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        ‘Madame, why did your grandmother tell you to listen to the nightingale?’

        ‘I think she was trying to tell me that, though I was a dancer first and foremost, there are still other things in the world that I should need.’

        ‘What sort of things?’

        ‘Oh, cats and dogs, flowers, books, parties, wine and people, of course.’

        All things that were far out of the little dancer Lottie’s reach.

        
          R.G.
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      She saw him and he saw her.

      She, ten-year-old Lottie, was standing with her case on the kerb of a narrow London street. He was a puppy in a pet shop looking at her through a plate-glass window. Every time Lottie came this way she stopped to gaze at the pet shop while the traffic of the main road roared and stopped and roared again beside her. If only I could have a guinea pig or hamster… but to Auntie, Lottie’s aunt, guinea pigs and hamsters were vermin and she was horrified by them. Lottie could not have a kitten because of the budgerigars kept by the two old ladies, twins, Miss Dorcas and Miss Dora. Lottie had not thought of a puppy but then she had not seen this puppy before, small, silken white with chestnut-coloured markings; his ears, chestnut too, hung down each side of his earnest little face, white with chestnut round the eyes which were dark and sparkling with interest. She looked at him, he looked at her and it was as if an invisible thread stretched across the street and tied them together, tight.

       

      Though she knew she ought to, Lottie did not go away; instead she put her case down on the pavement and sat on it. ‘Never let it out of your sight,’ Auntie had taught her. ‘Someone might snatch it.’ Auntie always feared the worst, but, They can’t snatch it if I’m sitting on it, thought Lottie as she looked yearningly across at the pet shop and the puppy.

      In the case was a clean, carefully folded leotard and a brush and comb, because that afternoon she was on her way, or should have been on her way, to be photographed: ‘Back and front and sides,’ Auntie had instructed her, ‘in your leotard, your plaits up on the top of your head, no wisps. Arms down by your sides, remember, bare feet.’ Mr Winston, official photographer to the Holbein Theatre, had offered to take them. ‘I couldn’t refuse,’ said Auntie, ‘but I hope he doesn’t charge too much.’ The photograph was important; copies had to be sent with the form applying for a special audition being held by Her Majesty’s Ballet, for a place, that very autumn term, in its junior ballet school, Queen’s Chase.

      ‘Queen’s Chase? That’s in Buckingham Park. It’s a boarding school.’

      Mrs Cuthbert, who was officially Auntie’s best friend, liked to know all their business. ‘How are you going to pay for that, Amy?’ Mrs Cuthbert, who was also their near neighbour, called Auntie ‘Amy’ though Auntie took pride in being ‘Aimée’. Why shouldn’t she be Aimée if she wants to? thought rebellious Lottie. ‘Queen’s Chase is the ballet’s boarding school. How will you pay for that?’

      ‘They pay for everything.’ For a moment Auntie’s eyes shone. ‘Even shoes.’

      Shoes were Auntie’s and Lottie’s nightmare; even the regulation dancing shoes for girls, soft pale pink satin, were expensive and soon wore out. ‘If only you were a boy and could have kid leather ones,’ Auntie always lamented. ‘Soon you’ll be needing pointe shoes.’

      ‘She gets a grant for her uniform,’ Auntie was saying, ‘if she gets in but think, Edna. Every year three or four hundred children, maybe more, audition for Queen’s Chase and perhaps twenty or fifteen get in. I don’t suppose Lottie has a chance.’

      ‘Why not?’ Madame Holbein would have asked. Lottie would have asked that too. She knew that God – Auntie always emphasised that it was God – had given her, Lottie, a talent for dancing, and a strong, well-made slender little body to match. Holbein’s had done the rest.

      ‘Holbein’s’ meant Madame Anna Holbein’s own ballet school and small theatre in Hampstead where Auntie had worked in the wardrobe of the Company all her grown-up life.

      Once upon a time – a hundred years ago the smallest children at Holbein’s believed – Madame had been Niura, a little Russian girl living in the country with her grandmother. ‘“Niura,” she used to tell me,’ Madame in turn told the children, ‘“listen to the nightingale.”’

      ‘Why did she tell you to listen to the nightingale?’ asked Archie, an inquisitive boy.

      ‘I think she was trying to tell me that, though I was a dancer first and foremost, there are still other things in the world that I should need – yes, need,’ said Madame.

      ‘What sort of things?’

      ‘Oh, cats and dogs, flowers, books, parties, wine and people, of course.’ All things far removed from Lottie. ‘We all need them and I have listened to nightingales and their kind ever since.’

      Lottie wished she could hear a nightingale.

      Madame’s grandmother had taken Niura to the famous Imperial Theatre Ballet School in Petrograd – ‘They call it Leningrad now,’ said Auntie – and there Niura had turned into Anna Holbein, the famous ballerina. ‘Ballerina! Ballerina assoluta!’ said Auntie. It was a shock when Auntie learned that, in Her Majesty’s Ballet and other modern ballets, ballerinas were called, simply, principals.

      After dancing all over the world, Anna Holbein had come to London where she had opened her own school and built up her Company in a big house in Hampstead. Its theatre had been the coach house which was hung with wisteria, grown so spreading that, ‘There is not another like it in London,’ said Madame. ‘A perfect setting.’ It was here that she gave her Seasons. Her theatre and her Company became renowned.

      Perhaps Auntie expected the worst because that was what she had always had. She was so gentle and unassuming that she seemed born to be protected; instead it seemed she had to protect almost everyone else. Her father and mother had died when she was seventeen, leaving her with a little sister, eight-year-old Henrietta, who was already attending Holbein’s classes. Though Auntie was so young, Madame, to help her, had taken her as an assistant in the wardrobe but Auntie was skilful and had quickly risen to be wardrobe mistress which meant not only keeping in repair but making many of the costumes, ‘For a pittance,’ Mrs Cuthbert had said.

      It was true Madame did not pay much but, ‘We manage,’ said Auntie.

      ‘You could get help with your rent and heating,’ said Mrs Cuthbert.

      ‘I prefer not,’ said Auntie who was proud. She did take child benefit, but that was for Lottie, ‘All the same I’d rather not have it,’ said Auntie.

      ‘Then you must ask Madame Holbein for a rise.’

      ‘I couldn’t do that.’ Auntie had been shocked.

      Auntie loved and revered Madame and Madame in her outspoken way did try to encourage her. ‘You would be quite pretty’, she told her, ‘if you didn’t strain your hair back and wear such dreary clothes.’

      Auntie chose what she called serviceable clothes, old-fashioned dark grey or brown ‘that won’t show the dirt’, but if there were any bits and pieces left over in the wardrobe she made Lottie gay little skirts and blouses. ‘Madame has done everything for us,’ she always said, besides she liked being Holbein’s wardrobe mistress, treated with respect and called Miss Tew – Miss Tew could be as dictatorial and firm as Auntie was doubting and worried at home. Madame, too, had trained Henrietta, ‘For free,’ Auntie said but Henrietta had rewarded Madame by becoming the star of her Company – ‘Star quality,’ Madame had said – but, sadly, she had been as wilful and wild as she was talented and at the beginning of a brilliant career had died giving birth to a baby – Lottie. ‘Leaving me to bring up a child all over again. Henrietta at least was eight. You were a baby,’ said Auntie.

      ‘But I must have had a father,’ argued Lottie. ‘I must have.’

      ‘Yes.’ Auntie spoke with strange reluctance.

      ‘Then where is he? Who is he? Who?’ and it came out.

      ‘I don’t know where he is. I don’t know who he is. That’s why you’re called Charlotte Tew. We don’t talk about it, Lottie. Remember that, but it’s why things have been so difficult for us.’

      ‘Your aunt worked her fingers to the bone for you,’ Mrs Cuthbert liked to tell Lottie, but Lottie took comfort in that Auntie had plenty of fingers left, even if they were needle pricked.

      Lottie had first come to Holbein’s in a carry cot. When she was four she joined in the baby class not once or twice a week like the others but every day. At seven she had been promoted to a weekly class with Madame herself; Lottie was shy but she quickly ousted Zoë, a big showy child who, until then, had shown the greatest promise. Madame gave no sign of this but the class knew it to the last hair on their small heads.

      ‘Madame only takes you because she’s sorry for you,’ Mrs Cuthbert told Lottie.

      ‘Sorry for you!’ Madame had said when Lottie asked her if that were true. ‘Sorry for you! When you are one of the luckiest girls in all Europe. How many’, demanded Madame, ‘have the body, the will, the strength and the talent to dance?’

      ‘I know,’ said Lottie. ‘Auntie says I should go down on my knees every night and thank God for it.’

      ‘It would be much better if you used your knees for what God intended them, to bend, to lift, and to stretch,’ said Madame. ‘Not like that weak, wobbly developpé you did for me just now.’

      The more Madame valued pupils the more she execrated them; Lottie was often bewildered by the criticisms and reproofs that were poured on her when she knew she had listened to every word Madame said and obviously done the best enchaînement – a chain of simple steps. ‘First you learn the steps, then you make little sentences,’ Madame would say or more often, ‘Ah, bah! What do you think is that?’

      Her eyes were bright and darting as a witch’s, her shoulders huddled in the old purple jacket she always wore. ‘Does she sleep in it?’ the children giggled.

      ‘It’s a disgrace,’ said Auntie but Lottie could see nothing wrong with the jacket, it was the colour of pansies.

      Lottie knew pansies, they grew in Holbein’s garden. When summer comes I’ll pick a bunch of them and give them to Madame. Lottie, though, was prudent. I’ll wait till the others have gone home.

      ‘Madame. I have a tiny little surprise for you.’

      ‘For me?’ Madame could always be counted on to respond. ‘Just when I was wanting a few flowers!’

      Lottie knew where Madame would put them: in her sitting room she had what she called an icon, a holy picture of Mary and Jesus painted on wood in blues made from lapis lazuli, enamels and gold, which was always lit by the flame from a little red glass lamp she kept burning in front of it. Often in moments of difficulty Lottie would creep upstairs and look through the door to glimpse the light and be cheered.

      It never occurred to her that it could go out.

       

      ‘Lottie. Lottie wake up!’

      ‘Wake up. Why?’ Lottie’s eyes were still full of sleep. Then Auntie’s flood of tears alarmed her.

      ‘They’ve just telephoned from Holbein’s’ – the telephone wasn’t Auntie’s, it was in the house hall – ‘to tell us.’

      ‘Tell us what?’

      ‘Lottie, Madame Holbein is dead.’

      ‘Dead? Madame? She can’t be.’

      ‘She is. She died in the night.’

      ‘No.’ It was not possible. Madame was the pivot of Lottie’s and Auntie’s beings. ‘She wouldn’t. She couldn’t,’ but Madame had died.

      ‘And I can guess this will be the end of your dancing,’ Mrs Cuthbert had said.

      Mrs Cuthbert, though, had not counted on Madame. True, Holbein’s was stricken but only until Hilda came. Hilda had heard the news in Austria where she was dancing, cancelled her engagements and had come at once to help.

      Hilda was Hilda Frost, Madame’s latest triumph, a jewel of a dancer, polished as a precious stone and also one of those rare beings, a choreographer as well. She had already done two ballets for Madame, both promising, and sometimes, between engagements, she was trusted to take Madame’s classes. ‘But Madame never liked her,’ said Auntie. ‘They are too alike.’ Madame’s love was for Lionel Ray, Hilda’s partner, a magnificent young male dancer whom everyone called Lion. He, like Henrietta and Lottie, had been taken for nothing when he was a boy and had become for Madame like her own son. ‘She’ll leave Holbein’s to him,’ everyone was sure but, no, Madame left Holbein’s to Hilda, ‘Because she is the only one I can trust.’

      Hilda loved the little theatre passionately. ‘Of course the Company will go on,’ she vowed. She had to close the school but there was not a child whose future she did not try to arrange. Lottie, though, was the only one she chose to apply for a place at Queen’s Chase. ‘By great luck there is to be a special audition this month as one of the girls and one of the boys have fallen out.’

      Most boys and girls, if they are serious dancers, pester their fathers and mothers to let them try for a place at Queen’s Chase; no one had even asked Lottie. It was taken as settled which was why now she was on her way to the photographer – or should have been; instead, she was sitting on her case gazing at the puppy in the window.

      Suddenly she stiffened. Then jumped to her feet.

      She had noticed a big boy standing by the pet-shop door, a boy of at least sixteen wearing jeans and a loose sloppy jersey. He had been looking intently into the pet shop – the door was open and Lottie could see into it too. Beyond the low partition that shut off the puppy pen in the window she could see tiers of cages of small animals and birds, glass tanks of fish, baskets stacked, a rack of leads and collars. A lady in a pink overall was showing a white rabbit to a little boy and a gentleman; they had their backs to the door. As Lottie watched the big boy sidled nearer, then, quick as a flash, darted in, picked up a puppy by the scruff of its neck – the puppy – put it under his jersey and was gone whistling as he sauntered up the street.

      But the pet-shop lady had seen. She rushed to the door calling, ‘Stop him! Thief! Thief! Police! Police!’ The boy dodged across the road and started to run. Without stopping to think Lottie picked up her case and ran after him.

      A dancer is a good athlete and Lottie ran fast, came abreast of the boy and flung her case in front of him. Sure enough he tripped and fell, the puppy underneath him. There were piercing little animal shrieks as the puppy rolled out of the jersey and into the gutter. Lottie snatched him up and held him still shrieking. He was warm and squirming in her arms; she had never held anything as small and warm and precious.

      ‘I saw.’ A lady was standing beside her. ‘Snatched your pet, did he? The big lout.’

      ‘No, no,’ but Lottie was too out of breath to say it and as the puppy’s cries went on she started to cry.

      ‘Blasted young hooligan! He nearly knocked me over. Broad daylight too! A child’s puppy!’

      ‘He’s hurt. He’s dying,’ Lottie sobbed.

      ‘If he was dying he wouldn’t be squealing.’ The lady seemed to know about puppies. ‘You saved him. I must say you were a right smart girl to throw your case.’

      ‘I’m not,’ said Lottie, still sobbing.

      ‘Never mind, you’ve got him safe. Tell you what. There’s a People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals in the next street. We’ll take him there.’

      ‘Oh, you are kind.’

      ‘There! There! I’ll take your case. Come, love,’ and Lottie carried the adorable weight of the puppy, her tears dropping on his head as the shrieks turned to pitiful moans.

      Lottie did not have to explain to the vet, the kind lady did it for her but not as it had really been. ‘Poor mite. She was walking her puppy—’

      ‘I wasn’t,’ Lottie began but the kind lady swept on.

      ‘Broad daylight. What’s the world coming to if a child can’t do that? One of them skinheads or whatever they call themselves. The police shut their eyes—’

      The vet in his white coat interrupted her. ‘Let me look at him.’ He took the puppy from Lottie and laid him on the table where his tail immediately began to wag.

      ‘There now,’ said the kind lady. ‘I told you he wasn’t badly hurt, and what a beautiful little dog he is, sir, isn’t he? But what is he?’

      ‘A Cavalier King Charles spaniel,’ but the vet was frowning. ‘He hasn’t got a collar on. Don’t you know,’ he said severely to Lottie, ‘you should never take a dog, even a puppy in a London street – or any street – without a collar and lead?’

      ‘He hasn’t got a collar yet,’ said Lottie, and to her surprise, she added, ‘he’s new.’

      ‘Well, get him one.’ The vet was examining the puppy. ‘Fell right on top of him?’ and he said to the puppy, ‘You’re a lucky little fellow. Not even winded. No bones broken. He’ll be a bit bruised and sore for a few days. Take him home, give him some warm milk with sugar in it and keep him quiet.’

      ‘Take him home. The vet told me to do that,’ Lottie argued with herself though she knew it was cheating. ‘You take him straight back to the pet shop,’ Lottie told Lottie, but the vet had put him into her arms where he snuggled and a little tongue came out and licked her face.

      ‘I must say he’s a little beauty,’ said the kind lady. ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘Prince.’ Mysteriously that was his name because, He’s royal, thought Lottie and, ‘I can’t. I can’t,’ she said to the pet shop and had to argue with herself, ‘Why should I have been there on the pavement just at that moment?’ and she told herself something Auntie often said, ‘It was meant.’

      ‘Well, all’s well that ends well,’ the kind lady said when they were out in the street. ‘Will you be all right, love? I expect you live round here.’

      Lottie did not tell her she lived in Hampstead, quite a journey by bus or underground. Instead, ‘I must buy him a collar and lead first.’

      The vet had said that too. Lottie had a ten-pound note in her case – it was for the photographer but she had forgotten about the photographs – and she had said to the vet as Auntie always said about a bill, ‘What do I owe you?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said the vet. ‘I did nothing but don’t take him out again without a collar and a lead.’

      ‘A collar and lead.’

      ‘Woolworth’s,’ said the kind lady promptly. Lottie had been afraid she would say the pet shop. ‘Woolworth’s is on my way. I’ll show you.’

      They found a green collar and lead that set off Prince’s colouring. It had a little metal tag. ‘You must have your name and address on that,’ which gave Lottie such a surge of joy that she forgot all about the pet shop. They found a drinking bowl that had DOG on it: the kind lady was an enthusiastic shopper.

      ‘Have you enough puppy food?’ They bought a bag of puppy biscuits and some tins. ‘You’ll need lots of newspapers.’

      ‘Newspapers? What for?’

      ‘Toilet training,’ said the lady. Lottie had not thought of that. ‘Teach him to go on a newspaper. He’ll soon learn. Do you look after him all yourself, dearie? That’s a lot for a little girl. Puppies are as demanding as babies,’ and she asked, ‘Has he a toy, something to play with?’ and, as Lottie shook her head – she did not know puppies had toys – ‘An old slipper?’

      ‘All our slippers are old,’ Lottie could have said, but the kind lady rushed on, ‘Look, we’ll buy him a ball.’

      By the time they had finished Lottie’s head was reeling and half the ten pounds was gone but the sales girl had said, ‘That’s a lovely little puppy you have there.’

      ‘Pedigree,’ said the kind lady, a word Lottie had not heard before.

      ‘However are you going to get all this and little Prince home?’

      That was a question. I can’t take him on the underground, thought Lottie. They might not allow him on a bus. In any case I can’t carry all this. She must have been ‘out of herself’ as Mrs Cuthbert often told her she was, because she took a deep breath and said what she and Auntie had never said in their lives. ‘I’ll take a taxi.’
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      Home for Lottie and Auntie was the basement flat of Mr Soper’s Victorian villa, number 5 Verbena Road in Hampstead.

      Mr Soper himself lived on the first floor. Miss Dorcas and Miss Dora had the top flat and the attic where they kept their budgerigars.

      Though the basement was dismal and cold, the sitting room looked on the garden as did Lottie’s bedroom – it was typical of Auntie to give the best room first to Henrietta, then to Lottie. The carpets were threadbare, the walls dingy but the sitting room held two things dear to Auntie’s heart: an open fireplace where they lit a fire on Sundays and on special occasions – the warm flickering light transformed the room – and also a cabinet where she kept her treasures: a Dresden china shepherdess, a miniature tea-set and a pair of Staffordshire dogs that had belonged to the family. ‘Never forget, Lottie, that though we may be badly off, the Tews come from a good family – we are distant cousins of Lord Wamphrey.’ More importantly than even the Staffordshire dogs, the cabinet held Henrietta’s first pointe shoes, a white lace fan she had used, a locket with her hair, her make-up box with its pots of rouge and colours and its hare-foot brush. ‘One day that box will be yours,’ Auntie told Lottie reverently.

       

      In all the years Lottie had lived there no taxi had ever stopped at number 5 Verbena Road. Though they had their separate door bells, the tenants all shared the hall – Auntie and Lottie had steps leading down to the basement – and, as the kind taxi-man helped Lottie into the hall with the packages while Prince, who was not used to wearing any kind of harness, twisted on his collar and lead like a fish on the end of a line, she saw two white heads pop over the banisters far above, while Mr Soper came to his door. Prince chose that moment to squat and make a large puddle on the hall carpet. ‘Tchk! Tchk!’ sounded from above, as, Newspapers, newspapers, thought Lottie frantically. I must get newspapers, but how? She worried until, Mr Soper will have them, she thought.



OEBPS/imagedata/Virago_ad.jpg





OEBPS/imagedata/9781405513258.jpg
! !
Powner Jodider
LISTEN TO THE

ﬁ‘ﬁa






OEBPS/imagedata/author_pic.jpg





