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  ‘DON’T MIND IF I do.’ He copied her accent, exaggerating it. Most of the people at the table shrieked with

  laughter.




  ‘Shrieked’ was the right word, Iris thought, but what was so blooming funny?




  ‘Don’t mind if I do! Delicious. You ought to be on the radio, ITMA, isn’t it? Funny girl, it isn’t given to many to be attractive and amusing.’




  She wriggled in her chair uneasily. What he said, the man, was what her mother called a back-handed compliment, she knew, but what was so funny? ‘Don’t mind if I do’ was a

  polite and proper thing to say and just a bit saucy if you said it a bit knowing like.




  The man pinched her cheek, grinning. ‘What’s the other one? You know, from the same show, the old char says it. “Can I do you now, sir?” ’




  One of the other men – he was old too, at least forty – tried to put on a cockney accent. ‘Aren’t they marvellous, all those sayings. Real life, you know,

  everybody’s got a char like that, a cleaner who “does”, and what would we do without them, eh?’




  ‘Oh, do stop, Charlie. You’ll be calling them the salt of the earth next.’




  That was the rather frightening woman, very black hair, very blue eyes, not nice blue though. Not really dressed up but the black suit fitted her all over and, although her neckline was dull

  – just pearls and only one string – it all worked somehow and made the other women look too planned and uncomfortable.




  Now she knew what they were going on about, the old char character in ITMA. She knew it was a mistake, another mistake, like ‘pleased to meet you’. She was going to try and

  keep her trap shut till she got the hang of everything. And where was her champagne then? The man who’d imitated her had said, ‘Would you like a glass of champagne?’ and she

  would.




  ‘As I said,’ she piped up. ‘Champagne? Don’t mind if I do.’ This time she overdid the accent, mimicking her Auntie June, and pushed her glass forward. There was a

  little titter but they had all gone on to something else.




  The man on her left whispered, ‘That, Miss Winston, is your wine glass. Burgundy, to be exact.’




  The way he looked at her she knew he’d twigged. She could tell he knew all about her.




  He signalled the waiter to bring a glass and champagne ‘for Madam’. He seemed to find her funny to look at. He was smiling. Quite nice, but too much, that smile.




  ‘So, Iris Winston, when did you come out? Or are you too young? Young women behave in such an extraordinary way today. They go out before they come out.’




  She listened to this, interested. It was like a foreign language, what with their toff voices and everything. ‘When did I come out? About half past eight. Why?’




  ‘Not very funny, Nick, and not very kind. Take no notice of him, Iris, and drink your champagne. Happy New Year.’ The woman raised her glass.




  Iris raised hers then waited. The woman started drinking and didn’t seem to want to clink glasses so that was probably ‘not done’ too.




  What a most wonderful, wonderful evening; warm, nice, pretty restaurant and all she was learning. It was like stuff in olden days that young ladies would learn in Switzerland,

  and books and women’s magazines. She’d read all about it. And the elocution teacher at school, she’d known. Finishing off school. Those who went, though, were already ladies so it

  was a bit of a waste. If you were posh, you must know it all, anyway. Maybe the woman was nice really and just looked hard and grown-up. Not much older than herself probably, though certain

  to be twenty or more.




  She took a small sip of the champagne and then a bigger one. ‘I like it. This is really nice, lovely.’




  ‘Do you prefer it to Bollinger?’




  ‘Stop it, Nick. Just stop it. You are a bitch, we all know that. It isn’t necessary to advertise the fact.’




  Iris drank again, shutting her eyes and smiling. ‘If he’s teasing, don’t worry, I don’t mind.’ She finished her glass and lightly hit his arm. ‘Anyhow, I

  don’t know what he’s talking about because I’ve never had champagne before. Yes, please.’ She nodded to the waiter hovering discreetly within her eyeline with the

  bottle.




  The woman had turned her attention to the man on her right, and was looking away from them.




  ‘What’s her name, please?’ Iris indicated with an elaborate gesture. ‘She’s nice.’




  ‘Betty. Betty Bailey, although she prefers to be known as Bébé.’




  ‘Baby? Good God!’




  ‘No, not Baby, Bébé – BB – see?’




  ‘No, I don’t. What is it and tell me slow. Baby? or BBC? I don’t get it. Are you having me on again?’




  ‘Ssh. I can’t, she’s too near. Tell you later. But you are Iris and I am Nicholas.’




  ‘How do you do,’ she said carefully with pride. No ‘pleased to meet you’!!




  ‘Who did you come with, Iris?’




  ‘No one really.’




  ‘Ah . . . I see. Then who are you going home with?’




  ‘How do I know? Depends, doesn’t it?’




  ‘On what?’




  She wondered why he looked worried. ‘If anyone lives near Kilburn.’




  ‘You live in Kilburn?’




  ‘Yes. So it’s either that or there’s a bus stops outside Lyons in the Strand at half past one. Well, five and twenty to two actually but safer to say half past.’




  ‘Oh yes. Much safer.’ He was laughing at her again, but so what. ‘You know I’ve got a feeling . . .’ he looked around the table, ‘that nobody here lives near

  Kilburn, though Charlie might be going, or could go that way if he’s going out to his place in Northants.’




  They both looked at Charlie, red-faced with his thinning, blond hair damp and stuck to his head showing the pink scalp beneath. He was shouting limericks across the table vainly seeking a rhyme

  for ‘Stoke Poges’, but succeeding with ‘A young man in a punt’.




  ‘Oooh, lovely. I hope he is going there.’




  ‘On second thoughts the bus might be safer. At half past one or five and twenty to two.’




  ‘Is he a bad driver then, when he’s had a skinful?’




  ‘My cousin is a bad driver at all times, he’s a bad man altogether.’




  ‘Doesn’t seem like it.’




  Around the table everybody seemed so jolly. Not like her dad who just got sad after a night out, sad and grumpy, or her Uncle Syd who liked to ‘sort out a few of the

  lads’ when in drink and, with no lads around, her Auntie Rita would do. Maybe it was beer that made the difference. ‘What do you think, Nicholas? Do you think it would be a better world

  if everybody drank champagne instead of beer?’




  He laughed and put his hand out to stop her drinking. ‘That’s probably enough champagne, however delicious – we will probably be having some fairly decent wine with

  dinner.’




  ‘I shouldn’t drink any more anyway. It’s very expensive isn’t it, and I don’t know who’s paying.’ She sat back comfortably in her chair. ‘This is

  heaven, isn’t it? This room, all clean and pink and silver; someone else doing the cooking and the washing up. No worry about rations and coupons. All laughing and nice with each other and,

  lucky me, at the end of the table against the wall – no one to have to talk to on my right.’




  ‘Iris, look at me.’




  ‘Yes, Nick.’




  ‘You look rather like Audrey Hepburn, you know.’




  ‘Of course I do, you chump. I’m thin, no bust or not much, lots of dark eyebrows. You’ve got to look like somebody, haven’t you, and I can’t be Virginia Mayo or

  Diana Dors, I think she’s going to be a big film star . . . Ooh, look. Lovely, shrimps and salad cream.’




  ‘You are a dear.’




  She picked up a rather thin fork after checking to see what Betty was using and started her prawn cocktail.




  ‘I wonder who you were provided for,’ he thought.




  Upstairs in the club some of the party had drifted away to join other people, and two or three groups of diners from downstairs had amalgamated. Tables were pushed together;

  small intimacies had been formed; new love affairs seemed on the horizon. But at the same tables, the newly-made couples were flanked by boisterous men and shrill young women. Alcohol had subdued a

  few into glassy-eyed self-sufficiency. Mostly though, the same alcohol had produced a noisy need for company.




  Iris sat on a red and white striped banquette, her back against the wall. She was nearly a part of the long table on her right and not quite part of the group at the table on her left. Without

  the anchor of Nick and Bébé, she was a bit at sea. Covering the awkward sense of not really belonging but not being totally unwelcome, she put on her perky ‘I’m fine,

  don’t worry about me’ face. There was a small band playing such lovely tunes; all the latest and the nicest of the old ones too, the kind that made you want to cry without knowing why.

  Even Mum would have liked the music, they were the sort of songs she sang when doing the washing, keeping time with the scrubbing brush on the wash-board.




  Turning to the right, she tried to look interested and casual. Should she join in the chat, or would that be rude without being introduced? She had turned down the offer of a drink, not knowing

  who would be coughing up for it. So far there was no way of joining in anyhow, talk was of the Festival of Britain and what a scream it was. Nobody had liked it but she couldn’t figure out

  why. Holidays had come up; all of them had been abroad – France, Switzerland, even America. Food was better there than here, she learned, and they all had advice about getting round the rule

  of only so much money allowed to be taken. More than what Butlin’s had cost Mum and Dad for a whole week. Not that that little bit of information would have interested them!




  She turned back to watch the dancing. The floor was crowded so people had to dance very close, some more than others. Not much room to do anything fancy. The band was playing some songs from

  South Pacific. Maybe they’d play her favourite, one of her top favourites of all time, ‘Some Enchanted Evening’. That’s how she knew she would fall in love with a

  stranger across the room. It would needs be a small room on account of her dodgy eyes, and the stranger wouldn’t fall for her if she was wearing glasses.




  A very beautiful blonde girl, her chair tilted, was leaning against the wall singing softly with ‘Bali Hai’. She was very pale and made up very old-fashioned; shiny dark lipstick and

  no eye make-up, or no doe-eyes anyway, just glossy lids. In front of her on the table was a silver compact. Once she’d had a look at herself in its little mirror and tidied her eyebrows,

  which was pointless as far as Iris could see. She didn’t have any. Only a narrow, pale brown arch, which was drawn on. Now she picked up the compact again, opened it ever so carefully and

  took out a tiny silver something, maybe a spoon, like a mustard spoon. She scooped up a bit of the face-powder which was white – no wonder the girl was pale – and shoved it up her nose!

  How absolutely thrilling. It was like the pictures; that was definitely not face-powder. It was opium. Or something like that. The band ended ‘Bali Hai’ and went smoothly into

  ‘Some Enchanted Evening’.




  ‘Oh, lovely, that’s one of my favourites,’ she exclaimed.




  ‘In that case I must take you round the floor.’ The man sitting next to the blonde pushed the table out and stood up. He was huge; tall and with a big stomach. His jacket, navy blue

  velvet, was unbuttoned and his trousers, on red braces, were suspended above his stomach. ‘Right, one of your favourites, little girl. Come on.’ He pulled her up and led her to the

  dance-floor, putting his hand around her upper arm. ‘They meet.’ He stopped, looking at his hand on her arm. ‘They meet, my fingers meet.’ She examined her upper arm. Same

  old arm but he sounded quite surprised and very pleased. ‘So what?’ she said.




  The way he took her round the floor was a bit of a surprise. Considering as how he must have weighed a ton and a half he was very light on his feet. It was a foxtrot and he did it properly.

  There was something a bit tangoish about the way he did his reverses but he was such a tidy dancer, there was even room for twirls. Judging it ever so neatly, as the band slowed down for the change

  of tune, he steered her into a corner. ‘Now then, what’s your name and how old are you under all that make-up?’ There was no time to answer either question. The drummer started a

  slow drum roll, and the band-leader started counting down the seconds of the last minute of nineteen fifty-one, being shouted down by everybody, ‘Fifty-eight, fifty-seven, fifty-six,

  fifty-five . . .’ The lights were dimming; people were standing and beginning to link crossed arms all round the room. ‘Thirty-three, thirty-two, thirty-one, thirty . . .’ How

  wonderful! This was it. She was at a party. A proper New Year’s Eve do. Lucky Iris!




  ‘Better than Trafalgar Square, isn’t it?’ she shouted up to the man’s big moon face.




  ‘What, little girl?’




  Excited, she crossed her arms and held up her hand to him, the lights were almost out now. ‘Sixteen, fifteen, fourteen . . .’ He took her hand and pressed it against the fly of his

  trousers, and bending down whispered, ‘Rub my cock, little girl, and call me uncle.’




  She snatched her hand away, shrinking from him. ‘Three, two, one.’ A huge cheer rose from the crowd, the lights were out, balloons descended from the ceiling and, after a

  second’s pause, the crooner started to sing. ‘Should auld acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind . . .’ It was next year – and she wasn’t linked, would that

  bring her bad luck?




  ‘Happy New Year, Iris.’ Someone had taken her hand on the left; the lights were fully up again.




  ‘Oh, thanks ever so, Nick. Happy New Year, to you and all . . . We’ll take a cup of kindness yet, for the sake of auld lang syne.’ Holding his hand, she beamed at everybody she

  could see, joining in the singing. Somebody gave her a glass of pink champagne.




  ‘Don’t look so concerned, Iris. It’s on the house.’




  ‘Oooh, how smashing.’ She took a swig. ‘Lovely. Here, you’ll never ever guess what that disgusting fat old shit did – or what he said. I can’t believe it.

  Cheeky bloody sod, beg pardon.’




  ‘I saw what he did, poor you, but what did he say?’




  ‘Well, not very nice, don’t like repeating it really. Well, all right then. He said . . . he said . . .’ She was laughing. ‘He said . . .’




  ‘What? Come on. If you’re laughing the old shit can’t be that disgusting.’




  ‘He said . . . Oh, I am silly. I can’t stop laughing. I can’t get it out.’




  ‘Is that what he said, “I can’t get it out”?’




  The girl had laughed till her mascara ran, and pushing her hand against her mouth had smudged the lipstick too. She was a mercurial creature, Nick thought. Downstairs at dinner

  she had been uncomfortable and boisterous in turn, throwing in quite bravely her comic opinions and flinching at any sense of social gaffes. Dancing she had been quite joyous, then trapped in the

  corner, tragic. It was as well the poor child could laugh. Beastie Baldwin, her disgusting old sod, had a taste for young meat that was usually met by the little chicks at Madame Fonselle’s,

  runaways sometimes, but more often the children of her ‘girls’.




  ‘All right. I’m all right now. Are you ready?’




  Nick nodded.




  ‘He said, wait for it, he said, “Rub my cock and call me uncle.” There, what do you think of that?’




  ‘Oh God, Iris. What a way to start the new year.’




  Those who’d paired off had gone. The Bébé woman had gone, Mr Fat had gone, thank Christ, and now she would have to go. It was gone one and she’d be

  hard pushed to get down to the bus unless she went right now. It would be nice to thank the man, Patrick, who’d invited her, but he’d gone too. Hardly saw him all night. But he had

  smiled and waved a couple of times. Never alone, she’d seen him skipping from group to group. It would be nice to stay here in the warm, but needs must . . . At the door she turned, hoping to

  catch Nick’s eye. She could ask him about her coat; would sixpence be right for the tip? He was still standing by the piano, talking to the crooner.




  ‘Bye bye,’ she mouthed, waving.




  He caught her up on the stairs. ‘Of course, it’s the witching hour coming up, isn’t it? Five and twenty minutes to two.’ Hurriedly feeling in his pocket he pulled out

  some money. ‘Look, take a taxi.’ He pushed a note at her.




  ‘Nickelarse, Nickelarse, are you dumping me for a bitch?’ the singer called from the top of the stairs. ‘And paying her?’




  Embarrassed, she pushed his hand away. ‘He isn’t paying me and I don’t suppose he’d dump a handsome bloke like you.’




  ‘Oops, thanking you.’ He skipped down the stairs. ‘Why don’t we, Nickelarse; me, you, and Miss Tinribs here, all go to the Corner House for breakfast and then –

  where do you live, darling?’




  ‘Kilburn.’




  ‘Perfect, darling. You can drop me off in Maida Vale and take the old man’s darling on to Kilburn.’




  ‘I would love that, if it isn’t too inconvenient. Yes, please.’ But Nick was disappointed, she could tell. ‘Actually, no, no, I ought to go home and anyhow, I don’t

  want to be a goosegog.’




  ‘A goosegog?’




  ‘A gooseberry, three’s company, two’s none. You two go off to Lyons’ and drop me outside. I’ll just about catch my bus. I’ll be all right, honest.’




  Nick shrugged ruefully, resigned to the fact that his on-again off-again affair with Bobby was off, for tonight. ‘Iris. You are not going home on New Year’s Eve on the bus. We will

  have breakfast, the three of us, and I will take you both home. And that is that.’




  Her eyes were wide with anxiety as he collected her coat. ‘Should I give her a sixpence?’ she whispered. ‘Or is that not enough?’




  ‘I’ll deal with it, don’t worry. What’s the matter? Put the coat on, for Christ’s sake. It’s freezing.’




  ‘I don’t feel the cold,’ she said automatically.




  Outside in Park Lane they waited for the door-man to bring the car.




  ‘Funny, you camp little thing, that you don’t feel the cold but you’re shivering.’ Bobby pulled the coat off her arms and draped it over her shoulders, lifting her hair

  over the collar. ‘You know, you’ve got bona riah. And – may I ask – where did you get the coat, pray? It’s a schoolboy’s, isn’t it? Get you, Ada. You like

  young trade, don’t you?’




  ‘I ate a lot of dinner, but a coffee would be smashing.’




  ‘Not here it wouldn’t, chicory and gravy browning – Camp coffee.’




  ‘Isn’t that nice then? Isn’t it . . . right? That’s what we have at home. Though to tell the truth, we hardly ever have coffee of any kind, it’s just for

  show.’




  She was just a little bit drunk, Nick could see, and even more ingenuous. Patrick had found her somewhere. Patrick the pander, Patrick the pusher, Patrick the pimp. Clever of him, quite a change

  from the usual.




  ‘What are you thinking, Nickelarse, and what are you having? I am having – baked beans on toast and an orangeade.’ Bobby ordered his simple food with a flourish, implying the

  choice of champagne and caviare.




  ‘Just a coffee for me, please.’




  The waitress tapped her pad impatiently. ‘And sir?’




  Nick didn’t reply. She let the pencil drop to hang from the string at her waist and started to go.




  ‘Two poached eggs on toast and tea.’




  She turned, wrote it down without looking at him and trudged slowly away.




  ‘Can’t think why they call them Nippies.’




  ‘Really, you two. Lyons’ is known for its tea. Lyons’ Tea. You don’t hear people talking about Lyons’ Coffee – or – Lyons’ Orangeade.’




  ‘I need the orangeade to put in my gin, darling, see?’ Bobby revealed a half bottle of gin in his inside jacket pocket.




  ‘Don’t take on, Nick, please,’ Iris begged. ‘Tea is all I ever get at home so it’s a change, even if it does taste like Bisto or gnat’s piss.’




  Nick smiled. ‘Do you know what a putto is, Iris?’




  ‘Is that north-country for putty?’




  ‘It’s what you look like when you’re cross, a bad-tempered cherub.’




  ‘I dunno about that.’ And she didn’t. Was it a compliment or not?




  ‘What do you think, Bobby? She’s a diamond in the rough, isn’t she? An unpolished jewel.’




  She brightened up. ‘Oh, it’s a compliment, is it?’ She sipped her coffee. ‘You’re right, it does taste like gravy only bitter – that must be the gnat’s

  piss.’




  ‘How did it happen? An accident. Not a real one, chance. You see, Nick, I’d been standing at a bus-stop one evening, December, just after Christmas Eve. I go on the

  bus up to the West End – Regent Street preferably, somewhere up west. I love it. It’s very grown up. I sit on top sometimes and smoke a cigarette nicked from my dad. Best of all is

  about half past six. There are more people about. Going home, going to work, going for a night out. Lots of people in pubs, men mostly, young men who can spend their money on a beer instead of the

  wife and kids. And quite a lot of blokes who have whisky money.’




  She settled down in the comfort of the warm car. She liked telling her stories but hardly ever got the chance.




  ‘Mostly I go on my own and just walk and look or I’ll walk all sort of busy as if I was going to work or as if I was going home after work. And I imagine people looking at me, men,

  wanting to say, “Like a coffee, miss?” Yanks was what I used to be most interested in. “Got any gum, chum?” “Hi, honey, you wanna soda?” Nobody did. Not any of

  that. I don’t look the sort. It was all bollocks anyway. Films. Lies from older cousins. Bollocks.




  ‘Sometimes, three or four times to tell the truth, I went somewhere and actually ate dinner – something to eat in the evening – with my friend Beryl. I never had the money for

  that, so she had to pay, and she hardly ever had the money either. She worked at the Kardomah coffee place in the Kings Road. She paid for me, though, because she couldn’t go out on her own,

  not likely. On top of that, she paid for me because when we were in the cafés, men would give me the eye, on account of my clothes I suspect, and she then would get a glance too. She

  didn’t mind. Not at all, very practical. The places we went were nicer than pubs, yes, nicer class of people. Christ, I sound like my mum. It was Lyons’ Corner House and the Quality

  Inn. It all worked out for her, she got what she wanted. We let a man and his mother share our table at Lyons’. He got talking to me, quite nice I suppose. He’d got a good position in

  the linen department at Marshall and Snelgroves. A bit weak though. A bit fat and soft, a bit . . . oh, you know. Beryl got talking to his mother meanwhile. She insisted on buying us our coffee.

  Beryl looked more of a safe bet than me, all in grey, medium length, touch of white – that sort of thing. Me, I’d got my circular felt skirt on, peacock blue, very tight waist, and very

  tight polo-neck black woolly jumper. And that was that. They got married three months later.’




  ‘I think I’d like your felt skirt, Iris. Peacock blue! Go on.’




  ‘Where was I? Standing at the bus-stop, right. Well, it was raining, pouring. There was a big lorry parked so I couldn’t see what was coming and it was a request stop so I had to

  keep stepping out in the road to have a look. There were a couple of people looking for taxis. Not many about. All taken because of the rain. I popped into the road to have another look for my bus

  and a taxi stopped – for me! I laughed and was going to wave him on when a man came up to me, well-dressed gent. He’d been trying to get a taxi for ages, pissed off he was. So I said,

  “Go on, it’s yours.” Then the driver said, “No it ain’t, it’s yours, miss.” He felt sorry for me I reckon because I was wet and at least the gent had an

  umbrella. Well, the upshot was, he pushed me in the cab and said if I dropped him off he’d pay for wherever I was going. Blimey! I was over the moon, Iris’s lucky day. The driver said

  OK by him as long as the man saw me right. He was well-spoken, lovely clothes, a bit like George Sanders, very sophisticated. Not much time for a chat, just “Where are you going” and

  “awful weather”, but he was looking at me, not cheeky, serious-looking. Then he asked my name, which I told him, and, if you please, my telephone number, which I didn’t.

  Couldn’t. Hadn’t got one. I told him, in an emergency next door would take a message then we’d go to the corner telephone box and ring.




  ‘He got out in a little street off Portman Square. Really nice, small houses, not properly paved – the street, very dinky houses, I don’t know, like big dolls’ houses. In

  any case, he kept his word. When I got home the taxi-driver told me he’d paid for the whole way and there was change. For me! He had already seen the driver all right so my divvy was three

  pounds. He gave it me all in half-crowns. I can tell you that was one of the best things that had happened to me, ever.




  ‘Then, I didn’t think about anything coming from it, anything else. Nothing could. He wouldn’t remember my name, why should he? That’s all. I hadn’t said my surname

  even. So I went to work a couple of times when asked, a sort of snack-bar trying to be a coffee bar. I only stand in when regular staff can’t. They don’t consider me up to the mark, not

  enough “Here’s your coffee – swing away haughty on your high-heels, like it or lump it” sort of thing.




  ‘So tonight came with the family in, all listening to the wireless. There was a chance that Beryl and her young man and I would all go to the Quality Inn in Regent Street to eat our

  supper, with perhaps a friend of Beryl’s friend, who was an assistant buyer in drapery at Marshall and Snelgrove. And then we would all walk down to Trafalgar Square. Nothing said definite

  but, just in case, I curled my fringe and put on a full make-up. We all sat there and bickered. Dad trying to get the reception better and making it worse, Mum moaning in advance about Dad getting

  a few too many pints down, Sam asking them to shut up so he could listen. I was keeping an ear open in case Beryl did come by and knock on the door. Then, lo and behold, round about eight

  o’clock, next door walked in, straight in to the lounge. She’d fished the key out from the letter-box.




  ‘“Couldn’t you hear me? I’ve been knocking for ages,” she said.




  ‘Liar. I’d been listening like a hawk. Anyway.




  ‘“Emergency they said, a gentleman, very nicely spoken. ‘Sorry to bother. Could I speak to Iris?’ ”




  ‘Well, of course, it was him. “Last minute party,” he said. “Dinner and dancing!”




  ‘The car came so quick he must have known I’d say yes. Clothes were no problem because I have no clothes. I invented and hoped it would do. This is my school gym-slip, dark blue,

  pleated. No blouse underneath. Blue belt from Mum’s mac round my hips and twinkly earrings, huge, pinned to each shoulder, see? And lots more make-up, specially doe-eyes, see?’




  ‘Yes, indeed.’




  ‘I didn’t look like Barbara Goalen, but I’d do. There wasn’t a coat in the family that would do so I took Sam’s new school raincoat bought much too big and which

  he’d have to wear till much too small. It didn’t fit but I’d carry it over my arm, all casual. If anyone mentioned it, like “Put your coat on it’s cold”,

  I’d say I never felt the cold. I’m always saying that, for the reason I never waste much money on coats. After all, you don’t wear them all evening. But I do feel the cold and one

  day I’m going to have more than just one coat that has to do for everything, you know?




  ‘When he saw me come out the driver started to open the door next to him but I stood my ground and waited by the rear door, the rear nearside door. I know about that from the pictures.

  I’d brought a Senior Service with me. Dad had been given a couple of packets for Christmas, a change from his usual roll-ups, so I lit it when we’d got up West, near where we were

  going. I thought I’d be smoking and sophisticated when I handed my coat to the hat-check girl – or is that only in America? Anyway, it drew quite quick, and we were held up in the

  crowds walking all linked and singing, at Hyde Park Corner. By the time we got to the restaurant, this’ll make you laugh, more than half of it had gone and when I got out of the car, the ash

  had fallen all down my front, showing up of course on the navy. So, I looked like a right fag-ash-Lil. And the rest you know, Nick, you were there. Didn’t we have the most lovely

  time?’




  ‘Did we? What about your parents, didn’t they mind, a girl of your age going out with total strangers, a man they had never met?’




  ‘No, they didn’t ask, most likely thought it was Beryl as arranged.’




  ‘And getting back at four in the morning – that won’t disturb them?’




  ‘I won’t disturb them and if I do they won’t give a monkey’s. I’ll let myself in and, in case they hear the door, I’ll pull the toilet chain so they’ll

  think it was that.’




  He waited till the heavy front doors were closing and called, ‘Iris.’ She turned.




  ‘Would you like to see a show?’




  She nodded and with a shy little smile, said, ‘Don’t mind if I do.’




  Don’t mind if I do. That was when he had first noticed her. Funny girl.




  
 





  CHAPTER TWO
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  ‘I GOT YOU A bloater for your tea.’




  ‘Me? What did you get the others?’




  ‘Bloaters. You got a funny half hour on?’




  ‘I hate bloaters, I hate the smell. Anyway, I had my lunch at the coffee bar and because I’m new I got my break last; didn’t eat till three, so I’m not hungry.’




  ‘You ought to stand up straight, Iris, and stop pulling those faces. One day they’ll be permanent. What did you have to eat?’




  ‘Stuffed cabbage.’




  ‘Stuffed cabbage? What did they stuff it with?’




  ‘Christ, Mum, I don’t know.’




  ‘You don’t know, and you ate it?’




  ‘Well it wasn’t stuffed with bloaters.’




  ‘You get more like your father every day.’




  ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’




  ‘I’ve never in my life stuffed a cabbage, I don’t see the point.’




  ‘Yes, well, that’s because you’re not Austrian.’




  ‘What’s that got to do with it?’




  ‘The café – is – called – the – Café – Vienna, Mum. Vienna – is – the – capital – of – Austria. See?’




  ‘I still don’t see any point in stuffing a cabbage.’




  ‘Bloody hell!’




  ‘Language, Iris, please.’




  She wandered into her bedroom, colder in there. Buttoning up her cardigan, she went back into the kitchen. ‘Is that kettle on for tea, Mum?’




  ‘If you want to make it. I’ve got the ironing to do, unless you want to do it, miss?’




  ‘Yes, I’ll do it. Don’t look so surprised, it will warm me up.’




  The washing was suspended from the ceiling on the wooden clothes horse. Loosening the cord, she lowered it. ‘On second thoughts, I’ll do it tomorrow.’ She folded the sheets,

  shirts, pillow cases, underwear and kitchen cloths neatly. ‘I’ll put it in my room till tomorrow.’




  ‘And why, pray? Here’s your tea.’




  ‘So as it doesn’t smell of bloaters, of course.’




  Her mother banged the cup down, spilling the tea in the saucer. ‘Iris, I’m warning you, no more of your lip. If you so much as mention the bleeding word bloater I’ll . .

  .’




  ‘Language . . .’ Iris dodged the slap but couldn’t rescue her tea.




  ‘Honestly, Mum! You’ve knocked my tea over all the washing. All your hard work up the spout. All that washing and scrubbing, rinsing and wringing out, all that mangling, all that

  folding, all that . . .’ Her mother’s normally pallid face had two red blotches on the cheeks. ‘Sorry. Honestly, Mum. I’m sorry. I’ll rinse it through and iron it

  tomorrow.’




  Her room was icy cold to sit in and cold to look at. Black curtains; there from the war. Green and grey wallpaper; there from forever – there from when they moved in.

  Bits of dark green carpet on the cracked, brown lino. One small, hard armchair covered in worn, green rexine, and yet a different green piece of material strung up on a line to conceal the hooks on

  the wall that served as her wardrobe. The only quite nice thing in the room was her kidney-shaped dressing table, given to her when her gran died, and in that, the drawers were missing. Used for

  firewood her dad said. Things must have been truly awful in those days. Not that much better today. After her lovely, most wonderful night out – nothing. Two weeks gone by. Was that it, then?

  Was that all she was ever going to have? New Year’s Eve. NEW YEAR’S EVE FULL STOP. HERE LIES THE BODY OF IRIS WINSTON. 1934 – NEW YEAR’S EVE. R.I.P.




  ‘Iris, Iris!’




  She unlocked the door. ‘What?’




  ‘I have been knocking and calling . . . Were you asleep? Anyway, there’s a note for you.’ It was more of a letter size than a note. Cream paper, thick, in a stiff envelope.

  ‘It was brought by a man – in a hat – more of a driver than a man.’ Her mother hovered, too excited to hide it under her usual indifference.




  ‘He’s waiting, he’s got to wait he said, either for you or a reply. Well? Well, Iris?’




  ‘Tell him I’ll be about half an hour – please.’




  ‘Except for being so washed out you don’t look half bad.’ That’s what her mother had said, but she was holding her own here, chiefly because none of the

  other women were under thirty. Nearer to forty – or even fifty – to look at them. They were all wives in the main, just herself and another girl weren’t, although she could have

  been a wife like the others from the way she looked, proper and respectable, tidy. They had started off not being friendly; not rude, but not very sociable. It wasn’t easy to get the hang of

  what was going on. She was here to make up for someone leaving; bit of an upset, it was a birthday party and nobody wanted thirteen at table. It had been a relief to sit down. The gin and Dubonnet

  was a mistake, or was the whisky and ginger ale a mistake? Whatever. She wasn’t quite drunk, but definitely tipsy. The trouble was, standing at the bar, trying to fit in, she kept saying,

  ‘I’ll have the same,’ but as everybody was drinking different things, she’d had a right funny old mixture.




  They had all eased up a bit, having a laugh at her, when she’d asked the man at the head of the table, ‘What sort of captain did your friend say you were? Army or navy? Or

  airforce?’ After the laugh he’d explained, ho-ho-ho, he was a ‘captain of industry’. Then she’d gone back to eating what she would call brawn but they called

  pâté. It kept her occupied, and she listened, waiting for someone to say something so she could join in. Some hope!




  The wives across the table were talking about television. Three hundred thousand people had them, amazing, it was really catching on.




  ‘Excuse me.’ She put her elbows on the table. ‘Can I ask you a question? I’ve never seen one, nobody I know has got one, how big is the box, please? Is it ever so big?

  Our radiogram at home fills up the corner of the lounge, so, if you’ve got to squash in all the stuff for the picture as well, it must be really big.’




  ‘Well . . . er . . .’ The woman she’d spoken to seemed a bit flummoxed. ‘Ours is roughly three foot square, I’d say.’




  ‘Right. Not bad. So, does it have the wireless, the voice part, all in with it, or does that come separate?’




  The woman was laughing now but quite nice with it. ‘Ours comes separate, the wireless, I mean.’




  ‘Right, so, you switch on the picture, and the voices and music come separately out of the wireless then. If it’s that complicated, in my opinion it’s never going to catch

  on.’




  ‘No, no, dear girl.’ The captain of industry spoke slowly and clearly. ‘The television set comes with picture and sound all in the same container. The sound synchronized with

  the picture – is that clear?’




  Trying to imagine it, she stared at him intently. ‘Are you telling me that people speak as you’re looking at them, and they are in the television place, and all that comes out into

  the air and goes into three hundred thousand boxes all at the same time?’




  ‘That’s exactly what happens. You just ask your boyfriend, he’ll explain.’ He looked around the table to identify somebody who might be her boyfriend. ‘Or your

  father.’




  She looked too. Her father? How could he be here? And she hadn’t got a boyfriend. ‘Just a minute.’ Confused, she waved her hands to get his attention. ‘Where are the

  others, please?’ She hadn’t noticed before but there were only ten people.




  ‘Others?’




  ‘Yes, Patrick said I was a last-minute thing. Someone had dropped out, or pushed off really after an argy-bargy, and it made it only thirteen, and I was the lucky fourteen.’

  They were all giving her a real once-over now – not talking, not drinking, not eating. ‘See?’ she said, not with much hope that they would.




  ‘Aah, I think I see.’ The woman opposite smiled gently at her. ‘You are with the wrong party . . . Iris . . . was it? I did wonder, so did you, didn’t you,

  Deirdre?’




  Iris sat frozen. ‘I’m ever so sorry. How awful of me. Patrick said everybody was at the bar and that I . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry, dear. Robert, have a word with Mr Stavras. Find out where this child should be.’




  ‘But, I feel, well, so terrible. I’ve eaten all that pâté and toast – and the drinks at the bar. Let’s see. I had three shorts, yes. I must give you

  something towards it. Would half a crown cover it, do you think? Oh, I do beg your pardon.’ Near to tears she stood up. ‘Beg pardon everybody, please. I’d best just go home.

  I’ve spoiled absolutely everybody’s night out.’




  ‘Not ours. I have enjoyed talking to you.’ The captain beckoned the head waiter.




  ‘You’re only saying that, being polite.’




  ‘No, no.’




  ‘I’ve been the odd man out here and brought bad luck to someone else.’




  ‘You should be upstairs, miss, with the Welford party.’ The waiter led her away. Through the laughter that exploded behind her she heard someone say, ‘Poor child, a lamb being

  led to the slaughter.’




  First thing she wanted was a drink. ‘Thanks,’ she said, accepting the wine being offered by a rather floppy-looking young man. ‘Where were you sitting before? I don’t

  remember you, sweetie-pie.’ He put his clammy hand on her shoulder, sliding his fingers under the cap sleeve and fingering the strap of her brassiere. ‘I usuary, usarilly, notice all

  the crumpet.’




  Wriggling away from him, she topped his glass of wine up. ‘Here. Cheers! What’s your name?’




  ‘Yes, what’s in a name?’




  ‘Well, my name’s Iris.’




  ‘Oh, aaah, you are for me. You – friend of Patrick’s?’




  ‘Yes, why?’




  ‘He, he said.’ The boy drank the wine, a little dribble of red staining his chin. ‘Can’t remember what he said. What’s your name?’




  ‘It’s Iris.’




  He put his face close to hers, frowning. ‘Cyrus? What? Bloody funny name for a piece of crumpet. Muffin. Muff-diver, that’s me. Never understood crumpet. Crump-diver? No.’ She

  shifted slightly along the banquette. ‘Lizzie was here at first, and then she wasn’t. She pissed off – cross. Not pissed though. Oh no. I was, I think so, and ’cause

  I was pissed, she pissed off. And . . . I was all alone. Bad luck.’ Gloomily, he lifted the bottle of wine. ‘It keeps going, this wine.’




  ‘Cheer up.’ Taking the bottle from him, she gently eased him back, but he grabbed his glass and drained it.




  ‘So I decided to get drunk. And tell you what, I have very nearly succeeded.’




  He picked up a napkin and covered his mouth.




  ‘Quick, take him to the gents’, he’s being sick.’ She prodded the young man sitting opposite with one arm hanging heavily on a girl’s shoulder.




  ‘Oh, Christ. One good reason never to dine with children who don’t know how to drink.’




  Watching him stagger across the room holding his friend, drinking wasn’t an art he’d accomplished either.




  What a bloody evening. Standing outside the restaurant in the freezing cold waiting for a taxi, holding up this horrible boy smelling of the vomit that flecked his dark jacket.

  There was a bit on his tie like a slice of carrot. At a distance it could look like a tie-pin. Yes, a truly bloody evening. Too much to drink, only half a dinner and that eaten with people who must

  think she had escaped from Coney Hatch.




  The doorman came running back, a taxi following him. ‘Here you are, miss.’




  The driver yelled out of the window, ‘He ain’t going to be sick in the back of my cab, I hope.’




  ‘He’s already been sick. He brought up everything from soup to sweet, probably chucked up his breakfast too.’




  ‘That’s all right then, miss. Hop in, and open the windows, love.’




  ‘Oh, hell. I don’t even know where he lives!’




  ‘Not your boyfriend, then?’ The doorman was concerned.




  ‘No, he isn’t, thanks very much.’ She gave the boy a little shove.




  ‘Careful now. You’re new to this, aren’t you?’ The doorman opened the taxi door and helped her push the swaying figure inside and joined them in the back. ‘Right

  you are, Sonny Jim. Let’s see who you are.’ He took a wallet from his inside pocket, carefully avoiding the stained exterior. ‘Meet Francis Andrew Horton-Rigby, 43 Cranleigh

  Mansions, Little Seymour Place. That’s off Baker Street, isn’t it, driver?’




  ‘Do me a favour, matey, I know where Little Seymour Place is. I know where Seymour Place is. I know where every bloody Place is.’




  ‘That’s all right, then, but watch your language, please, in front of the lady.’




  Tempted as he was to say, ‘Which bloody lady,’ he felt sorry for the poor girl, only a kid, lumbered with this upper-class drunken twit. ‘All right, all right, can we get going

  now?’




  The doorman was riffling through the wallet, counting the notes. ‘I’m just sorting out your bunce, mate. What’s your name, miss?’




  ‘Iris. Listen, thanks so much for doing all this.’




  ‘I can’t call you Iris, can I? Not when you arrive with your smart friends like Mr Horton-Rigby here.’




  ‘You won’t ever see me arrive with him, not in a month of Sundays. My name is Iris Winston.’




  ‘And where do you live, Miss Winston?’




  ‘Kilburn, and what’s your name?’




  ‘I’m known as Jim here, but my real name is Donald. One of us doormen is always called Jim and the other is called Jack, whatever your real name is, then all the customers know where

  they are, see?’ He took a couple of notes from the pile of money.




  ‘Here, Jim, you can’t do that . . . you know, he might . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry. I’m not taking enough to notice, more than my job’s worth. Just enough to cover the taxi and my tip for my time. What do you reckon, driver? Baker Street

  and then Kilburn. You can nip over to the Edgware Road, straight up to Kilburn High Street . . .’




  ‘I know where Kilburn is, mister doorman. If I promise not to tell you how to open your doors, will you leave out telling me where everything is and how to get there? Let me tell you, I

  been cabbing since the war ended and I know every street in London from Petticoat Lane to Berkeley Square.’




  ‘. . . Right, so, a fiver cover it?’




  ‘Yes. Handsomely.’




  The porter at the mansions showed no surprise at the condition of the tenant of number forty-three. He silently helped the taxi-driver haul him into the lift. With a voice

  posher than anyone she’d ever heard, including film stars like David Niven, even the king, he said, ‘And where does Madame live?’




  Before she could say ‘Kilburn’, the driver chipped in, ‘Madame lives in Hendon.’




  The porter had his back to them in his little room but they could see him unlocking a cash-box. He counted out three green one-pound notes.




  ‘Ah, well, sir, that will see the young lady to Hendon but it won’t see me back, will it? Stands to reason.’




  Unsmiling, the porter removed another pound. ‘Goodnight.’ The heavy, highly-polished, mahogany doors closed.




  ‘Not bad, eh, Iris Winston? Cheer you up after a lousy night out? Half each, what do you say?’




  ‘Lovely. What a lark.’




  While she was waiting for the kettle to boil, she opened the small top window in the larder. If the door was left open all night, it would help clear the smell of bloaters. She

  could nip up early and shut it before Mum found out. No wonder it stank! There was a cold bloater, uncovered, sitting on a plate. Her ‘nice’ bloater. Which would be worse, hot or cold

  bloater? It was going to go anyway, hot or cold. The sash on the lower window was broken, it had to be propped open with the rolling pin. Out in the back alley, it was dark and silent. Not for long

  though. When the bloater hit the dustbin on the far side of the alley, cats slunk out of the night. Skinny, bony, half-wild, tabbies and gingers, black and white and even once-posh long-haired

  Persians. Very few had domestic lives or homes to go to. They had either been abandoned during the war or survived the bombs that had killed their owners and destroyed their houses. Poor things.

  One bloater wouldn’t go far. There was the usual silvery, slimy trail left on the larder floor by the vile little insect correctly called silverfish. All fish were a bloody nuisance, except

  in restaurants, but better by far than ants, an army of which kept attacking the Golden Syrup tin.




  She filled the old stone ginger-beer bottle with hot water. Although it was cold out, it was a nicer cold than in the flat. She got into bed wearing socks, with her nightdress over her knickers

  and vest. After the ginger-beer bottle had warmed her feet, she cuddled it, feeling the heat through the layers of cotton and winceyette. Would she be asked out again? Would it be held against her,

  turning up late? Would that silly drunken boy find out his wallet had been raided? Would the man she’d met on New Year’s Eve – Nick – remember her and take her to a show?

  Would she ever go to Les A again, the lovely, beautiful, warm, nice-smelling restaurant? And would that doorman one day help her out of a taxi and ‘Miss Winston’ her? She fell asleep

  before the hot bottle cooled, convinced she’d had a really lovely evening.




  
 





  CHAPTER THREE
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  NEAR TO TEARS, her mother’s face was prettier, gentle, the tight little mouth eased out of its perpetual bad temper. Her watery, blue eyes were

  casting about, frightened and anxious.




  ‘I dunno what I done wrong, I just asked him for my house-keeping, that’s all. As per usual. If I don’t get it off him straight away, half of it would be gone on beer and the

  bookies, you know your father.’




  ‘He doesn’t drink that much, Mum.’




  ‘It isn’t only as how much he drinks, it’s treating, that’s what he’s like – the big “I am”. It’s pints all round when he’s got a few

  quid.’




  ‘It’s how you ask for it, Mum.’




  ‘Oh yes? My fault now, is it? You always took your father’s side.’




  Iris ignored this.




  It was Thursday, the day her father was paid. Everything as usual except for the way he pushed off. Her mother always stood at the front door when she heard his key in the lock. No

  ‘Hallo’, no kiss, only her hand outstretched and, ‘Give me my house-keeping,’ snapped at a man tired from a long day’s labouring on building sites. Usually he handed

  over his pay packet there and then in the hall and, while she counted it, made some wry remarks like, ‘Oh, hello my darling, you must be tired. I’ve made your favourite steak and kidney

  pudding. Come in my love, sit down, let me get you a cup of tea.’ Then she would grudgingly hand him back thirty shillings – his spending money. Spending money, most of which went

  straight to the money-lender in Chancery Lane to service his pathetic debt.




  ‘Mum, I’ve got to get ready.’




  ‘Oh, never mind me. You get ready, Iris. You get yourself ready for whatever it is you get up to. Don’t mind me, you’ve got your life ahead of you, mine is over and done with.

  Now your father’s pushed off . . .’




  ‘Mum! He’s only been gone twenty minutes, probably gone for some fags and the Evening News for the racing.’




  ‘You don’t care about me. Your brother hardly notices I’m here except when he’s hungry. I’m going to get myself a live-in job where my life and my money are my

  own.’




  It wasn’t about money, all this, not all of it anyhow. She was punishing him for Winnie Taylor. And she, poor cow, was the one who suffered just as much from the punishment. She

  wasn’t a cold woman naturally, her mum. There was a time when she laughed and was singing when she came home from work. She would hold her hand and skip with her to the shops.




  ‘I could get a good job easy enough, it wouldn’t take me long, pack my bags and be off. I’d be gone days I expect before you’d even notice.’




  ‘Mum! Please, shut up!’




  ‘Don’t speak to your mother like that, that’s not the way you were brought up, I’m glad my mother isn’t alive to hear you. It doesn’t run on my side of the

  family, we always sat down together to our dinners all eight of us and none of us spoke until we were spoken to but young people today . . .’




  In her pause for breath Iris filled in, ‘Young people today have no respect for their elders . . . wait till you’re my age . . . etcetera etcetera.’




  ‘You’ll laugh on the other side of your face one day, my girl . . .’




  ‘Mum!’ she shouted. ‘I’ve got to get ready. All right? I’m asking you to come in while I get ready. All right?’ She opened the door of her bedroom.

  ‘Come in and sit down, for Christ’s sake.’




  ‘Language,’ her mother muttered automatically. ‘Well, I will, seeing as how you asked.’ She tried to suppress a smile but failed, the little crooked teeth with one

  missing at the side of her mouth embarrassed her and, as usual, she covered her mouth with the back of her hand, a gesture that made her look like a geisha; feminine and insecure. ‘Where are

  you going – if I might ask? To the pictures? And then the Corner House for a little something and a drink?’
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