL ROOMS, where Jake must be, will be, has to be, please, oh please.

V

About half an hour later, Mark walked through Leicester Square on his way to Maugham’s Hotel where Rudolf had set up a temporary HQ. Mark was still stinging with pleasure at Jen’s description of a scandal which could well break at her very exclusive charity lunch and relishing her barefisted description of Martha Potter whom she had known many years ago. He put to the back of his mind the telephone call from New Scotland Yard and managed to keep in touch with that rare rainbow mood of the morning. Outside an ice-cream parlour he saw a huddled, thin-faced boy on his hunkers eating an ice-cream and staring intently at the rather posh amusement place. Something about the boy made Mark want to flick him a coin but he desisted. The ice-cream betokened no poverty. There would be plenty of other more deserving cases as he walked through the day. He felt cold. He wished he had worn a coat: perhaps the boy’s ice-cream triggered it off, more likely the wind roaring meanly across the Square.

And so Mark Armstrong entered the day: a white, overprivileged, overweight, late-middle-aged Englishman – with, according to Fred, no symbolic significance on a world stage which now belonged to women, blacks, Muslims and former members of the Soviet Empire – sometimes gently satirised as one of the chattering classes, trying to concentrate on Rudolf and the franchise bids, his future, the desperation in Northern Ireland, the situation in the Gulf, a tone he had not quite, resolved in Nick’s call; but dreaming only of Jen.

Another man had his eyes on the boy with the ice-cream and his mind on the party he had promised to arrange that afternoon in a discreet hotel off Oxford Street for a few distinguished and monied men of particular tastes.

Harry knew it was hopeless but the crying inside had left him feeling weak and he could not move from the Crystal Rooms, trapped in the Square.


TWO

I

London was choking on its pre-Christmas traffic but, by walking, Mark arrived at Maugham’s Hotel in Mayfair punctually at eleven. Half an hour, Rudolf’s secretary had warned, would be quite enough time for what she called “this preliminary encounter”. Her self-importance had amused and relaxed Mark. It was a preliminary encounter which might better have been avoided. The deciding factor had been curiosity. Its object beckoned him into a large drawing-room in the Victoria Suite, waving a fanciful silver pot of coffee, offering that or nothing. At a meeting with Rudolf Lukas you drank what Rudolf drank or you went thirsty. Noting that, Mark again was amused and thought he might even enjoy the “encounter”.

Great issues surfaced immediately. Rudolf considered small talk to be the indicator of small minds.

“There will certainly be a war in the Gulf,” he announced apropos of nothing at all. Mark glanced around to see if there were a drinks cabinet. He was on a roll. It was nowhere to be seen. “The Brits will enjoy that. Take their minds off things like the economy which they don’t understand. They like wars. Best army in the world nowadays. Keep it simple. It’s what they’re good at. You thrive in wars. When the old Brits can’t find real wars, the young Brits invent them at soccer games or in those street marches which turn into battles with the police. Or they just riot for the hell of it.”

Much against his preconceived judgement, Mark found that he liked Rudolf. Liked his raunchy growl, liked the bulk of him which avoided fat, the coarse pinkish face, restless, fast on the smile with the shark teeth, liked the appearance of the English Gieves Hawkes gentleman, muted grey double-breasted pinstripe, over-polished brogues, lightly patterned blue and red silk tie, modestly monogrammed gold cuff-links, which effectively covered up the conflicting stories of his origins and early days.

Rudolf Lukas was a self-made man highly pleased with his creation.

Money was suddenly on the agenda.

“Everything’s too expensive. Social systems are too expensive. Schooling, public transportation, old age is too expensive. Educating the young, feeding the world, war, a real war not a Third World canter, that’s too expensive. And of course debt is ridiculously expensive! We need a new sort of money for the third millennium.”

For his part, Rudolf had done his best to amass it in the second. He was one of the most successful of the new moneyed fliers who had soared up through the Sixties, Seventies and Eighties dazzling the world with their skills. The happy few. How did they do it? How had they come by this golden knowledge as magical as the gift to Midas? In America, in Europe, in Japan, in Australasia, see how they burst through the antique gravity of the accepted financial atmosphere and found a space of their own. And then, as sure as retribution, one by one they were burnt and melted down and over the past few years had plummeted back to earth, screaming with excuses and regearings as they hit the ground. But Rudolf would not be grounded. “My Mogul”, as Jen called him, was too granite for that. All had seemed lost. He had become a famous, buoyant millionaire, yet here he was, cocky, bright-eyed, muscled with energy. The debt was soundly reconstructed; the banks had obliged yet again; heavy new investment had been made in computer technology – his core business. Where Mark would have been dizzy or in despair, Rudolf was full of bite. The one-to-one meeting was Rudolf’s great skill: this sort of encounter was his drama. He was the main player and nothing could throw him.

Still, Mark thought, even in these times it is a touch odd to be courted by the husband of the woman you will make love to after lunch. Mark wished he could find a way to tell him – Jen would not mind, he was sure. Perhaps, though, it would come better from her. Perhaps Rudolf knew. Just possibly. That thought partly excused his duplicity, which he saw as a failing.

The phone provided the next item on Rudolf’s agenda. “It’s Alfreda,” Rudolf said, assuming that the name alone was sufficient excuse and explanation for the interruption to their vital “preliminary encounter”. His open affair with Lady Alfreda Kennersley clearly elated him. It was his first venture into the heartland of London social and snob life. So far, it was a ravishing new toy. Alfreda was putting together the final list for the evening’s dinner-party which would follow one of her famous six until eight At Homes for grateful metropolitan opinion formers.

While he was on the phone, Rudolf alternately picked his teeth with an Asprey’s gold toothpick and pawed his groin, gleefully all the while and dangerously swinging on the genuine Chippendale chair, threatening its ancient joints. Mark got up to hunt for the drinks, disguising this quest by pretending to gaze at the tasteful modern paintings which decorated the walls. Names were launched across the room like announcements from a tannoy on a railway station. “Nureyev, Gore Vidal, Princess Margaret” – Mark ambled over to the large Victorian chiffonnier and tugged open the door. Crockery for the dining-room and crystal glasses. He took out a tumbler – “the Douros, the Waldegraves – who? Oh yes. Good” – found the fridge behind a low-slung cabinet and extracted a small bottle of champagne. It was one of those with a screw top but it would be serviceable. He waved it at Rudolf, who waved back, overcome by good humour. Mark poured out most of it into his tumbler – “Lucian Freud – got one! – And her! Oh! Great! Great legs! OK. OK? You are. Yes.” He put down the phone indulgently. “Know Alfreda?” Mark shook his head. “She likes all this social shit.”

“Do you?”

“Zoo time,” Rudolf answered and the shark’s teeth clashed in the “boyish grin” so often referred to by the press. “I expect you’re a busy man, Mark,” said Rudolf, instantly serious. “Let’s cut the niceties. I want a British television station. Now’s the time to get it. You’re the man to get it for me. Here’s how we do it.”

Mark took a swig and set down his glass.

Rudolf leant forward and delivered a concise, lucid briefing, very like the great battle briefings Mark had heard about during his time in the army. Rudolf, a few years older than Mark, had fought in World War II with conspicuous gallantry and, as he went over ground Mark knew so well, he could imagine the glee this piratical figure would have taken in zapping the enemy.

It was franchise time in the UK and outsiders could bid for existing commercial television companies, ousting the present occupants, and, in one move, give themselves a prime stake in British, European and, if they managed things well, world television. Rudolf had long been thought of as a prime predator, unencumbered as he was by the ownership of national newspapers which was legally blocking one or two of his financial peers. He was going for one of the biggest companies of all and spun Mark visions of Empire.

“I’ve got my chairman.” Rudolf mentioned a name which surprised Mark – he had thought the man too deeply snug in his Establishment foxhole to be teased out. “I’ve got my chief executive.” Another name well known to Mark but not such a surprise. Neither man had been rumoured. Mark was impressed that Rudolf took it for granted that he would be discreet. “But I need a man who can impress the arse off the creative types – somebody who is the business – somebody who everybody knows can pick up the phone and talk to the best writers and actors and comedians and all the stars and they’ll listen and come along for the ride. For the fun of it. It’s got to be fun, Mark, hasn’t it? Or, what the hell? You could do that. You’re my man.”

Mark had to resist the almost physical impulse to lean forward and grasp Rudolf by the hand, swear then and there to follow him into battle. He had badly underestimated the full force of charm exercised by Rudolf Lukas, his powerful ability to seduce. He could see now why Jen had married him.

Yet what did the man know or care? Would he ever have seen one of Mark’s programmes or, if he had seen it, understood why it was there? Rudolf’s intense confidentiality had an aphrodisiac quality which teased out conceit. Underneath the flagrant temptation was mere flattery. Mark told himself that he was being head-hunted to plug a gap in Rudolf’s master plan. If he turned it down – someone else would serve just as well. It was not man-to-man however much it looked like that. It was nothing personal.

“What sort of programme mix would you tolerate?”

“That’s up to the chairman, the chief executive and yourself. Your shout, I would guess.”

“What if I wanted a more upmarket, a less popular, mix than they have now?”

“As long as we win. As long as your mix will deliver. I’m not fannying around but I’m not Santa Claus either.”

“If you agreed a programme mix and then interfered I’d resign.”

“If you produced a mix that bombed you’d be fired.”

Mark desisted from taking a sip of champagne much as he wanted one. He was rather critical of himself for enjoying the meeting so much.

“This is an entertaining game of ping-pong, Mr Lukas –”

“Rudolf.”

“– but what guarantees am I able to give the people I invite in? British television has sometimes been able to claim the best writers and directors and journalists and actors because there have been implicit guarantees of security for adult programme-making. By adult I don’t mean X-rated.”

“Mark. Why did you have to say that?”

Mark smiled, unimpressed by Rudolf’s reproach. For Rudolf, reproach was just another arrow in the quiver.

“I would need a three-year written guarantee for myself and about – up to a dozen programme people.”

“Done. Subject to the chairman et cetera.”

“I’d want to talk to him, of course. And –”

“The chief exec. The money men. Your lawyer. Our lawyers. Accountants. Done. Money is not a problem.”

“What do you get out of it?”

Rudolf hesitated and Mark was again tempted to believe that something close to the truth was on the way. When it came he was both surprised and impressed. Like others of his liberal, non-scientific, non-economic, verging on unworldly education, Mark was vulnerable to the mathematics and politics of high finance. This was the dazzling thread Rudolf spun. Current media barons were merely the torchbearers lighting Rudolf’s inevitable progress before him and Mark was somehow at the heart of it. Once more Mark had the sensation that he was being physically drawn towards this smiling predatory man.

The situation was not complicated. Mark was almost sixty, with most awards that British television could give. He was also broke; a man who had rather waywardly enjoyed a much-acclaimed television career with little material reward, so far resisting offers to climb the executive greasy pole. Yet, as a recent Independent on Sunday piece had said, “his influence among his peers is considerable; his contribution to hard-edged political and investigative television on a par with the very best. His work in Ireland alone is widely acknowledged to be a serious contribution. He has kept his independence and that has guarded his integrity.”

Rudolf offered a new world, wealth, and the chance to continue and consolidate Mark’s own work through others. There would be uncertainty and it would be a gamble, but what was really going on was the last lap of his life. What was the power of his rediscovered love for Jen? What must he achieve now that she had come back? Rudolf and Rudolf’s offer could be central to that.

“By next Monday if you can,” said Rudolf, suddenly catapulting out of his chair.

“Monday,” Mark repeated, and nodded. The men shook hands.

“Jen told me about you,” Rudolf said, while holding Mark’s rather slim hand in his bear-paw. “Used to work with you.”

“Long time ago,” said Mark, shovelling the words up a dry throat.

“Great girl.”

“Great girl,” Mark laughed. Girl? Rudolf squeezed Mark’s hand very hard and bared the large teeth. The grin was not boyish, Mark thought. It was the camouflaged sign of the happy killer. Rudolf Lukas was not a nice man at all.

Leaving Maugham’s, Mark strolled into Piccadilly and across the West End rather more slowly and certainly more thoughtfully than he had done earlier. Piccadilly Circus, once nominated the centre of the British Empire, of all that pinkish-red which had blurred the spinning schoolroom globes of Mark’s youth, was still seized up with traffic. He weaved between the cars, one of many pedestrians tauntingly leaving the pavements to flaunt their freedom. Next to Eros a baglady stared into the cloud-scuttling sky and ranted words of hate.

II

“Go swim with dolphins,” said Cally, “believe me.”

“Any old dolphin?”

“Better if it’s wild, you know, not zooed up or aquariumised. But they can do it also. Just takes longer.”

“Why dolphins?”

“I read about it. I’ll send you the cutting. They can cure cancer. How? I’ll tell you how. They are the most intelligent beings on the planet and they know. OK? They know.”

“Darling, are you a little stoned, a little drunk or just tired? It is two in the morning over there, isn’t it?”

“My best time, Jen, you know that.”

“I do.”

“You are my best friend, Jen, you know that?”

“I do. And you are mine too, darling. You know that.”

It was crucially important to Cally that she heard Jen assert that regularly. A few months earlier, Cally had headed for the West Coast and embraced all the psycho-babble as if it had been invented yesterday just for her. She was taking classes in a multitude of disciplines and when she was good and ready she was going to go for it! Jen phoned her every day. Cally was her best friend. Until Mark’s recent re-emergence, her only friend. Occasionally this struck Jen as a bleak reflection on her own character, too much in love with solitude. She imagined Cally now, marooned in LA, the black fringe heavy on her brow, the large-boned figure crammed into a designer dress that somehow didn’t . . .

“Your turn,” said Cally. “London working out? Yet? Hold on. Lemme getta . . . I’ll just be a minute . . . don’t go away . . .”

This was a regular ploy. Was Cally lighting up, off to the loo, or just testing? Jen waited. She stretched out on the spartan bed she preferred, hunched the telephone between her shoulder and her ear and prepared to speak as in a confessional. Conversations with Cally were very useful, even refreshing at times. Sometimes she felt a pulse of guilt that helping Cally should benefit her, herself, so much. For some time, Cally had been her sole confidante. Even so, Jen was careful: some things she told no one.

Jen felt deeply relaxed. Her masseur had made her spine crackle and his remorseless Aussie hands had left her muscles satiated. He had unsinkable pretensions to Art – “You are my greatest creation,” he said. “You are my David. I am the wave, you are the surfer.” Her Anglo-Saxon riposte had no effect on this antipodean cultural nightmare. But she was in fine shape – he was a good coach – and the mild December climate of London seemed to tone her skin perfectly; just as the subtle northern light brought out the shades of subdued blonde and red in her hair and reflected the mesmerising grey purity of her eyes. After lunch there would be sex with Mark. She could pretend that the twenty years since she had fled to New York had never happened.

In New York, Jen had made a remarkable reputation on television. After that – the marriage to Robert Butterfield Junior, eccentric heir to an oil empire with houses everywhere – Dallas, Paris, the Pacific Atoll and Tuscany . . . She had passed through London and stayed the occasional weekend at a stately pile, but this was the first time in more than twenty years that she had taken it on again. In truth she was looking for refuge. Mark was the first surprise. Her affection for the city itself the second. She discovered charms she had overlooked or taken for granted before. It was with these that in the dead hours she regaled Cally, curled up in Los Angeles.

Most of all Jen loved the obvious things that she had scarcely noticed in her youthful conquest. The great indulgence of parks dominating the centre of the city – sometimes she walked from Westminster through St James’s Park, Green Park and Hyde Park to Holland Park just to relish the doing of it. She described other parks and the squares and then the commons and heaths, all landscaped intelligently, as much a pleasure for the mind as for the limbs. She loved the steady mix of a city that London still was. Paris, everybody’s favourite, was becoming a cultural theme park; New York, which had its own song and would never be relinquished by Jen, whose greatest triumphs had been there, was increasingly a city where you were turned off or warned off; Tokyo, Rome, nowhere had the combination of money, power, the Horseguards, the galleries in Cork Street, the theatre, the street markets, and still remain a place you could, as Jen did, walk around feeling safe, along the Thames, through the cream-sculpted squares of Pimlico and Kensington, in and out the gamey alleyways of Covent Garden and Soho.

Cally came back on the phone, as usual with a question which denied that she had left her post for whatever fix.

“You still go out walking alone? Like on your own?”

“Yes.”

“No gun?”

“No gun. Nobody carries them over here.”

“Weird.”

Cally was definitely on something, but Jen let it slide. If you could not turn the occasional blind eye at 2.30 a.m. Pacific Time and eight thousand miles away, what sort of surrogate mother were you?

“You mean it’s like Disneyland?”

“No. No. It can be dirty. Litter and the traffic and –”

“Let me get this right. You walk alone, right? On your own, OK? How long, three months you been there – NOT ONE INCIDENT? Come on!”

“OK. One.”

“Ha!”

“But it wasn’t . . .”

“No! The truth. Lemme have it.”

Jen knew that it would be a disappointment but she did her best. This was the part of the ritual where she went into free flow and Cally said “Uh” or “Uh, uh” every so often. Nevertheless, as she was talking, she wondered why Cally did not switch on the horror movie channel for a much better frisson.

It had happened in the second week of her return to London. She was staying at the Savoy while her house was being revamped and, on a perfect early evening in September, decided to walk across Waterloo Bridge to meet Mark who was taking her to the National Theatre. The river flowed smoothly, ripe under the sun now lowering itself into position for the full blood Turner sunset over the Thames. River, country, life, all was well. The Houses of Parliament were glowing; to the east the dome of St Paul’s soared miraculously, still resisting the concrete siege towers which threatened it. An unusually long hot summer and the aftermath of a warm autumn had given the Brits an infusion of tranquillity and they drifted across the bridge most amiably, some still dressed in holiday clothes, holding on to the last.

“Any change?”

Jen was startled. She had scarcely noticed the youth sitting on the wall halfway down the steps leading from the bridge to the theatre. There was an aggressive tone which triggered her resistance. Then she remembered that she had no cash. Merely a few ten-pound notes and that was out of the question: too showy, disproportionate, and the youth looked neither gaunt nor cowed.

“I’m sorry. I’ve no change.”

“Bastard!”

Jen had stopped and faced up.

“Bastard! Rich bastard! Shit!”

Jen looked more closely and saw that the youth was a young woman, a girl. Eighteen? Nineteen? She would have been quite striking had the hair been washed, the face drained of its venom. Jen herself had arrived in London at about that age.

“Where does this hatred come from?” As soon as she uttered it, Jen was aware of the provocation the stilted question could cause, but she stood her ground as her enquiry set off a further jet of obscenities.

Cally’s “Uh, uh” intensified. “So you walked away?”

“No. For some reason I opened my purse and pulled out the notes, the money I was carrying.”

“Oh my God!”

“She lurched for it. I was going to – I think I was going to peel off a single one of the notes but she grabbed them all.”

“Oh my God!”

“And she shouted, ‘You rich bitch! You rich bitch!’”

“She was a dangerous person, Jen.”

“Then she ran away.”

“You were lucky.”

“I was furious with myself.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

Cally pressed her to go over it again, which Jen did, increasingly puzzled and angry that she had simply watched the girl leap down the steps towards the river and disappear into the concrete maze.

After Cally had rung off, the events of that evening continued to play on her mind. “She had an out-of-town accent,” Jen told Mark, as she retailed the experience in the interval, “not unlike my own when I first landed here.”

“We could never quite place yours,” Mark said.

“I took good care of that.”

After the play Jen had wanted to go and hunt for the girl in Cardboard City, just behind the National Theatre, next to the biggest complex of cultural buildings in the world, across the river from the Mother of Parliaments and, ponderous irony, more than a stroll to the City of London, spinner of fabled wealth . . . Under the Waterloo Bridge roundabout was a last refuge for the homeless, a shanty-town pummelled by juggernauts.

“It’s a sad place,” said Mark. “And a dangerous place. Not a place for sightseers.”

Jen had blushed. “Don’t go to Harlem in diamonds and pearls?”

“Something like that,” Mark had said, and she nodded.

“I’m getting fat,” Jen said. “Getting dumb.”

As if to make a point of not rubbing it in, Mark walked across the bridge with her. Arm-in-arm, they strolled down the Strand taking the long route to the small restaurant in Soho where he had booked for dinner. Jen had noticed the young people begging and the old people huddled in misery. In Mark’s company, though he said nothing, she felt it involved her.

They had stopped just before Charing Cross Station as an old woman had laid and re-laid newspapers, muttering aloud all the time. No arrangement, it seemed, would satisfy her. All the while she muttered, the words barely distinguishable. Her face was patched in scarlet, the lips blubbery as if turned inside out. Jen had been hypnotised and the woman had begun to direct her ravings at her. On top of several layers she wore a lilac coat styled long ago. “What a lovely colour,” Jen found herself saying.

As part of the ritual, the phone rang once more.

“Did you see her again?” Cally asked. “The girl. The thief.”

“No.”

“Did you look? Real hard look, I mean. C’mon, Jen.”

“No.”

“She threaten you?”

“She certainly spoke in a threatening manner.”

“Yeah, yeah, but I mean threaten. Like – in there. I’m pointing to my brain.”

“Perhaps she did. Clever old you. Rather tame by LA standards, I’m afraid.”

“Don’t let it worry you,” said Cally. “I’m tired now. Remember the dolphins, OK?” The conversation was over.

The dolphins were Cally’s solution to a “problem” which Jen had been unwise enough to hint at some time ago. That was the danger of letting Cally dictate the confessional terms of their conversations; and yet Jen realised that now and then she had to, or resentment would silt up their relationship. The “problem” was her primary reason for settling in England, although as yet she had made no move to solve it. She lay perfectly still, breathing deeply, holding her breath, breathing out slowly. Perhaps it was no bad thing for Cally to know that she too had a problem. And perhaps dolphins were the cure.

She snapped herself upright, dressed briskly in the minimalist art deco bedroom, and spent the next hour on the phone – first to Rudolf, who amused her – unwittingly – with his description of Lady Alfreda and her social cavortings, then to accountants and brokers in London – New York and Dallas would be contacted at the end of the afternoon.

The wealth of Mrs Lukas (her second marriage), still better known as “the tragic widow, Mrs Butterfield Jnr.”, was a subject of gossip and concern in all the magazine pages, which gnawed at people with money. Jen never gave interviews. She had been on the fringe of the list of the world’s twenty richest women for the last two years (she would pay to be excluded). Her initial independent fortune had been zero. Her earnings in television in New York, startling by ordinary standards, were piffling by the standards of the seriously rich. The Butterfield marriage and the tragedy that followed had left her heir to a substantial fortune but thereafter it had been consolidated by her own luck and skills.

Two major decisions had sent her into that revered, moneyed stratosphere – both questioned heavily at the time, the latter still regarded as very dubious. She had sold out all the Butterfield holdings in oil at what proved to be precisely the right time; and, through a personal contact with the fastest trader on the junk bond track, it was estimated she had at the very least quadrupled that fortune in a wild gamble. Recently her “personal contact” had appeared in a much publicised fraud case: another Eighties Icarus. But Jen had sold out some months before. Now, with the best advice, she played the world’s money markets and the cash grew somewhere in the region of half a million a day.

These daily rounds on the telephone were her real society. She had made no friends among the rich. Mark’s funny, loving call was all the personal contact she needed at present. Afterwards, as the weather was against flying, she went to the Vanderbilt for an hour’s tennis, where she was lucky to find her new (strictly tennis) acquaintance, a leggy and taciturn English aristo, who was about the same standard as she was. The two women enjoyed a real game after half-an-hour’s grind of professional coaching.

Lunch was to be her second attendance at the committee which was arranging a charity function to benefit Cardboard City. She had sought it out and tried to give a sum of money only. But the committee would have its day. Jen was selected to join and given to understand that this opportunity to give her time, money, energy and public commitment to the cause was a privilege. She had no wish to join. She had avoided all clubs and cliques, all groupings and select orders. She was the cat who walked alone. But the obscenities of the young girl under the bridge and the memories of the old woman making a home of newspapers had persuaded her. And if she disliked it, she told herself, she would put down more money and leave without any further explanation.

The first meeting had been more intriguing than she had anticipated – because of the people, as Mark had forecast. But she was not looking forward to this second round. They met in a house in Royal Avenue, Chelsea. There was a real lunch, not lettuce as would have been the menu in the States. At least four of the ladies were in their sixties, admitted it cheerfully, were comfortably stout, a little jowly and not unduly worried by it. They drank. One was a parrot-nosed marchioness of ancient Highland lineage – who had taken a great liking to Jen – and whose chief preoccupation was breeding and painting falcons, out of which, through browbeating her friends and mercilessly exploiting her title, she made what she called “an honest penny”. She, like Jen and one other, could have signed a cheque for the full amount targeted by the charity without a blink. She was given to imperious pronouncements. “Jews and Muslims give easily,” she had said at Jen’s first meeting, “Christians have to be tortured into it.” Another was the retired Mistress of a Cambridge college, “wildly intellectual” according to the marchioness, who teased her slyly. Another the wife of a newly knighted businessman whose business – she predicted hysterically – would fold spectacularly if the interest rates stayed as high as they were for one month longer. Her chainsmoking was not objected to: in New York, Jen thought, it would have been regarded as socially outrageous. They would have called the health department, alerted the fire department and contacted the gossip columns. There was the reconstructed wife of a retailing baron, now a Conservative, elected to the Lords by the Labour Party and lost in a jousting scrum of teasing Tory peers; the hostess, a hugely successful crime novelist with a policing conscience; a secretary-organiser; and Jen. The task would be to organise a gala evening for Cardboard City at Covent Garden which would raise between £100,000 and £150,000, to acquire temporary homes. Jen had enjoyed the mixture of sincerity and hypocrisy, the purely social and the social conscience, the Lady Bountiful and the hard-nosed modern businesswoman, the spread of good charitable feeling, the sense of society, the whole glorious shambollocks of it all, as she called it privately. But once, she thought, would prove enough. This second appearance was for London manners.

She put on her Burberry. That hit the tone. And sensible shoes. She told the chauffeur she would be down in three minutes. Remembering the dolphins, she smiled and began to hum. Perhaps London would be home. Perhaps Mark was the solution. Perhaps the fear would be met at last. Perhaps the sex would melt it down.

III

“’Ere! You. Quick!” Harry turned to see a boy not much above his own size but somehow elegant and fashionable, in a knowing way, outside Harry’s experience. “Quick!” the boy repeated, and added, dramatically, “The pigs!” Harry did not move. “The Ole Bill!” The odd boy pointed at two policemen strolling across Leicester Square towards the Crystal Rooms. “Cops!”

Harry scrambled upright and ran after the fast-retreating stranger. They came into a small square which was another world: Chinese writing above the shops, Chinese shoppers, an Oriental pavement congestion. Harry passed a shop out of whose window, hung with a score of bright brown varnished ducks, came such a strong waft of heat and tastiness that he wanted to stay there and feed on it but the older boy hurried him along, down through Gerrard Street and into Wardour Street where he stopped, looked around with exaggerated circumspection and pulled out a cigarette.

“Close fing,” he said, careful of a Cockney accent which Harry suspected to be fake, although he was too confused to be able to identify why. “Use ’ese?”

Harry shook his head. He tried to memorise the way back to the Crystal Rooms.

“Mine’s Doug.”

“Harry.”

“Nu te Lunnen?”

“Yes.”

“From ve Norf? Yeh?”

Harry nodded, unable to enter into a conversation, pains in the chest, breath short. The threat of the police had lifted the scab which had begun to form on his panic.

“Hello, young fella.”

“Deuce!” Doug gratefully acknowledged the arrival of a man who seemed to Harry to be about Jake’s age. Although it was still morning, Harry thought this man Deuce was dressed for a Saturday night out – glossy black shoes with a silver chain across them, a sharp grey suit, white shirt, tie and a scarf. His nails, Harry noticed, were gleaming clean. On the little finger of his left hand was a ring, like Jake’s but much golder and heavier-looking. A neat moustache gave him a rather sinister look, Harry thought.

The wind scuffled along the street, bitterly attacking ungloved hands, chapping cheeks, a warning wind – but Harry was too numb to feel it.

“I bin lookin’ at you,” the man said and Harry’s confusion deepened. “Down there. Outside that . . .”

“Crystal Rooms.” It was the first time Harry had said the words. They gave him comfort but also threatened to make him cry.

“Was you waitin’ for that . . . ?” Deuce paused, seeking, it seemed to Harry, to repair a temporary forgetfulness.

“Jake.” Harry checked a sob.

“Right. He was, correct me, about . . .” The man raised his hands expressively.

“Yes,” said Harry, “your height.”

“That’s right! And hair . . .”

“Black,” Harry nodded, helpfully.

“That’s the customer. From the North. Right?”

“Yes,” Harry said, his voice almost pleading for Jake, whom he knew had tried to do him harm. “That’s him.”

“He come to me. Didn’t he, Doug?”

“Yeah.” Doug pulled on his cigarette and coughed. Was the cough also a fake? Again Harry buried the suspicion but caught the eagerness to please in Doug’s manner, which in some way made him feel both equal and uneasy.

“He says, ‘Keep your eye out.’ Right, Doug?”

“Right.”

“‘There’s this boy,’ he says. Then he describes yourself – just as you are standing there. Doug?”

“To a ‘T’,” Doug confirmed. He’s afraid, Harry sensed. Afraid he’ll be struck. But Doug’s presence was secondary now. Deuce was the salvation. Deuce would decide his future.

“He says –” Deuce reached out, Doug passed him the cigarette, Deuce took a short puff and handed it back. “I’m giving them up,” he grimaced. “He says keep an eye out for that boy and tell him . . .” here the man hesitated, as if straining to recollect the precise message. Then he nodded, satisfied that he would not perjure his conscience.
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