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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I don’t powder my face till I’ve had the ten-minute call. I like to have one last thing to do, something to distract me from the shakes. You can’t prevent them, but you can decline to pay them much attention. So I have my little routine. I rub eau de cologne on the back of my neck, then I tie an Indian shawl under my chin to keep the powder off the front of my gown and, once I’ve started powdering, woe to anyone who tries to strike up a conversation with me. 

			The young ones are the worst, the girls particularly. They do their turn and then they come off full of bubble and chatter, with never a thought for them that’s still waiting to go on. Tittering and squealing. It’s like trying to compose yourself in a monkey house. Boys seem to be more circumspect, and the old-timers are like me. We may be depended on for patter and jollity on stage, but just before we go on we require silence. I’ve often thought theatres should have two dressing places. One for Before and one for After. 

			So I tie on my shawl and while I’m powdering I make a gargoyle of myself in the looking glass. I don’t mind what I see. The passing years are on my side. Not like some. I’ve seen faded beauties drummed off the stage in tears. If good looks were your ticket, audiences will show you no pity once they’ve faded. Men don’t want to be served mutton when they can get chicken. But if you’re a comic it’s a different matter. The worse I make myself look, the more they laugh, and it has another advantage: if they happen to see me on the street without my rouge and lamp black they never know me. 

			The next call comes.

			‘Miss Allbones to the stage.’

			Sometimes you only have one stairway to climb, sometimes you have to walk a country mile. Every venue is different. I’ve played halls where the only way to reach the stage was to go outside, through puddles and God knows what else and risk catching your death. And I’ve been lost a few times too, when I first started out in proper theatres, took a wrong turning and nearly missed my cue. But gradually your feet remember even if your brain doesn’t. You can go back to a theatre after many years away and trust your feet to convey you safely to the wings.

			The wings. Not pleasant places, I will say. They smell of rubber and turpentine and fear. What little space there is is cluttered with ropes and hoses and bad-tempered gas men and lime-boys. And you don’t want to get on the wrong side of them. A cross word and they might give you too much light and show you to disadvantage. Or they might extinguish you entirely and leave you in the dark.

			But the wings are where you must wait and observe something that can never give you any pleasure: the closing minutes of the act that’s gone before you. Say the artiste is being very well received? Then the audience don’t want him to finish. He’s set the bar high. How can you follow that? On the other hand, if he’s dying on his feet he’s putting the audience in a bad mood and you’ll have the job of winning them back. He can’t win. He may be your dearest friend in the world, but not when you’re in the wings waiting to go on after him.

			Then off he comes, pushing past you, dripping sweat and either beaming like a loon or cursing the day he ever took up the profession.

			That’s the moment. There can be no turning back, no crying off sick because you’ve got two ears on your head. The chairman taps his gavel.

			‘Ladies, gentlemen and . . . lawyers, tonight for your delectation, a magisterial mélange of music and merriment, pause for good-natured groans, a banquet of bathos, burlesque and badinage, wait for it, wait for it, I give you, gentle drum roll, if Bones hasn’t fallen asleep, the inimitable, the incomparable lionesse comique, Miss Dot Allbones!’

		

	
		
			1

			So this is how it all started. It was a Friday the first time she claimed me. I know that because Valentine was waiting for me in a hansom. He had rooms in Dalston at that time but on Fridays he’d usually come home with me for a glass of bubbly and a bite to eat. Any other night of the week I could ask my manager, Monty, if I felt in need of company, but on Fridays Monty has to eat dinner with his mother. It’s a Hebrew custom. 

			I kid him about it. I say, ‘Would it really kill you to miss Friday dinner once in a while?’

			‘No, Dot,’ he says, ‘but it would likely kill my dear mother.’

			The thing was, some nights I was quite happy to go home alone, but some nights I wasn’t. I can’t explain it. I’m not a silly woman. I don’t suffer from the vapours. I can step out onto a stage in front of a thousand faces but coming home to an empty house, in the dark, sometimes it gave me the jitters. When I was a kiddie my brother Albert used to think it a great lark to hide in the ginnel along the back of our house and jump out at me, so perhaps I should blame him.

			Now Victoria Park, where I was living, is a superior kind of area, not dangerous like Whitechapel or Wapping. But there was a passageway at the side of the house, with a door leading to the back yard and another set of rooms, and it was as dark as a coal hole round there. I’d have preferred to keep that door bolted but Mr Earp, the gentleman who lived at the back, used to say it wouldn’t be convenient to his callers. I don’t think he ever had any callers, but what could I do? He paid his rent and he was entitled to do as he pleased with his door. So, daft as it may sound, I was happier when I had a gentleman to see me home, even if it was only a scaredy cat like Monty Hyams, or a slip of a lad like Valentine. It put my mind at rest.

			Sometimes there was no gentleman available. If I was playing second house I might ask, ‘Who takes drink with Miss Allbones tonight?’ but the old hands would already have had a nip or three from their flask, before, during and after as you might say. They wanted to go home, and the younger ones didn’t want to keep company with an old-timer like me. They had their sweethearts to attend to. But Valentine didn’t have a sweetheart. He was a bit backward in that respect, or so I thought, so I was always glad to see his name on the playbill. Valentine St John, Genuine Male Soprano, because then I knew I’d have company for Friday night.

			We were both playing the Griffin Hall in Shoreditch. I’d been engaged for the last two weeks of June and the reason I was delayed coming out that night was that Jimmy Griffin had commenced arguing about my fee. He said the houses had been very poor, the box was down and we must all be prepared to take a cut. 

			I said, ‘Your houses are poor because you don’t hire enough decent supporting turns.’

			Jimmy Griffin can be as tight as a duck’s arse. Nobody wants to see clog-dancers in this day and age, nor spoon-players. They’d as soon watch rain run down a window pane. People expect value, but I can’t carry a show on my own. I’m good but it doesn’t matter how good you are if your audience has got the hump by the time you go on.

			‘Well,’ Griffin said, ‘I’m afraid I shall have to talk to Monty.’

			‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘You do that.’

			Valentine had a cab waiting for me at the end of the passage and I was hurrying to get to it when suddenly she appeared in front of me. She gave me quite a fright, stepping out from the shadows like that. 

			‘Is it Dot?’ she says. ‘Is it Dot as used to be Little Dot? From Wolverhampton?’

			I’ve never glossed over my humble origins. Make a feature of them, is what I say. You must use whatever you’ve got. But still, she caught me by surprise, speaking of Wolverhampton. 

			‘Yow wouldn’t remember me,’ she said. ‘I used to live across from your house. It’s Kate, off Bilston Street.’ 

			I never should have recognised her. What had it been, fifteen years? No, more like twenty. And time hadn’t been kind to her. When I think what a corker she used to be. When I was a nipper I’d have given anything to have her curls and her pretty face.

			She took off her bonnet.

			‘Now do yow know me?’ she says. And I did. Well, it was more the set of her that was familiar, and her Black Country way of speaking. I’ve quite lost it myself. 

			‘Never expected to see me again, did you?’ she says. ‘I’ll bet yow didn’t even know I was in London.’

			Well I hadn’t thought of her in years. I asked her how she was, though it was clear from the look of her that she wasn’t doing well.

			‘I see you’re going on all right, Dot,’ she says. ‘I hear you’re getting a hundred pounds a week.’

			That’s the way people talk. A hundred pounds a week, two hundred, even three hundred. They just think of a number and double it. And they never reckon on your outgoings, or the weeks when you have no engagements. There’s nothing steady about being an artiste.

			I said, ‘A hundred a week? You should go on the halls yourself, Kate. You’re quite a comic.’

			‘Oh, Dot,’ she says, ‘I do wish yow’d lend me sixpence for my bed tonight.’

			She said she’d been sleeping at the casual ward in Mile End but she was hoping to get a bed at Cooney’s that night. Then I felt badly for her. Nobody lodges at the Casual if they can help it, nor at Cooney’s.

			I said, ‘Is it sixpence for a bed in that rat hole?’

			‘No,’ she says, ‘it’s fourpence for a single, but if I have another twopence I can get a drop of rum to help me sleep.’

			So I gave her a shilling for her honesty and she called down all the blessings of heaven on me. 

			‘Yow’m a good ’un,’ she says. ‘I’ve often observed it’s the ones with the plainest faces that’s got the kindest hearts. God bless you, Dot. Tararabit.’

			And off she trudged, down towards Spitalfields Market.

			Valentine said, ‘Jiminy Christmas, Miss Dot, did you know that woman?’

			I said, ‘I did. That was Kate. I’ll think of her last name presently. She used to pass for a beauty. I used to study her, across the street. Played with her a few times too, before she got too old for playing. And now look what she’s come to. Begging for the price of a bed in Cooney’s. What a shock. What a come-down.’

			He said, ‘She wasn’t here by chance, then. She’ll have seen your name on the playbill and laid in wait for you. You know, I wonder you never thought of changing your name. Spongers are the worst when they know you. They know how to play on your heart strings.’

			Valentine changed his name, of course. There surely cannot be a man alive who came into the world as Valentine St John, not in Wigan at any rate, but Valentine’s quite cut-glass these days and I’ve never managed to get it out of him what name he started out with.

			‘That person,’ he says, ‘is dead and buried.’

			There was a time, years ago, when I did think of changing my name. I tried Dolly Du Charme for a while, when I was playing the Birmingham theatres, but I found it didn’t suit me so I went back to Dot Allbones. People like that, somehow. It sums me up. Our dad used to say, ‘I’ve seen more meat on a horsewhip.’

			Valentine said, ‘How much did you give her?’

			‘Only a shilling, poor creature.’

			‘Too much,’ he says. ‘You’ll be seeing her again. You know what they say. Pay a beggar, keep a beggar. Now, shall we be off? Your cold cuts’ll be curling at the edge. And I cannot abide warm Bolly.’

			Valentine loves his glass of Bollinger. Well so do I and I shall have it as long as I can afford it. There’s nothing better after all those hours in a stifling theatre. And he was right about the cold cuts. I had this girl, Olive, who came in daily. I didn’t need more than that. She’d come in of an afternoon, flick her duster around, donkey stone the front step once a week. She was a good girl. Clean and quiet, and honest. She never pocketed any of my trinkets. The only problem with Olive was that there was always one last thing she’d omit to do. Like, she’d forget to put the hall runner back after she’d mopped the linoleum, or she’d forget to lay a damp tea cloth over the supper tray to keep everything fresh and dainty till I came home.

			*

			I hardly ate a thing that evening. Artistes are generally hungry after a show. It’s a well-known phenomenon. It was explained to me once, how it’s caused by nerves. You’re wound up, tight as a fiddle string before you go on, which saps you without your realising it. Then you come off and feel like you could eat a ferret with the measles. But that evening I didn’t have much of an appetite. Perhaps it was seeing Kate. I think it was.

			Valentine said, ‘You’re not your usual self, Miss Dot.’

			I said, ‘You know Griffin’s talking about cutting wages?’

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘let him try. I shall walk out and he’ll never engage me no more. I’m booked for Collins’s and then the Liverpool Adelphi. I’m on the up and up, so Jimmy Griffin had better not threaten me.’ 

			I didn’t like to point out that Collins’s Music Hall hardly amounts to being on the up and up. 

			He said, ‘And as for you, he wouldn’t dare. You’re a star. Griffin wouldn’t have a show without you, and he knows it. It’s an idle threat. I wouldn’t give it another thought.’

			One good thing about Valentine is he knows when to apply a bit of soft soap.

			I said, ‘Anyway, Monty deals with all that side of things. He’ll tell him what’s what.’

			‘Quite right,’ he said. ‘Make Monty Hyams earn his percentage. Miss Dot, I’ve been thinking.’

			‘Beginner’s luck,’ I said. 

			We had a laugh. 

			‘But seriously,’ he said, ‘I’m thinking of giving up my digs.’

			‘I thought you liked it there?’

			‘I did. But there’s a type moved in upstairs and he’s not very clean. When he’s passed through the front hall there’s a horrible whiff. It hangs about for ages. You know me, Miss Dot. I’m very particular about cleanliness. And he has no consideration. I think it’s generally known in the house that I’m in the theatre. I work late hours and I must have my sleep, but he’s clodhopping about above my head at five in the morning.’

			‘And then does he go to work?’

			‘I suppose he does, but he takes his time about it, back and forth, back and forth, and always with his boots on. Well, once I’m awake I can’t get back off. I’m a wreck. So I was wondering. About your spare room?’

			I’d always kept that room made up in case my brother Albert should think of visiting me, though he never did. It was a handy place to hang my gowns too, my theatricals, not my day wear.

			I said, ‘It’s hardly suitable for a lodger. It’s a small room.’

			‘And I’m a small person,’ he said. ‘We get along, don’t we, you and me? Sometimes I wouldn’t even be here. Two weeks and I’ll be off to Liverpool. I’d be a phantom lodger.’ 

			Anybody else, I’d have said no at once. I’ve lived alone too long to be accommodating other people. Sometimes I stay all day in my wrapper, until it’s time to go to the theatre. 

			I said, ‘I couldn’t allow a lot of hot food brought in. I don’t want the smell.’

			‘Strike me down if I was ever to do more than coddle an egg,’ he said. 

			‘And if you required your bits and pieces taken to the wash-house you’d have to come to an agreement with Olive.’

			‘We’d be company for each other, on a Sunday, say, or when we’re between engagements.’

			‘But only by prior appointment. No coming into the parlour unannounced. I like to take a bath in here on Sunday afternoons.’

			‘My eyes will be averted.’

			‘And sometimes I have callers.’

			It’s only Tom Bullen, but if you’re going to take in a paying guest it’s as well to have everything on a clear footing from the start.

			‘You’ll find me the very soul of discretion,’ he said. ‘And when you’ve thought about the rent, be so good as to write the figure down on a little billydoo. Friends shouldn’t talk about money. Now, Miss Dot, it’s not like you to leave a custard tart.’

			‘You have it. I’ve no appetite tonight.’

			‘Is it Griffin who’s upset you? Or seeing that person?’

			Kate from Bilston Street. I did keep thinking about her.

			I said, ‘Anybody can go to the bad, I suppose. Look at Chip Carver.’

			‘Who’s he?’

			‘Novelty siffleur. Well, he was. Before your time. He was highly successful, though you wouldn’t think it to see him now.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘Lost all his teeth.’ 

			‘That was bad luck. And he had nothing else to fall back on?’

			‘No, more’s the pity. He does a bit of message-carrying nowadays. I see him sometimes, on the street. He keeps very cheerful, considering, but that’s my point. A bit of bad luck, a wrong turn here or there. How many misfortunes, how many wrong turns does it take before you end up like Kate, sleeping at Cooney’s?’

			‘A great many,’ he said. ‘And it’s hardly a prospect that should worry you.’

			‘But you get to forty, Valentine, and you do start to wonder who’ll look after you when you’re too old to work. When you’re alone in the world, like me.’

			‘You’ll never be alone in the world,’ he said. ‘You’ll always have me.’

			I said, ‘I remember when men used to turn to look at Kate. She was very bonny. And she didn’t care what anybody thought of her. I remember when she was the talk of our street.’

			‘Oh do tell,’ he said. So I did.
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			I’m a Wolverhampton girl, Black Country born, bred and buttered. My granddad was an ostler at Moxley colliery and my dad worked at the Bilston Steel. I was the youngest of four, but by the time I came along there was only my brother Albert left at home and he was in long trousers. My sister May had gone away to Birmingham to be in service and the oldest boy, Titus, had died from the cholera. I was a bit of an afterthought, you might say. Our mam probably believed she was safe from getting any more babies.

			‘I thought I had a growth,’ she used to say. ‘I thought my days was numbered until you started wriggling about.’

			There was some dispute from our dad that he’d fathered another child. He swore Mam must have been carrying-on with some other man. Where he thought she found the time for any carrying-on I do not know, but once my father got an idea in his head it took more than plain horse sense to remove it.

			Albert reckons the arguing went on all the time Mam was carrying me. 

			‘That bab’s never mine. Yow’m a trollop, Jessie Allbones, no two ways.’

			‘And yow’m barmy, Allbones. You go the Onion Fair and come home so kaylied you fall up the stairs and then yow don’t even remember poking the fire.’

			Apparently the matter was settled the minute I was born because I was the very image of Dad – long and thin and bald as a badger – and he never called Mam a trollop again. That was 10th June 1847 and today is the 7th March 1889, so now you can calculate how far over the hill I’ve travelled. 

			I reckon I must have been about five when Kate came to live on Bilston Street. Everyone was talking about it. She was a poor orphan, took in by her aunt and uncle who lived across the street from us. Kate’s parents had left Wolverhampton and shifted to London, hoping to make a better life, but I suppose all they found was the same life in a bigger city. Then they both died.

			‘Well,’ Mam said. ‘That’s London for you.’ 

			Kate’s parents had left a number of children who had to be farmed out to any relations kind enough to take them, or be put in an orphanage. Kate dropped lucky. Her aunt and uncle gave her a home and treated her as if she was their own. It all went well for a start. People on Bilston Street took to her at once. She had a cheerful, open kind of face, not shy in the least or sorry for herself as you’d think a poor orphan might be.

			‘A most likeable girl,’ everyone said. 

			She was soon out on the street playing with us. Her cousins were just little babs so she needed playmates, and then before you knew it, she was in charge. She was the one who decided when it was time for a new game. We’d all be playing knucklebones, then out she’d come with a length of clothes line and that was that. Next day everybody’d be skipping. 

			I was fascinated by her. I think it was her hair, thick and dark red with a natural wave. My hair has always been a disappointment. That’s why I make a feature of my hats. Kate would have been ten, going on eleven, but she seemed older. She was always kind to me. When you’re the tail end of a family you can feel a bit of an oddity, but she took to me. I put my heel through my skirt hem one time, playing hopscotch, and I was afraid I’d get a larruping from Mam. But Kate said, ‘Don’t blart. Blarting don’t get you anywhere,’ and she fetched a needle and thread and mended it for me and made a good job of it too. I still got a larruping, when the mend was discovered, but Mam did concede it was very neatly done. 

			But then, after a year or two, Kate stopped playing in the street. It seemed like overnight she’d turned into a woman. That was when Albert and his friends started noticing her. They’d dribble their football up and down in front of her house, hoping she’d come out so they could have a peep at her bay window. 

			She was always a bit forward, I suppose. Perhaps that was the cause of her going astray. Some people stopped finding her likeable, particularly the women. 

			Mam used to say, ‘Yow keep your trousers buttoned, Albert Allbones. That one’s got trouble wrote all over her.’

			*

			When Kate finished her schooling, she went to work in the japanning room, at the same factory where our mam worked. Nearly all the women round our way did. I suppose I’d have ended up there too, if God hadn’t given me the knack of making people laugh. I shouldn’t have liked it, day after day the same, all those women together chuntering about their babbies and their grandbabbies and their insides, but you do what you have to do. There was always plenty of work to be had in Wolverhampton. A girl could earn three or four shillings a week in the factories.

			A bonny figure can take a girl far, if she keeps a sensible head on her shoulders, but I think the thing with Kate was that she was restless. She didn’t want to spend her whole life on Bilston Street. Well neither did I. She had her looks and she was no fool, but she thought a man was her ticket out of there, which goes to show she wasn’t so clever. Men are all very well, as long as you don’t depend on them entirely. 

			Every lad from Willenhall to Coseley was sniffing round her and I’m sure our Albert was one of them, but she wasn’t interested in boys. She took up with an older man.

			‘Thirty, if he’s a day,’ Mam said, ‘and Irish!’ She said it like she’d swallowed a dose of worm syrup. ‘After everything the Edderses have done for that girl.’

			We didn’t like the Irish. There were none on Bilston Street but it was one of our rules, just in case we encountered any. Mostly the Wolverhampton Irish lived around Caribee Island where the rents were cheaper, so we were always warned not to set foot in that quarter of town. Mam said the Irish spent all their money in wobble shops and kept donkeys and stalled them inside their houses. Worst of all, they were Catholics. 

			I’m sure Kate got the same warnings I did, but it didn’t deter her. She took up with an Irishman called Conway and went to lodge with him on Herbert Street and everyone put on their sympathetic face when they saw her aunt and uncle. You’d really have thought there’d been a death in the family. 

			We didn’t see Kate again for a long, long time after that. Albert heard a few things, which Mam said he wasn’t to speak of but what she actually meant was he wasn’t to repeat them until she had time to put on a clean pinny and sit down to listen to all the particulars. Kate was apparently doing very nicely. Conway wasn’t one of those ditch-digging micks. He had a bit of an army pension for one thing, and he was a writer. A writer! And not the literary kind that lives on bread and water and dies in an attic. Tom Conway made a good living at the gallows ballads. He composed them and then Kate hawked them, at the executions.

			‘Hawks them with her other wares on display,’ our Albert used to snigger. ‘Well I’d buy a sheet, just to have a free gander at them dumplings.’

			It would have been a travelling life of course. I don’t know how far afield they’d have gone. Shrewsbury, Worcester, wherever there was to be a hanging. It’d be a bit like the business I’m in. No two weeks are the same. You must go wherever you can get an engagement. But then, as was bound to happen, Conway got her in the family way. We heard she’d had a girl. A baby must have clipped her wings for a while. I believe her aunt did go to help her, during her lying-in, but it wasn’t much talked about. Kate faded from our lives. 

			I had my own engagements by then. By the time I was fifteen, I was quite well established. The way it started was as follows: a contest was got up one year, just before Christmas, an entertainment to be held in the back room of the Boot and Star. That was 1853, so I’d have been six. It was a penny to take part and the prize was a cockerel, plucked and drawn and ready for the oven, and as I was forever performing to myself in Mam’s bit of bedroom mirror, Dad said we might as well invest a penny and try to make something of it.

			I sang ‘Cherry Ripe’, and when that didn’t seem to be delighting everyone to my satisfaction, I did a quick switch to ‘Over the Hills and Far Away’, complete with actions and facial expressions until I was lifted down off the table and informed that my time was up. I won the cockerel though, so we had a good Christmas dinner and my Dad got stars in his eyes.

			He said, ‘I reckon our Dot might do well on the boards if we train her up a bit. I reckon she’ll keep us in our old age.’ 

			I continued going to the Ragged School, I’ll give my father credit for that. He wanted me to know my letters. But any time a turn was required, I was proposed for it. I became quite a regular at the Prince of Wales and whatever I earned was put into a jar on the mantelpiece, to pay for the new costumes I seemed to need every other week because I was growing fast. Shooting up like a lupin fed on horseshit, as Dad used to say. By the time I was ten I towered over Mam, by twelve I could look Dad in the eye. I was late becoming a woman though, and even then I didn’t have a lot to show for it, no bosoms, no hips, so the boys weren’t much interested in me.

			‘One thing about our Dot,’ Mam used to say. ‘She’ll never bring us no heartache.’

			Unlike Kate, who’d pitched up again with two children and another one on the way. She’d had a falling out with Mr Conway and was hoping her relations would take her in. But her uncle had passed away by then and her aunt was struggling to get by. I suppose she was in no mood to pick up the mess Kate was making of her life. She sent her on her way, and I do believe that was the last time I’d seen her, trudging off down Bilston Street with her swollen belly and a pair of skriking kids running after her. Until the night she claimed me outside Griffin’s. 

		

	
		
			3

			Monty and Griffin had words about money. According to Monty he came out on top of the argument, but that was a cock-eyed version if ever I heard one because the net of it was that Griffin cancelled my December engagement.

			‘Never fear,’ Monty says. ‘I’ll find you another spot. Plenty of time. Have you thought of pantomime?’

			He knows I’m not suited to ensemble work. I’m a solo artiste. I write my own patter. I can’t share a stage. And anyway it was daft, empty talk because July’s too late for pantomime bookings, unless somebody’s had the misfortune to fall under a tram, and nobody likes to work in dead men’s shoes.

			I said, ‘A season at the Paragon is what I’d like.’

			‘You and everybody else,’ he says. ‘The Paragon’s a tough nut to crack.’

			‘Twenty-five years I’ve been at this game, and twenty of them at the top. The Paragon ought to be begging me.’

			‘But those twenty-five years,’ he says, ‘may be the problem. An artiste gets to a certain age. Places like the Paragon, they’re looking for fresh blood. No offence, Dot, but you’re no ingénue.’

			Well, I never was the ingénue, even when I could have been. That’s not my line.

			I said, ‘When was the last time you talked to the Paragon about me?’

			‘Allow me to know my business,’ he says. Which was no answer at all. ‘Many artistes of your age would be glad to rest up a bit.’ 

			Artistes with rich husbands. Artistes with nothing better to do than lie on a couch eating violet creams.

			I said, ‘I can’t afford to rest up. I need to see my engagement book filled, and not with penny gaffs. I have rent to pay.’

			‘And bills for French champagne,’ he says. ‘Perhaps you should make some economies. You live higher than most.’

			Not that he ever refuses a glass when it’s offered.

			*

			I’ll tell you about Monty Hyams. He was my booking agent and manager. Monty handled other turns, of course, novelty acts mainly, but nothing of my calibre. I was the jewel in his crown and he’d have done well to remember it. Monty and I had been together since ’75. He took over from my brother Albert after Mam took badly and he had to go back to Wolverhampton to look after her.

			When I first started out, I mean properly started out, playing places like Holder’s Concert Hall in Birmingham and the Moor Street Adelphi, I was managed by Uncle Si. He wasn’t a real uncle. He was a friend of the family, as they say. A friend of the family who watched me grow up and start to make a name for myself and thought: ‘I’ll have a slice of that, thank you very much.’ It was quite some time before we twigged that he was pocketing more of my earnings than had been agreed, but as soon as it was discovered Albert and some big lads from the steel works invited him down a dark alley for a knuckle sandwich and that was the last we saw of Uncle Si. 

			After that, Albert said he’d manage me. You can trust family. Albert had his percentage, of course, but he was never a moneygrubber. As long as he had enough in his pocket for a beer he was satisfied. Perhaps I’d have gone to the very top, up the West End, if Albert had been a bit more industrious, but we did well enough. The thing about a brother is loyalty. When I was married to Hamish McHendie, Purveyor of Hibernian Hilarity, which I was for two years, three months and eight days of misery, Albert always stood up for me. But then Dad passed over and Mam went downhill. He said, ‘No sense you giving up all this, Dotty. I’ll go home and look after her. I can probably get set on at the steel again. I’ll find something.’

			So then Monty Hyams bid to take me on and he had a good reputation. Straight as a billiard cue, people said, and I will say I never doubted his honesty. He never tried any funny stuff. He was a queer bird though. You never saw him with a sweetheart. I suppose he had his needs like any man but how he catered to them I do not know.

			He owns two houses on Berner Street. He used to live in one of them and his mother lived in the other. She must be about a hundred and twenty and if the seventh angel came to earth and sounded the last trump, Monty wouldn’t dare miss Friday dinner with her.

			I had begun to wonder, though, if he was doing right by me, if he was getting me the bookings and the fees I deserved. He seemed to spend an awful lot of time looking for new artistes. He’d say, ‘I have to, Dot. I have to keep myself apprised of changing fashions, otherwise I’m liable to find myself with a book full of dead wood.’ 

			I said, ‘I hope that’s not a knock at me.’

			‘Not at all,’ he says. ‘But I’ll give you an example. As you’ll recall, there used to be plenty of work for plate-spinners. You’d find one in every line-up. Not any more. You can’t give them away. But lady weight-lifters and lady wrestlers, I could use another dozen of them.’

			Amazonia was his latest acquisition. Authentic and exotic warrior maiden. The only true word in that billing was ‘and’. 

			So Monty and Griffin had words and I got the chop.

			I said, ‘That wasn’t supposed to be the outcome. So who’s he bringing in instead of me?’

			‘For December? I couldn’t say.’

			‘Not Bella Delmere, I pray.’

			‘Who?’

			‘The one with the rabbit teeth.’

			‘She’s not Bella Delmere. Hasn’t been for a year or two now. She goes as Marie Lloyd these days, but I don’t think she’s working at the moment. I heard she was in the family way.’

			I said, ‘Good. That’ll hobble her. By the time she gets her figure back, they’ll have forgotten her.’

			‘I wouldn’t bank on that, Dot,’ he says. ‘She has a very strong following.’ 

			Bella Delmere, whatever she calls herself, is nothing but a winking skirt-dancer if you ask me. I don’t know why people make so much of her. 

			I said, ‘Then I suppose you’ve offered Griffin your Amazonian maiden in place of me.’

			‘Nothing’s been decided. Griffin’s having a revamp,’ he said. ‘He’ll choose the turns he wants in his own good time.’ 

			I always know when Monty’s wriggling. He twiddles his moustache. 

			‘And anyway,’ he says, ‘December’s a long way off.’

			I’d written to Albert to tell him I’d bumped into Kate, to see if he remembered her.

			I should say I remember her, he wrote. She ran off with an Irishman. I’m sorry to hear she’s fallen on hard times but I can’t say as I’m surprised, Dotty. She wasn’t exactly a lady. You’ll understand what I mean.

			Nothing much to tell you. I’m going along all right, not too bad for an old-timer, just laid new linoleum in the front bedroom. Ezra Dick gave me a helping hand, you probably don’t remember him, he used to work at the Springvale furnace, got a wall-eye, very nice man. Our May is pretty middling from what I hear. I haven’t been to see her. I got a card from her last back end, said she was sinking but, Dotty, she’s been sinking for years and it’s a fair old traipse to Small Heath. I suppose I shall have to go when they bury her. Any road, remember me to Kate if you should see her again. Now you’ve given her money, I daresay you will.

			Valentine moved into my spare room the Sunday before he went off to his Liverpool engagement. He brought his own sheets and his own tea kettle.

			He said, ‘All I’ll require from you is a key, and a scuttle of coal in case the nights turn chilly.’

			I heard him go out around three. I was in my hip bath, just getting my final rinse, so I was decent by the time he came back.

			He called through the door, ‘I’ve brought a poppy-seed cake from Friedman’s if anybody’s feeling peckish.’

			Olive whispered, ‘Mr St John seems very nice. He’s paid me in advance for doing his shirts, and he won’t even be here next week.’

			So then we all had tea and cake in my parlour. Valentine insisted Olive should join us before she went home. She grew quite flushed, laughing at his little quips. She thought he was paying her attention, I suppose. Well I put her straight about that before she left.

			I said, ‘Mr St John is an artiste, a top-liner sometimes.’

			‘Oh I know,’ she said. ‘Everybody’s heard of Mr St John.’

			I said, ‘Just don’t act giddy around him. He’s only trying to put you at your ease.’

			‘I am at my ease,’ she said. ‘And, Miss Allbones, I think it’ll be a great comfort for you to have a younger person about.’

			*

			That was how our Sunday teas came about. Valentine was clearing away the teacups – he wouldn’t hear of Olive doing it, ‘you get off home,’ he told her – and he said to me, ‘Well that was very pleasant. We must do it again, when I get back from Liverpool. You know Friedman’s make a very good apple cake.’

			I said, ‘Here you go. You haven’t even unpacked your hair brushes and you’re taking over.’

			But I didn’t mind, not really. And then that Monday he was gone early, slipped away to go to the railway station and I never heard a thing. I reckon he must have carried his boots and tiptoed out in his stockinged feet. 

		

	
		
			4

			I was booked for two weeks at the Marylebone. It had been a while since I played there. It’s not a bad hall, more commodious than Griffin’s at any rate. With Valentine away in Liverpool, it was in the back of my mind who might keep me company when it came to Friday night. I mean, I have my standards. I’d sooner go home alone and risk an attack of the jitters than share a cab with some I could mention. Men with bad breath. Boys with no conversation. Pontificators who keep a lady waiting. Gas men are always the last to leave. Bandsmen wait for no-one. Last strain of ‘The Queen’ and they’re out of the door. And the trouble at the Marylebone was they were all new faces. Thursday night, second house, Tom Bullen was in. I recognised his laugh, and he came round afterwards, to compliment me on the show. I’ve known Tom for many years. He’s a newspaper man. Not the kind who writes the stories. He’s one of those who finds the stories.

			‘Cracking turn, Dot,’ he says. ‘As usual. You had me laughing till my sides ached. Can I press you to brandy and soda?’

			I said, ‘Not tonight. Monty’s waiting to see me home. How about tomorrow?’

			‘It’ll be my pleasure,’ he says. So that was Friday settled.

			Come Friday he sat right through the show again too.

			He said, ‘I won’t lie to you, Dot, it wasn’t just you I came to see. I wanted to have another look at them Irish acrobats.’ The Flying Flahertys. They do this act, they pretend to miss their footing or lose their bearings. It’s quite comical.

			I said, ‘I didn’t know you liked that kind of thing.’

			‘No,’ he says, very confidential. ‘But I heard a little whisper the police have got their eye on them.’

			I said, ‘The Flahertys? Are you sure? I know their act’s a bit ropey but they’re surely not that bad. If anybody in the show needs locking up it’s Madame Celeste.’

			He laughed.

			Madame Celeste La Rue, Lady Baritone – well I call her Cissie because I knew her when she was plain Cissie Roundtree – to be candid, she’s more of a freak show than a true artiste. She should be in a circus. And she’s a nightmare to work with when space is tight. She expects hanging room for her gowns, and a place for her doggie’s basket, and that’s before you’ve allowed room for her own substantial self. Every time I see her she appears to have grown another chin. And her voice! Valentine calls her The Dying Bullfrog. He’s quite convinced she’s a man. Any time he knows Cissie and I are appearing at the same hall he urges me to take a peek but I never do. Some things are best left shrouded in mystery.

			*

			So Tom saw me home that Friday night and all he talked about was the Flying Flahertys. He’d heard they were secret Fenians.

			‘Fenians!’ I said. ‘Surely that’s ancient history?’

			‘Short memory you have,’ he says. ‘Have you forgotten Gower Street? Have you forgotten Dynamite Saturday?’

			I hadn’t forgotten it. 1885. Every week there’d been a new panic on, Irish arrested, plots uncovered, dynamite found. There was a bomb went off at the Gower Street station. You’ll never catch me riding on one of those underground trains. It’s not natural. Give me a tram any day. I like to see a bit of sky when I’m travelling. Then three bombs went off in one afternoon, two at Westminster, one at the Tower, and all people talked about was Fenians. But three years had passed and it seemed to me the Fenians had gone quiet. 

			‘Gone quiet, maybe,’ says Tom, ‘but not gone away. Don’t you worry though. Scotland Yard never sleeps. They have their eyes and ears.’

			I said, ‘Well I won’t believe it of the Flahertys. They’re lovely boys.’

			‘Of course they are,’ he says. ‘That’s their front. That’s how they lull us. Next thing you know they’ll be blowing us up. You keep your eyes open. You see anything of a suspicious nature, you let me know.’

			I said, ‘What, like Jerry Flaherty rolling a barrel of gunpowder down the street?’

			‘You may scoff. When Paddy and his friends start up again don’t say I didn’t warn you. I shall receive your apology with good grace.’

			Tom Bullen’s always looking to be first with a story. That’s his trade. He hears something and runs with it to the papers. It doesn’t matter if it turns out to be nonsense. Papers must have something to fill their pages and it’s all soon forgotten. Anyway, it all ends up wrapped round fried fish. 

			Tom had always been keen on me. On and off, over the years, we’d had our moments. One glass of the bubbly and he came over very amorous that evening.

			‘You’re a fine woman, Dot,’ he says. ‘Budge up so I can sit beside you.’

			I told him he could have one kiss and be on his way. I don’t mind it sometimes but I wasn’t in the mood. Then he commenced bargaining with me. 

			‘As long as it’s not just a peck on the cheek,’ he says. ‘A proper kiss and a cuddle, that’s all I ask. I’m a gentleman, you know that, but I’m only human.’

			I’m afraid we had a bit of a tussle. That can be a drawback of not wearing stays. Men sometimes get over-heated if they sense they’re within reach of the finishing line. But I had the last word. I need my sleep after a show, and between you and me I don’t think Tom had got much starch in his dickey. I’d say he’d had a few, earlier in the evening.

			*

			It must have been after one o’clock when I got him out the door. 

			‘How are you fixed for next Friday?’ he said. 

			‘I don’t know, Tom. I might have other plans.’

			‘That’s the ticket, Dot. Keep me in suspense. What a woman!’ 

			I said, ‘By the by, did I tell you I have a lodger now?’

			That sobered him up.

			‘Where?’ he says. ‘What, upstairs? Is she in? Has she been listening to all our private business?’

			‘It’s not a she, it’s a he, and no, he’s not in. But he could have been, just so you know.’

			‘But who is he?’

			‘Valentine St John.’

			‘The one who sings like a girl? I didn’t know you were looking for a lodger.’

			‘I wasn’t. But Valentine wasn’t happy in his old place. He suggested moving here and I thought I’d give it a try.’

			‘I’m the one you should give a try. I’d move in with you tomorrow.’

			‘So you’ve often told me, but that would be an entirely different arrangement.’

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘I suppose if you must have somebody living under your roof, just as well he’s only a boy. He won’t be trying anything with you. Has he got a sweetheart?’

			‘No.’

			‘Is he a powder puff?’

			‘I have no idea.’

			‘You should ask him. When you take in a lodger you need to know these things.’

			‘He’s clean, he’s quiet, he pays his rent.’ 

			‘That may be so. But say you had an engagement out of town, you don’t want to come back and find your home turned into a molly-house.’

			*

			After the Marylebone I was engaged for the Forester’s in Mile End. There promised to be a fair line-up. Dickie Dabney and his Mathematical Crows, Stefan the Mentalist, Lionel Neve the blind pianist, Babette the Living Doll. Also Monty’s new artiste, Amazonia. I was looking forward to watching her. She was supposed to bend iron bars and carry full-grown men off the stage. Of course, as it turned out, they weren’t iron bars at all. They were lead pipes. And the men she carried, volunteers from the stalls, weren’t volunteers. They were plants. Weedy little stooges who weighed next to nothing.

			*

			Monday afternoon I got to the theatre and what did I find? Amazonia had top billing. 

			Lottie Cherry runs the Forester’s. She used to be half of the Cheery Cherry Twins. I played Hoxton Varieties with them years ago but Lottie’s in management now. She was in the office.

			I said, ‘There seems to be a misprint on the playbill.’

			‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s what was agreed.’

			Not with me it wasn’t.

			‘Backsides on seats,’ she says. ‘That’s the only business I’m in. If the public wants lady weight-lifters, lady weight-lifters is what I’ll give them, top of the bill. Monty told me you’d been advised of the change.’ 

			Monty had never said a word to me, the varmint. I put my hat back on.

			Lottie said, ‘Don’t run off, getting yourself into a state. It’s not going to make any difference. Go downstairs. Have a glass of seltzer. Put your feet up for half an hour.’ 

			But I couldn’t settle till I’d had it out with him, and I guessed where I might find him. Monday afternoons he likes to get his hair trimmed, at Farbstein’s on Chicksand Street. And there he was, in the first chair, towel round his neck. Everything fell quiet, of course, when I opened the door. It’s not a place ladies go to. Old Farbstein said something into Monty’s ear and he turned.

			‘Dot?’ he says. ‘Whatever are you doing here? You look a bit flustered. Everything all right?’

			‘Amazonia. Top of the bill.’

			‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Well the thing is, I’m afraid Lottie insisted on it.’

			See, that’s what you’re up against. Management blames the agents and agents swear the management wouldn’t have it any other way.

			‘And you never even warned me. Those playbills were printed and everybody and his Aunt Sadie knew, except me.’

			‘I thought I did tell you. It must have slipped my mind.’

			Slipped his mind! Then he changed his story. 

			He said, ‘I knew this is how you’d be. I knew you’d have a fit. But you’ve got second billing, Dot. There’s artistes who’d kill for that. Why can’t you be satisfied?’

			‘Get me second billing at Drury Lane and I will be satisfied. But not at Forester’s. I’ve been the top-liner there for years.’

			‘Perhaps so,’ he says, ‘but times change. There’s a lot of interest in Amazonia just now.’

			‘She’ll be a five-minute wonder.’

			‘Then she’s entitled to her five minutes. I have to live too, Dot. I have to eat. You’re not the only artiste on my books, may I remind you.’

			I could understand it if she was easy on the eye. Men love a flash of a girl’s knees. They’ll come back hoping to see a bit more the next time. But these fleshings Amazonia wears, there’s nothing left to the imagination. She looks like a five-foot sausage. Uncooked.

			I said, ‘She’s not even exotic. Amazonia! She’s blummin’ Blanche Smith. She’s from Dewsbury.’ 

			‘I’ll thank you not to spread that about.’

			I said, ‘I don’t need to. They all remember from two years ago, when El Gerardo used to saw her in half. It’s a pity he ever put her back together.’

			Farbstein stood there with his clippers in his hands and his mouth open.

			Monty said, ‘Get to the theatre, Dot, there’s a trooper. I’ll be round later. We can talk about this after the show.’

			But what was there to talk about? The damage was done. Once you start to slip down the playbill it’s very hard to clamber back. Next thing you know you’re down at the foot of the page and the only thing below you is the line that says Disorderly persons will be expelled. 

			When Monty dropped me home that night, the gas mantle was lit in the front hall. You could see the flicker of it through the glass.

			He said, ‘I suppose that daily girl of yours left it burning. What a waste of money. You should train her better.’

			But I knew it wasn’t Olive. She’d have been gone long before it got dark.

			I said, ‘It’ll be Valentine. I’m expecting him back from Liverpool.’

			‘Valentine?’ he says. ‘You mean St John? How long has this been going on?’

			‘He’s lodging with me, and just as well. If you carry on giving my top spots to Blanche Smith, I shall be glad of a bit of rent from Valentine.’

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘that sounds very cosy. How’s he doing these days? Who represents him?’

			I said, ‘He represents himself and he’s doing very nicely. He’s just had a week at the Liverpool Adelphi.’

			He pulled a face. Golders Green’s about as far north as Monty ventures. 

			‘Liverpool?’ he said. ‘Why would he go there?’

			‘Because he’s from that part of the world. I suppose he still has a following up there. It must have been worth his while. He wouldn’t travel all that way and go to the expense of digs if it wasn’t a paying proposition. Valentine’s no fool. And he keeps himself in work. Not always top drawer, but he’s not often idle. He cultivates all the theatre managers. He writes letters and he goes from hall to hall making sure they don’t forget him.’

			‘Why does he put himself to all that trouble? I could do that for him.’

			‘Never mind about him. You pay proper attention to my engagements.’

			‘Your problem, Dot, is you need some new material.’ 

			‘And your problem, Monty, is you hang around the office waiting to see the takings counted instead of watching me. I have new material. “Naughty but Nice”. “In the Hands of my Solicitor”. “Mary Plucker Sparrowtail”. I ring the changes.’

			‘“Three Acres and a Cow”. How many years have you been singing that?’

			‘My public expects it.’

			‘Then give it to them for an encore, should you ever be asked for one.’

			We parted very cross that evening.

			I said, ‘I won’t require you to come in tonight.’

			‘Nor any other night, I suppose,’ he said. ‘Now you’ve got a lodger. Well that suits me. I need to get home to Mother. She’s not at all well.’ 

			Valentine heard my key in the lock and came out from the scullery. He was bright-eyed, polished as an apple.

			‘There you are!’ he said. ‘I thought you were going to sit out in that cab all night.’

			‘I was having words with Monty.’ 

			‘Get your coatee off and come and tell me all about it. The Bolly’s nice and cold. Olive forgot to put a tea cloth over your bread and butter but I think I’ve managed to resurrect it.’

			It was comforting to have someone to come home to. I told him about Amazonia.

			‘You’ve been robbed, Miss Dot,’ he said. ‘The woman’s an abomination! But she’ll soon be forgotten. This time next year who’ll even remember her? Novelty turns never endure. Now, cheer up and see what I’ve brought you back from Liverpool.’

			Rose fondants. It was only when he got up from his seat to fetch them that I noticed the fob chain on his waistcoat.

			I said, ‘Is that a pocket watch you’re wearing?’

			He brought it out to show me properly, a half hunter in a gilt case. 

			I said, ‘Who did you knock down for that?’

			‘It’s a present,’ he said. ‘From an admirer. No, not an admirer. A follower.’

			Well! Valentine’s a dear boy and he does have talent, but a pocket watch is a considerable gift. 

			I said, ‘A follower? What’s her name, Lady Rosebery?’

			‘Him,’ he says. ‘He’s an American gentleman, very well connected, very cultured. Dr Townsend. He’s a connoisseur of the male voice.’

			‘So it went well in Liverpool.’

			‘Full houses. They’d have extended my engagement but, of course, I had prior commitments. I’m at Gatti’s and the Canterbury from next Monday.’

			‘You’re not working this week?’

			‘No. Frank says it’s very important to rest a voice like mine.’

			‘Who’s Frank?’

			‘Dr Townsend.’

			‘He knows about voices, does he?’

			‘Oh yes. He says I must be very cautious not to get nodules on my cords. He says they’re easily acquired and hard to get rid of.’

			‘And what was this American doctor doing at the Liverpool Adelphi?’

			‘He’d just landed, sailed from Boston. He saw me billed as a genuine male soprano and came to my second show. He was so impressed he delayed his journey to London. He came in every night, and bought me dinners.’

			‘And a pocket watch.’

			‘Yes. But, Miss Dot, he’s in London now. We travelled down together. First class! Frank insisted. You must meet him. You’ll find him a most entertaining raconteur. So I was wondering, how would it be if I invited him to our Sunday tea?’

			It has been my experience that a person who gets billed as ‘a most entertaining raconteur’ is generally a disappointment and I’d already decided to dislike this particular one, going around handing out pocket watches to impressionable boys, so I thought I might as well take a look at him and confirm my opinion.

			I said, ‘If you vouch for him, Valentine, I look forward to meeting him.’

			‘Oh good,’ he said. ‘I’ll go down to Friedman’s early and get a plum cake. We’ll have a proper little soirée.’

			A week in Liverpool and he comes back speaking French.
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