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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 towards 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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EXIT PRINCE
CHARMING









1


It was one of those surprising fine late afternoons in December that often follow upon many sad days of wind and rain and fog in Newchester. The winter sun had shone all day and had failed to warm anyone. There was frost in the air, and excitement. Christmas was only a week away. The red sun slanted below the mist and lengthened the shadows in ‘Atkins Street’. A pleasant street that had curved graciously down towards the River Tame since it was built in 1815. Its present title was a sop to the Lord Mayor of Newchester: a great philanthropist.


There was a theatre in Atkins Street, the Theatre Royal, with a colonnaded portico and bright hoardings that announced the Christmas Pantomime, Cinderella. There were several fine bay-fronted houses in Atkins Street. There were solicitors’ offices with brass plates, typewriting agencies, multiple chain stores, oddly housed in fine buildings that had once been high-class city residences. And there was a cab-rank, composed of smart black Austin motor-cars and a solitary growler.


The evening mist, lurking down back lanes in gutters, seemed to rise and hang shimmering in front of the shop windows. As the daylight failed the electric light in these shops became important. Oranges and lemons, crackers and bowls of glacé cherries, brilliantly jacketed children’s books and festoons of Christmas cards proclaimed the season of the year. Scarlet was a predominant colour. The oranges glowed like the sun. The glacé cherries glittered like precious stones in their cave. The Christmas cards were, perhaps, more intellectually exciting.


Natasha DuVivien and her friend Miriam Birdseye paused on the pavement to consider a bookshop. Their arms were full of parcels, their faces were flushed with cold and generosity and childish apprehension about Christmas.


‘This,’ said Natasha, in her slow, elegant Russian voice, ‘is the part that I am loving most about Christmas.’


Natasha’s voice was not so obviously Russian that it might be described phonetically by the syllables ‘Boo, boo, boo’. It was, nevertheless, a little odd.


‘You mean the weeks beforehand, dear?’ said Miriam Birdseye absently. She disengaged an unpleasant street child from her shopping-bag. ‘Not today, thank you,’ she said to it severely. ‘I will not give you a penny for singing a carol. Christmas Eve is the time for carols.’


She turned to Natasha and agreed with her.


‘Yes,’ said Miriam. ‘The weeks before Christmas are fun. But I am not so certain, myself, about Christmas itself.’


These two ladies stared at their reflections in the winking plate-glass window of the high-class firm of Nutson, Mawd and Pander, Stationers and Booksellers, Newchester.


‘I hate book tokens,’ said Miriam suddenly. ‘They spoil everything.’


II


At the same time Johnny DuVivien, Natasha’s ex-husband, sat gloomily in the front row of a non-stop variety theatre in London. His decree absolute had come through that morning. He was deeply depressed. Even faced by the undeniable fact that Natasha had run away from him he had believed, until the very last moment, that Natasha would contrive something – send him some sign to show that she didn’t want to be divorced. Natasha was a White Russian and an ex-ballet dancer. This had made her a little unstable and difficult.


But God knows Johnny didn’t want a divorce. He adored Natasha. He had only agreed to it to please her. He had no idea how hopelessly lonely it would make him. Oh dear. He wished he was dead. And as for the Theatre (Natasha’s beloved drama), he

hated it. It bored him stiff.


He looked vaguely up at the stage.


Capering women and monkey-faced men. All as unnatural as hell. The show dragged on and on and on. Once Johnny had been uncompromisingly intolerant of the Theatre. Now he was trying, pathetically, to recapture some of Natasha’s love of drama. Even this tawdry non-stop revue had something in it for her. It said nothing to him, blast it.


And when Natasha could not get enough of this elusive commodity she ran up dramas in her own life. Not to be wondered, really. She was always getting innocently involved in quite appalling muddles … Even murders and things. It was all extremely dangerous. Perhaps she liked danger. She was an extremely naughty girl. Oh God, he missed her so …


Johnny moved restlessly in his seat. He had paid no attention to the show for at least half an hour. Suddenly he could bear it no longer. Life without Natasha was intolerable. He must know what she was doing. He sat up straight. He must make one more effort to get her back. On the stage a young lady began to sing ‘People will say we’re in love’ in a sweet, painful soprano. The effect on Johnny was electric. He covered his eyes with his hand. That tune. The last time he remembered hearing that had been at the first night of Oklahoma … with Natasha.


He rushed for the exit, tripping over feet as he went. People looked at him strangely. Let them, damn them.


Five minutes later, back in his hotel with the telephone directory spread in front of him, and a list of Natasha’s friends and acquaintances at his elbow, he began to dial. He began by dialling Miriam Birdseye’s London number.


III


As it so happened Natasha was still reflected in the window of Nutson, Mawd and Pander. She was agreeably decorative, by any standards. She wore conventional tweeds and a pale-blue blouse. A phantom beaver coat swathed them. Her ash brown hair hung to her shoulders. Miriam Birdseye was taller than Natasha and there was a general effect of mink that seemed a little theatrical for the provinces. She had been a revue artist of genius. She was not good-looking. Behind them both the traffic lights flickered from red to green and back over again. In the dusk (thought Natasha) they looked like brightly lit boiled sweets.


Natasha and Miriam stared in at an idle display of books. They both sighed. They were agreed that, once again, it would have to be book tokens.


‘And,’ pointed out Natasha, ‘this is meaning that we will be having to spend half a crown more. It is always so with book tokens. I have noticed it.’


Suddenly Miriam gave a little cry.


‘I thought I saw someone,’ she said slowly, ‘reflected in the glass … Someone I knew … ’


Natasha transferred a heavy shopping-bag to her other hand and gazed up and down Atkins Street. There were a great many people, pushing and hurrying and calling out to one another, buying newspapers and even (in extreme cases) carrying turkeys. But there was no one whom Natasha knew. She said so.


‘Not you – me,’ said Miriam in a muddled way. ‘And not walking in the street. In a motor-car. A Rolls Bentley.’


‘Oh,’ said Natasha vaguely, ‘that is quite different. Who have you thought you are seeing?’


‘That bloody man Hampton Court,’ said Miriam slowly and viciously. ‘That horrible ape. I expect I was mistaken.’


Natasha was vague. Her wide, hazel eyes were untroubled. Miriam’s face had twisted with rage, like an expensive jade figure.


‘What is Hampton Court?’ said Natasha.


‘It is a man,’ said Miriam. ‘A bitch of a man. The music-hall artist. You know, dear. The comedian. The man who wrote that filthy autobiography and no one dared to sue him. He said he was warped because his mother dropped him at birth. That man. He was involved in that swindle about a share transfer … He’s supposed to have gone into pantomime production this year, like the Littlers. I hate him,’ she ended vehemently. ‘But he is the best Buttons in the business.’


‘Buttons?’ said Natasha, surprised. ‘Business?’


‘Buttons, dear, in Cinderella, dear,’ said Miriam, by now in a furious rage and hissing like a queen cobra. ‘Perhaps it’s one of his pantomimes here. Let’s go and see.’


IV


There were three theatres in Newchester-on-the-Tame. There was the Universe, cunningly concealed in a side street, devoted to first-class variety in all its glory. There was the Pallindrome, in one of the main streets, also devoted to variety and fallen from grace. There were turns with performing dogs here, and sometimes, in the summer, shamingly, circuses. And then there was the Theatre Royal, Atkins Street, concerning itself purely with all that the profession considers most legitimate: with companies touring prior to London production, with revivals of Ibsen and new and difficult productions by J. B. Priestley. Mrs Siddons once played here. Sarah Bernhardt suffered from pains in her leg here. Irving complained of it. Mrs Patrick Campbell was sick in it. A leading lady, who shall be nameless, was divorced as a result of ‘goings-on’ in its dressing-rooms. In short, the Theatre Royal was a fine old provincial theatre with over a hundred years of tradition crawling up and down its red velveteen curtains, blinking in its houselights, reflected from its white walls and in its gilt looking-glasses and ancient cloakroom attendants.


For the five winter months of the year the Theatre Royal (in common with the Universe and the Pallindrome) devoted itself to Pantomime. But whereas at the Universe and the Pallindrome there were, habitually, white-tongued Scots comedians playing in travesties of pantomimes like Mother Goose or Goody Two Shoes or even, one year, Little Cock Riding Boots, at the Theatre Royal the pantomime was always a classic like Cinderella or Dick Whittington or Jack and the Beanstalk.


Newchester expected this of ‘the Royal’. Newchester at Christmas time went to the Universe and the Pallindrome for ‘a good laff’. It went to the Royal for Beauty. This covered equally the gracious curves of Prince Charming, the Ballet of the Bells (Turn again Whittington) and the white lace or green beanstalk transformation scene, where everything went miraculously ‘up’ and turned itself into the ballroom scene or the outside of the Castle of Giant Despair. The Theatre Royal was, as we know, in Atkins Street, and it happened to be less than a hundred yards from Nutson, Mawd and Pander.


It was the usual stage door, tunnelled in the side of the Theatre Royal, crested with a globe-shaped light, date 1830. There was a stage-door keeper too, in shirt-sleeves with expanding elastic grips, who habitually wore a cloth cap and drank tea from a chipped cup. His name was George and everyone was fond of him. He never spoke.


By the time that Miriam and Natasha arrived beside George they had read the flaring hoardings. They were in full possession of the news that this was ‘Hampton Court’s production of Cinderella’ (in association with Atkins, Setter and Byrne), with Hampton Court as Buttons, with book and lyrics by Hampton Court. Natasha who, as a White Russian, should have been uneducated about pantomime, suddenly became knowledgeable about Cinderella.


‘I thought,’ she said slowly, ‘there was no actual book. I thought oll that picnic and oll those hunting scenes were made up by the comedians. The Ugly Sisters. With only the dances and so on constantly the same.’


‘I wonder who are the Ugly Sisters,’ murmured Miriam. One year, at the height of her fame in intimate revue, she had been approached by a pantomime king and offered the part of the taller Ugly Sister in Sheffield. Miriam had refused sulkily. She had never stopped regretting it.


‘As you know,’ she whispered to Natasha, ‘I am mad to play Prince Charming.’


Natasha was kind.


‘Perhaps their Prince Charming is not feeling very well,’ said Natasha comfortingly.


They went on down the dimly lit whitewashed underground passage that connected the dressing-rooms to the stage door and the outside world. Small electric light bulbs flickered like glow-worms. George had disappeared. They pressed forward down ankle-breaking stairs towards the dressing-rooms. As they paused at the foot of the stairs outside Number One Dressing-Room, the temporary property of the leading lady, they heard (or thought they heard) the sound of someone crying in one of the dressing-rooms.


Yes, they were not mistaken. Someone was sobbing bitterly.


V


‘Poor little thing,’ said Miriam impulsively. She pushed forward towards the lighted doorway. ‘It sounds like a girl … ’


It was not a girl. It was a good-looking young man with fair hair in flannel trousers and a lemon-coloured slip-over whose face was already glazed and shiny with weeping. His blue eyes were bloodshot and swollen. He was obviously deeply upset.


‘What’s the matter?’ called out Miriam. ‘Can we help?’ There was a pause and then she gave a little cry of recognition. ‘Why, it’s Tony. Tony Gresham.’ She spun between him and Natasha with a vague gesture of introduction. ‘What are you crying about, Tony? Not like you to cry. Tony and I,’ she went on gaily, turning to Natasha, ‘were in Absolutely the End together. Tony makes lovely cakes. He’s lovely to be in a show with. He was our Press Agent.’


Tony Gresham laughed hysterically. Miriam’s muddled kindliness slowly restored a normal foundation. He searched his pockets for a handkerchief.


‘That little thing will not be being any good,’ said Natasha. ‘What you will be wanting will be a good blow. You must blow on one of these men’s handkerchiefs which I am just buying in Newchester for my Christmas presents.’


Natasha gravely undid a small flat green cardboard box that contained six men’s handkerchiefs. They had been intended for an acquaintance of hers, but Natasha had then discovered that those who gave handkerchiefs to their love would one day wave them goodbye. She was, therefore, glad of an opportunity to dispose of them.


‘And now,’ said Miriam brutally, ‘will you kindly tell us what you’re crying about?’


Tony Gresham, sniffing, began to explain.


‘It’s that devil Hampton Court … ’ he began.


Natasha and Miriam exchanged a glance.


‘He’s been absolutely vile,’ he went on slowly, his blue eyes losing their parboiled appearance. ‘I’m doing the press and

publicity for this pantomime, mostly on account of mother. You know, Vivienne Gresham. She’s principal boy. Shakespeare is really far more in my line. I only did it to oblige.’


‘My God!’ said Miriam, before anyone could stop her. ‘That old trout. She may easily drop dead. I shall certainly stick around.’


Miriam put her large shopping-bag on the floor and sat in the only chair in the room. In the looking-glass, the solitary, naked electric bulb reflected strange shadows. They were many feet below street level, in a kind of whitewashed cavern.


Natasha glanced uneasily over her right shoulder.


‘What’s the matter?’ said Tony Gresham sharply. ‘There’s no one in the theatre but us and George—’


‘It is nothing,’ said Natasha slowly. ‘I am only feeling a shiver when Miriam says Vivienne Gresham may be dropping dead … It is nothing, nothing at oll … ’


VI


Tony Gresham went on. Hampton Court, as anyone might see from the hoardings outside the theatre, was the self-considered star of the pantomime. He was also (and he had pointed this out many times), ‘a terrific draw with the kiddies’. Also, it was his production in that he was putting up a third of the money for its presentation. At this point the Newchester papers demanded a detailed ‘story’ of ‘their old favourite, Vivienne Gresham’. Tony had provided this for them. He could hardly do anything else. The Newchester Journal had published a two-column photograph of Vivienne and half a column about her personal life beneath it.


Hampton Court, who had been fobbed off with a tiny paragraph in ‘Newchester Notes’, was furious.


‘He said,’ said Tony Gresham, breaking down again, ‘that I was no good as a Press agent and I’d never have got the job if Viv hadn’t been my mother. And he said I had a mother fixation,’ he wailed. The whole narrative was punctuated by sobs and sniffs. Natasha and Miriam again exchanged glances.


‘Didn’t I tell you,’ remarked Miriam, in clear bell-like tones, ‘that Hampton Court was an absolute bitch?’


There was a pause while Tony Gresham got himself under control. A voice interrupted them. It was a cold voice that penetrated nerves and made them snap, like violin strings cut by a bread-knife.


‘Who,’ said this voice quietly, ‘is talking about me?’
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No doubt Hampton Court was a genius by some standards. He certainly had an infinite capacity for taking pains. He was occasionally able to inspire others with his own fine opinion of himself. He was temperamental and tricky. Hampton Court was certainly convinced he was a genius.


He was a financial genius. He drank like a fish and drove a large motor-car furiously and to the danger of the public. Nobody liked him. Quite a lot of people were afraid of him.


They were afraid of his temper. They were afraid of his money. Most of all they feared his personal appearance, which was embarrassing.


Hampton Court was square and hairy and in the distance he looked like an angry baboon. Looking at him, one might ask oneself, puzzled, why that monkey was smoking (and, indeed, chewing) a large Corona-Corona cigar. It was only as one approached him that one saw his face clearly and realized that this was not an ape smoking cigars while its keeper’s back was turned, but a cross gentleman of sixty. A number of people failed to survive this first shock and never spoke to him again. Hampton Court had grounds, therefore, for his savage inferiority complex. He was alone in the world, with a fat, personal confidential maid with glittering eyes like boot buttons, called Sary O’Driscoll.


He compensated for the inadequacy of his appearance by acquiring power. He bought factories, theatres, and newspapers and, at the age of forty, discerning that his effect on people in the mass was less unpleasant than upon individuals he became a ‘trouper’. His success surprised everyone, particularly Sary O’Driscoll. In spite of his histrionic talent, he was not a genuine artist or showman. His work had a kind of amateur roughness that irritated other members of the theatrical profession. But overnight he was taken seriously.


His clothes, flamboyant before this date, now appeared subdued and better cut. He came out in morning coats and neat black homburg hats and carried a dispatch-case. He never found out (and no one dared to tell him) that he should wear cloth-topped boots instead of spats. Consistently, he presented the appearance of an ape, dressed as a pin-striped financier.


II


He stood in the doorway now, leaning his head against the door jamb. He whimsically wrinkled his mouth into a wildly unbecoming moue. He had a cigar in one hand, already much chewed about the butt.


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Tony crying. I expected that.’


He gazed round the dressing-room with cold light eyes like a fish, and gave an overplayed start of surprise. ‘But … Miriam Birdseye? Well. This is a surprise. How nice, darling.’


He advanced mincingly on Miriam, who stood her ground. Physical cowardice was not one of her faults. They delicately clashed jawbones.


‘Natasha and I came to wish you a happy Boxing Day,’ said Miriam.


Hampton Court stepped back an inch or two. He put his cigar in his mouth. He stuck his fists in his trouser pockets and giggled.


‘Curtain shall not rise that night,’ he said gaily.


Tony Gresham gasped. Miriam raised an eyebrow. Darling Natasha broke the silence.


‘This is seeming such a pity,’ she said in her slow, charming voice. ‘Why shall it not rise?’


Hampton Court turned his fish’s eyes upon her. He evidently liked what he saw, although he did not ask to be introduced.


‘The Dun Cow is the reason,’ he said grudgingly. ‘And Madame Valenka, the première danseuse. And the Vauxhall Venuses. They find themselves an’ the Dun Cow an irresistible combination.’


‘And what,’ said Miriam, ‘might I ask, is the Dun Cow?’


‘It is a pub, dear,’ said Tony Gresham hurriedly. ‘Outside the stage door.’


‘Oh?’ said Natasha. There was a light of interest in her lovely hazel eyes. ‘What is seeming to be wrong with your première danseuse?’


‘Stinking,’ said Hampton Court shortly. He exhaled a tremendous cloud of gin in all directions. ‘She an’ the Vauxhall Venuses were plastered at every rehearsal, that’s all. Just now … ’ He began to tell the story to Natasha with elaborate gestures. ‘We’re rehearsing the Ballet of “My Lady’s Boudoir”, and these two girls are supposed to come on dressed as lipsticks. They wear kind of gold head-dresses, see, on the night? The Fairy Godmother has changed them into lipsticks, with a wave of her wand,’ he concluded wearily, chewing at his cigar. Miriam, who was more than familiar with all the lunacies of British Pantomime, nodded enthusiastically and said she quite saw.


‘And these two lipsticks do a little dance,’ said Hampton Court gloomily; ‘to show themselves off. It’s just before the ballroom Transformation Scene and quite important.’


Hampton Court talked and gestured, and as he did so his fine manner fell from him. He seemed to stand in a gutter in a London ghetto, the epitome of all clever Cockney baboons, who are presently going to take advantage of the soft-hearted British Public. He used some shocking words to describe the unfortunate chorus girls. Natasha thought it was quite bad enough for them to be billed as the ‘Vauxhall Venuses’.


‘And they fell over, see?’ went on Hampton Court, getting angrier and angrier, and throwing cigar ash in all directions. ‘They came hiccupping across the stage, both of them, and finally fell into the footlights.’


Natasha and Miriam began to laugh.


‘What’s funny in that?’ said Hampton Court suspiciously. ‘Cost me a lot of money, I can tell you.’


‘Why?’ said Tony Gresham excitedly.


‘I sacked ’em both, that’s why,’ said Hampton Court, and blew out his cheeks.


‘Oh, my God!’ said Tony Gresham. ‘You are mad. Four nights to opening night and two short in the chorus.’


‘If you don’t watch out,’ said Hampton Court, ‘we’ll be short a Press representative too.’


III


‘Well then,’ said Hampton Court, sneering unpleasantly into the silence that surrounded them after his other unpleasant remark, ‘perhaps the high and mighty Miriam Birdseye would condescend to look in on one of my rehearsals?’


Miriam grinned like a crocodile. She might perhaps be better described as sweet and low, rather than high and mighty.


‘Don’t be a fool, Hampton Court,’ she said. ‘You’d better not go too far with Tony either, or he won’t give you any cake when he bakes one. Lead on, you old Pantomime impresario, you.’


And she gave Hampton Court a friendly push in the back. Scowling, and biting on his cigar, he led the way up the stairs towards the stage.


This appeared in the distance. It was vast and slightly sloping, partially covered with coiled wires, coconut matting and open trapdoors. Two hands, in cloth caps and shirt-sleeves, stood in the middle of the stage, arguing with someone beyond the rows of cold, empty footlights. In the wings hung loops and strands of rope, like jungle vegetation. Beyond them, echoing, empty and cold, was the vast, shadowy, dust-sheeted auditorium. Someone was complaining fretfully in the front row of the stalls.


‘I think it’s a silly trick,’ this person was saying fretfully, over and over again. ‘I think it’s a silly trick.’


Natasha wrinkled her eyebrows and lifted one of them at Tony Gresham, who made a face back at her. It was difficult to see in the half-dark.


‘My mother,’ said Tony, whispering. ‘Prince Charming herself.’


Hampton Court stood as usual with his hands in his pockets. He glared down truculently at Vivienne Gresham. She lolled in an orchestra stall. She wore a black felt hat, drawn closely down over her ears, with a brooch of some regiment in front of it. Her bright brass-coloured hair peeped out round her forehead and also round her plump old chin. Large quantities of lace frothed and bubbled at her throat. She wore a dressy black suit. Her large, shapely legs were crossed well above the knee and she was making a remarkably indecent exposure.


‘You keep a civil tongue in your head, Miss Gresham,’ said Hampton Court smoothly. ‘Two distinguished artists have come to watch you rehearse. Miss Birdseye—’


‘Hiyah, toots,’ said Mrs Gresham warmly. ‘Haven’t seen you since Bournemouth, 1918. You have got on, haven’t you? But why aren’t you playing Ibsen like you said you would?’


Miriam, who did not like to be reminded of the year 1918 at all, and who would have preferred that people should consider her of a more recent generation than Vivienne Gresham, frowned slightly. She opened her mouth to reply. But her speech of retaliation was drowned by Hampton Court, who was now introducing Natasha with a flourish of conversational trumpets.


‘The famous ballerina,’ he was saying. ‘The one and only Natasha Nevkorina … I saw her dance in Cannes … for the great Diaghilev … ’


This also was an unfortunate choice of gambit. Natasha, equally, preferred not to think of the past in accurate detail. She had never achieved the status of prima ballerina, and the last time she appeared for Diaghilev, there had been a history-making brou-ha-ha because of her refusal to wear a dark wig in Les Sylphides. And so Natasha frowned. Somewhere beneath her feet they thought they heard a rude and hiccupping laugh.


‘Come down into the stalls,’ called Hampton Court suddenly, imperviously. He bounded through the pass-door like an india-rubber ball, throwing away the butt of his cigar as he went. ‘Come along down into the stalls and watch “My Lady’s Boudoir”.’


IV


It was a partial dress rehearsal. It was almost impossible among all the coils of wire and loops of rope and dirty canvases, stacked about the stage, for the uninitiated to imagine how ‘My Lady’s Boudoir’ would look on the night. Hampton Court attempted to sketch in a background. He indicated those parts of white imitation Honiton lace which would presently go ‘up’, revealing other pieces of white imitation Honiton lace also going ‘up’.


‘The music here,’ he said, ‘is the “Dance of the Hours”.’ He struck the ground in front of the orchestra pit with his little foot and called out, ‘Mr Jenkins!’


‘It always is the “Dance of the Hours”,’ said Vivienne Gresham. She intercepted a ferocious scowl from Mr Jenkins, the Theatre Royal conductor, who appeared suddenly in a mauvish lounge suit and waved a baton. He was in the orchestra pit, and so, apparently, were the orchestra, for there was a sudden squealing of flutes and wind instruments and brass. A little man, evidently the dance director, appeared from nowhere and screamed, ‘Now then, Tots, peppy this time!’


‘It is quite right, to be olways using the “Dance of the Hours”,’ said Natasha, smiling smoothingly at Mr Jenkins. ‘The orchestra by now will be so used to it.’


And so, a little spasmodically, the Theatre Royal orchestra and Mr Jenkins began that series of plucks, twitters and shakes that is universally known as the ‘Dance of the Hours’. And on the stage, and not for the first or last time, was enacted that airy piece of pantomime persiflage, ‘My Lady’s Boudoir’.


First entered, in flimsy muslin tu-tus, with filthy dirty knees, the Twenty-four Tottenham Tots, who represented the ‘Fairies of the Boudoir’ (some of them). They staggered across the stage with Milady’s Hand Mirror, or wrestled manfully with Milady’s comb. They tottered wearily about with Milady’s Giant Scent Spray, with collapsible rubber bulb, or did pas seuls, pas de deux and pas de quatres to indicate passionate devotion to Milady’s Toilet Table generally. Two Tiny Tottenham Tots performed the Vauxhall Venuses’ lipstick dance and then bent themselves to the more menial task of towing Milady’s Rouge Pot round the stage on a small gilt waggon. There were approximately four Tiny Tots to each Toilet Implement.


‘They’re all reproductions of Marie Antoinette’s toilet-set at Versailles,’ said Vivienne Gresham in Natasha’s ear, with a groan.


‘To scale?’ asked Natasha, gripping the arms of her stall.


‘To scale,’ said Hampton Court proudly. ‘And now we have the climax. Now we have the dance of Milady’s Powder-Puff. Madame Valenka,’ he explained, under his breath to Natasha, ‘is Milady’s Powder-Puff.’


The music slid into Tchaikowsky’s ‘Dance of the Flutes’. And slowly, through one of the stage traps, there rose an enormous cardboard powder-box, painted gilt. The Tottenham Tots advanced upon it in lines, grimly gesturing with the right leg extended from the hip. Other Tiny Tots knelt in attitudes of supplication, pointing towards Milady’s powder-box. They had abandoned the other instruments of Milady’s Toilet. They raised the lid.


Inside the box was a great frothing of cotton wool. Among it was curled a small neat pink figure. The music changed again, to the ‘Dance of the Fée Dragée’. The pink figure raised its head, crowned with the plastic knob of Milady’s Powder-Puff. The figure hiccupped and fell forward out of the box. The figure was Madame Valenka. She was hopelessly intoxicated.


Of the remainder of the rehearsal: of Hampton Court’s snowy-white and furious face, and his mouth with little beads of foam upon it, and his assault on Madame Valenka, Natasha and Miriam preferred not to remember too much. Her subsequent expulsion from the pantomime was more memorable, for when madame had been stripped of her rose satin corsage and white mock swansdown skirts, and had passed, shaking, through the stage door of the Theatre Royal for ever, Natasha, to her consternation, was offered the part of Milady’s Powder-Puff.


‘Only for the one dance, Miss Nevkorina, please, I can arrange for the Twenty-four Tottenham Tots and the chorus to cover all the others. The dance of the Powder-Puff needs a star. Oh, please say “yes”. You needn’t even represent a Clan in the March Past of the Clans,’ said Hampton Court. ‘Unless, of course,’ he added, cunningly, ‘unless you want to.’


There was a short silence, punctuated by Natasha who said ‘Clans’ dreamily, and then ‘Clans’ again.


Hampton Court nodded. He screwed a new cigar into his mouth and lit it. The battle was over and he knew it. Natasha was silent. She was working out an exciting finale dress consisting of ballet skirts and tartan ribbon plaid thrown across one shoulder, with cairngorm.


‘I should be being entitled to be wearing the McNulty tartan,’ she said, eventually aloud. ‘My grandmother on my father’s side was being a Royal McNulty.’


After this strange statement everything disintegrated a little.


Vivienne Gresham, smoothing down her black, ribbon-bound revers, said Natasha was a silly fool to take on a job in an awful pantomime like this one. Hampton Court said Vivienne Gresham was a rose-red cutie, half as old as time, and told her to shut up. After this pretty speech he cried out that the occasion demanded champagne, and then rather meanly produced a bottle of gin and some baby bottles of tonic water. By this time they were in the manager’s office, surrounded by photographs of Sarah Bernhardt, Mrs Patrick Campbell, Ellen Terry and Sir Henry Irving. Miriam was jealous of anyone having a job in a pantomime, and refused to speak.


The Twenty-four Tottenham Tots, who were standing about, waiting to see if they had to do Milady’s Boudoir all over again, became extremely restive. Two of them (called on the programme Dawn O’Day and Dreme Child, but known to each other as Ginger and Nobby) burst in at the door, striking each other in the face, kicking and swearing. Their mothers had to be found. They had to be cuffed and told not to use horrid words and then all the Twenty-four Tiny Tottenham Tots were told to report tomorrow morning at ten sharp for another rehearsal. In the pandemonium that followed upon this incident Natasha and Miriam found themselves walking briskly across the road towards the Saracen’s Head with Vivienne Gresham.


‘Oh,’ she said as she swung her big hips along, tit-tupping on the kerb in her high heels, ‘oh, so you’re stopping at the old “Saracen”, too, are you? Good. So’m I.’


There was a pause. Natasha regretted her foolishness at becoming Milady’s Powder-Puff at eight pounds a week. She must have been hypnotized. She felt very tired and incapable of dancing one step. She emerged from her swoon and heard Vivienne Gresham saying, ‘My husband’s been stopping at the County.’


‘How curious,’ said Miriam absently. ‘Why not the Saracen’s Head?’


‘Not bloody likely,’ said Vivienne Gresham, with a chuckle. ‘I keep myself to myself.’


And she parted from them in the entrance hall of the Saracen’s Head, amongst the brass and the revolving doors and the hall porters. She waved a white-gloved hand and disappeared upstairs. Miriam and Natasha, moving towards the reception-desk, to make arrangements to keep their rooms a little longer, exchanged meaning glances.


‘What a strange way to treat a husband,’ said Natasha. ‘Whatever sort of a husband has she got that she is treating him like this?’


‘Oh,’ said Miriam vaguely, ‘I think she married Harry DeFreeze of DeFreeze and DeFreeze, Eccentric Dancers, and there was that divorce because she went away with Banjo DeFreeze, the younger brother of the two. Harry DeFreeze and Banjo DeFreeze are still partners, but Banjo keeps her. At least, I think so … Harry may be the husband still.’


‘Goodness,’ said Natasha. ‘This is being too complicated. Are they in the Pantomime too?’


‘Oh yes, I think so,’ said Miriam, opposite the vast mahogany reception-desk and the plump little woman in black who guarded it. ‘Of course they are. They are the Ugly Sisters.’
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Natasha woke in the unfamiliar hotel bed, stirred, and kicked out her legs among sheets that she easily persuaded herself were damp. Her room was on the top floor. Miriam and herself were unable to stay one night longer in the Saracen’s Head. There was a Conservative Congress in Newchester that week, and it had only been the non-arrival of the two candidates from Saffron Walden and Much Hadham that had permitted them to remain in the Saracen’s Head for even one night. It was not surprising that Natasha felt apprehensive and homeless. There was no need for her to have said ‘yes’ to Hampton Court. She must have gone mad. Hampton Court must have hypnotized her. Natasha was by now utterly convinced the sheets were damp. She sat up and swung her feet over the edge of the bed. Various shawls and vests in which she had wrapped her feet fell to the ground in soft and muffling swathes.
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