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27th March 1914


Dearest Diary, I have waited for such a long time for today. Eighteen years, nine months and ten days. My entire life. Forever.


VIVIAN CAREFULLY UNDERLINED the word forever and in a somewhat uncharacteristic gesture hugged the diary to her as though it was a child. Vivian Foster wasn’t prone to being especially giddy – amongst her friends she was considered the most knowing and realistic – but today was, without doubt, exceptional. 


Forever? There must have been a time when she wasn’t aware of how important marrying was, when she was just a child and concerned with paddling in streams, making perfume from crushed rose petals or picking brambles. Then all she’d waited for was the next sunny day. She just couldn’t remember that time. Perhaps she’d written what she had because writing in diaries made her nervous. Stomach fluttery. She was not sure she wanted to be so known, and certainly not by her already far too controlling mother, nosy younger siblings or a cheeky maid, which was the risk. Diaries were dishonest. When she wrote in hers, she fell into a persona that was quite close to her best self but far from her true self, an insurance against prying eyes. She kept her true self buried practically all of the time. Eighteen-year-old girls weren’t exactly encouraged to say what they thought; in fact they weren’t encouraged to think at all. Writing that she had waited ‘forever’ for this day was the sort of thing that could not cause any real trouble; it was the type of comment that people expected young, virginal debutantes to write. Naïve. Forgivably imprecise.


Almost the entire Foster family understood the importance of today. Vivian’s two younger sisters Susan and Barbara (the latter known to all as Babe, as Mrs Foster’s way of signalling to Mr Foster that there would be no more babies) were obligingly awestruck. They sat on Vivian’s bed, mouths slightly ajar, eyes glazed with excitement, as she wafted around her room, opening the wardrobe door, fingering the tin of talcum powder, playing with the ribbons on her dresses, until she sent them back to the nursery with an imperious wave of the arm. Of course they were impressed. Vivian was older than them (by two and six years respectively) and had been attending balls whilst they were tucked up in bed, a fact that was too compelling for them to ever consider contradicting her. Her brother Toby, four years her junior, was nonplussed. His gender gave him a strong sense of superiority that, somewhat annoyingly, overrode the age discrepancy.


It was absolutely true to say that since coming out eight months ago, Vivian had been waiting for this exact day, and there wasn’t a huge difference in her imagination between eight months and forever, because before she came out, she was more or less nothing. 


She was simply waiting. 


A schoolgirl who could be bossed and directed by almost anyone: parents, close and distant relatives, Nanny, the governess, neighbours, the vicar and anyone Mrs Foster had ever been intimate with, who still might be found in the drawing room on Thursday ‘at homes’. Providing a person was old and wealthy enough to have opinions, it was accepted that they could foist them upon young girls, who had to receive them (however ridiculous) in silence. That was why Vivian believed today to be so important. Everything changed. 


Sometimes it had seemed as though this day would never come around; irrationally she’d feared that longing for it so ardently might lead to a catastrophic, logic-defying interruption to the passage of time, but time had ultimately surrendered and the day had arrived.


Nathaniel Thorpe. 


The big, athletic sort, over six feet tall, straight white teeth, blond hair, lashes a woman might envy and a chin a man might lose an eye on. He was always ruddy and muddy from the games he played: football and rugby, cricket in the summer. He was forever shooting or hunting or riding. The things people said of him. Vigorous. Handsome. Dashing. Eminently marriageable. Evidently desirable. He left her feeling tremulous. 


She’d known of him for years, although they’d only been able to speak once she came out. He was her aunt’s neighbour and the sole reason a month in the country every summer, since she was thirteen years old, had been bearable. His family owned hundreds and hundreds of acres of land, perhaps thousands, all around her aunt’s village, as far as the eye could see. She’d often watched from the upstairs windows, longing for that rare occasion when he was home from Eton and she might catch him, his cousins and friends discharging their guns and making their horses sweat as they galloped across the adjacent fields chasing something or other: a fox, a hare, good times. She had wondered how rich he was exactly. There seemed to be no limit as to what he could afford. It was hard to imagine. He’d finished at Oxford. Or maybe it had finished with him; it wasn’t clear if he’d been sent down or had even gone up. Even though they were friendly now, it was not the sort of thing she could ask. She didn’t want to bother or nag. Her mother no doubt had made enquiries. Discreetly. She’d have wanted to know if there were debts or prospects, scandals or intentions. She couldn’t have heard anything too awful or off-putting, as Vivian had been allowed to pursue him. Gently, appropriately, unobtrusively. There was a way to do these things.


She knew that. 


Well before her own coming-out ball she’d been instructed as to what she needed to do to draw his attention. She was lucky enough to have been born with what everyone agreed to be the sort of face that – more often than not – pleased. It was the first and last thing people thought about her. She was lovely to look at. They never wondered whether she was kind or reliable, able or resourceful. She wasn’t encouraged to give these attributes too much consideration either.


Mrs Foster often began her days with a quiet feeling of superiority. It was hard not to. Her daughter had been such a success this season. As a child her relentless energy and impulsiveness had, frankly, been rather exhausting, but it was a skill that transferred quite nicely now they were husband hunting. Vivian was obsessively attentive to her grooming. Her hems did not dare to hang; the maids in the powder rooms at dances never had to come to her rescue with a quick stitch – she was far too in control to need that sort of service. Other girls were so sluggish and neglectful by comparison. Vivian’s younger sisters would linger in bed far later than was polite if permitted. Susan in particular had a slow sort of nature. Her voluptuous figure was testament to that; she was entirely lacking in will power. So many girls, restricted by corsets and convention, only ever moved languidly, as though they were wading through wet sand. Vivian was altogether different, luckily. She was sprightly. Energetic. Every bit of her had a use; there was nothing unnecessary or wasteful. 


Of course, as a mother, Mrs Foster had a duty to control and direct that energy, subdue her impulsiveness. It was a good thing her daughter was noticed, but she didn’t want her to be set apart. That would be a catastrophe. Vivian was trained and instructed on the importance of utilising her looks, charm and energy to the full but never hinting at wilfulness or independence. She must delight absolutely everyone. She had listened and soon the mothers trusted her, the fathers were charmed by her, the other girls adored her and the men insisted they would fight duels for her, if such a thing still went on. The opinion was that despite her waning family fortune, Vivian Foster was a success. Behind their fans the more honest chaperones often commented that she put other young ladies in the shade. She had something rare. 


Mrs Foster’s feeling of superiority would have been entirely obliterated if she’d known that occasionally Vivian stood naked in front of the mirror admiring her lean long legs, her tiny waist, her small but pert breasts, whilst thinking it such a pity that no one else ever got to see any of it. She was used to accepting compliments about her face, hair and eyes; she could only imagine the sort of things he might say about the rest of her body. And imagine it she did as she gently trailed her fingers down her body. Luckily Mrs Foster’s peace of mind was never disturbed, because her involvement with her daughter was formal, superficial, while Vivian, for her part, understood the value of secrecy. She never undressed without wedging a chair under the handle of her bedroom door.


For all Nathaniel Thorpe liked hunting and shooting and fishing and what-have-you, Vivian was relieved to discover that he also spent a lot of time in London. Young men did. Why wouldn’t they? This was where the best parties happened. Vivian believed she simply couldn’t live anywhere else, although when she said as much to her mother, Mrs Foster simply raised her eyebrows and commented that Vivian would live wherever her husband decided she’d live. Vivian had mumbled ‘Poppycock’ under her breath.


‘What did you say?’ asked Mrs Foster, who believed she had a right to her daughter’s every thought.


‘I said you’re probably right, Mother.’ Vivian threw out a disingenuous smile.


‘I am right. I’m always right.’


‘Yes, Mother.’


Mrs Foster had endeavoured to tell Vivian the basic facts of life, although she was keen to avoid going into embarrassing or tedious detail. Instead she offered three rules, two of which had subsections. One, Vivian was told never to travel alone in a railway carriage with a man. Two, she was never to contradict or interrupt a potential suitor when he was talking, though she should stop him if he tried to touch her body anywhere higher than her elbow or knee. Three, she was never to discourage any man who asked for a dance, but she should not allow a chap more than two dances in a row. 


Vivian was aware that this was inadequate preparation for anything much, most of all a season. 


Her friends were a far better source of information. Even before she came out, she’d heard the words adultery (something old marrieds did) and fornication (something maids and sluts did); and, more shocking still, therefore necessitating a Latin word, cunnilingus (something she couldn’t imagine anyone really did). 


She was curious. 


In the past year, Vivian had sent herself to sleep by rubbing her stomach, a slow, circular caress. The tips of her fingers became familiar with every sensation her nightgown could provide: the smooth rise of embroidery, the flat glide of ribbon, the slight friction offered up by cotton. She liked to feel her bumpy ribs, the gentle inward curve of her waist and then the hardness of her hip bones. It wasn’t long before she started to send herself to sleep by laying her hand flat on the mound that created a triangle between her hip bones and where her legs joined. It felt warm, safe, to leave it there. Then she wanted to know what it would feel like if there wasn’t the barrier of fabric. She told herself there was no harm, it was her body. No one need know. Yet it stirred a sudden muted pang, a quickening of the beating of her heart. When she slipped off her bed socks and allowed one foot to stroke the other, she could almost imagine someone else touching her bare flesh. She moved the foot up her calf to the back of her knee. No one had ever touched the back of her knee. She had no idea! Soon it was only ever enough if her fingers crept up under the hem of the nightdress and danced across her entire body. 


Yes, she was curious. 


A few years older than Vivian, Nathaniel had already caused a stir in society. Everyone was mad about him. Vivian was all too well aware that she was not alone in thinking he was the one to catch. Wealth, youth, looks, he had it all. Vivian did not have wealth – at least not nearly enough – so she had to be very clever about the whole business. She’d never been much of a scholar; she had no interest in where countries lay on a map or the elements lay on the periodic table, but she was sharp enough to know that it did matter where men laid their affections. It was all that mattered. 


Vivian was dressed beautifully; she was instructed to be careful and quiet, and to befriend Nathaniel’s mother. They had been to dances, charity fund-raising lunches and afternoon tea together. Nathaniel and Vivian (and a necessary host of others who lent respectability to the flirtation) went to balls, cocktail bars, the opera and the ballet. She always singled him out for at least the first and last dance on her card. For the first four months she made sure to have a number of other partners and encouraged him to do the same. She didn’t want him to feel trapped; she refused to appear desperate. In the past month she had become more focused. If he danced with other girls, she tried to sit with his mother and smiled on, making it clear that it was she who had made the choice. If she was forced to take a turn with someone else, she was sure to roll her eyes behind her partner’s back, letting Nathaniel see her exasperation and preference. She made him laugh. He liked the fact that his mother adored her and thought she was an angel; to him alone she revealed a hint of insolence, her ability to have fun, to be a devil. 


It worked. He sent flowers and notes. He invited her to take tea at his house, not only with his mother but with an aunt too: obvious vetting. His people were all divinely aristocratic-looking: thin skins, bright eyes, glowing. Then last week he’d called at her house in Hampstead. Unfortunately Mr Foster wasn’t in, so he’d walked around the small garden with her mother, faking an interest in the colourful geraniums that knelt in the borders. He appeared distracted, almost irritable. It was clear that he was disappointed not to have been able to ask permission from her father. He was not the sort of man who expected to be thwarted. As he left, he whispered to Vivian, ‘I’d hoped to catch you alone.’ She didn’t have the chance to reply. What was she to say? Weren’t boys funny? How could he have imagined she might be alone? Girls were never left alone. How wonderful, though, that he wanted her to himself. 


It was the nervous nature of his visit that allowed them all to hope; that made Vivian absolutely know. She knew how it would go now. He would propose tonight and they would have a year-long engagement. Anything more was a bore; anything less meant they would not be able to guarantee a wedding at Westminster Abbey, something she longed for and something that was possible, as Nathaniel’s father was a Knight Grand Cross. Spring weddings were a delight. They’d honeymoon in Europe. She didn’t want to go to Egypt or Africa. The risk of peculiar diseases or bites from awful things was high, and besides, Vivian wouldn’t be captured so often by the papers and illustrated weeklies if they travelled too far away. After a year she’d produce an heir. Then, eighteen months later, a spare. She’d decided she’d have up to three children. No more. More had an irretrievable effect on one’s figure, no matter how young one was. They’d return to the Continent every August. She’d wear furs and pearls. She’d dance with dukes and earls. It would be heaven.


The preparations for tonight had to be perfect: a long bath with scented salts, soft towels, and then clouds of lavender talcum powder. Vivian had found a dress that made everything else she owned – everyone owned – look insipid and lacking. She’d wanted a raspberry pink or even a scarlet. Her mother had declared that these colours were out of the question; she had to wear white, cream, silver perhaps. Mint was as far as Mrs Foster would go. Vivian was blond. Mint wouldn’t work. Mint would be ruinous. Eventually they agreed on a pearl-coloured silk. Mrs Foster found the most fabulous roll in a darling London store. Vivian was secretly impressed, although she didn’t indulge in a silly show of pleasure; she was cultivating a more sophisticated persona, and girlish shows of enthusiasm towards her mother over a roll of fabric were now unheard of (although she was still very willing to show displeasure). 


A lot had depended on the cut. She was fed up of the same old pattern that she’d always worn, that every eighteen-year-old girl wore: short sleeves and round neck. Her mother had not suggested the local dressmaker for tonight; Hampstead was choked with women who, whilst undoubtedly competent with a needle, seemed very confused when Vivian tried to suggest they look at pictures in magazines for their inspiration. It was 1914! Queen Victoria was long dead. Her grandson was on the throne. Why couldn’t they see how things had moved on? Why were the old so slow? The dress had to be made in Bond Street. Fortunately, Mrs Foster agreed. There had been two fittings. It had cost an obscenity but was worth every penny. 


Vivian’s underwear for tonight was thin white cambric lingerie from Eaton Lodge, the very place royalty had their trousseaus embroidered; no D. H. Evans mass-produced department store underwear for her. Mrs Foster knew the importance of investing and had not stinted; ever since Vivian had come out, she had been awfully well looked after. She had three or four pretty waltzing dresses, but this new one was her favourite. It had more. Held more. It was a promise. 


She had enjoyed her preparations for this evening, which had begun at two this afternoon. Scrubbing, plucking, tweezing, brushing, painting and adorning all required time. She laid out her clothes, had the bath filled and steeped in it for simply ages. Nanny thought she’d catch her death bathing for such a long time and circled the room, wondering about lighting fires and muttering about the scanty nature of Vivian’s underwear. It was hard not to dismiss Nanny as a silly woman who didn’t understand. How she prattled on. Such nonsense. ‘Now remember, Miss Vivian, a girl can only be safe if she marries well, or at least carefully, and she’s not safe until then.’ Vivian did not appreciate Nanny talking about her prospects so openly. It was vulgar. ‘Everything has to be weighed up. His family, his wealth, his ambition, his character.’


‘I know, Nanny. We all know.’


On Vivian’s dressing table, candles in Victorian silver sticks burned. There was a bowl generously proffering apples, grapes and oranges (they were all keen for her to keep trim) and a cluster of family photographs showing relatives at their most stiff and serious. Vivian glanced at the one of her grandpa and let out a secret sigh of exasperation. She hardly remembered him – he’d died when she was seven – but when Nanny was blathering on, she often turned to these photos of her relatives for amusement or escape. Grandpa was a vague mass of hazy impressions. Pipe smoke, a large girth clad in a tartan waistcoat, a tickling beard that briefly brushed her forehead when she stood in front of him to say good night. He’d left his estate more untidy than he ought to have done. Clearly he’d counted on having a few more years to sort things out. Or perhaps he hadn’t cared. He was rather a disappointing man. He’d inherited a pile and left less. Poor show. It was his fault Vivian had to make such an effort; if she’d been a little better off . . . well, it would have been easier to be noticed, to count. A decent dowry was so comforting. 


‘There is no use in falling in love with the first man who fills your dance card and turns your head. None at all. What’s the rush? That’s what I say. What’s the rush? You could enjoy two or three seasons,’ declared Nanny. The Fosters couldn’t afford two or three seasons, a fact Nanny was oblivious to but Vivian had been made well aware of. ‘Marry in haste, repent at leisure. Everyone knows that’s the case.’ 


Nanny knew nothing, of course. Still, one felt sorry for her. Her sort were not gifted a season. There must have been dancing. Must have. Dancing happened everywhere, but most likely for her it had taken place in tea rooms with dusty floors and curling sandwiches, not ballrooms with luminous chandeliers and gilded chairs. It was a pity but not everyone could be wealthy. Could they? No, they couldn’t, it was an impossibility. Anyway, Nanny clearly hadn’t been successful; if she had been, she wouldn’t have wound up looking after someone else’s children. She might have had some of her own, which would have been nice for her but not for the Fosters, because she was a good sort after all, good at what she did. Vivian conceded that on the whole she’d been a reliable and sensible nanny, neither too sentimental nor too strict.


‘Who said that first, I wonder?’


‘Said what?’ Vivian snapped. She didn’t mean to, but when Nanny talked she became less attentive, and the woman had forced a hair clip right into Vivian’s scalp. 


‘Marry in haste, repent at leisure. Shakespeare, do you think? He said almost everything, didn’t he? But then, not a man, surely. What have they to complain of? More likely something a woman would say. Lady Godiva, or Cleopatra.’ 


Vivian wished Nanny would simply leave her to get on. Concentrate on Susan, Toby and Babe as she was employed to do. There was no denying it: Vivian was beyond her now. Nanny would be no more use until Vivian had children of her own, and then she might hire her in her nursery. Or she might not. She might get a young girl with modern ways. 


‘Help me into my dress.’


The dress was a success. Floating, transparent and delicate, it swathed her body, flattering and clinging to her breasts and waist, then flowing away to leave her bottom half to the imagination. It transformed her from girl to woman. At the fitting her mother had pronounced it too low cut and insisted that a lace trim be added to the neckline. At Vivian’s secret instruction the seamstress had tacked it in place so very lightly. A snip or two in the powder room tonight and there would be no sign of the veiling lace. 


Then, when she was almost done, having decided between two different headdresses, Mrs Foster joined them. She did not knock. She never knocked. It was infuriating. Vivian comforted herself that after tonight, when it had all passed as it ought and she was no longer simply a girl but a fiancée, almost a married woman, Mother would be compelled to knock at her bedroom door. Surely. 


‘Have you said good night to your sisters and Toby?’


‘I was just about to.’ Vivian liked to visit the nursery when she was all done up and looking magnificent. It sparked her sisters’ admiration and envy, which she was still young enough to luxuriate in.


‘Do. They are saying their prayers.’ 


Vivian resisted showing any irritation. Of course Susan was going through a religious phase; she was forever kneeling and fasting and she liked to wear plain clothes. It was a terrible affectation, and whilst Vivian had many affectations of her own, she was pleased to say faking religious fervour had never been one of them. Nanny, however, somehow knew that mentally Vivian was sighing in exasperation.


‘Your sister will do very well. Far better than you might imagine,’ she scolded.


Was that possible? Could Susan, ponderous in action, ever do well? Nanny turned to Mrs Foster. ‘I bet you know who said it,’ she commented as she shook out the hem of Vivian’s dress, carefully and somewhat unnecessarily. She was forever fussing, couldn’t quite let go.


‘Said what?’ asked Mrs Foster.


‘Marry in haste, repent at leisure.’ 


Mrs Foster stared coldly. It was as though the words had cast a shadow. ‘William Congreve. Now come along, Vivian. We can’t be late.’ 
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HOWARD ENJOYED THE hours before curtain up more than any other of the day. There, in among the warm, golden backstage light, the smell of waxy make-up and the soft murmur of actors doing their voice exercises, was a real sense of trembling anticipation of the performance. The actors belonged to him more at this moment than any other. After the show, when they were showered with roses and accolades, they greedily hogged the limelight, sopped up all the credit and forgot him. And if, oh horror, the performance was badly received, met with apathy or indifference, they loathed and resented him; they plummeted into a dark pit of despair and depression, insisting that he had shoved them there. 


Now, in the lazy early evening, when day was slipping into dusk and outside men were lighting the street lamps, women scurrying home ready to prepare their families’ teas, he was kingpin, top dog, the man. At this point the words he’d chosen, the characters he’d formed – placed in jeopardy and then either rescued or damned – were all. The actors would invite him into their dressing rooms, ask him exactly what he meant by a particular line, check he agreed with their intonation. They looked to him for nurturing, advice and inspiration. He, the playwright, had them in his possession, the popular faces that appeared on billboards and in the newspapers, the men women screamed for, the women men bankrupted themselves for. Whilst he was aware that the actors’ and actresses’ interest in him was largely fuelled by their insecurity and desperate need for attention, combined with the fact that they dared not bother the actor-manager, Mr Warrington, still he wallowed in their notice and respect.


Sometimes he thought it incredible to imagine that people read and believed what he had written, and yet every fibre of every bone knew it was the case and that it was as it should be. He was a writer, a fact as plain and simple as him being a man. He had an instinctive, intrinsic need to write; to express himself, to create, to think, to be heard. He wrote because it helped him make sense of the world he lived in and also allowed him to escape from that world. He’d long since known that he could not do the normal work other people did. He could not paint signs, or work as a clerk, or build ships or mine coal. He knew these jobs were real and honourable; he admired the men who did them, but he knew that all he could do – and live – was write. He didn’t often try to explain to people why he wrote. They would misinterpret what he had to say, think him arrogant or distant. He was neither. He loved mankind and felt closest to them when he wrote about them. 


Howard was amused by the actors (some womanisers, some queer, all his friends), but he enjoyed sitting in the actresses’ dressing room best. Not least because they walked around in their underwear, teasingly sat on his knee, mussed his hair, dropped light kisses on his eyelids, his cheeks, his lips as they chatted to him. The actresses were a brave breed. They laughed in the face of what society thought was respectable. They had their own rules and made their own way. Rigid and rosy at once. There was always a decanter of whisky or sherry for him to help himself to, and cigarettes in pretty lacquered boxes for him to smoke. He loved the colours, the warmth and the sensual creativity that oozed from every object, every nook and cranny; the general sense that all was right with the world. 


This latest play, The Blackest Night, was doing extremely well. It had enjoyed a run of nine weeks so far and, largely thanks to the stellar reviews, there was no end in sight. Howard was revelling in the attention this brought him, sucking it up while he could, always aware of the ephemeral nature of the career he had chosen. He was a sanguine sort and took the punches and the praise as they came his way, but naturally he enjoyed the times when he was appreciated rather than denigrated.


A pretty young actress sat on his knee. He wasn’t absolutely sure of her name. Ethel, or Ettie, or Beryl? She had dark curly hair piled up on her head in precarious, defiant loops; shorter, springy tresses bobbed about her ears and above her eyes with a life of their own. She was wearing only her underwear and a thin Asian-looking robe.


‘It’s a kimono,’ she stated haltingly, betraying the fact that she was unsure of the pronunciation. ‘All the way from Japan.’ A gift no doubt from an admirer.


Her cotton chemise was scooped low, presumably designed to show off a full swell of cleavage; in this case her collar and breast plate were a xylophone of bones stepping to tiny, tight breasts. He could see the outline of her nipples pointing up to him. Hopefully. She was trying to persuade him to give her a part by writing lines especially for her. Young starlets sometimes came to him in this way, keen to offer him favours in the hope he could move them out of the chorus line. Howard didn’t condemn the girls. People got what they could. His friends were generally that sort. The sort who were born with nothing and had to work hard for everything. The occasional easy something was appreciated. They thought he had influence, and so he did, sometimes.


Of course no one ever vulgarly discussed this arrangement; it was all dressed up in the relative respectability of a love affair, but the rules were understood. He always upheld his side of the bargain. If he could press or sway, he would try to do so. The girls who were prepared to make this sort of deal knew the score: sometimes he could help, other times he couldn’t. He didn’t lead them on or misrepresent his weight. In this case, he’d equitably and carefully explained that as the script had already been approved by Mr Warrington – the man who managed, produced, directed and starred; his boss, her boss, the boss – securing her any lines was unlikely.


Mr Thomas Warrington was a respected actor-manager with an ever-widening and formidable reputation. He wasn’t a rich man, because instead of putting his profits into a bank, he ploughed any revenue he made back into his theatre. His one and only ambition was to produce a more spectacular, impactful, memorable show than the last. The Warrington was not the grandest of playhouses in the West End but nor was it the smallest. More often than not the cast played to a more-or-less full house. Warrington respected Howard but he would not be persuaded to do anything he did not want to do. Howard’s hands were tied on this occasion, but the starlet did not believe him. She wanted to believe his power was infinite because she thought she had some influence over him. It was all about clout, fame and fortune for these women. Howard liked all three things but there was more to it for him. 


The little actress had hold of his script, where she’d written suggestions as to how he might, exactly, give her a part. She had fingered the ink-stained pages so often, they were not only crumpled and grubby, but actually wearing thin. He studied her neat bone structure and noted her skinny bottom, which didn’t feel especially comfortable on his lap; he understood she was hungry. Hungry for fame. Hungry for food. She might not even know how to tell the two things apart any more. It was the case for most thesps. 


He addressed her in French to amuse and distract. ‘Ma chère, if it was up to me, I’d cast you as the principal, but it isn’t.’ He did not believe in leading them on. He didn’t have to. He was gloriously handsome, dark and tall. He found he could have whoever he wanted anyway. 


‘Would you? Would you really?’ She was breathless and hopeful, but then became scornful and sulky when she caught him winking at the leading lady, who sat just three feet away, powdering her nose and scowling. ‘Don’t play with me, Howard R. Henderson, it’s not fair.’ She used his full name as it appeared on the script, searching for defence in formality.


‘I tell you what, I’ll buy you dinner after the show,’ he suggested affably. Kissing the top of her head.


‘Fine.’ It wasn’t what she wanted, but it was something. Her eyes dropped longingly once again to the script. She drew her forefinger over the print of his name. ‘What does the “R” stand for anyhow?’


‘Guess?’


‘Ronnie.’


‘No.’


‘Robert?’


‘No.’


‘Richard, Raymond?’


‘No, no.’


‘Reginald?’


‘No.’ He laughed at that one. ‘Do I look like a Reginald?’


‘Well I don’t know.’ Pouting now.


‘Rumpelstiltskin,’ offered the actress at the mirror, her eyes trained on him through the reflection. He let out a huge belly laugh and thought, that is why she is the one they queue to see.






3


VIVIAN STEPPED OUT on to the glassy wet pavement. Spring showers were a curse to the season. The doorman, spruce and energetic in his top hat, opened the door for her, bowing ostentatiously. It was impossible not to let out a little sigh of delight; the hired hall was such a ravishing, glinting place. The pillared entrance was awash with chatter and anticipation. A blast of mingling voices – sweet light ones, gossipy nasty ones, raucous low ones – drenched her like a wave. Cloaks were deposited, dresses smoothed by anxious hands, and then they climbed the stairs.


The ballroom was plush; the red velvet seats and heavy curtains, gold braid and tassels, purple walls and carpets made her feel like royalty. Men were wearing roses in their lapels; women carried small ivory or silver dance cards. There were multiple candelabras with protruding branches; gleaming silver, gleaming flames. The room was full of all the people Vivian had seen a hundred times already this season. A tight group of people she knew well, and the rest no longer strangers, although not quite friends.


There was, as always, the dull set of chaperones; mothers and aunts, stout women with indistinct faces, dresses and hair. It was hard to believe they had ever been young, individual or vibrant. Had they once quivered in anticipation, dreamt, wept? Had they really? They always seemed to have sprays of artificial flowers pinned to their persons. On the waistband or the bosom. Dried flowers were depressing. Vivian didn’t like heavy handbags either, the type chosen for their usefulness rather than their beauty; the ruddy-cheeked, thick-featured chaperones all carried useful bags. 


There were the inevitable groups of ageing men too, with thinning white hair and broadening waistbands. Their chins sank into their necks, then slid into their chests and bellies. Food seemed to be the only pleasure of the old. Vivian didn’t particularly care about food. She found the endless hours she had to spend at dining tables dull. She was often placed next to just this sort of gluttonous man. A lecherous old uncle or friend of the family; men Mrs Foster described as harmless but Vivian considered abominable. Men who she suspected had once flirted with her mother, or perhaps had been her mother’s lovers. No, that couldn’t be so, could it? One’s parents might have had intrigues, people did, but her parents? Was it possible? Likely? She didn’t want to think of it. These men often had false teeth, and they struggled when eating rolls, teeth slipping and sliding as they masticated. Their hands were forever clammy and banged down on top of Vivian’s to pet her unnecessarily when she was trying to slice through the beef wellington. They seemed to find breathing hard. It was all rather vile. The best she could ever hope for was that they’d fall silent.


And now, here in the ballroom, here were the real people. The people she had come to see. Her pretty friends. The handsome boys. The rich parents, with their dazzling power.


Vivian liked rich people. Properly rich. She’d been taught to think of them as more complete. They were tall and strong, not bent with bunions or bumpy with chilblains like the poor. They were carefree and frivolous, not oppressed with dull concerns like middle-class families so often had to be. The rich didn’t have to struggle with thoughts about whether there might be enough hot water for all, or clean and dry underwear and stockings for the entire week; issues that plagued her. The fabulously rich always had the proper outdoor and sporting gear, carriages or even cars waiting and a box at the theatre. It was delightful. 


Of course, Vivian’s family were not what anyone would call poor, but they were far from rich. Vivian thought the respectable middle classes had a hard time of it. No one expected much of the dreadfully poor; they were able to drink or gamble themselves into sordid stupors; who could blame them? But being upper middle class was such an effort. There were standards that absolutely must be met; people expected certain things. Money had to be found for governesses and school fees, the maids and the sweep practically demanded Christmas bonuses, and if this meant one had to go without new party shoes (when absolutely everyone else had a pair!) then one simply had to bear it. The properly rich walked with wonderful posture and a sense that they had no clue that someone had to worry about laundry, cooking, bills and so forth. Frankly, Vivian ached to clamber up to their ranks. Ached. 


Men were forever making their fortunes. Being born poor did not absolutely necessarily mean a lifetime of poverty for a man. Not nowadays. He could work hard or get lucky. A scholarship to a grammar school was very useful to a certain type of boy, or he might invent something super. It was such a pity women couldn’t make their own money. Vivian thought she might be rather good at it, given half a chance. Much better than her lazy younger brother was ever likely to be, and people fell over themselves to give him opportunities. Tutors, Eton, and then he’d be off to Oxford. His education gobbling up the family resources. No doubt he would make friends with someone influential there who would carry him through. They could only hope! Men could open factories. Become lawyers. Sail to America. There were options. It was galling. Those suffragette women might smash shop windows, blow up cricket pavilions and fling themselves under horses, but the way things stood, there was only one career path for girls like her, and only one chance to secure a decent place in life. Marrying well was all.


A spider of nerves tickled her stomach. Yet she was exhilarated too. This was it.


The large swathes of candles bathed the room in a murky yellow light that was somehow synonymous with music halls and theatres; it created an atmosphere of intimacy. Promise and excitement lingered on the air like a whisper. Vivian spotted her best friend, Emily, just a few feet in front; if they could exert any influence at all, they always contrived to arrive at around the same time, so as to enter the party together. Besides the confidence such support provided, they were aware that together the impression they made was bigger than the sum of the parts. She linked her arm through her friend’s and gently led her away from her mother. ‘Emily, I need to remove this lace on the neckline, and then let’s go and find the fun.’ 


Lace unstitched and carefully stowed in her bag, she glided into the ballroom, a wisp of something. Chiffon. Silk. Youth. Inexperience. Heads turned. She felt eyes upon her. She imagined that everyone knew how important tonight was. They must. Vivian scanned the room and immediately spotted Nathaniel’s parents, Sir Robert and Lady Thorpe, standing in a cluster with other similarly rich and influential types. She wished she hadn’t ditched her mother quite so swiftly. Mrs Foster might be intrusive and interfering, but there was no denying the fact that she knew her way around every social situation. Vivian didn’t dare approach Lady Thorpe without her mother to smooth her path. She and Emily must wait until someone came to talk to them. Her empty dance card hung from her wrist, limp on a green cord.


‘There’s Ava Pondson-Callow,’ gasped Emily. They both stared with undisguised curiosity. Vivian adored and admired Ava; the only debutante she considered completely, naturally perfect. Ava was what Vivian longed to be. Effortlessly gorgeous. Carelessly rich.


‘Who is she dancing with?’ Vivian didn’t bother to hide her intense interest from Emily, whom she trusted implicitly; for a year or two when they were younger, they had shared a governess at Vivian’s home and all that entailed. They didn’t have secrets. 


‘The Earl of Clarendale’s eldest son.’


‘She looks bored.’ Vivian gasped; she couldn’t help it. She was unsure whether she was impressed or shocked that a girl might be bored whilst dancing with the heir to an earldom and dare to let it show.


‘She always looks bored. It’s her thing,’ replied Emily flatly.


‘Did you hear the rumour that Reggie Fairfax popped?’


‘Did he really?’ 


Vivian loved it that she was always the one to impart the news; she got most of her information from her mother, who believed it was important to keep abreast. ‘Yes, with his dead mother’s ring. An heirloom. A yellow diamond cluster. Worth a fortune.’


‘I imagine she turned him down,’ guessed Emily.


‘Flat.’


‘Do you think she’ll ever accept anyone?’


‘Two years out and no sign of it yet.’ Vivian did wonder who or what Ava Pondson-Callow was waiting for.


‘I imagine her parents are livid.’


‘Must be.’


They broadened their attention, discussing who was looking well and who had dressed badly. Frustratingly, Vivian couldn’t spot Nathaniel anywhere. They each accepted a glass of crisp champagne and men came quickly enough. Vivian turned them away but Emily started to fill up her dance card. She always did well for partners. She wasn’t quite beautiful – her eyes were a fraction too far apart and her hair was a flat brown that looked a lot like everyone else’s – but she smiled constantly. She had large bosoms, a pleasingly round behind and the tiniest waist; the sort of figure that put ideas into men’s heads, if they were not there already, which they probably were. She swiftly melted into the waltzing throng, leaving Vivian alone by the marble column.


Vivian spotted pockets of other girls she knew and could talk to, but her favourites were all dancing and she didn’t want to be seen clinging to the walls with the other flowers. The non-dancing dulls. Her mother was talking to Lady Henning; her father was dancing with Lady Cooper. Everyone seemed so delightfully occupied except for her. Usually she would wait, shoulders back, smile broad, hold her nerve until Nathaniel appeared and claimed her; but then usually she was standing with his mother, or at least her own. She didn’t dare seek out her mother, because she was sure to notice the altered neckline and Vivian didn’t want a row. 


For something to do, she took another glass of champagne. She felt strangely cut adrift, not as brave as usual; knowing how much was riding on tonight made it impossible for her to be her usual confident, somewhat aloof self. In the end she accepted invitations from Charles Rushmore, the Honourable Freddie Wittington and Matthew Fulham. Dances five, six and seven were spoken for; this meant Nathaniel wouldn’t be able to hold her until the number eight. It was a shame, undoubtedly, but not within her control.


As she twirled around the room, frock swinging out, luminous, she tried to spot him. Where was he? Why so late? Charles Rushmore was a pleasant man; he wore a closed pink rose in his buttonhole and seemed not to notice that she was distracted, trying hard to make conversation. He asked her if she went to the theatre often, and talked about a play he’d seen recently.


‘The Blackest Night, frightfully good. Reviewers are raving.’


‘I must try and catch it,’ she mumbled, but in an instant she’d forgotten what it was called and knew she’d never bother to see it unless someone else arranged it. All she could think of was Nathaniel. The absence of him. 


They danced for a few more minutes in silence. She was content not to have to speak, but Mr Rushmore looked anxious, frantic.


‘I’ve taken dance lessons, you know. For tonight,’ he confessed in a rush.


‘I supposed you must have.’ She smiled vaguely and tried to bring herself to care about his effort. There was evidence of lessons. ‘You’re rather good.’


‘Oh, do you think so?’ He looked delighted. He was accomplished, certainly. So many young men stumbled over their own big feet and seemed confounded by their overgrown limbs. Needless to say, he was not as good as Nathaniel, who danced as he did everything else – extremely well. He spun, stepped, stopped and side-slipped then started the routine all over again with absolute precision, not a step out of place. He didn’t reveal whether he was counting or concentrating, his expression declaring that he took it all in his stride. Where was he? Where? 


Oh, there! 


She spotted him and quivered. ‘There he is,’ she gasped.


‘Who?’ Mr Rushmore tried to turn to see who had caught her attention. She shouldn’t have cried out. It wasn’t polite. She followed Nathaniel’s broad back and slim hips as he bobbed through the party. Who was he dancing with? Lady Feversham. Well, that was fine. She was married. Old. Must be at least twenty-six. 


‘I just noticed Nathaniel Thorpe.’ Vivian couldn’t resist saying his name aloud, even though she saw that doing so caused Mr Rushmore to look queerly; something between irritated and disappointed. ‘He’s so nimble,’ she gushed.


‘Yes. Assured,’ replied Rushmore. It didn’t sound like praise. 


In her opinion, cutting in was the height of bad manners. Dances so carefully secured, so often longed for, could sometimes be ruined just because a chap could say, ‘May I?’ and your partner had no choice but to agree. Twice, when she’d been dancing with Nathaniel, this awful thing had happened. His friends had cut in. Carried her off. How rude. But now she just wished a woman had the right. She would waltz up to Lady Feversham and say, ‘May I?’, bow her head a little, drift into his arms. Impossible, though. Women didn’t have the right.


Knowing he was in the room was some sort of comfort. Now the party could become everything she needed it to be. It wouldn’t be long before he found her. Singled her out. Talked to her. She could enjoy her dances with the other boys, whilst savouring what the night would bring. He would ask her for the eighth, she was sure of it. 


So she whirled, twirled and smiled, and when she was not dancing, there was always some man or other keen enough to fawn and flatter. She sat out the number eight. Champagne continued to be generously poured into glasses, carefully at first so everyone could relish the excitement of watching the bubbles rise to the top and then disperse, but as the night wore on the waiters became sloppy, the champagne slipped over the rim and flowed on to gloves and fingers. No one cared. One two three, one two three, the rhythm swept through her body. She looked past the endless sea of swaying dark shoulders, trying to locate him. She caught a glimpse of his strong, straight back on two occasions. Then he vanished again. It was hard to track him amongst the countless identical black suits, shiny lapels and bobbing heads. Everywhere there was laughter, loud, louche men, flirty, flighty girls. 


The ninth, tenth and eleventh were suddenly done. Been and gone. Not to be recaptured. Might he be on the balcony? Or playing billiards? The young men did tend to prowl in packs, making the entire place their own. Rather daring. The room was hot; women fanned themselves with gusto. She should probably get some air herself, but who was there to take her outside? That was Nathaniel’s special and particular role. He’d taken her for air at the last four dances. They’d managed to snatch a few minutes alone before someone was sent by Mother to subtly supervise. Precious minutes when he’d smiled and whispered, joked and flattered. His lips so close to her ear. His eyes staring into hers. Her mouth was dry now; she swallowed. Keeping it all down. Keeping it all in. 


The room was full of flashing thoughts; messages were sent out in a glance: invitations, rejections, requests, rebuffs. Vivian watched them all, the successful and the hopeless. So many youthful sorts trying to find a place. The music swelled. Was that the fourteenth already? It couldn’t be. Why hadn’t Nathaniel come to find her? She searched around again. Wet, smiling lips were everywhere. Bright eyes, fluttering lids. Dance steps remembered, forgotten and sometimes ignored. The question Where is he? repeatedly drummed inside her skull. Everything was floaty. The air was taut and intense; no one cared that later it would become damp and overused.


‘There you are!’ She forced her mouth shut before she added ‘at last’ or ‘Where have you been?’


‘Here I am!’ he replied. Two feet away from her. His mouth was slack and his eyes misty. Gosh, it occurred to her that everyone was a little tight. There was lemonade and ices but still people had gotten tipsy. She didn’t want him to be. He wasn’t as careful or thoughtful when he was drunk; he made silly jokes and preferred spending time with his friends. That was probably why she hadn’t seen him tonight: he’d been flitting away his time with them. But then perhaps he needed Dutch courage before he popped. The thought excited and cheered her. She started to giggle. Perhaps she was squiffy too; she’d danced far less than usual and as a consequence had drunk more than ever before. She didn’t want that either. It was harder to be perfect. Actually impossible. And yet she was a little bit fuzzy-headed. The evening was not going to plan, which was frustrating and devastating by turn. Her brief optimism vanished. Her mood wouldn’t stay constant. A wave of sadness drenched her. She felt it as completely as if she was standing on the beach and a breaker had crashed in from the sea. She was heavy and indisposed. She had to get back on track. He ought to ask her to dance now.


‘The orchestra are rather good, aren’t they?’ She enunciated carefully, not wanting to slur her words.


He glanced about him as though noticing for the very first time that there was music, which wasn’t the case: she’d seen him dancing with Lady Feversham and others. ‘Yes, I suppose. Good enough.’


‘I do feel so very energetic tonight.’ Hint, hint. Just ask, why don’t you?


‘Do you?’ He didn’t smile. Where was his dear smile?


‘Yes.’ He didn’t catch on. She couldn’t ask him! It wasn’t done. She opened her dance card as though checking to see who she was committed to next. ‘Matthew Fulham has begged me for the number sixteen. It’s a two-step.’ He nodded absent-mindedly, his eyes scanning the dance floor. Was he looking for someone? Who? Desperately, ‘Do you know, I still have number seventeen free. It’s a waltz.’ It was too, too shaming. Her face was aflame. Number seventeen before he asked her to dance? There were only twenty-four in total. Would that be enough time? 


Something had slipped. They weren’t as they had been when he’d visited her home last week. That afternoon had passed so nicely. Simple smiles had fallen readily from his lips; he’d been charming and attentive. Now he seemed distant, distracted, a different man. Officially, of course, he needed her father’s permission, but enough couples reached understandings and then fulfilled the formalities later. 


They hadn’t reached an understanding. 


Not quite. 


He had not made any clear speeches emphatically stating his intentions, although he often whispered with her in the quiet corners of rooms, littering his conversation with insinuation and intimation. He wanted her, he admired her, he couldn’t sleep because of thinking about her. Often he’d wormed his finger inside her glove, caressed her wrist; once he had secretly brushed his lips on her neck. If others knew of his behaviour they would condemn it as too much. It was not enough. Never enough. She wanted so much more. Naturally, she was curious. Actually, she was burning. 


How much time did these things take? If he was not going to ask her to dance, then perhaps they could go and get something to eat. Not that she was in the least bit hungry, but they could find somewhere away from the eyes that were boring into her – inquisitive, insensitive, amused. 


‘Should we dance?’ She spat out the words, despite her better judgement.


He shrugged. ‘If you like.’


Confident, he took hold of her hand, not her arm as formality ought to decree, and led her on to the dance floor, right in the middle of the number fifteen. She liked the fact that he’d clasped her hand and laced his fingers between hers. It was perfectly wrong of him but it made her feel endorsed, approved of, among and belonging and yet distinct, apart. It was difficult to explain. He gave her a sense that the world was vast and there was so much she didn’t know or understand. It was daunting and exciting. Like boarding a train but not knowing where it was heading. Smoke and noise, a feeling of churned excitement. They forced other couples to make way. Some smiled, others glowered; she didn’t care. His hand was on her waist now and the other one still clasped in hers. At last! Even through gloves her skin scorched. 


‘Have you had a beastly day?’ she asked. She always felt the onus of conversation. Mother had instilled in her a necessity to be amusing.


‘Why would you ask that?’


‘You don’t seem your usual self.’


‘I’m bored,’ he sighed.


His words came down like a governess’s ruler. A stinging thwack. No! His emotions were so far from her own, it was a shock. She was nervous and desperate, then light-headed and excitable by turn, or at least she had been until he had declared that he was bored. Bored? Being bored was the worst. It was so close to indifference. Did she bore him? It was not possible to ask. She mustn’t. She really mustn’t. ‘Do I bore you?’ She looked him in the face, aware that her eyes must be glinting with hurt. 


‘All girls are bores. To some extent,’ he replied with another sigh. 


Betraying, stupid tears immediately crawled on to her eyelashes. She turned away from him and forced herself not to dip her head. No one must notice. The worst thing was, what he said was true. Sometimes she felt it herself. Girls, virgins, were all kittens, still ambiguous and folded like tiny green shoots in allotments. Closed, tight. Then, with a loose, relaxed smile, he added, ‘Women are wonderful.’ Blooming flowers were more desirable. Even fat, overblown roses had something interesting about them. The smile was some sort of a balm, but she was still unsure. Where did she fall in his estimation? Girl or woman? She was eighteen. Not a girl, and yet she’d never been kissed. 


A girl.


Then he seemed to lose interest in the thought and asked, ‘I can’t remember, do you play bridge?’ Vivian considered bridge an old woman’s game. She thought about the endless afternoons her mother and her friends whiled away, cards slipping from their hands to the table, brows furrowed with concentration or arching with glee. Clock ticking. Vivian, Susan and Babe, all dressed in velveteen day dresses with mid-length sleeves, sat by and looked on. Hers was green, Susan and Babe in pink. They were too young for bridge but too old for children’s board games; even if Susan might still have liked a game of snakes and ladders with Babe, Vivian’s presence somehow wouldn’t allow it. It was most fun when the weather was right for croquet. Did he want her to play bridge? Lady Feversham was a demon at the game, known for it throughout London. Vivian was not sure why this thought unsettled her, but it did. An older, married woman. She ought not to be in the picture but Vivian held a vague, indefinable sense that she was. Oh, she wished she’d paid closer attention to the rules.


‘No, I don’t know how, but I could learn. You could teach me.’


He didn’t look keen. ‘You’re more of an outdoors sort of girl,’ he asserted confidently.


‘Yes.’ It seemed easier to agree. It was true that she liked being out of the house. She liked striding down Bond Street or Piccadilly, dipping into shops and coffee houses. Did that count as outdoorsy? 


‘Do you hunt?’


‘I have.’ Whenever Vivian thought of hunting, she thought of whisky. Tangy, leathery, spicy. Male. The first and only time she’d joined a hunt was when she was fourteen. The men in their pink coats had looked terrific; she’d enjoyed it enormously at first. Not so much when the hounds started to tear at the fox, throwing it yelping into the air, catching it again in their slobbering mouths, tugging it between them. She was the youngest on the hunt so they’d daubed her forehead with its blood. The smell of the iron was too much, left her queasy, light-headed. She’d been given a nip of whisky. Her father thought the incident amusing and often recalled it at the dinner table when they had guests.


Nathaniel sensed her lack of interest and asked in a tone that was distinctly challenging, ‘Golf?’


‘It’s rather a man’s thing, isn’t it?’


‘It doesn’t have to be.’ He looked peevish. His vitality was in danger of flagging when confronted with her lack. Why suddenly was he so interested in her hobbies? What did it matter? He was wondering what she did with her time. She danced and dreamt. She shopped. She sat by her mother’s side and waited. ‘Then what is your sport?’ Truthfully, she didn’t have one but saying so made her seem small, inadequate. For all her energy, she hadn’t been encouraged to play an actual sport to any sort of level. It was not considered feminine. Her parents didn’t believe a girl needed to be channelled or challenged the way a son did. She had little to offer except her good looks and her embroidery (actually, she wasn’t too wonderful at that, but she was forced to persevere). She could play the piano (a little heavily, but hardly anyone ever complained) and she could sing. Yes, her singing voice was really quite lovely. It had never crossed her mind that this collection of attributes might not be enough. 


Until now. 


Nathaniel was big and bold, almost brutish. She adored that about him. He was a conduit to life. That was what a husband was. She had been to his house and seen the silver trophies on the mantelpiece in their second drawing room, the guns, bats and rackets on the shelves in the back rooms. He was vigorous, which made him promising in a way she didn’t quite understand. In a way that made her nervous and breathless when she was with him. 


‘You’re a slacker,’ he muttered. She was stung, as he no doubt had intended. 


He continued to dance in a deliberate silence, haughty and sulky; he couldn’t be bothered to speak to her. It was awful. She wanted him to like her so much. She’d thought he did. She’d been so sure. They continued drifting between the other couples but she began to lose the sense of him. She knew he was holding her but she couldn’t register it. What could she do? Her head was swimming; it was too hot in here. Intermittent smells hit, as couples danced past: lavender toilet water, male sweat. It was overwhelming. She needed air and a drink. No more champagne. She’d had enough. She ought to find a cordial but she didn’t want lime juice. It reminded her of childhood picnics. Immature. She didn’t want that at all. 


‘Oh, say something,’ she spluttered.


‘Like what?’ 


‘Something nice,’ she pleaded. It was undignified, but she didn’t care. She just wanted him to be kind to her again. 


‘I like your dress. You are a wonderful adornment.’ His voice dripped with sarcasm. It wasn’t a compliment; wasn’t intended as one. 


‘An adornment? Like a cherry on a cake but not an ingredient to life, you mean.’ Not essential like bridge, hunting, golf. 


‘Quite so,’ he said dismissively. Decisively. 


She preferred the silence. She must not let him see her pain and confusion. How was this happening? Why were they falling apart so suddenly? He seemed to hate her. She had to do something. Had to. But what? What could she do or say to keep him interested. He was right: all she was was an ornament. She tried to think very hard through the pain and champagne. What did that mean? 


It meant she was desirable. 


That was no trifling matter.


‘I’ll show you what I am.’ She grabbed his hand and pulled him away from the dance floor; they weaved through the crowds, jostling people’s elbows rudely. Temporarily amused, he didn’t object, but followed her swinging skirt out of the room, down a dimly lit, narrow passage. She led him to the powder room where earlier she’d discarded her lace. The little one, on the second floor. It didn’t have a maid handing out towels or a seamstress poised with a needle ready to help a girl in trouble. She and Emily had commented that that was a poor show, rather cutting corners; now she was glad. She put her head around the door.


‘Hello?’ No one replied. Deserted. She tugged at his cuff.


‘I can’t go in there.’ He followed anyway.


‘Lock the door,’ she instructed.


He did. It felt wonderful to have him do as he was told in that way. Follow her instructions. Without thinking about anything. Best not to think. Not about where they were or what she was doing. What was she doing? She was clawing furiously and desperately at his attention. She knew it. That was all that mattered to her. Gaining his attention once more. All. 


She turned to him and took hold of his hands, then deliberately placed them on her breasts. She couldn’t feel his touch through the layers of cotton and silk, but his mercurial face dissolved in an instant; anger, confusion finally became delight. ‘Are you drunk? Are you that sort of drunk?’ he asked. She wasn’t any sort of drunk. Didn’t one have to be frequently drunk to develop some sort of pattern? She smiled. ‘I see.’ He thought he was seeing her properly for the first time. He thought she was game. That sort of girl. It wasn’t true. She’d never done anything like this before. If there had been a horse nearby, she would have just as likely jumped on that and galloped through the ballroom to hold his attention, to prove her bravery, her audacity, her difference. Bringing him here to forge this intimacy was the first thing that had come into her head. She was not even sure how it had. The long bath, the smell of male sweat in the ballroom, Nathaniel’s bulk; all of that combined had somehow brought her here. She had to mark them out. Make them firm. She just had to. And what they were doing wasn’t too bad. They were practically engaged, which was almost married.


He started to knead at her breasts, quite roughly. His face became pink; his expression was a strange, almost sneering excitement that she didn’t understand or recognise; it shimmered and vanished. At least the bored lethargy had completely disappeared now. His other hand grabbed her behind and pulled her tightly to him. Her hips hit his. Then he kissed her. Not in the slightest bit the way she’d been kissed before. Kisses from her parents and siblings had fallen smooth and gentle, brief and neat on her cheeks and forehead, never her mouth. His kisses were hard. Insistent. Exhilarating. His lips seemed to want to be inside her mouth. His tongue was! She tried to copy what he was doing. He murmured and groaned. He called her wonderful. Ah, now she was wonderful! She watched their reflections in the mirror. He was stooped, melting into her. His head bent in that way looked so sweet! She put her fingers in his hair and started to comb his locks as she might if one of her sisters or her brother felt miserable and needed cheering up.


‘Oh, you minx.’


He seemed pleased. He put his hands on her neck, clasping her hard to him. She liked the feel of his warm hand actually on her skin; it was a bit closer to how she felt in bed when she ran her fingers over her thighs or waist. She really didn’t understand what all the fuss regarding breasts was, not exactly. She honestly couldn’t feel much except a sense that she was making him happy. Suddenly he moved his hand inside the low neckline of her dress; his fingers wiggled. Oh God, he was touching her actual nipple. Her stomach turned to water. 


This, this was what the fuss was about! 


She should stop him. She must, but it felt so lovely, and the way he was moaning, repeating her name as though he was almost praying to her, well, it was wonderful! She felt powerful, charged. He picked her up – oh, how easy it was for him to do that – and sat her flat on the unit that held the washbasin. His hand slipped along her leg. Down to her ankle, back up to her knee. He seemed to have so many hands. Naturally, instinctively, she opened her legs and like a bee to a flower his hand shot to the top of her thighs. His fingers worked quite roughly. It wasn’t exactly pleasant, but he seemed to be having such fun that she hardly minded the brusque force. When should she stop him? Soon. Now? She’d proven her point. It was wise to leave him wanting more. Although it was so very, very exciting. His face was so close to hers. It slipped from handsome to grotesque and back again. Spittle and urgency were all she noticed. 


She was glowing. A woman. It was, quite frankly, rather awkward, not all that. She wondered why on earth the entire human race was quite so obsessed with it. Still, she’d done it with her brilliant Nathaniel and now she was a woman. A girl no longer. He’d clearly loved it. Grunted, cried out. The way he’d looked at her! So urgent and intent. It felt marvellous to know she could move him so.


‘Just think, when we are married, we can do that every day. Two or three times, if we like.’ She threw out a wide, eager beam; she was keen to give the impression that she’d enjoyed it as much as he had, because no one liked a moaning Minnie. 


‘You funny thing.’ He buttoned up his trousers, adjusted his braces. Then kissed her nose. ‘Come on, we have to get you back before anyone notices you are missing.’ He led her by the elbow.


They met her mother on the stairs; the three of them stood in shock. Distrust and disgust seemed to ooze from Mrs Foster. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked. A bloodhound, sniffing the air. 


‘Looking at the portraits in the hall.’ The lie slipped out glibly. Vivian felt rather proud of herself, her ability to protect Nathaniel. To conceal. It felt adult.


‘You should be dancing.’


‘I was tired.’ 


Mrs Foster stared coolly at Nathaniel. He’d dropped Vivian’s elbow. They were apart again. He wouldn’t meet her mother’s gaze. He looked at his feet. Vivian wished he’d stare back. She wished he’d tell Mother to leave them alone; that they were an adult couple now, that they were going to get married, that Vivian would be a bigger society success than her mother and that she didn’t need to breathe down her daughter’s neck all the time. He didn’t say any of this; he said, ‘If you will excuse me, I had better return to my party. We’ve spent far too long looking at the portraits. I think I’m engaged for the last waltz.’


Mrs Foster stepped aside and he dashed off.


‘Who?’ Vivian called after him. She meant with whom was he engaged to dance the twenty-fourth? He couldn’t dance with anyone else. Not after that. ‘No,’ she added, but he didn’t hear her; he was halfway down the stairs. Her mother shot her a look that made it clear she ought not to say another word. 


‘Who are you dancing with next?’ she demanded.


‘I am not engaged for any more dances.’ An unheard-of occurrence. 


‘Why not?’


‘I didn’t agree to any.’ 


‘You’ve managed the evening very badly, Vivian.’ Mrs Foster tutted and slid her gaze over her daughter.


‘You don’t know,’ Vivian spat back. Mrs Foster gave her the queerest look, as though perhaps she did.


It surprised her how quickly everything collapsed. The urgent expectation, once quenched, seemed to have immediately ceased to exist, and nothing replaced it. She felt irked and rebellious. She felt as though everything inside her had shifted, but not in an emotional sense as she’d expected. Hoped. Simply a physical shift. She felt stretched. She needed her bag; there was a handkerchief in there. Where had she put her bag? She was sticky. Sore. 


‘It is time to go home,’ snapped her mother.


As they hailed a carriage, Vivian could hear the strains of the band playing ‘God Save the King’. The evening was over.
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THE CARRIAGES CAME at eleven and took the audience away, a buoyant, satisfied mass of humanity who had enjoyed the passion and deceit of the evening as it had been confined to the stage. To speak of carriages was a euphemism; nowadays the tinkle of the hansom was often drowned out by an electric brougham or the engine of a car, but the theatre respected tradition. At the top of the programme ladies in the pit and gallery were requested to remove their bonnets, and at the bottom there was an instruction that carriages ought to be called for eleven. It was archaic, quaint, but so what? Howard allowed that the theatre could be what it liked. It did not have to be modern or move with the times like so many other industries; it was a magical place above and beyond the demands of reality or progress.


Beryl hurriedly scrubbed off her make-up and he waited for her at the stage door, smoking a cigarette, blue plumes drifting on the night air. Neither of them minded the late hour at which they were venturing forth; thesps were nocturnal. He knew he did not have to try hard to impress her. He could take her to a pub and spend just coppers on jellied eels and stout, but he liked her well enough and so he took her to the Grill Room at the Cumberland Hotel and spent three times what he had to on lamb cutlets and red wine. He watched as the greyness left her skin, her cheeks turned pink; it was money well spent. 


She was a pleasant enough dinner companion. She told him she’d been working in the theatre since she was a baby; her mother was an actress too, ‘Although she struggles for work now. She’s thirty-seven.’ The information was whispered, and Beryl looked about her as she made the revelation, aware that it was a betrayal to admit as much; she had fewer scruples about admitting that no one really knew who her father was. She declared she couldn’t imagine doing anything other, certainly not factory or domestic service, which were, after all, her only genuine alternatives. 


He thought they might be friends if only she didn’t keep leaning so desperately across the table, trying to manoeuvre her small breasts into a cleavage by folding her arms. Not that he thought there was anything wrong with her breasts; he’d always believed more than a handful was a waste. He could sleep with her. Tangle his limbs up with hers for the night, get some brief warmth and luxury from her body, but was it fair? It was obvious he didn’t care about her as much as she cared about him. Women had to care more; they had more to lose. It would end in tears. It always did. He should probably try to avoid that sort of hassle and mess at work. 


They came outside and drew in deep breaths. It was just before two in the morning but the blue-black night wasn’t too chilly or inhospitable. They lingered; he had one foot in the gutter, one on the pavement.


‘Shall we go back to your place?’ she asked as he’d expected her to. The warm tug of companionship, the raw promise of passion had threaded its way through her mind and body. He knew what she imagined, something rather more plush than the reality. In the dressing rooms, before the performance, he often wore a plum-coloured velvet smoking jacket; therefore those who didn’t know any better thought he was a toff. His face was chiselled and his skin luminous in a way that suggested something other than his working-class origins. It was misleading. His face was his own, true enough, but he’d been given the smoking jacket by their Mr Warrington, on loan. The savvy and ambitious actor-manager liked to cultivate a particular image with regard to his writers. He wanted people to assume that they smoked expensive cigars, slept on crisp linen, washed using the best Selfridge soap. They did not. Warrington’s wages couldn’t stretch to any of that. 
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