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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.’









By Nancy Spain


Death Before Wicket


Poison in Play


Murder, Bless It


Death Goes on Skis


Poison for Teacher


Cinderella Goes to the Morgue


R in the Month


Not Wanted on Voyage


Out, Damned Tot









TO


HERMIONE GINGOLD









Copyright


Published by Virago


ISBN 978-0-349-01395-4


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Nancy Spain 1949


The moral right of the author has been asserted


Copyright © Beneficiaries of Nancy Spain 1964


Introduction copyright © Sandi Toksvig 2020


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Virago


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk











‘Always to be a Governess and always to be in love is a severe handicap in a world where so many people are neither one thing nor the other.’


VIRGINIA WOOLF












Introduction




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


NANCY SPAIN





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




Dearest – your laughter stirred my heart


for everything I loved was there –


Oh set its gaiety apart


that I may feel it everywhere!





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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


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





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


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


Nancy Spain died aged forty-seven. She was in a light aircraft on her way to cover the 1964 Grand National when the plane crashed near the racecourse. Her partner Jonny was with her and they were cremated together. Her friend Noel 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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BOOK ONE


 


THE JOURNEY









I


The Winter Sports Express


In Calais half a dozen trains waited for the tourists who were leaving for the Winter Sports. The trains were labelled A, AB, B, BC and so on.


Among the tourists Kathleen Flaherté failed to manage her Passport and a lot of little travel agency brochures. She stared about her wildly and felt desperately in her pockets and all her various shoulder bags and wallets. Her black, brilliant eyes showed all the whites round them, like an anxious animal. Her black page-boy bob flew behind her in elf locks, in the cold wind that came off the sea. The effect was hysterical.


‘DE,’ she said to her sister, Toddy Flaherté, who stood glumly beside her. ‘That’s what it said …’


‘I expect that’s what it meant,’ said Toddy reasonably enough. She was a tough, gentlemanly young woman in Glastonbury boots with a polished Eton crop. She was about thirty-four and she was ten years older than her sister Kathleen. They were both unmarried.


Toddy was lazy and she usually allowed Kathleen to do all the work. Nevertheless she had good ideas. It had been her idea, for example, to leave England for Schizo-Frenia, a small mountainous Central European Country, much given to winter sports. England was clenched in the expensive grip of the electricity and gas crisis of February, 1947, and Schizo-Frenia would probably be better organized and sunnier. It would certainly be more expensive.


‘I expect that’s what it means,’ said Toddy again, elbowing aside a young gentleman dressed in fleeces, carrying two aluminium ski sticks. ‘Here. Give me the damned thing …’


She snatched the green cardboard wallet with the tickets and the itinerary from Kathleen and quite suddenly assumed command. Kathleen followed her towards the Schizo-Frenia express (labelled DE) which lay ahead of them, steaming slightly.


A small fierce man in coffee colour admitted the existence of a sleeper with two berths called Flaherté and said something confused about Thomas Cook and Son. While this was going on Kathleen had time to think about something else. She tossed her head. A more unconcentrated human being has seldom existed.


‘Look …’ she said happily, pointing up the platform through the half light. ‘Surely that girl was at St Anne’s with us. In Viola’s House. Or at least, I think so …’


‘For God’s sake,’ said Toddy, shortly, pushing ahead of the little man in coffee colour. ‘Twenty-two and twenty-three. Sorry, Kathleen, later.’


‘Pamela,’ said Kathleen, dreamily. ‘Pamela Something. In Viola’s. She was good at games.’


‘So what?’ said Toddy rudely, over her shoulder.


‘Don’t be beastly,’ said Kathleen, vaguely. ‘She was rather nice. If it’s the girl I thought it was.’


Toddy’s square, sullen face went a dull red as she slowly lost her temper. ‘I want to get settled,’ she said. ‘Eh? Then we’ll have time for Pamela what’s her name.’


‘DuVivien,’ said Kathleen with a brilliant smile. ‘That was it. I knew I’d remember.’ She followed Toddy’s stocky shoulders along the dark corridor of the wagon-lit.


‘If she’s on this platform she’s probably on this train,’ said Toddy, without turning her head. ‘There we are. Twenty-two and twenty-three. Now we’re all set.’


She pulled her sister into the little sleeper. The beds were already made up. Kathleen complained. The attendant shrugged his shoulders. He said it was the war and that the young misses could perfectly well have dinner like everyone else and go to bed. Or play cards. He disappeared into his own little compartment with a leer.


‘Or tell fortunes,’ said Kathleen, happily. Toddy turned her back and climbed into the top bunk like an angry dog. She started to pull off her long, heavy boots.


‘Our porter’s number is 169,’ she said, tartly. ‘Go and find him and see he hasn’t dropped my big pigskin bag. Then you can find your precious Pamela what’s her name. And bring her back here if you like.’


Kathleen, at the window, looked wistfully out at the platforms, at the light clouds of steam in the clammy air and the tourists who ran unclaimed among the piles of luggage.


She heard a voice calling: ‘169. 169.’


‘OK,’ said Kathleen. ‘I’ll bring him back.’ She went to climb down the steep steps from their sleeping-car.


II


Pamela DuVivien noticed the sinister figures of the two Flahertés under the dim platform lights. Toddy looked extremely grim and Kathleen, wearing an eccentric overcoat with a hood, appeared far from elegant.


‘Well I’m damned,’ said Pamela.


‘What?’ said Natasha, her stepmother, vaguely. ‘I am hoping so much, dear Pamela, that you will not be forced to share a sleeper with a not very nice class of person?’


‘Oh, it’ll be all right,’ said Pamela, casually. She was a leggy young woman, with a promise of good looks. ‘It’s those Flahertés, those awfully rich Flahertés the scent makers …’


‘Where?’ said Natasha. ‘But it may not be all right. If only that wicked Johnny had decided to come next week. Do you mean the Flaherté part of Flaherté, Havard and Yale, Scent Importers, London, Marseilles, and Grasse?’ she went on inconsequently. ‘Whew! and “9 × 9” on all the bottles?’


She stood still and stared up at the long, dusty Schizo-Frenia express which towered over them. Natasha’s wide hazel eyes were like a cat’s and her light brown hair was always beautifully groomed.


‘Yes, the people who make “Nine Times Too Far” and “Whew!” and “Pong”,’ said Pamela, putting down a heavy suitcase. ‘They were at St Anne’s with me. At least the young one was. The old one came down at half-term. They were up that end of the platform near the Douanes …’ Pamela pointed. ‘They’ve gone now. I’m sure it’ll be all right, Natasha. Do stop fussing.’


‘Fuss? Who? Me?’ said Natasha, shocked. And she did not speak again for some time.


Natasha was the second Mrs DuVivien and a Russian ballet dancer into the bargain. Her husband, Johnny, owned a great many night clubs and one roadhouse in Yorkshire. He was very proud of Natasha and he had always wanted to spend three weeks winter-sporting in Schizo-Frenia. Natasha considered this English of him. She had given in, saying they would meet ‘unpleasant soldiers and sailors from Colchester and Frintonon-Sea and Budleigh Salterton’. It had been decided that it would be good for Pamela’s health.


‘I am knowing,’ said Natasha, climbing up the steep brass-bound ladder to their sleeper; ‘that there will be no drama in Kesicken, in our hotel.’


If there was one thing that Natasha loved it was a little drama.


Johnny, her husband, appeared with a number of suitcases and a small porter in a blue smock, saying ‘Wee’ and ‘Mercy’ at intervals. He looked up at Natasha and grinned.


‘Dunno, puss,’ he said, slowly in his pleasant Australian twang. His big red Indian’s nose had turned a little blue with the cold. ‘There may be any amount of broken legs an’ arms an’ that …’


‘Broken legs is not drama,’ said Natasha, haughtily. A large pullman car man hauled her in. He brightened considerably as he looked at her. Mr and Mrs DuVivien. Ah yes. And Miss DuVivien will be next door to them, sharing with a Miss Leamington, who was attached to the Flaherté party.


‘There you are, Natasha,’ said Pamela, ‘it’s going to be all right.’


‘You are sure these Flahertés are nice?’ said Natasha.


‘They’re very rich,’ said Pamela.


And there the matter rested for the time being.


III


Pamela stared round her sleeper.


She was in temporary, undisputed possession of a narrow bunk, neatly made up with very clean sheets and pillow cases, with two blankets called ‘wagon-lit’; an interesting wash-basin that emptied back into itself; a jug of French, dubious, drinking water; and a small cupboard with a looking-glass let into the front of it. There was also a small, plush covered ladder for climbing up into the top bunk and there were various complicated slots and shelves upon which Pamela balanced her suitcases.


As she worked away she heard voices and pattering feet that approached her door. She winced. She didn’t like children.


To her horror, outside the door, the footsteps halted abruptly.


‘There you are, Miss Leamington,’ said the first voice, which obviously belonged to an adenoidal girl of fourteen. ‘It says so on the list that man had. Eleven an’ twelve.’


Another voice broke in, younger and more shrill.


‘With a Miss P. DuVivien. I expect she’s quite old an’ eighty years of age an’ very, very feeble an’ you’ll be up all night …’


There was a giggle and some snuffling and the scraping of feet.


‘Hush, Margie …’ This was a deep, slightly husky, definitely adult voice. It was quite pleasant. ‘Come away. We’ll go back to your cabin and you shall brush your hair …’


Pamela began to think that Natasha had been quite right to fuss.


‘I wonder where Auntie Kathy is?’ came a nasal whine from outside.


‘And I wonder where Auntie Toddy is?’ was the reply. The two voices sounded like Strophe and Ante Strophe.


‘Somewhere up the train I expect, dear,’ said the soothing governess’s voice. ‘Come Joyce. Come Margie.’


They evidently went into the cabin on Pamela’s right and presently a muffled series of small taps, clicks and crashes (and an inaccurate rendering of ‘Lili Marlene’) indicated that Joyce and Margie were having their hair brushed.


Pamela cautiously opened her door and peered up and down the corridor. To her amazement she saw Natasha’s head, on her left, doing the same thing.


‘My poor Pamela,’ said Natasha. ‘To share with the governess and these dwarfs. We will have you changed.’ And she laughed gently.


‘Oh, I dunno,’ said Pamela. ‘The governess may be quite nice.’


‘But these dwarfs will be in all the time to have hair and teeth brushed and shoes buttoned and worse done for them.’


‘Aw, hush up,’ said Johnny behind her. He looked very big and purposeful. He wore a green shirt and a very extraordinary pair of braces. ‘They were older’n that. Don’t tease, honey chil’ …’


‘All right,’ said Natasha. ‘But if you had not been selfish and had been going by beastly unsafe aeroplane, none of this would ever have been happening to Pamela.’


Johnny pulled her inside the sleeper and shut the door. Pamela laughed. At that moment Kathleen Flaherté, looking something like Paganini, came stalking down the corridor towards her.


‘Pam?’ she called. ‘It is Pam, isn’t it? From St Anne’s? I’m Kathleen Flaherté of Portia House …’


Kathleen was about a half inch over six feet and her face seemed very sharp and pointed and white in the gloom. Pam stood her ground bravely.


‘I remember you well,’ she said. ‘And I’m sharing a sleeper with your governess.’


‘What?’ said Kathleen, disconcerted. ‘Who?’


‘A Miss Leamington,’ said Pam a little self-consciously.


‘Oh. Rosalie Leamington. Hm,’ said Kathleen. ‘Is she there now?’


‘No,’ said Pamela, vulgarly jerking her chin. ‘She’s in there. With two children.’


‘Joyce and Margie,’ said Kathleen. ‘I rather like them.’


‘Do you?’ said Pamela, politely. ‘I think they’re brushing their teeth.’


Kathleen frowned.


‘Come and see Toddy, my sister,’ she said. ‘She wants to meet you again.’


‘Toddy,’ said Pamela, thinking back into the past and various Old Girls’ Committee Meetings. ‘She was good at sketching, wasn’t she?’ she added.


‘Good Heavens, no. She’s a surrealist now,’ said Kathleen proudly.


‘Natasha will like that,’ said Pamela.


Kathleen began to lead the way back to their cabin.


‘She was Natasha Nevkorina, wasn’t she?’ she said, over her shoulder. ‘We know lots of ballet dancers. Two great friends of ours and my cousin Barny’s are on this train. Those are his two children.’


‘Who are?’ said Pamela, reasonably enough. ‘Your cousin or his chums?’


‘They all are,’ said Kathleen. ‘And their wives.’


‘How many does that make?’ said Pamela, bewildered.


‘Of the Flahertés?’ said Kathleen. ‘Well, there’s Barny. He’s my cousin. And his wife Regan. And their two children.’


‘Joyce and Margie,’ said Pamela, ‘and their governess.’


‘Yes. And the two friends, Sir Edward and Lady Sloper.’


‘Not the Sloper?’ said Pamela. ‘The architect?’


Sir Edward Sloper was the newest and most spectacular architectural knight and his wife (Fanny Mayes) was a film star in her own right.


Kathleen nodded.


‘Why wasn’t there a brass band and red carpet at Victoria, then?’ said Pamela.


‘For Fanny, you mean?’ said Kathleen. Pamela nodded.


‘’S matter ’f fact,’ Kathleen lowered her voice and became confidential, ‘my cousin Barny, whose kids’ governess you’re sleeping with …’


‘I beg your … Oh, I see what you …’ said Pamela.


‘Fanny’s frightfully keen on Barny. I happen to know.’


‘Good Lord,’ said Pamela. She felt very sophisticated.


‘Yes,’ Kathleen wagged her head. ‘Of course Barny’s awful. Thinks of nothing but sex. Here we are.’


They had arrived at Numéros 22 and 23. Kathleen kicked open the door. Pamela was instantly aware that the Flahertés had somehow made their sleeper look exciting and cosmopolitan. Her sleeper and Miss Leamington’s was merely dull.


Toddy’s grim, handsome face peered over the bunk at her. Both Flahertés wore little gold rings in their ears, which had been pierced when they were children. The gold rings looked quite feminine in Kathleen’s ears. They made Toddy look like a buccaneer. Pamela was non-plussed. Toddy shook hands with her in a frank, manly way and Pamela sat down on a very much labelled suitcase.


‘My dear,’ said Kathleen, falling gracefully into the bottom bunk. ‘She’s in a sleeper with Rosie.’


‘Rosalie Leamington,’ said Toddy with a slow, subtle smile. ‘Well, she’s not too bad. She doesn’t smell or anything and she’s intelligent. She has a madly complicated Cambridge Degree in Modern Languages, too …’


‘Oh?’ said Pamela.


‘How do you know she doesn’t smell?’ said Kathleen.


‘I just know.’ Toddy swung her legs over the side of the bunk. She wore buckled shoes like a sailor. Pamela was a little worried.


‘Well then, where are Barny and Regan?’ said Toddy. ‘Regan surely hasn’t let the brats out of her sight for a second? I hate children, don’t you?’ she added with a sudden tigerish gleam of very regular, very white teeth. Pamela felt she might be able to talk to Toddy.


As she sat looking with interest and admiration at the Flahertés, the great train gave a little jolt and a small shake and pulled effortlessly away from Calais. Toddy lounged across to the window and peered out into the winter evening.


‘Nothing like it,’ she said. ‘A train starting.’


‘Most exciting thing in the world …’ said Pamela.


IV


Fanny Mayes, the film star (Lady Sloper), had already worked up a considerable claustrophobia. She was a beautiful, precise

and elegant blonde with small features, a narrow chin and the second most beautiful figure in the world.


She lay fretfully on the top bunk, whining, while Sir Edward Sloper went methodically through the luggage. He was trying to find the little bottle of pills that Fanny took when she felt this way.


Fanny bit holes in a small lace handkerchief and looked miserably at the ceiling. From time to time she switched the lights on and off. There were a great many of these. Otherwise she just attacked her husband verbally:


‘Oh Ted, if you’d allowed me to bring Françoise, this would never have happened,’ she said in her small, querulous voice. ‘She always knows where everything is …’


‘Naturally. She packs it,’ said Edward. ‘But that’s very unfair of you, you know. You decided to leave her behind yourself.’


Edward Sloper was a big, middle-aged man with a broad, average face and flat mouse coloured hair. At present his face was anxiously puckered and he was slightly out of breath. He stooped over a large canvas zipper bag. He was wearing a heavy tweed overcoat. Although they had been married three years he had not yet learned that it was best not to reply to his wife when she was nervy. She promptly had hysterics.


‘Oh, Hell …’ said Edward. He suddenly thought a good bat on the head would be a cure for claustrophobia. He was (he thought) very much in love with his wife.


V


Two compartments away, where Barny Flaherté and his wife, Regan, were getting tidy and organized, the positions were characteristically reversed.


Barny, head of the firm of Flaherté, Havard and Yale, lay flat on his long elegant back with his beautiful hands locked behind his head. His horn-rimmed glasses were pushed up on his forehead, his long-lashed eyes (vague with various dreams) were half shut. One lock of straight, ash-brown hair had already fallen into his eyes. Even in his shirt sleeves, and a little lemon coloured slip over, Barny Flaherté looked romantic. He considered it a great burden.


Regan Flaherté, a passionate red-haired woman, knelt on the floor, wondering all the time, out loud, how the children were and whether Miss Leamington was as good a teacher as her references.


Regan’s restless hands plucked and twitched all the time at the straps of the luggage, at Barny’s and her sponge-bags, at the odd cake of soap as she dropped it, at her hair and her neck. She wasn’t really a clumsy woman, but she always gave an appearance of busy-ness. Things nearly always fell on the floor round her.


‘After all, that Cambridge Languages Degree must mean something,’ said Regan, ‘… but it doesn’t necessarily mean she’s kind and good with the children, really …’


‘They seem to like her,’ murmured Barny.


‘Well, they’ve only been in London with her at the flat, and an intelligent woman is always OK in London …’


‘Why are we going to Schizo-Frenia then?’ said Barny, lazily. He opened one eye. ‘My pipe would be nice,’ he said.


‘Here it is, darling,’ said Regan, fondly.


‘And tobacco pouch,’ said Barny.


The two objects lay beside him on the bed. He began to fill the pipe absently, without saying ‘thank you’. He wondered how

Fanny Mayes was. He decided she was thinking about him. As it so happened he was perfectly right.


VI


His two girl cousins, spreading a pack of cards on Toddy’s bunk, were discussing Barny Flaherté. Indeed, they usually did.


‘Yes, he is selfish,’ said Kathleen. ‘Cut, Pamela. But he was nice enough, you know, when he was a young man. Before the firm made all that money …’


‘But he was wild,’ said Toddy. ‘Remember that wonderful story about his trip to Dublin to see The Cousin?’


‘Another cousin?’ said Pamela. She was sitting on the top bunk and her legs dangled helplessly. Toddy held the pack of cards firmly on her knee and stared at Kathleen. She was wearing small agate cuff-links.


‘I should think we could tell her, couldn’t we?’ she said.


‘Oh heavens, yes,’ said Kathleen. ‘The Cousin is a bit of a swell. An Irish Lord, you know. Last Prince of all this and all that. Lord Cranford. Has a very beautiful wife, younger than him …’


‘And no children,’ went on Toddy taking up the story. ‘Couldn’t have any, you know. So they thought they’d like to see Barny. They thought they’d make him their heir. They had masses of money and a great big house and miles of bog. You know the sort of thing …’


Pamela didn’t, but she thought it was all very grand and she nodded enthusiastically.


‘So Barny went over to Dublin to see them,’ said Kathleen. ‘He wasn’t married then. That was when he was so awfully in love with Elizabeth, remember?’


‘Elizabeth?’ said Pamela, helplessly.


‘His cousin,’ said Toddy, shortly. ‘Go on, Kathleen.’


‘Help,’ said Pamela, under her breath.


‘Well, on the boat, my dear, he met a marvellous and most beautiful woman who adored him. They didn’t tell each other names. Only Christian names. Apparently Barny called himself Bertram. It was most romantic,’ said Kathleen. ‘Anyway …’


‘… They had an affaire,’ said Toddy rapidly.


‘What? On the boat? But …’ said Pamela.


‘Uncomfortable?’ said Toddy. ‘I don’t suppose that would stop Barny, would it, Kathleen?’


‘Should say not,’ said Kathleen, staring round her for a cigarette.


Pamela’s eyes nearly popped out of her head.


‘So they were mad about each other, my dear. And everything was so perfect they agreed they’d never see each other again and never write or anything …’


‘A beautiful interlude in the middle of the ocean …’ said Kathleen. ‘And,’ she went on triumphantly, ‘Barny arrived a bit late at Cranford because he was so upset by the beauty of it. He sent telegrams. And he drove all the way out to the house in one of those awful jaunting cars. And he got there at tea-time …’


‘It was a beautiful evening,’ went on Toddy. She was enjoying herself thoroughly, working up atmosphere with a heavy hand. ‘And the setting sun made the drawing-room all golden. He was shown into the drawing-room, d’you see?’


Pamela saw.


‘And a parlourmaid came in, carrying silver teapots and trays and everything; and then Lady Cranford came in, who he was going to be heir to …’


‘And what do you think?’ said Kathleen intensely.


Pamela didn’t think at all. She was enchanted.


‘Why …’ said Toddy. ‘She was the woman on the Dublin boat.’


‘Goodness,’ said Pamela.


‘Well, that was all right,’ said Toddy briskly, ‘because of course they liked him awfully and of course they made him their heir, but …’


‘Nine months later she had a little son and so of course he was disinherited,’ said Kathleen, her strange, black eyes glowing.


‘What?’ said Pamela, aghast. ‘Heavens. It’s like a story by De Maupassant.’


‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ said Kathleen, carelessly. ‘That sort of thing happens to Barny all the time …’


‘Goodness,’ said Pamela again. Her eyes stood out on stalks.


A bell, clanging dismally, like a muffin man, began to approach along the corridor.


‘Dinner,’ said Toddy. She jumped down from the bunk and held out a square, brown hand with a signet ring on the little finger. It matched her cuff-links. Pamela took her hand and jumped down.


‘And let that be a lesson to you, young DuVivien,’ went on Toddy, grinning. ‘Don’t do anything with strangers on shipboard.’


‘Oh, I won’t,’ said Pamela, fervently. And they began, banging slightly from side to side, to go along towards the dining-car.









II


Dinner on the Train


The waiters in the dining-car on the Unteralp express were far from dapper and wore piqué coats. The head waiter was the only one with individuality. He had a round, wise, fawn face that occasionally twisted with curious passions and always glistened with sweat.


The dining-car was noisy because the tables were not fenced off from one another with high padded walls. Every diner, if he tried, could hear some part of the shouted conversations at the tables on either side of him. Also, there were no tablecloths to muffle the clattering and clinking of knives and forks.


Edward Sloper and Fanny were the first to arrive for dinner. Fanny led the way down the big, echoing metal car. She sometimes screamed a little as the movement of the train flung her against a table; and she sometimes (from purest habit) flung a brilliant smile at the head waiter. Fanny was extremely chic. She wore a little black suit that fairly glittered with diamond clips. The head waiter was unimpressed. He liked his beauties to come naturally.


Edward and Fanny settled themselves in two seats, rather too near the kitchen. Edward had taken off his overcoat. He still looked extremely large in a dark blue double-breasted suit. He wore large, very clean wash-leather gloves, which he now removed and laid beside his plate. His hands were good. He was innocently proud of them.


He linked his fingers together, leaned his chin on them and smiled ingratiatingly at his wife.


‘And there we are,’ he said, cosily.


Fanny looked sour. She said nothing. Her round blue eyes watched the doorway, endlessly, for Barny Flaherté. They seemed to Edward to be very hard and quite unswerving.


II


Rosalie Leamington and Joyce and Margie arrived next. Both children were unattractive, but Joyce was the elder.


She had straight brown hair like her father’s. Her teeth were lashed tightly into place with a strong plate of metal-fencing. When Joyce felt that no one was looking she picked at it methodically with her forefinger. The rest of the time she sucked at it furiously, to dislodge the cement that held it in place. This gave her the unhealthy look of a young rabbit. Joyce was a fast worker on a plate and it usually only took her six hours to loosen one. It would spring, twanging furiously, from her mouth and then her sister Margie would run, sneaking, to the nearest authority.


Margie was a red-haired and faintly insanitary prig. Her name, incidentally, was short for Margaret and was therefore pronounced with a hard G, as in Handel’s Largo. How she had lived for twelve years no one shall ever know. Joyce was fairly well liked, but Margie was an object of terror to one and all. Even Regan, her mother, unnaturally devoted, was bewildered by her. Barny positively detested her.


Rosalie Leamington propelled the two children by a light hand, one on each shoulder. She was nicely dressed in a tweed coat and skirt and a fawn jumper and small pearl necklace. Five years’ work in the Admiralty had bred in her a tendency towards tuberculosis and an unnatural detachment. She did not think of the children at all, except as physical phenomena, like earthquakes or rainstorms. This was just as well. They were a naturally unkempt pair.


Margie asked shrilly if Auntie Toddy would come to dinner and Rosalie said she expected so.


‘P’raps she’ll forget,’ said Margie, nipping Joyce, who hit her arm. ‘Auntie Kathie often forgets. Joyce loves Auntie Kathie.’


Joyce sucked her plate.


Fanny Mayes watched the head waiter approach, skirt the two children defensively, and put the whole party at a much better table than Fanny’s. She scowled and looked down.


‘That governess,’ she said viciously to Edward, ‘gives herself airs.’


‘Oh?’ said Edward, amiably, crumbling bread. ‘I’m hungry. Barny thinks the world of her—’


‘That’s what I mean,’ said Fanny. Her eyes, which looked exactly like two round, bright decorative buttons, had swerved back to the doorway.


Rosalie Leamington, with her well-scrubbed hands folded on the table in front of her, sat with her head bent. The light caught her large, pink-rimmed glasses and her hair. This was fair and nondescript, but not unattractive. Each sixth hair was already prematurely grey. Rosalie did not look delicate, but the work in the Admiralty Mappin Terraces and the long hours had sapped her vitality. The family doctor had ordered her abroad. She could only afford to do this as a governess, or a paid companion.


She considered herself rather too good to be a governess. Nevertheless she was impressed by the Flahertés, by their glamour and their money.


Behind them the restaurant-car filled up. Kathleen and Toddy came in, saw Rosalie and their two nieces and cheerfully insisted that the head waiter add a fifth chair to their table. Margie lost her head and screamed a lot of directions that no one obeyed. Joyce sucked her plate. Rosalie began to feel a headache coming on, so she smiled in a very civilized way and suggested that Toddy might like some bread. Toddy stared at her.


Johnny and Natasha came in. Natasha cowered slightly to allow a bouncy young man in tight black ski-ing trousers and a yellow sweat shirt to push past her. He was with a brusque young woman and they shouted such things as ‘Telemark’ and ‘Stem-Christie’, at one another.


Over dinner Pamela began to tell Natasha the story of Barny Flaherté’s early disinheritance. Natasha listened, enthralled.


‘That,’ she said, with her mouth full of black-market poulet, ‘is just what I mean by drama. It is my cup of tea altogether.’


‘And mine,’ said Pamela.


‘But this,’ said Natasha, suddenly crestfallen and sad, ‘is already happened. There is no chance of further drama from him, I am afraid.’


‘Dunno, honey,’ said Johnny. ‘Is this chicken or is this cat? When one thing like that’ll happen for a feller, things like that’ll go on happening all of his life. You see.’


‘Just what Kathleen and Toddy said,’ said Pamela gravely.


‘And which are they, now, these Toddies and Kathleens?’ said Natasha.


‘Well, those over there,’ said Pamela, a little dubiously. ‘With those two nasty little girls and that gentlewoman in spectacles …’


Kathleen was laughing, rather too widely and foolishly. She was feeding Margie with a fork. Toddy had twisted a cigarette into a very long holder and was biting it savagely. Joyce was sucking her plate. Rosalie Leamington was looking at the door, where Barny Flaherté had just come in and was waving to Fanny Mayes. Fanny was now all smiles.


‘Dunno, I’m sure,’ said Johnny, solidly. ‘They look pretty screwy to me, your friends.’


‘They can tell fortunes,’ said Pamela, defensively. ‘With cards,’ she added as an afterthought.


‘That is always good,’ said Natasha.


There was a pause, while plates were taken away and the smell of death filtered through the dining-car. This was easily traced to camembert cheese, now handed round with small warped pears. Natasha suddenly brightened. ‘After supper the kiddies shall be sent to bed,’ she said, ‘and their Aunts will tell my fortune. And everybody else’s too …’ she added with a bright, unselfish smile. And oddly enough, Natasha got her own way.


III


Natasha had said, somewhat confusedly (for she referred collectively to Joyce and Margie, Miss Leamington, the Slopers and

Mr and Mrs Flaherté): ‘when the grown-ups are gone to bed we can all play with the two aunties and the cards.’


The restaurant-car slowly emptied and the fumes of cigarette smoke as slowly dispersed. The head waiter seemed to like Kathleen and Toddy and he allowed them to stay on at their table. This may have had something to do with the enormous quantities of brandy that Toddy Flaherté was absorbing.


Johnny and Natasha and Pamela moved over and joined Toddy and Kathleen. Johnny even began to drink brandy. Among the wine stains, the old pieces of bread and the scratches left by the knives and forks during the last five years, Kathleen Flaherté dealt out Natasha’s fortune.


Natasha was so delighted to get the King of Hearts (who was not, she insisted, Johnny), the thoughts of the King of Clubs and also the Knave of Diamonds.


‘He does no one any good at all, that one,’ said Natasha, with her lovely head on one side, pointing to the vicious-looking Knave of Diamonds.


‘No indeed,’ said Toddy, filling her glass from the bottle and bending forward. ‘But everything will be OK Look. There is admiration and flattery and a great personal success. And drops of drink and excitement.’


‘Quite a party,’ said Johnny, sourly. He looked at Toddy under lowered lids, decided she was merely a poseuse and looked away again.


After this they told Pamela’s fortune. It was more than obscure and meaningless. Johnny was bored by his. Both Flahertés had already told their own that day and said it was unlucky to re-tell them.


‘All right, then,’ said Pamela. ‘What’s wrong with someone else’s? The governess? Or your cousin Barny? Or his wife?’


The sisters looked at each other.


‘I don’t know,’ said Kathleen. ‘We haven’t told Regan’s for ages. But it’s always so unhappy it depresses me.’


‘Perhaps it will be quite gay this time?’ said Natasha, hopefully.


‘I doubt it,’ said Toddy, handing the Queen of Diamonds to Natasha to hold. ‘Well, then, here she is.’


‘Here is Regan,’ said Natasha. She placed her solemnly in the very middle of the table. ‘She is this woman with red hair who has sat here …’ she pointed, ‘and who is so nervy?’


‘I thought you knew her. Yes, that’s her,’ said Toddy, gulping brandy. She lit another cigarette and screwed it into her uncomfortable holder.


I do not understand the intricacies of fortune telling, nor can I ever remember what the smaller cards mean. In Regan’s first round there was, apparently, misery, torment, jealousy and soul weariness.


‘As usual …’ said Kathleen as Toddy dealt briskly. ‘But look, here are the parties and the excitement and flattery just as in Mrs DuVivien’s. There must be going to be a good time at Katsclöchen.’


The hearts and diamonds fell in a small shower round the Queen of Diamonds, but she faced away from them.


‘Oh,’ said Johnny flatly. ‘You’re going ter be at Katsclöchen too?’


‘Yes,’ said Pamela, quickly.


‘And the dear little kiddies too,’ said Natasha in her slow soft voice.


Johnny poured himself a stiff drink. He began to wonder if there might not be alternative accommodation in Kesicken or Mönchegg.


‘How odd …’ said Toddy, in a thick, strangled voice. ‘The party is all behind Regan …’


‘That’s what the Catholics call turning the back on the world,’ said Kathleen, tossing her long black locks behind her shoulder.


‘Do you know?’ said Toddy with just the tiniest hint of drunkenness, ‘If I didn’t know Regan as well as I do I’d say she was going into a nunnery. A what’s name? Convent?’


Kathleen dealt more cards. She tried out more combinations. The cards fell over and over again in the same pattern. Finally she sighed and complained that her eyes ached. She pushed the cards into the middle of the table and stood up.


‘No good,’ said Toddy.


‘No,’ said Kathleen. ‘I’m going to walk the whole length of the train to stretch my legs. Then I’m going to bed.’


She looked down at the cards and shivered.


‘Poor Regan,’ said Natasha.


Toddy looked at her sharply.


‘What do you mean?’ said Toddy.


She slapped the cards into a pack and put them in her tweed pocket. She corked the brandy bottle and tucked it under one arm.


‘Oh, it is such a little thing,’ said Natasha. ‘A bad fortune. But I am always hating it so much. Aren’t you?’


IV


Pamela in the top bunk opened her eyes and stared round her. The great train had stopped. Someone a long way away called out ‘Schröster and Unteralp’ and slammed a door. Unhurried, shuffling feet went up and down the platform. Pamela turned over and prepared to go to sleep again.


Instantly the light in the bunk below was turned on. Miss Leamington groaned and sat up and lay down and groaned again.


Pamela wanted to giggle.


Miss Leamington reached a long, thin arm down to the floor and picked up a notebook, a writing-pad and a fountain-pen. Pamela, watching her covertly in the looking-glass over the wash-basin, was fascinated. The notebook she knew. She had already looked at it, furtively, from a distance. It was bound in stiff, red cardboard and was called, ‘Elocution – up to the age of 17’. It contained such fragments as ‘The Thief of Spring’ by Humbert Wolfe, ‘Riouperoux’ and ‘The Dying Patriot’ by J. Elroy Flecker and ‘For the Fallen’ by Binyon. Most lyric poetry gave Pamela ‘the sick’. Moreover, Pamela suspected, Miss Leamington was one of those women who wrote verse herself.


Pamela now decided that she was in for a disturbed, but probably amusing, night. She was absolutely positive that Miss Leamington was in the middle of a Sonnet Sequence and might ask her any minute for six rhymes for ‘lust’.


V


Miss Leamington was not writing verse. She was writing a letter (or, as she would have called it, ‘a note’) to a girlfriend in Cambridge, a Miss Sewingshields. Miss Sewingshields was a lady don.




Thundering Schizo-Frenia-wards


Dear Barbara,


Well, it is all just as you warned me. ‘Mr Rochester’ (Barny Flaherté, my employer) is devastation itself. Vague, charming and utterly bored with his wife and children. Regan, the wife, is one of those women who would drive a governess to drink!!! Mr Rochester is, so far, immune, but his cousins all drink a great deal.


I suppose the children are all right. They are much like any children. Rather unintelligent and dirty and unattractive compared with what we were at our age, when at St Sepulchres, and I hate red hair, anyway.


On the train, as I have said, are Mr Rochester’s cousins and the children’s aunts and that rather famous architect who built St S’s. You remember? Edward ‘Ally’ Sloper who was ‘up’ with Tom: Your Tom, I mean. I haven’t spoken to him yet, but no doubt I will.


I am sharing this carriage with a nondescript young woman, who (I must say) is a very quiet sleeper …’





The train went forward here with a sharp lurch. After one or two abortive blots and scratches Miss Leamington laid down her pen with a sigh. It was always so difficult, she found, to go to sleep when she had waked up. Soon she was snoring faintly.


That ‘quiet sleeping, nondescript’ young woman, Pamela DuVivien, lay awake for an hour or so. She would have liked to hear the train cross the Schizo-Frenian Frontier. She would have liked to be able to say to herself, ‘Now I am in Schizo-Frenia.’ By the time, however, that the French Customs were tramping up and down the train, Pamela, too, was fast asleep.
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