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Nancy Spain was a novelist, broadcaster and journalist. Born in Newcastle-upon-Tyne in 1917, she was the great-niece of the legendary Mrs Beeton. As a columnist for the Daily Express and She magazine, frequent guest on radio’s Woman’s Hour and panellist on the television programmes What’s My Line? and Juke Box Jury, she was one of the most recognisable (and controversial) media personalities of her era. During the Second World War she worked as a driver, and her comic memoir of her time in the WRNS became an immediate bestseller. After the war she began publishing her acclaimed series of detective novels, and would go on to write over twenty books. Spain and her longtime partner, Joan Werner Laurie, were killed when the light aircraft carrying them to the Grand National in 1964 crashed close to the racecourse. Her friend Noël Coward wrote, ‘It is cruel that all that gaiety, intelligence and vitality should be snuffed out when so many bores and horrors are left living.’
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Introduction




‘The world of books: romantic, idle, shiftless world so beautiful, so cheap compared with living.’


NANCY SPAIN





I never met Nancy Spain, and I’ve been worrying that we might not have got on. It bothers me because I’m a fan. That’s probably an odd start for someone writing an introduction to her work, but I think it’s a sign of how much I like her writing that I ponder whether we would have clicked in person. The thing is, Spain loved celebrity. In 1955 she wrote, ‘I love a big name … I like to go where they go … I always hope (don’t you?) that some of their lustre will rub off against me … ’


I don’t hope that. I loathe celebrity and run from gatherings of the famous, so I can’t say I would have wanted to hang out with her, but I should have liked to have met. I would have told her what a brilliant writer she was, how hilarious, and I’d have said thank you, because I also know that I might not have had my career without her. I’ve been lucky enough to earn a crust by both writing and broadcasting, and I do so because Nancy Spain was there first.


During the height of her fame in the 1950s and early 60s she did something remarkable – she became a multimedia celebrity at a time when no one even knew that was a desirable thing. She was a TV and radio personality, a novelist, a journalist and columnist for British tabloids. She did all this while wearing what was known as ‘mannish clothing’. Although her lesbianism was not openly discussed, she became a role model for many, with the closeted dyke feeling better just knowing Spain was in the public eye being clever and funny.


I am too young to have seen her on TV, but the strange thing about the internet is that people never really disappear. Check Nancy Spain out on the web and you can still see and hear her performing in a 1960s BBC broadcast on the panel of Juke Box Jury. She has the clipped tones of a well-bred Englishwoman of the time, who sounds as though she is fitting in a broadcast before dashing to the Ritz for tea. It is a carefully contrived public persona that suited Spain as a way to present herself to the world but, like so much of her life, it skirted around the truth. She was selling the world a product, a concept which she would have understood only too well.


In 1948 Spain wrote a biography of her great-aunt, Isabella Beeton, author of the famous Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management. Although it was an encyclopedic presentation of all you needed to know about running the home, Isabella Beeton was hardly the bossy matron in the kitchen that the book suggested; in fact she wrote it aged just twenty-one, when she can hardly have had the necessary experience. Isabella probably knew more about horses, having been a racing correspondent for Sporting Life. The truth is that she and her husband Sam saw a gap in the book market. So, rather than being the distillation of years of experience, Mrs Beeton’s book was a shrewd marketing ploy. I wonder how many people know that Isabella never did become that wise old woman of the household because she died aged just twenty-eight of puerperal fever following the birth of her fourth child? There are parallels here too, for Spain’s background was also not what it seemed and she, like Isabella, lost her life too early.


Far from being a posh Londoner, Nancy Spain hailed from Newcastle. Her father was a writer and occasional broadcaster, and she followed in his footsteps quite aware that she was the son he never had. Her determination to come to the fore appeared early on. As a child she liked to play St George and the Dragon in which her father took the part of the dragon, Nancy marched about as St George while, as she described it, her sister Liz ‘was lashed to the bottom of the stairs with skipping ropes and scarves’. No dragon was going to stop Spain from being the hero of the piece.


From 1931 to 1935 Spain was sent, like her mother before her, to finish her education at the famous girls’ public school, Roedean, high on the chalky cliffs near Brighton. It was here that her Geordie accent was subdued and polished into something else. She didn’t like it there and would spend time getting her own back in her later writing. Her fellow classmates seem to have varied in their attitude toward her. Some saw her as exotic and clever, while others found her over the top. It says something about the attitude to women’s careers at the time when you learn that in his 1933 Prize-Giving Day speech to the school the then Lord Chancellor, Lord Sankey, congratulated Roedean on playing ‘a remarkable part in the great movement for the higher education of women’, but added, ‘In spite of the many attractive avenues which were now open to girls’, he hoped ‘the majority of them would not desert the path of simple duties and home life’.


Deserting that path was Spain’s destiny from the beginning. It was while at school that Spain began writing a diary of her private thoughts. In this early writing the conflict between her inner lesbian feelings and society’s demand that she keep them quiet first stirred. She began to express herself in poetry. Some of her verse-making was public and she won a Guinea prize for one of her works in her final year. This, she said, led her to the foolish notion that poems could make money.


Her mother harboured ambitions for Spain to become a games or domestic science teacher, but it was clear neither was going to happen. Her father, who sounds a jolly sort, said she could stay home and have fifty pounds a year to spend as she pleased. She joined a women’s lacrosse and hockey club in Sunderland because it looked like fun, but instead she found a fledgling career and her first love. She became utterly smitten with a fellow team member, twenty-three-year-old Winifred Emily Sargeant (‘Bin’ to her friends) a blonde, blue-eyed woman who could run fast on the field and rather glamorously seemed fast off it by drinking gin and tonic.


The Newcastle Journal decided to publish some reports about women’s sport and almost by chance Nancy got her first job in journalism. Touring with the team meant she could both write and spend time with Bin. When she discovered her feelings for Winifred were reciprocated, she was over the moon.




Dearest – your laughter stirred my heart


for everything I loved was there –


Oh set its gaiety apart


that I may feel it everywhere!





She bought herself a second-hand car for twenty pounds and began making some local radio broadcasts, getting her first taste of fame when she played the part of Northumberland heroine Grace Darling in a local radio play. Meanwhile she and Winifred found time to escape. It was the 1930s and they were both supposed to be growing into ‘respectable’ women. The pressure must have been unbearable as there was no one with whom they could share the excitement of their feelings for each other. They went off for several weeks to France on a touring holiday, which Spain described as idyllic. It was to be a one-off, for they returned to find Britain declaring war with Germany. They both joined up, with Spain enlisting in the Women’s Royal Naval Service, the Wrens.


She would later describe her time in the service as the place where she found emancipation. She became a driver, scooting across the base and fixing the vehicles when they faltered. Based in North Shields, where many large naval vessels came in for repairs, it was often cold and there was no money for uniforms. Some trawlermen gave her a fisherman’s jersey, and she got a white balaclava helmet that she was told was made by Princess Mary. She also got permission to wear jodhpurs on duty. It was the beginning of her feeling comfortable in men’s clothes.


At the end of 1939 news reached Spain that Winifred, aged twenty-seven, had died of a viral infection. Unable to bear the grief, she didn’t go to the funeral, but instead wrote poetry about the efficacy of drink to drown sorrows. The Wrens decided she was officer material and moved her to Arbroath in Scotland to do administrative duties. It was here that she began to shape the rest of her life. She became central to the base’s many entertainments. She took part in broadcasts. She wrote. She was always busy. She did not talk about her life with Winifred. Years later, when she wrote about their dreamy French holiday, she wrote as if she had gone alone. Her only travelling companions apparently were ‘a huge hunk of French bread and a slopping bottle of warm wine’. The descriptions of the trip are splendid, but they mask the painful truth.


After the war, Spain was set to be a writer. An outstanding review by A. A. Milne of her first book, Thank you – Nelson, about her experiences in the Wrens, gave her a first push to success. She sought out the famous, she lived as ‘out’ as she could in an unaccepting world. I don’t like how the tabloids sold her to the public. The Daily Express declared about its journalist, as if it were a selling point: ‘They call her vulgar … they call her unscrupulous … they call her the worst dressed woman in Britain … ’


She called herself a ‘trouser-wearing character’, with her very clothing choices setting her apart as odd or bohemian. I suspect she was just trying to find a way to be both acceptable to the general public, and to be herself. It is a tricky combination, and was much harder then. She may not have known or intended the impact she had in helping to secretly signal to other lesbians and gay men that they were not alone. She lived with the founder and editor of She magazine, Joan ‘Jonny’ Werner Laurie, and is said to have slept with many other women, including Marlene Dietrich. Fame indeed.


I am so thrilled to see her work come back into print. Her detective novels are hilarious. They are high camp and less about detecting than delighting, with absurd farce and a wonderful turn of phrase. Who doesn’t want to read about a sleuth who when heading out to do some detective work hangs a notice on her front door reading ‘OUT – GONE TO CRIME’? Her detective, Miriam Birdseye, was based on Spain’s friend the actress Hermione Gingold, whose own eccentricities made her seem like a character from a novel. Miriam’s glorious theatricality is complemented by her indolent sidekick, the (allegedly) Russian ballerina Natasha Nevkorina, who has to overcome a natural disinclination to do anything in order to do most of the actual detecting. They work incredibly well together, as in this exchange:




‘And she is telling you that you are going mad, I suppose?’ said Natasha.


‘Yes,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, and sank into a chair. She put her head in her hands. ‘I think it is true,’ she said. ‘But how did you know?’


‘That’s an old one,’ said Miriam briskly. ‘I always used to tell my first husband he was going mad,’ she said. ‘In the end he did,’ she added triumphantly.





There is something quintessentially British about these detective novels, as if every girl graduating from Roedean might end up solving a murder. The books contain jokes that work on two levels – some for everyone; some just for those in the know. Giving a fictitious school the name Radcliff Hall is a good queer gag, while anyone might enjoy the names of the ‘intimate revues’ in which Miriam Birdseye had appeared in the past, including ‘Absolutely the End’, ‘Positively the Last’ and ‘Take Me Off’.


Seen through the prism of modern thinking, there are aspects of Spain’s writing that are uncomfortable, but I am sad if they overshadow her work so thoroughly as to condemn it to obscurity. P. G. Wodehouse has, after all, survived far worse accusations. Thomas Hardy is still recalled for his writing about ‘man’s inhumanity to man’, even though by all accounts he wasn’t nice to his wife. Should we stop reading Virginia Woolf because she was a self-confessed snob? I am not a big fan of the modern ‘cancel culture’, and hope we can be all grown-up enough to read things in the context of their time. Of one thing I am certain – Spain was not trying to hurt anyone. She had had too tough a time of her own trying to be allowed just to survive the endless difficulties of being other. My political consciousness is as raised as anyone’s, and I see the flaws, but maybe it’s okay just to relax in her company and succumb to being entertained.


Nancy Spain died aged forty-seven. She was in a light aircraft on her way to cover the 1964 Grand National when the plane crashed near the racecourse. Her partner Jonny was with her and they were cremated together. Her friend Noël Coward wrote, ‘It is cruel that all that gaiety, intelligence and vitality should be snuffed out, when so many bores and horrors are left living.’ She was bold, she was brave, she was funny, she was feisty. I owe her a great deal in leading the way and I like her books a lot. They make me laugh, but also here I get to meet her alone, away from the public gaze, and just soak up the chat. Enjoy.


Sandi Toksvig


To find out more about Nancy Spain, you might like to read her memoirs, Thank you – Nelson, Why I’m Not a Millionaire and A Funny Thing Happened on the Way. Also the authorised biography, A Trouser-Wearing Character: The Life and Times of Nancy Spain by Rose Collis.
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Frontispiece


‘And so to sum up,’ said Mr Justice Mayhem. He leant back behind his desk and shut his old, old eyes. The court-room was warm and filled with air that had been used many times by other people. ‘To sum up. In order to understand all that faced the accused you will have to put yourselves to a certain extent in the same place.


‘Murder is a most horrible crime. One (I feel certain) that you, members of the jury, might never find it in your hearts to commit. I do not (no matter what the circumstances) look upon it as the normal solution to a difficult emotional problem. I may feel sympathy for someone who has become entangled in an emotional net outside his or her control. I do not see how I can feel sympathy for someone who has used force to extricate himself from that net.


‘In order, therefore, that you may consider your verdict and bring in such a decision as you may all unanimously find, I must ask you yet once more to consider the evidence of the Crown’s witnesses that we have all had placed before us. And much of this evidence relates to the accused’s behaviour on the 23rd of February last …’
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ALONG THE
BRINY BEACH




‘O Oysters come and walk with us!’


The Walrus did beseech.


‘A pleasant walk, a pleasant talk


Along the briny beach.


We cannot do with more than four


To give a hand to each …’


LEWIS CARROLL: The Walrus and the Carpenter.












CHAPTER ONE


The road to the sea from Brunton-on-Sea railway station vibrates with trolley-buses. It is dominated by two house-agents, a wine-shop, a horrid little tea-room called the Blue Parrot and the Sussex and Provincial Bank, Limited, with its black double door. Brunton has only recently been included in the Southern electric circuit. It is healthily situated alongside Beachy Head and is one of the most hideous watering-places on the South Coast. Persons retiring there with the intention of dying have lingered on for years, feeling better than they have ever felt in their lives. It has the highest sunshine percentage of any town in Great Britain.


Nevertheless, on this morning in February the English Channel was at its worst. It had been churned up all night into a series of frothing waves caused by a south-westerly gale. Andrew Cathcart, the manager of this branch of the Sussex and Provincial, paused at the double doors and shivered. The worst of the weather was over, the rain had passed on towards London; the horizon was now a clear pale green, but the sea was still upset. Mr Cathcart’s face slowly turned purple. He straightened his tie and shrugged his shoulders. Half past ten. He expected ‘young’ Tony at eleven. Funny thing, he always thought of Tony Robinson as ‘young’, though by now he was well into his forties. Funny thing. Shaking his head, Mr Cathcart went into his office.


II


Half-way down Station Road a foolhardy terrace of villa residences shot off at right angles. It had been an attempt at a refined residential quarter. Here, Joshua Mabberly (the old jobbing builder) had run up villa after villa to the specifications of Anglo-Indian colonels and colonials, wishfully retiring. After many years the colonels had died. They had usually spent their capital, because they had lived longer than they intended. And the colonels’ ladies had not cared to live on, among the Burmese gongs and Benares brassware, without the money to keep these things in the manner to which they had been accustomed.


Soon the colonels’ ladies had gone away, no one knew where. The colonials had died, too; and because no one had ever married them, they left no woman to cherish the groups taken at Blauwildebeestefontein and Wallamaloo and Pretoria, with a white fox terrier in the foreground. So the Warhaven Sale Rooms, behind the house agents in Station Road, were filled with exotic bric-à-brac that changed hands once a month, wittily mocked by Ronald Cathcart, auctioneer and valuer and brother to the bank manager. And Durbah Villas, shamefaced, lurked behind signs announcing Gelthorne Guest House, Bolinbroke private and Price’s family and commercial hotels.


Mabberly died in 1926. His interest in this story is only that he set the scenery. He had once been proud of the vast rich Durbah Villas, so much the same size and yet (as he would have said) so individual. And each (as he would also say) according. They all had their own atmosphere, but the richest and most sinister example of Edwardian Gothic in the whole terrace was the Oranmore. It stood on the much-coveted corner site. Six of its thirteen bedrooms possessed sea views.


The Oranmore Private Hotel (unlicensed) had once been two houses: Pondicherry Lodge and Burma Villa. Mabberly had enjoyed himself building these for their original owners, Captain Fortescue-Sykes (who had since tried to corner the pepper market, had gone broke and shot himself) and Mr Dunlop, who was dead. Neither of these men had wanted (in their lifetime) any damn’ nonsense. Both of them had paid twice, through the nose and up to the hilt. Pondicherry Lodge had a sloping lawn and hydrangea bushes. Burma Villa had rockeries, fore and aft. So the Oranmore had the advantage of both of these rare types of garden. It also enjoyed the late Mrs Fortescue-Sykes’ collection of cacti, which clustered obscenely in a corner of the Pondicherry Lodge back garden near the garden-seat.


Anthony Robinson stood in the porch of the Oranmore Hotel, complacently looking at his new writing-paper and billheads. They had arrived from the printer’s that morning. (The printer also was a Cathcart: they had quite a stranglehold upon the neighbourhood.) The Oranmore Private Hotel – Prop. A. Campbell-Robinson appeared in Gothic letters at the head of a beige, deckle-edged sheet. The envelopes were also beige and deckle-edged. Anthony was pleased with them. The fresh air came from the sea, with salt in it, and ruffled the paper in his hands. Anthony looked at his watch. Half an hour before he was due at the bank. As he went back into the house, moving his shoulders against the cold, he wondered if Connie the cook had swiped that gin he had hidden last night in the kitchen. Then suddenly in the little room above the door he saw his wife, holding up a twin to be admired. He waved and gestured and his face broke into happy, handsome lines.


III


Tony Robinson was the sort of man that women consider ‘attractive’ and of whom men are consequently jealous. He gave a general effect that was tall and willowy. He had a pale, thin face with darting blue eyes and eyelashes like tangled, unpruned hedges. He was intensely friendly and obviously delighted in human beings, expecting them to delight in him also. He wore cheap sports clothes; in some unbelievable way, on his lean figure they appeared well-cut. He loved to cut a dash. He very much admired gamblers and bookmakers. He was often in their company, imitating their slang, buying round on round of expensive drinks and sometimes picking up a tip for a selling plate. These people said Tony was a ‘good scout’ and (amongst themselves) a bloody fool. They could not (they said) credit it that a man could have that much bad luck on the track, but there, look at the luck he’d had with women.


Tony Robinson’s father had been a clergyman – the Reverend Thomas Robinson of St Biddulph’s, Brunton, no less. His mother, one of the rich Misses Pringle of Sheffield, had provided money for all her sons’ educations. Andrew Cathcart (in those days a teller at the Sussex and Provincial) had enviously observed Mark, Luke, Tony and Edward going away to their prep schools, coming home from them frail and white and nervous, and then going away again, to Rugby. Edward, the youngest and most sensitive, had died of all this. Andrew had nevertheless been sick with envy. He looked forward to a day when a Cathcart might also smile, product of a public school education. His daughter Rosemary he had brought up as a lady. Perhaps also his brother’s kid Kenneth …


Sunk in this feckless dream, behind his desk in the nicely partitioned manager’s office, old Cathcart heard Tony Robinson’s entrance at five past eleven.


It was as though some subtle wind had come into the place. Cathcart could hear the tellers answering greetings. He could even hear one or two customers saying ‘Good morning’ gaily. He got up from his chair in spite of himself and advanced, blinking, through the door.


‘Come on in, Tony,’ he said, in a rush of warm feeling. ‘Come in.’ In spite of everything, he was fond of the boy.


‘Sit down,’ said old Cathcart. He pointed to the massive mahogany chair beyond the desk in the sunlight. Tony sat down and scowled like a little boy, screwing up his eyes. Old Cathcart drew the ledger towards him, mumbling a little. Tony had had his £4000 by his mother’s will. The Oranmore had been in the market for 10,000. Let’s see now, the bank had taken up that mortgage for him … Tony wasn’t beginning to pay his way yet. He’d have to stick in at it a bit more. Knock off spirits or something …


‘Well?’ said Tony, faintly truculent. He looked at his shoes. They were cheap suède, but on Tony’s long, flat, trim feet they seemed like shoes made by Lobb of St James’s. ‘You wanted to see me?’


His voice, which had been that of a country gentleman calling his dogs, had sunk to a whisper. He must know his financial position, thought old Cathcart, peering forward at him above his glasses. Suddenly he saw Tony’s future plainly. He saw him a spiv, probably a hanger-on in a bookmaker’s gang, probably known as The Duke or The Marquis. Cathcart spoke more sharply than he had intended. No doubt he remembered Tony’s mother and that good old man the Reverend, Tony’s father.


‘It’s your overdraft,’ he said harshly. ‘You’re over your limit again, you know. This has to stop. It isn’t the first time …’ He seemed to be making no effect on Tony. He raised his voice a little. ‘This has got to stop,’ he repeated. ‘Banks aren’t run like this, y’know. It’s a pretty poor show. If your poor mother were alive …’


Tony Robinson’s thick eyelashes fluttered. His brows came together in a heavy line. One thin, long hand opened and shut on his knee.


‘You keep my mother out of this,’ he said, very rudely indeed.


Mr Cathcart trembled. He pushed back his chair. He could feel his heart rising in his throat, thumping in his wrists, banging in his stomach.


‘Very well, then!’ he cried. ‘I’ll teach you a lesson. I’ll show you we aren’t a philanthropic institution made to keep your pockets lined, so you can stand drinks to all the touts in Brighton. Pay off your overdraft by next Monday, or …’


And, trembling foolishly, Andrew Cathcart rose to his feet. He stood there swaying, his face going darker and darker. Tony stood up too, and towered over him, glowering.


‘Good morning,’ said old Cathcart, and turned his back. He heard the inner door slam. It was as though the daylight left the building. He heard the outer door slam. Tony’s angry feet went stamping past the window. Sunk back in his chair, Cathcart imagined Tony’s entry into the Warhaven Arms. With a sour smile, he wondered how he would contrive to pay for his first round of drinks.


IV


Tony crossed the road. He walked furiously, with his head down. His face no longer showed a blaze of temper. He looked preoccupied and his mouth was twisted in a tight line. As far as he remembered, his overdraft was £142. £142. His own age, plus a hundred. His own blood pressure, or what his own blood pressure ought to be.


Here his brows unknotted and he was suddenly delighted with himself. The sun came out and the sea danced. The waves were tipped with gold. Station Road and Durbah Villas had a background like beaten brass – like one of the brass gongs from Burma …


‘Hullo, Tony,’ said the hall-porter of the Warhaven Arms, leaning on his brush in the porch. ‘You’re in good form. Got a winner or something?’


‘Not much, old boy,’ said Tony. He was suddenly electric with enthusiasm. ‘It’s the spring. The spring, I tell you. Yes. And seeing your old face. How are you, you old devil? How’s Mrs Bob? Any new whippets?’


He followed Bob through the plate-glass doors, past the manager’s office to a little, warm, stuffy pantry.


‘Ar …’ Bob became confidential. ‘Needs worming, I tell you, she does. Not the missus. The new bitch. These dogs I been getting sent down from Hoxton, they’re in a shocking state …’


The sun warmed the window. There was a strip of threadbare carpet on the floor. There were several cases of beer and a worn iron beer-opener.


‘The journey, Bob,’ said Tony. He hoisted himself on to a wooden kitchen table and sat with his long, strong legs dangling. ‘It’s the journey, that’s what it is.’


Bob’s miserable grey face now seemed alight with pleasure. He propped his broom against a case of beer and reached into a cupboard for a bottle of gin.


‘Not today, Bob,’ said Tony. He lifted one hand, flat, and wagged it from side to side. ‘Not today. I tell you, it’s the journey puts those dogs back. Now, if you were to travel from Hoxton, tied up and whining in a guard’s van, you’d know it, I can tell you. If you’d only let me run up there in the station wagon now, I’d fetch them back to your little place and they’d never be so pulled down. It’s that guard’s van.’


Tony’s feet swung to and fro. He was genuinely delighted by Bob’s company and fascinated by his whippets. He would have been astonished if anyone had suggested that he was working hard for his gin.


‘Narsty dirty stinkin’ places,’ said Bob, grinning from ear to ear. He poured out two double gins, utterly disregarding Tony’s hand and his apologetic manner. ‘Don’ be a fool, Tony,’ he said, under one quirking eyebrow. ‘You’ll never go off the drink.’


A fly buzzed and whacked its nose against the window glass. The air in the pantry was cosy with spilt beer and old sherry.


‘I will, you know, when I can’t pay for it.’


Tony threw back his head and roared with laughter. He laughed at himself, and Bob’s sad face and the two double gins and his own regrettable weakness of character.


Bob looked at him. He plucked his upper lip between finger and thumb and his whole face changed and crumpled as he watched him.


‘You short, boy?’ He pushed the gin violently towards Tony along the kitchen table. ‘You drink that up.’


Tony looked up. Something darkened his eyes.


‘Ye-es,’ he said slowly. Then he smiled directly into Bob’s face. ‘I’m a bit short.’ He picked up the gin in his hand. He swilled it round and it slopped in the glass. Bob turned his back.


‘Five any good?’ he said, fumbling at his waist. ‘Get you more tonight if you like …’


‘Oh, I say …’ Tony began to wave the money away. Bob shook his head. He had unbuckled a heavy soldier’s money-belt.


‘No,’ he said. ‘You take it, Tony. It’s awful for people like you to be short. ’Tisn’t like me …’


Tony looked at the five crumpled pound notes. They lay in the sun where Bob had put them. There was a little pool of beer beside them. He suddenly drank his gin.


‘Go on,’ said Bob. ‘You take it.’


‘Well …’ There was another pause of indecision. Then the money was on the table no longer. It had been tucked into Tony’s pigskin wallet. ‘Thanks, Bob,’ said Tony, and laughed pleasantly. ‘Of course,’ he added slowly, ‘money’s only a symbol …’


‘Any time, Tony, any time.’


‘Now we can have one on me.’ Tony produced a pound with a caricature of rustling banknotes. Bob poured two more double gins. He cocked an eye anxiously at the door. He heard footsteps, he thought. He was right. Major Bognor’s bogus head came sidling round the door. Bob hated his thick moustache and his eyeglass and his pompous trashy manner. Bob turned his back.


‘Hullo-ullo-ullo,’ said Major Reginald Bognor. ‘Any gin going? Oh, it’s you in here, Robinson. Might have guessed it, what?’


‘Trapped by one of my own tenants,’ said Tony, waving his drink. ‘But you’re in time to catch up on the round …’


Bob poured another gin, muttering to himself. The back of his neck plainly resented his money buying drinks for a swine like that Major. Why, the Major’d been in here yesterday on the old touch himself. And he didn’t get it …


‘Well,’ said the Major and lifted his glass. ‘Mother’s had to go into the station for a parcel, so I escaped. Here’s fun.’ His eyeglass fell back against his little checked waistcoat. He drank the gin greedily. Bob hid his glass behind the beer. Later, he would sell that drink again to someone else. Or (‘Have a drink, Bob?’) he might accept it gratefully, over and over again through the morning, with a clear profit of two-and-fourpence every time. Certainly he would never touch it. He looked at Tony with little sad eyes. He thought it a ghastly thing that men like Tony should keep hotels for beasts like Major Bognor to live in. With his mother. Bob snorted and began to mop up the spilt beer with a dirty rag.


‘Quite comfortable, I hope, in your new room?’ said Tony kindly to Bognor. The gin had made its effect. He was increasingly the owner of a very successful, extremely well-run private hotel, far better than home, my dear, and (thank God) the proprietor is a gentleman. The Major showed discreet false teeth. His glass had rattled against them as he drank.


‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘Your wife calls it The Slot, I believe.’ He screwed in his eyeglass and looked fixedly at the mark that the beer had made on the table. ‘Mother says she has a draught in hers.’ He laughed blandly, inviting Tony to sneer also at his mother’s discomfort.


‘Oh, dear!’ Tony was genuinely distressed. ‘And with her sciatica. I’ve got some felt. I’ll fix it round the door.’


Bob gazed dreamily out of the window. The conversation (as he would have been the first to tell you) was none of his business. He suddenly remarked that Tony had better get cracking.


‘Saw your missus come up them steps just now. Looked a bit on the rampage, too.’


Tony sprang up and finished his gin. Bob nipped the glass away and hid it behind his back. The Major stirred and muttered something about ‘Women in our hour of ease, what?’ Tony said, ‘Thanks for everything, Bob.’ Then they all straightened their backs and waited for the quick rattle of feet clattering over linoleum, muffled by rugs, coming nearer and nearer to Bob’s little pantry.









CHAPTER TWO


Mrs Tony Robinson was not a shrew, as we might imagine from the guilty herding together of men at her approach. Indeed, although her looks and charm were under the treble strain of a tendency to anaemia, of living in Brunton and of running the Oranmore Private Hotel, she was a young woman with all the gaiety that comes from a proper enjoyment of life. She had married Tony, for example, quite gaily during the war, when she had been in the Ministry of Industrial Warfare and he had been a lieutenant-commander in the RNVR. In the parties that followed their betrothal and marriage she had led the rout, and had been (as Tony’s bookmaker friends would have said) a ‘thorough-going little sport’. She was small and untidy. Her natural pale good looks were often spoilt by messy hair round her cheekbones. Her shoes were often covered in dry mud. Her name was Celia. She was sensitive and tried extremely hard to be practical. She had a provincial degree in science. Before the war she had taught chemistry in a girls’ public school for a term and a half. She was thirty-six and looked at her best in trousers.


All women, they tell us, are happy to be mothers. If this is a universal rule there is an exception to it, and this exception was Celia Robinson. She had never really been happy since the birth of April and May, their two twin daughters. These had been born a quarter before midnight and a quarter after midnight on April 30th and May 1st two years before.


During the seven months before this date, Tony had visited the saloon bars alone, and had returned home with many fine, unsatisfactory tips at six to four on. Since this date Celia’s morning always began badly. She had no nurse. April and May were inclined to fling objects from their cots and bawl for love and companionship. They were indistinguishable, with very little hair. Tony alternately spoilt and slapped them, and they adored him. Celia brought them up with a reference-book in one hand, as though she were failing in a very difficult practical chemistry examination. Consequently they rather disliked her. She was terrified of them.


II


She had slammed the Oranmore gate behind her and hurried along Durbah Villas with the benevolent impulse of helping Tony with the shopping. Tony was so good and cheerful with the tradesmen. April and May had not been too frightful this morning. They had been quite quick over their morning toilet and Celia for once had an opportunity to snatch some fresh air before returning to the torture of luncheon.


Connie (who preferred to be called Chef) was difficult, to say the least of it. Celia was positive she drugged or something. Chef was a huge, powerfully built, pear-shaped female with close-cropped hair. She derived a mysterious social cachet from the fact that she had once owned a guest-house. It had gone bankrupt. She had arrived five weeks ago in answer to an advertisement. She had brought Mrs Thomson, her own kitchenmaid, with her and would use no other. She had a large, weak, obstinate face with heavily hooded cobra eyes. Sometimes she became rather drunk and sang that she would ‘Tell the World She had a Pretty Talent for Loving’. Celia, when she still possessed her sense of humour, found this pathetic and rather funny. Lately, however, things had not seemed such a scream. She had begun to find Connie sinister.


As she hurried towards Twiggs the greengrocer’s her mind was filled with Connie as she had been that morning – grim in a green brace and bib. Celia hoped that perhaps Connie would pull herself together over the sweet just for once, and do a little better than pour ‘hundreds and thousands’ over some mauve blancmange. Also it appeared that ‘Tommy’ (as Connie called her) was in One of Her Moods and had said that Chef could do her own veg. Celia enjoyed peeling potatoes and had suggested (smiling pleasantly) that she could do it, then. Apparently this was not the point. The point was some obscure private quarrel between Chef and Tommy. The veg had merely been the breaking-point. It had originated in the arrival of Mr Thomson (Tommy’s husband) next weekend. Really, Chef and Tommy would have to go. She would tell Tony again to sack them. He hadn’t done so last time, in spite of agreeing with her so enthusiastically. He had given them another fortnight’s trial. Celia sometimes didn’t understand Tony …


She had now arrived at Twiggs the greengrocer’s, on the corner of Station Road, opposite the Sussex and Provincial Bank. There were boxes outside the window with ready-boiled beetroots and other root vegetables in them. A large blackboard was leaning under cover. It said:




REGISTER FOR ORANGES. THEY’RE IN





The sun came out. She saw Tony cross the road, recover his good humour, smile and greet Bob, the hall-porter. Celia’s mouth, fixed cruelly in contemplation of Chef and Tommy, relaxed into happiness. What a handsome creature Tony was!


‘Darling Tony,’ she said, completely happy. ‘Yes. I’ll have to winkle him out of there.’


She turned into Twiggs. He probably hadn’t even started to do the shopping. Mr Twiggs came towards her rubbing his hands on his neat, fawn cotton overall, delicately licking his lips under his thin moustache. What could he have been eating?


‘Good morning, Mr Twiggs,’ said Celia. Her manner was very slightly patronizing, her tone very slightly over-refined. Mr Twiggs began to bristle very slightly. (Who was she to give herself airs? Now him he didn’t mind …) ‘Has Commander Robinson been in here yet?’ said Celia.


Mr Twiggs leant on a crate of oranges and said, well, yes and no, in a manner of speaking.


‘I mean,’ Celia began again, more apologetically, ‘has he given you the order yet? – because we’ve two rather important guests arriving tonight and we’re down to our last two pounds of potatoes. In fact we need—’


Mr Twiggs went very slowly to the till. He picked up a bill from a spike and stared at it. Then, rubbing it slowly across the seat of his pants, he moved back to Celia and spread it among the oranges. He said he hated to disoblige a lady, see, but that no more goods could be supplied to the Oranmore Hotel until this here little account between him and the Commander (the sneer in Mr Twiggs’ voice on the word ‘Commander’ was most unpleasant) had been squared up, see? Little matter of twenty pound. He hated to disoblige a lady.


Celia took this news like a blow in the face. She stared a long time at Mr Twiggs, not understanding him. She opened her mouth. Speech failed her. She put out a hand for the bill and husked. No words came. Eventually, half strangled, she thanked Mr Twiggs. She said, gasping, that the account would be settled that night. Mr Twiggs smiled. It was the little, cold, disbelieving smile of someone who has taken a lady down a peg.


‘Thank you, madam,’ he said. He turned and walked to the back of the shop.


Then Celia followed Tony into the Warhaven Arms.


III


Mrs Eithne Bognor, permanent winter resident of the Oranmore Hotel, and Major Reginald Bognor’s mother, came out of the parcels-office of the station. She had been ‘meeting’ a small parcel of minced horse-meat for her cat. She walked daintily down Station Road towards the sea. She was worrying, as she always did, about her son Reginald. What would happen to him when she was gone? If only she was able to leave him the money on trust …


Mrs Bognor was an old lady with snow-white hair and snapping black eyes. She leant rather heavily on an ebony stick. She was muffled in sables against the sea wind. She was seventy-nine. She had often been called the Last of the English Gentlewomen. Knowing this, she kept her back straight and flat and her fine, high-arched nose proudly raised. The air came in from the sea like champagne.


The parcel of minced horse-meat was tucked out of sight in her bag. She really did not care to be seen carrying a parcel. Her husband, the late Engineer Rear Admiral Bognor, had often said it was a practice contrary to Good Order and Naval Discipline. She believed him. It was a marvellously fine morning for February.


She turned in at the door of the Sussex and Provincial Bank, much preoccupied by thoughts of Reginald. He was so very deeply in love, poor boy, with this actress. But what a delight for him it was that she was at last consenting to marry him! Reggie was always at his best when married. Or so he said. It was sad that this Miss Birdseye was an actress, but there … No wonder Reggie was always so ‘pushed for cash’, as he called it in his witty way. And writing her those interminable letters. Why, he must spend a small fortune in stamps alone …


And so, preoccupied, Mrs Bognor wrote out her cheque to ‘self’ and signed it and tucked away her money beside the minced horse-meat. She was so preoccupied that she did not notice the astonishment of the teller as he pushed two hundred one-pound banknotes across the mahogany counter. Nor did she observe him calling to Mr Cathcart to come from his inner office, and she did not know that they watched her back as she left the bank. She walked very upright, as usual. The bright fickle sunlight swallowed her as she paced away down Station Road.


‘Well, I’m damned!’ said Cathcart, as her stick tapped past his window. ‘Two hundred, eh? Wonder what the sweet hell she wants with ’em.’


IV


Connie, the Chef, sat on one side of an enormous wooden table in the kitchen. Her muscular forearms were propped upon it. Every now and then her head sank on a level with the table and she gave a gigantic yawn. Opposite her sat Tommy, the kitchenmaid. The kitchen was well below street level. Above their heads, outside the window, the green lawns and the rockery sloped away. At least, however, they were not distressed (as guests were distressed when dining in the front of the house on the same level) by the feet and legs of people passing and re-passing the windows. Connie and Tommy were quite absorbed in their own rather shabby little affairs. There was nothing inside the room to relieve the monotony as they grew steadily upon each other’s nerves.
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