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Nancy Spain was a novelist, broadcaster and journalist. Born in Newcastle-upon-Tyne in 1917, she was the great-niece of the legendary Mrs Beeton. As a columnist for the Daily Express and She magazine, frequent guest on radio’s Woman’s Hour and panellist on the television programmes What’s My Line? and Juke Box Jury, she was one of the most recognisable (and controversial) media personalities of her era. During the Second World War she worked as a driver, and her comic memoir of her time in the WRNS became an immediate bestseller. After the war she began publishing her acclaimed series of detective novels, and would go on to write over twenty books. Spain and her longtime partner, Joan Werner Laurie, were killed when the light aircraft carrying them to the Grand National in 1964 crashed close to the racecourse. Her friend Noël Coward wrote, ‘It is cruel that all that gaiety, intelligence and vitality should be snuffed out when so many bores and horrors are left living.’
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Our chief business is to be always running, as there is some place, on a time table, that we must be in every minute of the day and these places are often far apart, and no allowance is made for transit.
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Introduction




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


NANCY SPAIN





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




Dearest – your laughter stirred my heart


for everything I loved was there –


Oh set its gaiety apart


that I may feel it everywhere!





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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


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





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


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


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









Author’s Note


I must apologize to the Sussex County Council for my impertinence in taking liberties with their coast line, tearing it apart in order to construct an imaginary landscape with two towns between Bexhill-on-Sea and Cooden Beach.


The towns of Brunton-on-Sea and Cranmer never existed anywhere but in my imagination. The school of Radcliff Hall is equally imaginary.


Nancy Spain
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BOOK ONE
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BIRDSEYE ET CIE









1


‘Of all the stinking, boring, belly-aching tunes,’ shouted Johnny DuVivien passionately, ‘that one jest about takes anyone’s cake!’


He was a big, craggy, all-in wrestler in his fifties. Just at this moment he was very angry indeed with his lovely Russian wife, Natasha. It was a wet Sunday morning. They were both in the drawing-room of their house in Hampstead. Below the window, Hollybush Hill, suffering and dripping under February rain, made a sad background for the disintegration of their relationship. Natasha shrugged her shoulders.


‘It is not a tune,’ she said coldly, ‘it is Stravinsky.’


She half turned her head. Johnny sprang from his chair at the gramophone. It was happily giving out the confused and delightful fairground noises of the first act of the ballet Petrouchka. Until this moment Natasha’s Mifference had been complete.


There was a white pekinese dog called Amy in her lap. From time to time she gently pulled Amy’s ears. But when Johnny exploded towards the gramophone it was obvious that she also was angry out of all proportion.


‘If you are now going to try and take off that record,’ she said venomously, ‘I will kill you.’


Johnny controlled himself with a great effort.


‘Amy likes Petrouchka,’ added Natasha lightly. She kissed the dog on the top of the head.


‘Your dog!’ screamed Johnny. He was quite beside himself. He stamped over towards the fireplace.


‘Do not be shouting like that, if you please,’ said Natasha, in insultingly even tones. Her nerves were leaping, raw-edged, at the uncontrolled notes in Johnny’s voice.


She sat composedly in the window-seat, curled like a cat. Around her the drawing-room, with its silly little ikon, its elegant French furniture, its Aubusson carpet, its artificial flowers (imperfectly dusted), reflected her personality. It also reflected the highlights of her career as a ballet dancer in the original Diaghilev company. Above the solid middle-class mantelpiece, for example, was a hideous flashlight photograph of the corps-de-ballet, taken, blinking, on the station platform at Monte Carlo. They looked singularly moth-eaten, and their fur coats had come out exactly like rat skins. By the door there was a glorious design for Scheherazade by Bakst. And framed in passe partout was somewhat shaming programme of a Royal Command Performance in which Miss Natasha Nevkorina had appeared as one of the young ladies of the chorus.


There was also evidence of Johnny’s activities. There were architect’s drawings of his roadhouse (the Heeton Arms) in Yorkshire. There was a photograph taken at the opening of his London night-club (the Bag of Tricks) and an interesting police document (stolen) which showed that a famous pick-pocket had been arrested on the premises of his drinking-club in Shepherd Market.


The whole room had begun to get upon Natasha’s nerves. It seemed to hem her in. She tucked the little white dog under one arm and looked furtively about her for a way of escape.


It was very many years since Natasha had danced in ballet. Still, her movements betrayed the easy mastery of the elements that is the inheritance of the dancer. Her lovely shining ash-brown hair fell to her shoulders. Her enormous hazel cat’s-eyes looked balefully at her husband. She was sick of the sight of him.


‘You are upset?’ she said vaguely.


The first side of the record of Petrouchka wound to its close. There was a rhythmic click and whirr inside the gramophone, which then started happily upon the first side of the second record of the set. Johnny clenched his fists and banged them on his forehead.


‘That noise!’ he shouted. ‘I suppose you think,’ he went on, in a lower tone but still passionately, ‘that jest because I’m on’y an all-in wrestler an’ night-club proprietor, an’ Australian at that, ’at I’ve no culture? All right, then, so I’m common. So what? And who pays the bills around here?’ he ended furiously.


Natasha buried her face on the top of the little dog’s head. It was impossible to see what she felt.


‘Amy is so soft,’ she said. To Johnny it was an adroit caricature of her most maliciously inconsequent manner. ‘Did you say something?’ she concluded, with sudden exquisite charm, looking at him, fluttering her eyelashes.


Johnny flinched. He held out one enormous hand like a ham. It shook and shook. He seemed to have difficulty in speaking at all.


‘I said,’ he mumbled, ‘that I pay the bills around here and I’m common. I said I’d no culture. I said you thought yourself very clever. I said—’


He stopped in the middle of this savage inventory. Natasha smiled. Then she yawned, very delicately. She looked exactly like the pekinese. In his heart Johnny longed and longed for her to show him a little simple, uncomplicated affection. He had no idea that this was all he wanted.


‘You don’t say any’hing?’ he remarked uncertainly.


‘Well, my poor Johnny,’ said Natasha gravely, ‘all of that is perfectly true. But I am seeing no point at all in going on so about it. You are behaving most extraordinarily. Amy and I are listening to Petrouchka.’


And Natasha adjusted her lovely head to listen all the more clearly.


Johnny DuVivien stamped over to the fireplace. A tile cracked as he walked on it. The noise was as sharp as a revolver shot.


‘Hell!’ he said. ‘You’re impossible.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Natasha politely, ‘I am impossible.’


There was a pause, filled only with the confusion and nervous tension of Petrouchka.


‘You have cracked a tile,’ remarked Natasha sweetly. ‘How extraordinary you are.’


II


Over luncheon the DuViviens’ unpleasant quarrel began again.


This time there was no background of Petrouchka to feed Johnny’s rage and add tension and beauty to Natasha’s insulting calm. There was, apparently, nothing to begin the argument except their own intolerance. This was quite enough, however. It all started again, this time over Amy, the pekinese. She had failed to be house-trained in the middle of Johnny’s bed.


‘That damned dog!’ said Johnny angrily, as the door shut quietly behind the manservant. ‘It is six months old, surely? It’ll have to be destroyed … ’


Natasha sat very still. Her plate in front of her was ignored. Amy, who had already been beaten, flattened herself engagingly against the floor and leered miserably at Johnny. She thumped her curly white tail on the floor and adjusted one ear with an ineffective paw. Lurching, she rose to her feet and sat up, quivering, in an attitude of supplication.


‘How could anyone,’ asked Natasha wildly, ‘be being so cruel as to destroy a little dog who can do that and is just so sweet and soft as a cat? And with a tail exactly like ostrich feathers?’


‘Ostrich feathers my—’ snarled Johnny, and reached forward for Amy, who again flattened herself on the floor and cowered. Johnny was utterly surprised by all that followed. Natasha kicked him viciously on the ankle, snatched Amy to her heart and shot from the dining-room, moving with all the dangerous grace of a man-eating tigress. The door slammed behind her.


Johnny grinned ruefully and rubbed his ankle.


‘Hell,’ he said to himself, ‘that’s torn it!’


It is very much to be regretted that at this stage in his emotional life Johnny DuVivien continued to eat his luncheon.


Upstairs a door shut noisily, and Johnny still paid no attention, but helped himself to more green peas. Ten minutes later the front door crashed and sent him leaping to the window. He remained there like a stuck pig, staring down on the soaking path and garden. He was horrified.


His lovely, wilful wife, carrying a raw-hide suitcase, with Amy leaping and curvetting on the end of a lead, was hurrying down the garden path. She was shutting the garden gate. She was hailing a taxi. She was leaving …


Johnny came to his senses. He ran downstairs, down the garden path to the front gate, to the taxi-rank, like a mad thing. The cold rain hit him a sharp blow in the face. Natasha had taken the only cab on the rank.


‘Stop! Stop!’ he cried helplessly, as the taxi twirled away from him. Natasha pulled up the window haughtily and sank back. She was obviously urging the driver to go faster and faster.


III


When Natasha DuVivien leapt so melodramatically into the taxi that carried her away from Johnny, she acted, as she had always done, with the strictest integrity and on the spur of the moment. She had not the remotest idea why she had gone, nor where she was going; but at least Johnny would not be there. Nagging and suggesting that he paid for her, Natasha! He had really become impossible.


She scowled at the rain that made a glistening screen on the taxi windows.


‘Where to, miss?’ asked the taxi-driver. He slid back the little glass partition.


Natasha bit her lip. Where, indeed?


‘I am hardly knowing,’ she said finally. ‘You see, I have just been leaving my husband.’


The taxi-driver was delighted with her.


‘Well, then, your boy friend,’ he said chattily.


‘My boy friend,’ said Natasha, in sombre tones, ‘is dead.’


‘Lor’!’ said the taxi-driver involuntarily.


He recovered himself and skidded ever so slightly as they paused for the traffic lights at Chalk Farm. ‘Got a girl friend?’ he said at last, as the lights blinked from red and yellow and finally to green.


Natasha thought for a little as Amy attempted, most desperately, to dry herself on the uncomfortable and scratchy mat on the floor of the cab.


‘There is,’ said Natasha eventually, ‘always Miriam.’


‘And where, if I may make so bold,’ said the taxi-driver, turning right-handed towards Kilburn, ‘does Miriam live?’


‘Miss Miriam Birdseye,’ said Natasha, with great dignity, ‘is living in Baker Street.’


‘Aha!’ said the taxi-driver, with a happy chuckle. ‘Like Sherlock Holmes.’


IV


This was indeed the case. Like Sherlock Holmes, Miss Miriam Birdseye lived in Baker Street. And, like the master, she was making an attempt to earn, if not a pretty penny, at least an honest living, as a detective. To this end she had put up an elegant oxidized plate that said Birdseye et Cie – detectives. To this end she had advertised in Dalton’s Weekly, the Exchange and Mart and the London Weekly Advertiser that she would detect anything. To this end she had converted most of her house into a show-waiting-room for clients. She had only a slender idea as to how this should be done, so she had bought a lot of sofas and scattered them with Vogues, Harper’s Bazaars and New Yorkers. Then she had been photographed by some famous stage photographers, surrounded by her favourite pieces of bric-à-brac, several American primitive paintings and a Marie Laurencin.


When Natasha arrived Miriam was hard at work.


‘I have come to stay,’ said Natasha, as Amy bowed and pranced on the end of her lead.


‘Thank God,’ Miriam had said, rather shakily. ‘Come in and lie down, dear. I am making out the bills for the detective agency.’


Miriam was tall and thin and blonde and not very handsome. She was a genius who had earned £150 a week for a great many years in a series of intimate revues called Absolutely the End, Positively the Last, Take Me Off and Hips and Haws which had run and run and run near Leicester Square until poor Miriam was sick of the word ‘revue’. Her ambition was to play Ibsen. Her misfortune was her sense of humour that would not allow her to do this. She liked young men, Delius, Annie Get Your Gun and Tchekov. She was a great darling and she adored Natasha. She had had the slightly crazy idea of becoming a detective with her manager of the moment, a young gentleman whom no one else had ever liked called ‘Benjy’.


‘Bills?’ said Natasha vaguely. ‘I am never very good with these. However … ’


Natasha draped her damp overcoat over a pretty little statue of a black boy that held an oil-lamp near the fireplace. There was a coal fire roaring happily away and several electric radiators were turned full on. The general effect was bizarre, but cosy.


Amy trotted to the centre of the room, yawned once or twice, and fell into a becoming sleep, holding her tail in her mouth exactly like a whiting.


‘You must be telling me what to do, darling Miriam,’ said Natasha, picking up a little red notebook that lay on the floor. ‘I have just left Johnny.’


‘Oh, good,’ said Miss Birdseye. The matter was never mentioned between them again. ‘All this’ – and Miriam sketched a broad gesture with her right hand – ‘is that brilliant actress Miriam Birdseye, who so wittily became a detective, going bankrupt.’


‘How?’ said Natasha, startled. ‘I have five pounds,’ she added inconsequentially. ‘Shall you be wanting them?’


‘Well, two ways, dear,’ said Miriam. ‘Slowly and now fast. Fast, since yesterday, when Benjy took the petty cash and went to Portugal.’


‘Oh, lucky Benjy,’ said Natasha, ‘to be in Portugal. Who was Benjy?’


‘Well, dear,’ said Miriam, taking the notebook from her, ‘this has all the names and addresses of the clients in. Shall we say my partner, dear, and leave it at that? He was hell as a detective, I can tell you. And do you know’ – Miriam opened china-blue eyes – ‘I don’t think he was quite honest. Please don’t let’s mention him, shall we? Not, that is, if you are going to stay for some time.’


And so the names ‘Benjy’ and ‘Johnny’ were expunged from their conversation. Miriam whirled the leaves of her notebook restlessly and eventually said to Natasha in bored and wearied tones that she could only conscientiously send bills to six of her clients.


‘I owe money to all the others,’ she said. ‘Shall we put these six in the typewriter and post them? They’re two drug addicts and three perverts and a very nasty divorce case.’


She pointed to her shapely ankle, which was bound with an old piece of linen.


‘I got that in the divorce case,’ she said gaily. ‘Climbing a lamp-post in St John’s Wood.’


Natasha crossed the room to the typewriter, a big black office machine. It stood in the window on the left of an enormous looking-glass that took up most of the front wall. Beyond the windows was Baker Street. Buses passed occasionally and shook the house, otherwise it was very quiet.


‘Of course, it is Sunday,’ said Natasha, in explanation to herself. She wound in a bill headed Birdseye et Cie – we detect anything. She looked happily at the rain which was still falling outside.


‘But I feel so gay,’ she said out loud. ‘What have you been doing with the drug addicts and perverts, darling?’ she remarked as she began to type.


Miriam, standing behind her, dictated names and addresses.


‘Restraining them,’ said Miriam firmly. ‘For their relations, dear. It is very difficult to get perverts to pay their bills.’


V


Twenty minutes later there was a heavy thump upon the door.


‘Goodness!’ said Miriam, clutching her throat. ‘A client. On a Sunday. That’s queer, if you like.’


‘How do you know it’s a client?’ said Natasha, turning round in her chair. It was an exquisite little piece of Victoriana, neatly buttoned into navy-blue linen.


‘Clients knock. Personal friends ring,’ said Miriam. ‘It says so outside.’


Natasha recollected that this was indeed so.


It was most certainly a client. It was the Hon. Miss Janet Lipscoomb, of Radcliff Hall School for Girls, Brunton-on-Sea, Sussex. She strode into the showroom with an ashplant and a red draught-excluding jacket and brogues with big, fringed tongues.


‘I am being persecuted,’ she said.


Amy pranced towards her, engagingly flinging her paws above her head and wagging her tail. She wagged all over.


‘What a pretty little dog,’ said Miss Lipscoomb. ‘More like a moth or a butterfly … ’


‘She is not a dog. She is a pekinese,’ said Miriam severely. ‘Tell me about your persecutions.’


‘What form is it that they are taking?’ said Natasha, helping her friend. Miriam looked at her gratefully.


‘What form do what?’ said Miss Lipscoomb. She leant her walking-stick against the little black boy and brought out an old-fashioned card-case. ‘This is me,’ she said, waving her card. ‘I can assure you I am not the imaginative type.’


Amy stood on her hind legs and sank quivering into a sitting position. Her large, lustrous eyes were fixed upon Miss Lipscoomb’s face. She was obviously making up her mind whether Miss Lipscoomb was the imaginative type.


‘Revolting little dog,’ said Miriam absently. ‘Your persecutions, now. Tell us,’ she added.


‘My card,’ said Miss Lipscoomb again.


‘Oh,’ said Natasha, reading it, ‘a school mistress. Do look, Miriam. Isn’t that so splendid … ’


And Natasha, too, looked at Miss Lipscoomb with her large, lustrous eyes.


‘I like girls’ schools,’ said Miriam Birdseye. ‘This is my partner, Mrs DuVivien.’


Miss Lipscoomb, who had been looking oddly defiant and nervous, now pulled up the Victorian chair and sat upon it with her legs rather apart. Miriam kicked Amy behind a screen.


‘Please to be telling us what is going wrong,’ said Natasha. ‘School-teachers are not always drug addicts, dear Miriam,’ she added encouragingly. ‘They are too poor, they say—’


‘Thank God,’ said Miriam.


‘Amen,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, and surprised them.


And then, quite unabashed by her bizarre surroundings, the head mistress of Radcliff Hall School began her story.


‘It all began,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, crossing her legs rather high up and showing a lean leg dressed in a hand-knitted silk stocking, ‘in the Spring Term. Sickness and Lent, we always say—’


‘Oh, so do we,’ said Miriam encouragingly.


‘And right in the middle of the chicken-pox epidemic at a time when it all couldn’t have been more inconvenient,’ said Miss Lipscoomb.


‘Chicken-pox!’ said Natasha excitedly. ‘Then this is a real school?’


‘Of course it is, dear,’ said Miriam sharply. ‘Can’t you see it is? Please go on, Miss Lip … ’; she looked down at the card in her hand, shook her head and said ‘Not true,’ in a perfectly audible voice.


‘Do be going on,’ said Natasha.


‘Well, in the middle of the chicken-pox,’ pursued Miss Lipscoomb, ‘my partner, Miss bbirch, left.’


‘bbirch?’ said Miriam.


‘Yes, yes,’ said Miss Lipscoomb testily. ‘Like Birch, but with two small bs, of course. Well, she left and took my fifty best pupils. And she opened in Cranmer. Just along the coast. bbirch Hall she called it.’


‘How awful,’ said Miriam, and meant it. But she added under her breath, ‘Should have been called bbirch hhall.’


‘Not content with that,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, her heavy face flushing a deeper crimson, ‘she took my elocution mistress and my dancing mistress with her. Imagine! A wicked, wicked thing.’


‘Elocution?’ said Miriam vaguely, as though thinking of something else. ‘What a curious coincidence.’


‘And dancing,’ said Natasha. ‘But never be minding. Go on, please, good Miss Lipscoomb. Tell us more.’


‘And faster,’ said Miriam.


So Miss Lipscoomb went on. At some points in her narrative she was so overcome by the injustice of fate and so moved that she rose and paced restlessly, and made lunges with her walking-stick. This disturbed Amy, who barked and had to be shut up in a cupboard.


Miss Lipscoomb’s story was usual enough. Flower-pots fell off roofs near her head. People wet her chalk so that it squeaked when she drew maps on the blackboard. Someone put a grandfather clock in her bed and a small hedgehog in her bath. Someone greased the stairs and she nearly broke her leg. Someone drew rude pictures on the blackboard and the English mistress left in a huff. Someone threw feathers on the fire in Main Hall just before prayers, and (if Natasha and Miriam would pardon a colloquialism) stank the place out.


It had all seemed childish until yesterday, when Miss Lipscoomb had found one of the ropes in the gym sawn half through. Just before she demonstrated ‘Flying Angels’ to IVB. This, Miss Lipscoomb thought, was homicidal.


‘Or inefficient,’ drawled Miriam, leaning back in her chair. ‘You teach gym,’ she added, regarding Miss Lipscoomb through long false eyelashes like a pantomime horse.


‘And fencing. And geography,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, sitting down abruptly.


‘Ah!’ said Natasha admiringly.


‘And what is your proposition?’ said Miriam, frowning hard.


‘That you should come back to Radcliff Hall with me and protect my interests,’ said Miss Lipscoomb. ‘I need you. I tell you, I’ll pay anything you like. I’m a very wealthy woman. I’ll pay you your salaries if you like if you come as members of my staff. As well as your fee.’ There was a pause. ‘On the Burnham scale,’ said Miss Lipscoomb hastily.


Miriam wrinkled her nose at the word ‘wealthy’ and looked vague about the Burnham scale.


‘But so are we rich,’ said Miriam grimly. ‘Very, very rich. You must tell us more and prove it is going to be interesting. Do your staff do a play?’ she added, inconsequently polishing her nails.


‘Yes,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, surprised. ‘They are rehearsing it now.’


‘What is it?’ said Miriam, her eyes gleaming.


‘Quality Street,’ said Miss Lipscoomb.


‘We are artists and highly qualified,’ said Natasha suddenly. ‘And I do not really care for teaching kiddies.’


‘My gels are not kiddies,’ said Miss Lipscoomb; ‘and,’ she added cunningly, ‘there’s the French mistress, Miss Theresa Devaloys. Someone tried, we think, to murder her a week ago. With a dumb-bell,’ she added.


‘Murder?’ said Miriam, with unholy gaiety. ‘We’ve never done a murder yet, have we, darling Natasha?’


‘I should be hoping not,’ said Natasha.


Miss Lipscoomb laughed abruptly. Then she saw Natasha’s look of astonishment and shut her mouth with a snap. She had good, fierce, white false teeth. Natasha took Amy out of the cupboard and went towards the door with her under her arm.


‘Where are you going?’ said Miriam.


‘To pack,’ said Natasha.


‘Excuse me, darling,’ said Miriam, brushing past Miss Lipscoomb.


‘Oh, ha, yes, theatrical folk,’ replied Miss Lipscoomb.


Miriam said nothing, but she hung a little black notice outside the front door. It said ‘OUT – GONE TO CRIME’ in neat white letters.


Then Miriam turned to Miss Lipscoomb with a frank, false, boyish grin.


‘It’s a deal,’ said Miriam, and held out her hand like a good Boy Scout. ‘Jolly d. of you to ask us, I think.’


‘Oh, by jove!’ said Miss Lipscoomb, and coloured up.


VI


Natasha and Miriam did not have much time to discuss their new client during the next half-hour, when they were hanging about on the corner of Baker Street and Portman Square profanely screaming for taxis. They had agreed to meet Miss Lipscoomb in the Grosvenor Hotel, to catch the 3.45 to Brunton-on-Sea. Miss Lipscoomb was to buy the tickets. And when they were finally in the taxi, and swaying towards Victoria, Natasha was so anxious about dearest Amy (who had been left with Miriam’s daily help, who was in turn to leave her at the kennels), and Miriam was so taken up with reassuring her, that they had no time to say anything more than ‘Very like Stephen Gorden, I think,’ and ‘I played in that once in the Basement Banned Theatre,’ before Miss Janet Lipscoomb came striding towards them through the dark hall.


‘I’ve got your tickets; it’s quite a jolly journey to Brunton,’ said Miss Lipscoomb. ‘The attendant always keeps the coupé for me and my friends on Saturday nights.’


‘So gay,’ murmured Natasha.


‘Oh, we’re often quite a jolly little party. At least, we used to be,’ said Miss Lipscoomb. ‘Before Miss bbirch … ’


There was a second while Miss Lipscoomb registered heartbreak. Then she bravely lifted her head (in its wide-brimmed sans-souci gent’s felt) as though to face a hostile world.


‘Miss bbirch and I and Hilda (that’s Miss Zwart, the English mistress) and Miss Devaloys—’


‘The French mistress,’ said Miriam, nodding.


‘We kept it up the whole way down to Brunton, what with pontoon and whist and gin-and-limes, you know.’


Miriam, whose reputation as a poker player was almost international, nodded gravely and politely and said pontoon was not really her game. Two men in scarlet hats picked up their luggage.


‘Today (thank you, my man),’ went on Miss Lipscoomb briskly, ‘there are only our three selves and Julia Bracewood-Smith. She is a new gel. Ju-li-a!’


Miss Lipscoomb called across the hall as though to an animal. A sulky over-grown girl of about fifteen rose to her feet. She had a pale, glossy face and a damp, black fringe. She was wearing the purple-and-white uniform of Radcliff Hall School. In passing, perhaps it is only right to say that the school was named more for the red cliffs of clay upon which it was built than for any other reason. Brunton-on-Sea possesses the only seam of red clay in Sussex.


‘Here I am, Miss Lipscoomb,’ said Julia thickly, through a lump of chewing-gum.


‘Daughter of Peter Bracewood-Smith, the son of the explorer, you know,’ explained Miss Lipscoomb in a quick undertone. ‘Just come back from Spain, the child has. Her father writes detective stories. Hurt her leg.’


Julia limped towards them, chewing and scowling. She was a nasty sight.


‘I have read them,’ said Natasha gravely, turning to Miriam. ‘The last one was being about a French governess who was being strangled in Paris, half-way up the Eiffel Tower. I was enjoying it. It was called Death and the French Governess … I will lend it to you,’ she said.


‘Mum loathes detective stories,’ said Miriam.


‘But this is more funny and malicious than detective,’ said Natasha. ‘The French governess, she pretends to be a member of the French aristocracy and is as snob as snob—’


‘Mum still loathes detective stories,’ said Miriam, and turned her large pale-blue eyes on little Julia Bracewood-Smith, who scowled back at her. ‘Ugh!’ said Miriam, and shut her eyes.


Their progress to platform 15 and the fast express to Brunton-on-Sea was easy. They were unhampered by anything but Julia, whose shoelace came undone en route. When she had tied it she said who was Natasha? She did not, Julia thought, look like a schoolmistress.


‘These ladies,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, ‘are nevertheless members of my staff. They will teach you dancing, dear, and elocution. Miss Birdseye—’


‘I’ve seen Miss Birdseye before,’ said this odious child, rapidly transferring her chewing-gum from one cheek to the other. ‘I saw her twice in Absolutely the End and once in Positively the Last, and Daddy wouldn’t take me to Hips and Haws – but I went just the same with our cook, Emma … ’


‘Good God,’ said Miriam piously. She turned to Natasha. ‘I should charge double, dear,’ she said, ‘if that child is in our classes.’


Julia put out her tongue at Miriam. Miss Lipscoomb, fussing with the porters, did not see her.


‘My name is Miss Nevkorina,’ said Natasha with sudden old-world courtesy. ‘And I shall teach you dancing when your leg is better. I am Russian.’


And she smiled maliciously at Julia, whose mouth slowly fell open to remain fixed in imbecile adoration.


‘Yes, thanks,’ said Julia. ‘It’s all right really,’ and she kicked one heel against the other. ‘I like dancing. I danced in Spain. But I loathe elocution,’ she added.


Miss Lipscoomb was well out of earshot, signalling to the Pullman-car attendants. The men in red hats handed their luggage to the Pullman-car attendants (in white jackets). The Pullman car was called Mabel. They fell somewhat breathlessly into the coupé and Miss Lipscoomb ordered tea for four before anyone could stop her. The train, jiggling, ran slowly over the points out of Victoria. Natasha looked down with horror at the white tablecloth, the red jam, the toast and the little rattling teaspoons. Nothing got on darling Natasha’s nerves quicker than little rattling teaspoons.


VII


Even when all the spoons were taken away and nothing else rattled, the journey was still a tiny nightmare. Miss Lipscoomb was apparently determined to bring Julia into all their conversations, and Julia was equally determined to remain out of them and say nothing at all. To please Natasha, Miss Lipscoomb spoke of the ballet (and rhymed it with ‘Charlie’) and looked upset and schoolboyish when Natasha used an advanced French swear word to describe the activities of Sadler’s Wells. By East Croydon an uneasy silence had fallen upon them and Miriam was saying that ‘Mum’s tum wasn’t right.’ By Haywards Heath Julia had stumbled over their feet twice on her way to and from the toilet, and by Cooden Beach it was raining heavily, pattering against the windows with all the maniac intensity of a stage storm.


‘A true sou’-wester,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, sniffing appreciatively at the nice warm air of the coupé. ‘We often have it blowy at Brunton.’


Miriam said nothing, but she huddled her shoulders round her ears. Mum’s tum evidently was still not right. There was a pause while Miss Lipscoomb leant forward to show them the lights of Radcliff Hall which would presently be twinkling on the headland.


‘Just like The Merchant, Act III, Scene i,’ said Miss Lipscoomb with a happy laugh, turning as usual to Julia.


‘So shines a good deed in a naughty world,’ said Miriam gloomily. ‘Suppose you haven’t got a prospectus of the school that Natash – er – Miss Nevkorina and I can look at? That would give us some idea.’


‘For a monologue?’ said Julia, under her breath, with a harsh adult laugh.


Miss Lipscoomb looked puzzled.


‘But of course,’ she said. ‘What a good idea.’


And she drew from her gentlemanly brief-case a sheaf of small prospectuses, printed on semi-art paper, with several much-smudged photographs. She dropped them into Natasha’s and Miriam’s laps. By the time she had finished they had three each.


‘Ah,’ she cried. ‘We’re in!’


The train thudded to a stop at a minute station where an oil-lamp called BRUNTON burned fitfully. ‘Better make haste,’ called Miss Lipscoomb laughingly over her shoulder. ‘It only stops here thirty seconds. Miss Zwart was once carried on to Hastings.’


And, covered with suitcases, she plunged out of the train.


VIII


The results of their panic flung Miriam and Natasha breathless upon the platform, clutching prospectuses and handbags and very little else. The damp wind promptly twirled their coats open and the sea mist, cold and grey, blew inland over their heads. They said nothing.


‘Never mind,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, coming towards them like an over-enthusiastic spaniel. ‘You won’t have to hoof it. Not tonight we won’t. We’ve got a taxi.’


Miriam was very quiet climbing into the taxi, clasping her stomach with her two hands. Natasha held her hair down. The taxi creaked a lot and smelt of stale straw and moth-balls.


‘Why,’ asked Miriam suddenly, ‘has Julia come to school in the middle of the term if she is a new girl?’


‘And is she not rather old?’ said Natasha.


The tall feather on Miriam’s hat rasped itself against the roof of the taxi. Finally:


‘Her mother died,’ said Miss Lipscoomb, ‘in rather sad circumstances this year.’


‘Oh?’ said Miriam, interested. ‘What were they?’


‘I’d rather not say … ’ began Miss Lipscoomb.


Julia Bracewood-Smith turned round from her seat beside the driver.


‘Don’t be a damned old fool,’ she said distinctly through her chewing-gum. ‘She committed suicide,’ she said chattily to Miriam. ‘I’ve just come from the funeral.’
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The taxi stopped at dim buildings in the wet dark. Gravel had crunched under its wheels. They had passed a lodge and driven up about a mile of drive, and on their left they had observed a patch of lighted windows, described by Miss Lipscoomb as ‘West House’. Instantly on their right there had been another smaller patch. ‘Staff wing,’ said Miss Lipscoomb.


‘That means us,’ said Miriam, and began to shake with laughter.


There was a front door open in the dim building and golden light poured out to show wet, glistening steps and glimmering gravel. Miriam picked her way delicately over it to the front door. The taxi-driver clambered out, and so did Julia Bracewood-Smith. The driver unstrapped luggage. Julia limped up the steps and stood, glowering, in the damp porch. By and by they all joined her, and a small woman bounced out to greet them. She was a neat little figure in a neat little tweed coat and skirt, and she had a complicated hair-do.


‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said, picking up a suitcase. She held out a friendly hand with blood-red fingernails at Natasha. ‘I’m Miss Phipps, Miss Lipscoomb’s secretary.’


Miss Phipps had a refined manner and a very slight Cockney accent. She was obviously extremely efficient and mildly contemptuous of Miss Lipscoomb. She went ahead of them, carrying Natasha’s heaviest raw-hide suitcase (so she was obviously healthy), and as she went she tossed interjections and information over her shoulder.


‘I suppose that’s Julia Bracewood-Smith,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ said Julia.


‘You’re to go over to West House,’ said Miss Phipps, not unkindly. ‘There’s a prefect coming for you. Your dad rang up about six and says he’ll be over to see you tomorrow. It wouldn’t be right tonight when he’s so busy with the rehearsals. Mister Bracewood-Smith lives in the village,’ said Miss Phipps, turning to Miriam. ‘So lucky to have him. So helpful about the staff play, bein’ a writer.’


Miriam said nothing at all.


‘Miss Lipscoomb sent a wire about you both,’ went on Miss Phipps, ‘so we’ve had your beds airing in the staff wing since teatime. I’ll take you over directly we’ve got rid of Julia. Ah, there’s Gwen. Gwen, this is Julia Bracewood-Smith. Julia, this is Gwen Soames, the Head of the School.’


Gwen Soames, who was a tall girl with a thick red plait and round blue eyes like pebbles, looked down her nose at Julia.


‘How do you do?’ she said. ‘We know your father. I hear you’ve hurt your leg,’ she went on, with a slight sneer. ‘How is it?’


Miriam and Natasha waited anxiously to see how Julia would cope with this encounter with a contemporary.


‘Shut up!’ said Julia passionately.


II


Miss Phipps hurried Natasha and Miriam away, as well she might. Clutching their prospectuses and their smaller suitcases, they followed her. Natasha began to lose her sense of humour as she wondered what sort of bed and what sort of room she would have to sleep in. The way to the staff wing was through a soaking-wet sunk garden. Even in the dark, Miriam thought, she could discern plaster dwarfs and plaster children lurching round plaster birdbaths. Natasha heard childish voices singing out of tune and the thump of a piano. Miriam swung along like a racehorse, far too fast for Miss Phipps, who had to trot to keep up with them.


The staff wing was a small red-brick house of two storeys. In the daylight, aggressively furnished with bright folk-weave and hessian and reproductions of Paul Henry’s nasty Irish mountains and skies and beastly white cottages, it seemed, apart from a firm smell of Ronuk, almost cheerful. Tonight, with the windows battened against the storm and soaking wet towels lying on every window-ledge, it seemed to Natasha and Miriam just like a crèche. A crèche was the nastiest thing that darling Natasha could ever imagine.


They stood in the red-brick hall and Miriam stroked her nose and looked puzzled. Miss Phipps jumped up and down, trying to reach some latchkeys that swung dismally on a green-baize notice-board.


‘Here, Miss Phipps, let me,’ said a man’s voice behind them. Miriam and Natasha were surprised. The surroundings were not right for the male. An enormous man with a full black beard like a pirate reached over Miss Phipps’ head and handed down the latchkeys.


‘Oh, thank you, Mister Bracewood-Smith!’ said Miss Phipps, flustered. ‘This is—’


‘Miss Birdseye and Miss Nevkorina,’ said Natasha, slowly but firmly.


‘I’ve been rehearsing,’ said Mr Bracewood-Smith easily. ‘In the gymnasium. The staff play.’


‘Quality Street,’ said Miriam, with gleaming eyes.


‘Ah … ’ said Mr Bracewood-Smith, and bowed. ‘You know it, ma’am. The whimsies of the late Sir James Barrie make that instant appeal to mothers and daughters which is so desirable. No offence in the world, ma’am, and only a very little out of it.’


Natasha stared at this curious man whose wife had just committed suicide, who chose, on a wet night, to come all the way from his snug hearth to rehearse a childish play with a lot of middle-aged spinsters. He wore a velveteen jacket (like a gamekeeper) and grey flannel trousers held up by a strap. The trousers seemed to have slipped very low. ‘Perhaps he may be collecting material for his books,’ thought Natasha. She flung back a lock of well-brushed hair and stared at him. She thought he seemed fat.


Peter Bracewood-Smith (author of Death and the Archbishop, 68,000, and Death and the French Governess, 9,000, and Love and Murder, 5,000) put his hands in his trousers pockets and looked back appraisingly. Natasha’s artless, well-groomed beauty pleased him. A flame of interest leapt into his bold yellow eyes.


‘I have been reading a book of yours,’ said Natasha, in her slow, childish voice. ‘I have been enjoying it so much. Your characters are splendid, for a thriller. One can actually tell one from another.’


The flame in Mr Bracewood-Smith’s eyes flickered and began to burn more steadily.


‘Ma’am,’ he said gravely, with an ironic bow, ‘I am honoured. Shall I see more of you?’


‘I do not know,’ said Natasha. ‘I am to teach dancing.’


‘Well … ’ said Peter Bracewood-Smith, astonished.


Miss Phipps remarked that the bedrooms were above and began to lead the way upstairs. Mr Bracewood-Smith remained by the green-baize board, his hands still in his pockets, his mouth slightly open, the tip of his pink tongue showing between his white teeth amongst his beard.


‘He’s awfully nice,’ said Miss Phipps, shaking her hair-do a little out of place. ‘Since he came to help with the play there’s never been a dull moment.’


Natasha could well believe it.


‘Now here,’ said Miss Phipps, flinging open an unstained oak door, ‘is your bedroom. Miss Tutt, the last dancing mistress, had it. She left that picture behind her.’


Natasha looked over her shoulder and saw some Degas girls at the practice-bar. This was over the gas-fire. There was a low, camouflaged folk-weave bed, cunningly concealed behind a folk-weave curtain in an alcove. There was a small wash-hand basin behind the curtain, too, and a milking-stool, painted white. There was a radiator that indicated central heating, another milking-stool and a bookshelf and a bureau of unstained oak. The windows were latticed and tight shut. Beneath them, already wet and dripping, were the inevitable towels. The gale flung itself unabated against the windows and they shuddered.


Miriam’s room was the exact counterpart of Natasha’s, except that everything that with Natasha was on the right was here on the left, and, instead of the Degas dancing girls, there was The Lark by Van Gogh.


‘Yes,’ said Natasha, looking round Miriam’s room, ‘with the gas-fires lit we may be quite cosy … ’


‘I find the central heating quite enough in my office,’ said Miss Phipps, pinning up a curl. ‘Ah well. I must be off. Lists to type. Dinner at 7.30 in the hall of East House. Anyone’ll show you the way. Good night, all.’


‘Why, don’t you live here?’ said Miriam, a little desperately.


‘Oh no,’ said Miss Phipps. ‘I dig in the village.’ And she hurried out and shut Miriam’s door behind her.


III


Miriam sat down on a milking-stool and lit the gas-fire. It roared steadily for a minute or two and then settled to a steady purr. Soon the little room began to feel less damp.


‘Let’s read those pamphlets or whatever they’re called,’ said Miriam. ‘There seem to be three. One with a picture of Mine Host side by side with the lamented Miss bbirch … ’


‘Look at her amber beads,’ said Natasha.


‘And one that starts “The school is situated five minutes from the sea and ten or even twelve from the station”, and one called “Religious Services”. The second seems most relevant. Let’s do that one first.’


Miriam spread the prospectus on the floor and they read it together, occasionally pausing to giggle and say, ‘Don’t understand, don’t understand, don’t understand’ (Miriam), or ‘What are Gentlepeople? Do you know any?’ (Natasha).


The prospectus went like this:




The school is situated five minutes from the sea, and ten or even twelve from the railway station. It is a fine building (designed by the late William J. Locke) and carried out in red brick and Portland stone. It is a private school of the finest type, run by gentlepeople for gentlepeople, and public spirit is our motto.


In addition to lawn tennis (which we play on our own lawn-tennis courts) and netball (on our own netball pitch), we can play hockey (on the Haberdashers’ Usk School pitch, 20 mins) and cricket in the summer. There are splendid opportunities for rambling, hiking, swimming and trout fishing, and in addition leather-work classes are conducted in the village by Mr Bracewood-Smith.





(The last line had been heavily scored through by Miss Lipscoomb, who had written in, in ink, ‘Substitute Beekeeping and Knitting Classes, The Women’s Institute.’)




All subjects are taken up to School Certificate and University Entrance standard. The staff are fully qualified, most competent gentlewomen. The matron, Mrs Grossbody, is a trained nurse and can deal with all aspects of health.





Then there was a list of the staff and their subjects:










	

English, Classics, History
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