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  Boiling point . . . the temperature at which the vapour pressure of a liquid equals the external pressure.




  COLLINS ENGLISH DICTIONARY




  







  Chapter 1




  Sunday 28 April 1901




  Whether it was due to God, Fate, Chance or part of some unfathomable cosmic design, Mimi later realized that one small unexpected incident – a broken bootlace

  – had casually twisted and redirected her destiny. Had her bootlace not broken, she would probably have started her career as a scullery maid, and finished it as a parlourmaid.




  Instead, when she sheltered from the rough April wind in the Railway Refreshment Room at Crewe station, Mimi proved her own equation: chance + choice = fate. Waiting impatiently for the next

  train to London, she listened to carousing soldiers, tunics unbuttoned, sing in a corner. Hanging on the wall above the small group of soldiers, a gilt-framed mezzotint of a grim-faced woman hung

  crookedly against the yellowing, smoke-stained walls; the disapproving eye of Queen Victoria – who had died three months before – still gazed severely down at her brave boys, patiently

  waiting at a provincial station to do their duty and die for their country.




  

    

	

	

      ‘Rule, Britannia! Britannia rules the waves!




      Britons never, never shall be bleeding slaves!’


    


  


  


  




  The stout woman serving behind the food counter glanced at the roaring soldiers, sneezed, wiped her nose on the back of her hand, then rubbed her hand clean on her grubby white apron. Those poor

  sods, in the red tunics, waiting for the London train would soon be bleeding themselves, if not corpses, for no doubt they were travelling to the Boer War, in South Africa.




  Standing in a nimbus of steam, she turned her attention back to the hungry straggle of travellers at the far side of the glass-fronted counter. The tea-urn had broken and she wielded an enormous

  white teapot like a garden hose, pouring continually along rows of chipped mugs, trailing brown liquid between each one. As she looked up to hand over the first, filled mug, she glanced sharply at

  the waiting customers; that whey-faced girl looked as if she was about to faint. More trouble.




  Standing in the steamy warmth, Mimi Quinn wriggled her toes inside the unyielding cheap leather of her new black boots. Thirteen years old and small for her age, she gazed longingly at the

  counter, topped with thick plates piled high with succulent ham sandwiches and shiny currant buns. She felt giddy because it was long after midday, and she had not eaten since breakfast – a

  slice of bread thinly coated with dripping. She could not really afford it, but a hot cup of tea and a sticky cinnamon bun would be a fine way to celebrate her slightly frightening freedom! She

  pulled her darned Paisley shawl closer round her skinny shoulders, and squeezed the comforting coins knotted in her red-spotted handkerchief. Still she could not believe that she had finally

  escaped. She had dreamed of this so many times but now, having successfully snatched her opportunity, she still seemed to be dreaming. She half expected to feel a cruel, heavy hand drop on

  her shoulder, and end her dash for freedom. But as she patiently waited for her tea and sticky bun, she timorously allowed hope to tiptoe into her heart; slowly this tremulous note of hope grew

  into a mighty, orchestrated burst of joy as, for the first time, she felt free. She felt dazed, exultant disbelief, found it hard to believe that she had been so swiftly shoved into action.




  There had been no time to think.




  She had scampered fast up the cobbled alley, past the pub on the corner, then ran, hell for leather, to the tram stop, where workmen had almost finished work on the overhead wires to electrify

  the horse-drawn trams. The bus conductor had grumbled as he dug in his black leather satchel but found no change for a crown, so he allowed the youngster to travel free, provided she sat upstairs

  in the open air.




  As she jumped off the tram, Mimi, unaccustomed to wearing boots, staggered and wrenched her left ankle. She regained her balance but found she had broken her bootlace, so was forced to sit on

  the stone kerb, unthread the entire lace, knot and rethread it, before running on towards the station. There a cocky young ticket-office clerk removed a pencil from his ear and gave a waspish

  smile. ‘Pity. Ya just missed the direct London train. Now ya’ll have to catch the slow ’un and change at Crewe.’




  In the warmth of the refreshment room, two infantry soldiers joined the little crowd before the food counter; the Tommies were self-consciously smart in red tunics, tight black trousers and

  pillbox hats with a liquorice-black strap under the chin. The chunkier of the two nudged his companion, then both turned to stare at Mimi’s small-featured, snub-nosed face: her tangled hair

  – dirty, but thick and glossy as a golden fox – was held back from her face by a green tartan ribbon; she had the milky skin of a redhead, and a long, graceful neck; her vivid green

  eyes were bright, sharp and intelligent.




  Outside the refreshment room, the distant wail of a steam engine grew louder and louder until, with a whiff of soot and cinders, and an agonizing screech that sounded like two mating dinosaurs,

  a powerful black engine thundered up to the platform and with a shriek of brakes drew to a halt. Sedate passengers wearing dark cloaks and overcoats slowly climbed down; they carefully avoided a

  little group dressed in crumpled clothes more colourfully flamboyant than those of other travellers. As this noisy bunch tumbled into the refreshment room everyone turned to stare, for they seemed

  somehow different to everyone else. Could they be foreigners? . . . No, they all chattered loudly in English.




  The five men of the party looked scruffy and yet carried themselves as if they were important. Their womenfolk had unnaturally bold eyes with stiff black lashes, unnaturally red mouths and

  unnaturally pink cheeks; a couple of them laughed affectionately as they unwound the woollen scarves of two medium-sized children, wiped their snotty little noses and promised them candy-sticks if

  they behaved themselves.




  Mimi wondered if this group was one large family, for they shared an easy familiarity as they noisily settled round a circular corner table beyond the dying coals of the fire. Although they all

  shared a certain chirpy, self-satisfied awareness, there was no family resemblance; but clearly this little group was accustomed to attracting attention. The adults dumped their luggage and their

  bursting brown-paper parcels and watched the children feed seed to an unenthusiastic canary in a gilt cage. A stout woman in a grubby pink velvet bonnet called, ‘Get us some Guinness, Joe,

  I’m parched.’ A portly, cheerful-looking man with a brown bowler hat tipped to the back of his head obediently pushed back his chair.




  ‘I’ll help you get the drinks, Joe,’ offered a lanky, ginger-haired lad in a velvet-collared green overcoat that was far too large for him. As he stood up, he noticed

  Mimi’s stare, and winked at her. Mimi blushed and jerked her face away. As she finally reached the front of the food counter, struggling to keep her place, the ginger-haired lad slid in

  behind her. ‘Cor, what a mob! We’ll be lucky if we’re served before our train leaves.’ He lengthened his vowels and shortened his word endings in the soft, soothing voice of

  a Yorkshireman.




  Mimi twisted her head to look up at his freckled, triangular face. Again, the lad winked. Again, Mimi blushed. To hide her confusion, she blurted, ‘You’re an uppity lad.’




  ‘Yes, I am an ooppity lood.’ He gently mimicked her flat, softly mooing Liverpool accent.




  ‘Cheeky, too!’ Nevertheless, Mimi was curious. Hesitantly, she asked, ‘Are you lot all one family?’




  Cocking his head to one side, the lad considered her question. ‘In a way, but not the way you mean. We’re the Jenkins Theatrical Touring Company, and we work the provinces.’ He

  jerked his thin face towards the stout man in the brown bowler who stood at the bar. ‘That’s our guv’nor, Jolly Joe Jenkins.’




  Mimi’s eyes shone. ‘You’re actors!’




  ‘No, we tour music halls. Much better pay on the halls than in legit.’




  ‘What’s legit?’




  ‘The legitimate theatre – as if everyone in music hall was illegitimate!’ He pulled a theatrically guilty face. ‘Ooops! Pardon me, Vicar.’




  ‘That’s even better!’ Mimi had never been in a music hall, but everyone in Britain knew of them. Over a hundred years before, canny tavern landlords had noticed that they sold

  more ale if there was a sing-song, so they provided free entertainment to promote profitable bonhomie. Then they built a stage for the performers at one end of their supper rooms. Now the variety

  shows had pushed the bars to the back of the hall, and music-hall stars had become the popular folk heroes of the day: everyone loved their raffish, carefree zest for life as much as their

  performances. Apart from pubs, the halls were one of the few places where the poor could go for a bit of cheerful company, light and warmth on a cold winter’s night – often the only way

  they could briefly escape a home which might be one bleak, freezing vermin-infested slum room that housed an entire family.




  The ginger lad pulled a crumpled paper from his pocket and thrust it into Mimi’s hand. Laboriously, she read the handbill.




  

    

      JOLLY JOE JENKINS PRESENTS . . . Jemima Jenkins with her two trained French poodles . . . clog dancers . . . jugglers . . . singers Mavis and Samuel

      Potts . . . trick cyclist . . . acrobats . . . contortionist . . . ventriloquist . . . and many comic sketches.


    


  




  The lad explained, ‘We all do at least six different jobs. Joe is our MC and lead comic. I’m Baz Baker – juggler, trick cyclist, clog dancer, singer. Little Daisy – that

  pouter pigeon in the green bonnet – used to be our tightrope walker ’til she got arthritis, so now she’s Wardrobe.’




  Mimi looked dubiously at Little Daisy, surely too heavy for any rope to have held her weight. ‘What does the pretty one do?’ She pointed to a girl so lovely that she might have just

  stepped out of a calendar picture: she had pulled off her gloves and was blowing on her hands to warm them. She looked at Mimi with large black-fringed violet eyes on either side of a small

  straight nose, slightly tilted at the tip; the short upper lip above her mouth was that of a china cupid; she hadn’t yet put up the thick fair hair that fell on either side of her creamy oval

  face; she had the innocent stare of a golden, unattainable angel.




  ‘Betsy? Can’t act, got a thin voice, but she don’t need more than that face, do she? And she ain’t a bad dancer, you should see her cancan – real French style with

  saucy splits at the finish . . . That’s Betsy’s ma sitting beside her, the one with the daffodil yellow wig and half a pound of paint on her face; thinks her kiddy’s going to be a

  second Lillie Langtry, guards Betsy like a chick from the foxes.’ Baz winked suggestively. Mimi knew that Miss Langtry, famous beauty and long-time mistress of the new king, Edward VII, had

  recently retired from the stage with a fortune of two million pounds.




  Baz spoke so loudly that everyone around him turned to gaze at his mobile face and listen to his patter, but Mimi noticed his grubby adolescent paw swiftly snake out and snatch a ham sandwich

  from the glass counter.




  With equally surprising speed, the fat woman with the teapot leaned forward and grabbed his thin wrist. ‘Got you, my lad!’ she shrieked. ‘See that, folks? I’m sick of you

  thieving bastards! Someone call a copper!’




  Baz Baker tried to tug his grubby wrist away, but the triumphant fat woman grasped it tight with her left hand, while her forgotten right hand continued to pour tea over the penny buns. The

  crowd around the counter immediately took sides. The soldiers urged the fat woman to let the poor little sod go, while more upright citizens demanded constables and jail.




  When Mimi saw the frightened look of surprise in Baz’s eyes she realized that this was not the first time he had nicked food, merely the first time that he had been caught. She hesitated,

  then cried indignantly, ‘He wasn’t stealing. I asked him to get me a sandwich! A girl could starve to death – waiting to be served here!’ Mimi held up a silver

  crown. ‘Look, here’s me money! I was about to pay you for it.’




  The angry woman looked suspiciously at her. ‘Where did a girl like you get a silver crown?’ she shrieked. ‘I bet you two young ’uns work together –

  thieving!’




  ‘I never saw this lad before in me life,’ Mimi snapped, ‘and me mam gave me her savings to get to London and buy me uniform, for I’m off to work in service! So

  you’ll look right daft if you call a copper! Now – do you want it or not?’ The silver coin shone temptingly in her outstretched palm.




  Jolly Joe pushed his way through the little crowd and flipped a silver sixpence on the tea-puddled counter. ‘Take her money, miss, and forget the misunderstanding.’ In order to pick

  up his tip, the fat woman would have to release the lad’s wrist.




  ‘Misunderstanding my arse,’ she muttered, but grabbed the silver tanner, for the girl had been waiting in front of the boy, she was offering to pay, and a copper

  would say there was no case, although everyone knew the little bastard had meant to nick that sandwich.




  Joe threw an I’ll deal with you later look at Baz, now massaging his wrist, then turned to Mimi with theatrical politeness. ‘My dear young lady, may I invite you to join us

  at our humble repast?’




  Delighted, Mimi followed Joe to the corner table, where everyone around it was indignantly protesting that Baz had not nicked the bleeding ham sandwich, which now lay in the dirty

  sawdust before the counter, trodden to pulp by the waiting crowd.




  Joe plonked an armful of bottles on the table. ‘That’s the last time I’m saving your backside, Baz. You’re lucky this little lady is such a good actress, and had her wits

  about her.’




  Everybody burst into laughter. Little Daisy pulled out a pocket knife and divided a couple of pork pies; stout Mrs Jenkins produced cheese sandwiches and iced buns; Betsy leaned across to Mimi

  and offered her an orange; Baz slapped two purple-wrapped bars of chocolate on the table.




  ‘I wonder if Baz paid for them bars of chocolate?’ Little Daisy hissed in Mimi’s ear.




  ‘What are you girls whispering about?’ Jolly Joe called jovially.




  Little Daisy immediately lied, ‘This young lady asked what life was like on the road.’




  Jolly Joe said in a resonant voice that did not expect contradiction, ‘It’s a good life! It pays well and there’s always a demand – because people’ll

  always pay for their pleasure, won’t they?’




  His troupe nodded dutifully.




  Jolly Joe looked speculatively at Mimi. She would be pretty enough, once she’d been cleaned up, and put on a bit of weight. And a girl didn’t need much more than that, for what he

  had in mind. Swiftly, Jolly Joe caught the eye of Baz, then slightly jerked his head towards Mimi.




  Baz nodded.




  His eyes now on Mimi, Jolly Joe waved one hand, like God showing off his new world. ‘We tour around the country like the idle rich, and we always have good company on our travels. If we

  don’t like one town, why, we’ll be moving to another next Sunday! We’re free all day while the rest of the world is working its arse off! In the evening, we each do our little

  turn, then have a bit of a party afterwards! It’s a grand life!’ No need to mention that because they travelled constantly most performers had few friends outside the theatre,

  or that their demanding life left little energy or time for outside interests.




  Looking at Mimi’s animated face, the rest of the troupe sensed that Joe was fishing and required their support, so they nodded hard. They knew that Baz had been without a stooge for over a

  month, since Nelly stayed behind in Hereford to marry the stage-door keeper of the Kemble.




  ‘Sure, it’s a marvellous life on the road,’ Baz confirmed, then muttered under his breath, ‘If a person’s willing to work like a dray horse for about the same

  pay.’




  Hesitantly, Mimi asked Jolly Joe, ‘How does a person . . . get on the stage?’




  Betsy’s beautiful face suddenly became animated. ‘First you train. I went to the Ada Jarrett School of Drama for two years – but there’s plenty of teachers for

  elocution, singing and voice projection, dancing, and such.’




  Baz nodded. ‘Once you’ve trained, you join a good company, to get experience: somewhere like the Theatre Royal, Margate’ll take you for six months, if you pay twenty-five

  quid.’




  Daisy chipped in, ‘After that, you work in panto at Christmas – nothing better to help you get used to an audience . . . see them as friends, nothing to be frightened of.’ No

  need to mention the constant hope and rejection, the alarmingly addictive and giddy elation of having enthralled a good audience or the energy-sucking, instant gloom of a lethargic audience.




  Mimi was clearly depressed by these impossible suggestions.




  ‘Of course, if you can’t afford to train . . . you could just . . . string along with us . . .’ Jolly Joe carefully trailed his bait. ‘Naturally, you

  couldn’t expect to get paid until you was performing – but you’d get your board and keep.’




  Mimi pulled her shawl more tightly around her shoulders.




  Everyone waited.




  She stammered, ‘But what could I do?’




  ‘Baz’ll teach you whatever you need to know, ducky,’ Jolly Joe offered. ‘And you can give Daisy a hand in Wardrobe.’




  ‘I can wash well, sir, for me mam works in a laundry,’ Mimi said eagerly, ‘but I can’t sew or make clothes.’




  ‘You’ll soon pick it up,’ Jolly Joe said serenely.




  If Daisy taught her to sew, mend and pack, Mimi thought, then even if life in the theatre didn’t work out quite so jolly as it sounded, she might have a better chance as a lady’s

  maid.




  Baz leaned forward. ‘There’s only a couple of things you need to know about life on stage. One, never be late. Two, never be tired. The public loves energy, see? Good spirits is

  contagious.’




  Mrs Joe beamed benevolently from beneath her pink bonnet. ‘And there’s another big advantage to this business, dearie – you ain’t never friendless, you ain’t never

  alone. Wherever you go, you’ll find other friendly stage folk with the same interests.’ No need to mention that the warm family feeling of the theatre, so enticingly dangled to his

  little fish by Jolly Joe, was due to the fact that performers sought out their own kind – other addicts who understood their need – and closed ranks to outsiders who did not understand

  and often disapproved of a performer’s rackety life and problems.




  Jolly Joe nodded. ‘The performer’s motto is the same as the Frog’s: Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, but our band of brothers spreads all around the world from digs in

  Brixton to backstage on Broadway; from the . . . er . . . Trocadero in Paris to some fuzzy-wuzzy show in Timbuktu.’




  Mimi listened excitedly as Joe deftly painted theatrical life as one big adventure for one happy family group. He knew that the more she believed this, the lower the salary she would eventually

  accept from him. No need to mention that at any given moment in the British theatre only about 20 per cent of actors had jobs, so the remaining 80 per cent were out of work. Having made his pitch,

  he immediately buried his nose in the pink pages of Sporting Life as if he had lost interest. He knew that he had caught his little fish.




  Mimi remembered being jostled in the station crowds that morning, as she waited to purchase her ticket. Suddenly she had felt as if she trembled on the crumbling edge of a black void, felt

  sudden dread, felt completely alone in an unfriendly world, and already homesick for her mam and the little ’uns.




  Now she started to tremble with excitement as she considered taking this gamble on an exciting life of travel and friendship, rather than a drab existence as a domestic drudge in London. She

  forgot her mother’s careful plan for her future, and instead felt a wild urge to get on the wrong train and go with this group of strangers to whatever unsuitable place they were travelling

  towards. She need not then feel anxious about the dreaded possibility of not finding work before her money ran out. She need not buy a hat, supplicate an agency, or stand in line, like a slave at

  auction, to offer herself as a scullery maid – for now a job was being offered to her!




  She was not being reckless or impulsive, she was being sensible, Mimi told herself, as she leaned across to Joe, and timidly whispered, ‘If I change me ticket, can I join you

  lot?’




  The train to Scotland pulled away from the platform. From the bench on which Mimi sat, sharp bristles of cheap, plush bench scratched her legs through her serge skirt; from

  behind her boots rose an odour of old orange peel and cheap cigarette ends. Nevertheless, she looked with delight through the grimy window as the unheated train bisected the suburbs of Crewe and

  rushed northwards along the backbone of Britain, through green fields and forests, villages and dark-red towns, acres of black factory chimneys that belched smoke to stain the sky.




  Before that morning, Mimi had never travelled on any vehicle; now she swayed with dreamy delight to the soothing, tiddley-tum rhythm of the iron wheels; she relaxed. Now he

  couldn’t trace her, he couldn’t catch her, he couldn’t stop her: she was safe, she need never feel afraid again. Whatever lay ahead, nothing could be worse than what she had left

  behind.




  Jolly Joe sat next to Baz, in the coveted window seat; his wife was opposite, next to Betsy and her mother. Mimi sat with her back to the engine, wedged between Daisy and Baz, who balanced his

  canary cage on his knees. He grinned at Mimi. ‘A body can always afford to feed a canary – and I ain’t got much else to carry around with me.’ He did not add that the

  cheerful yellow bird was his much-loved, much-needed companion and the only permanent thing in his life. Performers never knew where they would be next month, whether penniless, or ill amongst

  strangers; their life was as tough emotionally as it was physically, and so most of them lived in a permanent state of anxiety and insecurity, carefully repressed by simulated gaiety.




  The group talked loudly and incessantly; the men talked of sport: boxers, horses, dogs. With varying degrees of envious admiration, the women gossiped about the three actresses who still

  dominated the world stage: Sarah Bernhardt, Eleanora Duse and Ellen Terry. For years these international stars had been bigger box-office draws than any male. As it was still considered daring for

  a woman to become a nurse, going on the stage was definitely not respectable – unless you were a star, when you could do as you pleased.




  ‘You can get away with anything, if you’re rich and famous,’ Mrs Joe sighed enviously.




  Little Daisy nodded. ‘Just look at Ellen Terry, still a blinking symbol of girlish purity after having them two illegitimate kiddies!’




  Mimi’s surprised eyes opened wide.




  ‘It’s disgusting!’ Betsy’s mother gave her verdict.




  The performers passed around bottled stout, threw oranges to each other, read aloud bits from the latest copy of The Stage, pointed to cows in fields, told anecdotes with much dramatic

  in-ton-a-tion, and shrieked with laughter. At stations, other travellers poked their heads in through the open window, then swiftly withdrew and hurried on to quieter carriages with more space on

  the luggage racks.




  Jolly Joe’s troupe carried their belongings in wicker skips the size of professional laundry baskets; these travelled with their scenery, props and the two poodles in the guard’s

  van. Supposedly, each entertainer carried only a small case containing overnight things plus make-up box, but the luggage rack opposite Mimi was piled to the roof with a collapsible canvas bath, a

  wicker food hamper, two Gladstone bags, a hatbox and an assortment of large, lumpy brown-paper parcels.




  Seeing Mimi stare upwards, plump little Daisy poked a friendly elbow into her ribs. ‘It’s the packing that puts most people off the Perfeshun. If you can organize your packing for a

  tour, then you can organize anything, run the blooming country! . . . Marie Lloyd even travels with a collapsible billiard table: that way, she meets men.’




  ‘I don’t want to meet men,’ Mimi said abruptly.




  Daisy stared at her with the street-sharp brown eyes of a Cockney survivor. The whole troupe respected Daisy’s powers of intuition. She had begged Baz’s ma not to hop on them

  new-fangled ’buses. She had been right about not leaving that Leeds landlord with the Potts boy and she had been spot on the nail when she said of their new manager, ‘I don’t

  trust that bugger; his eyes remind me of me Uncle Arthur.’ Two weeks later, the manager disappeared with the cash box and they never got paid that week. Because of Daisy’s expertise,

  Jolly Joe had quietly asked her to find out about Mimi’s background. He wanted to make certain that she wasn’t running away from home, because he could expect trouble with the law for

  abducting a minor.




  Daisy had a sympathetic manner and a crooked little mouth that turned up on one side in an understanding grin. Mimi readily told her about her mam, then added that her pa, a shipwright, was

  dead. Joe overheard, and was reassured.




  Daisy continued to probe. ‘Mimi, that’s an odd moniker.’




  ‘I was christened Thenia, but mam said me first words were “mimimimimi”. So that’s what she called me.’




  ‘Thenia! That’s even odder!’




  ‘It’s American,’ Mimi proudly explained. ‘My gran was a Yankee from Boston.’ Thenia Crane had died in 1895, when Mimi was only seven years old, but she remembered

  the shrunken old woman. She had worked as a barmaid in Boston’s dock area until 1850, when she fell for Ezekiel Crane, third mate in the Cultivator, which sailed from Liverpool

  carrying Irish immigrants fleeing the potato famine and returned from Boston with cargoes of timber. Mimi’s mam had told her that Granny Thenia had once had amber eyes, high cheekbones and

  thick red hair that hung to her hips – she had been beautiful: child-sized and slender, with a small waist, even after she had given birth to eleven babies.




  ‘So you’re from a Liverpool family?’ Daisy’s detective work was interrupted by Mrs Jenkins, who suggested a sing-song. So they all belted out ‘Goodbye Dolly

  Gray’ then ‘Tarrara boom-de-ay’, after which Betsy gave them ‘Only a Bird in a Gilded Cage’, which she sang with much emotion, eyeing Baz’s canary. Baz

  then bawled ‘Burlington Bertie’ which Daisy explained was a Vesta Tilley number . . . ‘Never heard of Vesta Tilley? Britain’s most famous male

  impersonator?’




  As an encore, Baz sang, ‘Will you be my bundle of trouble?’ with naughty innuendo.




  Daisy laughed. ‘Naughty Baz is the one who’s a bundle of trouble. In one part of his act, he slips on a banana skin, waves his arms like windmills, then somehow manages to get back

  his balance – and he’s just like that off stage! Always getting into scrapes. He’s quick-witted, so he always gets out of them. But don’t let Baz get you into

  trouble.’




  Mimi gave Daisy a cold look and drew away from her. ‘Nobody’s going to get me into trouble.’




  Daisy giggled, and whispered, ‘I didn’t mean put you in the family way, ducky. Baz likes the boys, so there ain’t no risk of that.’




  The only person who did not sing on the journey was Mrs Bridges, or Vi, as Jolly Joe called her, only to be corrected with ‘Violet’ by Mrs Bridges in a flat-vowelled nasal

  whine, overlaid by gentility. After that, Jolly Joe referred to Mrs Bridges as ‘Violate’, to her unconcealed irritation.




  Daisy whispered to Mimi, ‘Vi wants nothing to do with the troupe, she reckons we’re beneath her. Vi makes all Betsy’s clothes but she won’t lift a bloody finger to help

  me in Wardrobe. She devotes her bleeding life to Betsy.’




  ‘Lucky Betsy.’ Mimi sounded wistful.




  ‘No! Vi never gives that poor girl a moment’s peace! Betsy’s just fourteen, but already she’s scared stiff of losing her looks.’ She explained that when Betsy went

  to bed she wore gloves over creamed hands; her face was nightly painted with calamine lotion to prevent spots, her golden hair pulled up in rag twists that kept her awake. During the day, her feet

  were jammed into pinching boots, and her hands forced into gloves a size too small, because a lady always had small hands and feet. Her skin was never allowed in the sun, so she always wore a

  wide-brimmed hat.




  After the train passed Manchester, Mrs Bridges went to sleep with her head on her daughter’s shoulder, bonnet crooked. Betsy immediately pulled a cheap magazine from her reticule and

  buried her pretty little nose in Eve’s Own. Since the Company had been on the move before dawn, they were all eventually lulled to sleep by the rhythm of the wheels. Jolly Joe snored

  lightly. Daisy’s head lolled against Mimi’s shoulder.




  Only Mimi could not doze off like the others, for too much had happened to her since she woke that morning, and her mind was awhirl with exhilaration and astonishment to find herself in show

  business. Unaware that she had just met the person who would enrich her exciting new life, and also the person who would twist it into a tortured knot, she smiled at the canary. She was now

  determined to forget the past, to pretend it had never happened, to wipe the shame and the guilt from her memory.




  Since her birth, Mimi’s home had been a ‘back-to-back’ in an alley of Liverpool slum houses; one room deep, each house had a similar one stuck to the rear of

  it. There was no yard, and only one small front window through which a little light entered the room from the narrow cobbled alley outside. A communal water tap was fixed to the end wall of the

  alley; on either side of it was a stinking privy, two to serve the entire alley, over which hung a depressed air of poverty and brutality, even in summer when, despite the lethargy and squalor,

  children played hopscotch on the cobblestones and women sat on doorsteps to feed babies at their breasts.




  The houses stank as badly as the alley; rats moved freely through the buildings, nipping at the toes and fingers of sleepers, biting the faces of babies, who slept in an empty dresser drawer

  until they were old enough to share the family bed without being smothered. Any epidemic, however mild, brought death to the alley.




  Dirty water and chamber-pot slops were thrown into the open central drain, and drunks pissed into it as they staggered homeward at night from the pub on the corner, the Black Bull. The dark

  silence was broken, not by barking dogs – nobody could afford to feed a dog – but by drunken shouts and terrified screams. Nobody paid any attention; they did not live, they

  existed.




  Two other families also dwelled in the house occupied by the Quinns; one family in the cellar and one on the floor above, so there was little privacy and constant noise. Sagging, scabrous

  ceilings the colour of burnt porridge flaked onto bare, rotting floorboards. Vermin clustered in the damp, bulging plaster walls, in the straw mattresses, in the filthy hair of every

  inhabitant.




  There was little furniture in Mimi’s home: a black iron bedstead in the corner, with one castor missing; a shaky wooden table covered with yellowed newspaper; an old wicker armchair and a

  rotting cupboard for pots, pans and candle stubs. A black cauldron stood on the hearth; on the chimney shelf above was a chipped blue enamel teapot, a candlestick and an out-of-date calendar with a

  coloured picture of a bluebell-filled wood: Mimi’s mam liked to look at it and dream.




  Alf Quinn worked – when he could – at the Albert Dock as a matey, one of the shipwrights who carried out all structural repairs on ships in dry dock. The Muster bell sounded at six

  in the morning, when workmen clocked into the Dockyard at the big gates; the first Brow count of the day was taken, as each man entered the ship upon which he was working: his departure time was

  also recorded by time clock. Shipwright Quinn earned twenty-three shillings a week, of which ten shillings were handed to his wife for food, six shillings for rent, a shilling each for the clothing

  club and for fuel. Alf kept the remaining crown – five shillings. Mrs Quinn’s laundry wages of ten shillings a week provided the additional money needed to feed – just – her

  children.




  As long as Mimi could remember, like many other men in the alley, her pa had been drunk or hung-over. Threatened into submission by his unpredictable rages, Alf Quinn’s terrified family

  lived on twenty-four-hour-alert for his next explosion, for the next beating. Ashamed of his savage attacks, they kept them secret, as did many similarly placed women and children of the alley.




  Normally Mam left home before dawn, for she worked at a laundry, six days a week. Mimi prepared breakfast (tin mugs of tea, thick bread spread with thin dripping) for young Frank, Hetty and her

  pa. On Sunday the laundry shut, so Mam cooked, cleaned and mended, while her man stayed in bed and nursed his sore head until the Black Bull opened.




  As the northbound train whizzed through field and forest, towns and tunnels, Mimi found it hard to believe that only a few hours had passed since that morning, when her pa had

  left for the pub, as usual. Mam had pinned shawls round the little ’uns and pushed them out to play in the alley, although a cold wind was blowing: she had then turned to look sadly at her

  puzzled daughter. Once, Mrs Quinn thought, she had also possessed that same thick red hair and pale, smooth skin, but now her face was gaunt from anxiety, overwork and birthing seven children, four

  of whom had died before they could talk. Now, her withered face was surrounded by thin wisps of ginger-grey hair, her sunken cheeks, her dry, pinched mouth, her blackened or missing teeth proof of

  malnourishment and ill-treatment: she was thirty-four years old. But seemingly undefeated by their bitter experiences, her eyes were still the same clear, piercing green as those of her daughter,

  just as trusting and hopeful.




  Mimi stared back, puzzled.




  Mam said in a low, urgent voice, ‘You started to bleed last week.’




  ‘Mam, you told me that’s what happens when a girl grows up. You said I wasn’t going to die, that I mustn’t worry . . .’




  ‘What I didn’t tell you was the bleeding means you can have a baby, love. So that means you must leave. I’ll put up with a lot to see us fed, but not that.’ Mam spoke

  stiffly and swiftly, as if following a course of predetermined action that she dreaded, but was bent on pursuing.




  Mimi hesitated, then pointed out, ‘Hetty’s only eight years old.’




  ‘So were you,’ her mam said shortly; she moved to the bedstead where the reeking blankets were still flung back, as her pa had left them. Mam’s bare feet were thrust into worn,

  wooden clogs; over a ragged flannel skirt darkened by grease, she wore a much-patched grey man’s shirt.




  From beneath the bed, her mam pulled out a pair of new black boots and a faded red Paisley shawl. She beckoned Mimi over, sat her on the edge of the bed, pulled off her daughter’s dirty

  wooden clogs and eased the new boots on her grubby bare feet: they were a little tight, but Mimi gazed proudly at them. Mam then tied her hair back with a new green tartan ribbon, carefully wrapped

  the Paisley shawl around her daughter’s shoulders, felt for her daughter’s hand, and wrapped it around a knotted red handkerchief.




  ‘There’s a bit of real soap and two silver crowns in that kerchief.’ Again, Mam spoke rapidly, as if rehearsed. ‘Catch the horse tram to the railway station and get a

  third-class ticket to London. Pay a penny for the Ladies’ Room and clean yourself up – they got water taps in them places. Soon as you get to London, buy a hat: a girl’s got to

  look respectable if she wants a situation. Then catch a bus to Baker Street and ask for Massey’s Employment Agency, where they placed your Aunt Gert.’




  Mrs Quinn hugged her astonished daughter. ‘Try to get a job as a laundry maid.’ If Mimi started off as a laundry maid, she’d maybe rise to second lady’s maid (if the

  establishment was a big one) and finally might reach the position of lady’s maid to the mistress.




  ‘Be sure to ask for any job in a place with a big staff – for you’ll not get ahead as the maid-of-all-work,’ Mam warned. ‘You’ll be paid next to

  nothing, but you’ll have a roof over your head, and you’ll be fed.’ Children even younger than thirteen were employed in domestic service, as scullery maids, boot boys and

  tweenies; some earned as much as nine pounds a year; but for that money Mrs Quinn knew that Mimi would be expected to work from five in the morning to ten at night. She would be free on Thursday

  afternoon, but expected to return before supper-time.




  ‘When you’re situated, the housekeeper’ll give you an advance of pay to buy your uniform – don’t pay more than a shilling for stockings or four shillings for a

  cotton dress!’ Mam tried to sound cheerful. ‘Remember to be nice to the lady’s maid – do anything you can to help her, then you’ll learn from her, like Gert

  did.’ Aunt Gert, now a lady’s maid in Edinburgh, was the family’s success story, although her success had meant that now she wanted no contact with her family. But if Gert could

  manage it from a Liverpool slum, why then surely Mimi could.




  Mimi unknotted the handkerchief and saw two silver coins. She breathed, ‘Mam, where did you get all this money?’




  ‘Uncle,’ Ma replied, using the euphemism for a pawn shop.




  ‘But you ain’t got nothing left to pawn except . . .’ Mimi grabbed Mam’s left hand. It was sinewy and raw-knuckled, with broken, split nails, and fingertips permanently

  wizened by immersion in water.




  Mimi looked for what her mam most treasured, what most women in their alley did not possess: a gold wedding ring, sign of respectability, sign that once she had been loved. It was missing from

  her mam’s thin finger.




  Mam snatched her hand away. ‘Be off, fast as you can, love. And when you get to London, don’t write home – I’d get a black eye every time you sent a postcard.

  Just run to that agency. I don’t want you sleeping rough in a park for longer than you need. And don’t talk to any men. If they talk to you – just move away without

  looking at ’em.’




  ‘You don’t have to tell me about men, Mam,’ Mimi said bitterly.




  Her mother’s hasty and casual revelation that she had known of Mimi’s suffering had come almost as a physical blow to her daughter. For five years her beloved mam had known of her

  torture, yet had done nothing to stop it. Her mam had shut her eyes to what was going on. Whatever her reasons, she must have guessed at her daughter’s mental anguish. Mam had done nothing to

  save her. Mimi felt betrayed.




  ‘Why didn’t you stop him, Mam?’




  ‘And have him beat me near to death? Then find another woman? He don’t have to go no further than the Black Bull. Then we’d a been destitute.’ She looked bitter.

  ‘I’m just glad your gran died afore he started on you.’




  Mother and daughter stared at each other, until the older woman added helplessly, ‘I didn’t have much choice, Mimi. We needed his money for food and rent. If you stay, you’ll

  have his baby. If you go, he’ll start on Hetty. What would you do, Mimi, if you was me?’




  Mimi’s nightmare had started on a cold November night when the rain was pissing down outside, and her heavily pregnant mam had hurried along the alley to help Ma Jones,

  whose new baby was dying of the croup.




  In the light of the candle flickering above the empty grate Mimi was already shivering in bed with Frank and Hetty when her pa had called her over to his wicker armchair. As usual, Mimi smelt

  sour beer on his breath, stale sweat, the doggy odour of his matted, unwashed hair, and the greasy stench of his clothes.




  He caught her by her thin waist, pulled her onto his lap and started to tickle her. Mimi wriggled and giggled, afraid to laugh aloud, lest she wake the little ’uns. Her pa tickled her

  under her chin, in her scrawny armpits, and flickered his fingers across her skinny ribs, like the man at the Black Bull played the upright piano. Then, breathing hoarsely, he slipped his hand up

  her ragged skirt and pushed at her flesh with his index finger.




  ‘Stop, Pa, you’re hurting me!’ Mimi gasped in pain.




  He took no notice but carried her to the bed, threw her upon the end, pulled up her ragged skirt, and hurled his heavy sweaty body upon hers. Trembling and fearful, Mimi was pinned to the bed by

  his legs and could hardly breathe. Besides, her pa had brutally beaten her many times in the past, and now hissed a threat of further walloping if she resisted. He rubbed his body against hers,

  fumbled for his trouser buttons. Roughly, he jerked her knees apart.




  Mimi started to sob. Tears ran down her face onto the dirty bedding. She jerked her head away to avoid his beery breath, felt his stubble scrape her face as his repeated attempts at penetration

  caused her worse pain than any beating. The weight of her father’s body forced the air from her lungs. The pain worsened.




  Realizing that the little ’uns were awake and silently terrified, she tried to stifle her sobs. But she couldn’t stop the scream that tore from her mouth as her flesh tore, when he

  finally rammed himself into her.




  Pa slammed a calloused, filthy hand over her mouth, looked into her terrified eyes as if he saw nothing and then thrust harder. Every time he jerked his body towards hers, her pain worsened.

  This was a far worse punishment than she had ever before experienced. But what had she done? Why was she being punished in this unexpected way? Why was her own Pa whispering filth in her

  ear as he apparently tried to tear her in two? Mimi wondered whether she was dying, whether he was murdering her.




  At last Pa grunted, shuddered and lay still. When he finally rolled off her, Mimi waited, trembling silently, not daring to move.




  Is this what other pas did to their little girls? Did their mams know? Of course her mam would never have let Pa hurt Mimi so, no matter how naughty she’d been – and of course that

  was why her pa had waited until her mam was out: undoubtedly her pa would punish her even more cruelly, should she complain to Mam.




  Instinctively, Mimi knew that if her mam were aware of what had just happened, she would fly at her pa and a horrible fight would follow; maybe he’d blacken Mam’s eye again, or

  worse: when he’d broke Mam’s arm she hadn’t been able to work at the laundry for weeks, so they had eaten even less than usual.




  Mimi put her hand down to her still-shaking thighs. She felt a sticky, trickling fluid: now she understood why her mam went to the water bucket after he’d lain upon her in the

  night. Poor Mam.




  Pa pulled himself up to sit on the side of the bed. He buttoned himself. Then he leaned over Mimi, still lying spreadeagled on her back, and grunted, ‘This is our secret, Mimi, do

  ye hear? Do ye promise? If ye don’t, if ye tell your mam – I’ll up and leave the lot of you!’




  Mimi knew that this was the ever-present, unspoken threat that controlled them all. Without Pa, they wouldn’t be able to pay the rent, they’d be put out in the street – she,

  Frank, Hetty and her mam. In the storybook at school, a papa was supposed to love you and look after you, but in real life her pa was a tyrant who held his family completely in his power. Without

  fear or remorse, Alf Quinn could do as he pleased to his family, provided he did it in his own home, and didn’t kill anyone. The police could not stop him: an Englishman’s home was his

  castle, and the man within it was king of the castle. Every male and his woman in their alley knew that.




  Stammering, Mimi promised to say nothing to nobody. In doing so, she acquired an added burden of guilt, for although she would not lie directly to her mam she was about to deceive her.




  After Pa had left, slamming the front door, Mimi slowly edged off the bed. She crouched by the little ’uns and whispered, ‘Don’t worry. He’s gone to the Bull. He

  won’t touch you . . . But don’t tell our mam, see?’




  Mimi heard two frightened whispers of assent. She then crept to the water bucket that stood by the hearth. Still trembling, she reached for the slimy flannel with which Mam washed their scrawny

  little bodies every Saturday night.




  Mimi scrubbed hard at her body, trying to wash away her humiliation. Dazed and bewildered, she dried herself on her skirt, blew out the candle, felt her way to the bed, and buried herself

  beneath the grey blankets, too weary and shocked to sob further, wondering only when the pain down there would stop, let her sleep and forget.




  Alf Quinn deliberately shut his ears to his daughter’s whimpers and pleading; he shut his eyes to her tears and terror. He easily persuaded himself that his little

  daughter wanted sex as much as he did: that’s why she didn’t make no fuss – she liked it. They all did. Sex was enjoyable for him, so it must be enjoyable for her. And so, as far

  as he was concerned, she was just as responsible as he for their illicit coupling.




  Besides, who better than her pa to teach his daughter about sex, show her the ropes before some other man did? No other man had that right, for she was his daughter! And it was a

  daughter’s duty to obey her father, without any fuss. And it was better that he did it with his daughter, rather than go with some poxy tart. Keep it in the family. Keep himself clean for his

  wife.




  Mimi’s mam, who worked long hours in the laundry, always returned home long after her pa. On the following evening, as soon as he had returned from work, her pa had

  pushed the little ’uns out into the street, although it was raining, and then he did it again.




  Mimi then realized that she had not somehow imagined it and she could not forget it – for it was not going to stop.




  Every time her father raped her, she tried to block out the horror of what she endured. As soon as she felt herself in danger, she mentally detached herself from her body, floated up to the

  ceiling and pretended to be watching someone else on the bed down below. After Pa had finished, she always tried to pretend that it had not happened, but paradoxically lived in dread of the next

  time – for now she knew there would always be one.




  Usually he did not undress, but merely undid his buttons. Mimi had never seen her pa naked, only the glistening pale thing rearing out of the hairy dark gap.




  She always felt relief when she heard her father’s grunt of release, then felt his sticky fluid slowly drain out of her body, dribble down between her legs. She did not understand what

  pleasure he could possibly derive from using her body like the cracked chamber-pot beneath the bed. Sometimes, when he did it, her revulsion made her retch, whereupon he walloped the side of her

  head, where no bruise could be seen.




  She never again mentioned the matter to the little ’uns as she endured her pa’s abuse for the remaining five years of her childhood.




  Every time her body was violated, Mimi’s burden of fierce resentment and stifled anger grew more intolerable. There was no one in whom she could confide. She was in awe of the stern-faced

  harassed teacher who unsuccessfully tried to keep fifty slum children quiet. Not even the threat of the often-administered cane could totally control these pinch-faced tough little gutter-rats.




  There was another, more powerful reason why she dared not confide in an adult. Surely such a horrible punishment wouldn’t be administered by God if she didn’t deserve it? So she

  must, in some inexplicable way, be very bad. If she complained, she might be further punished. In this way, her sexual abuse left her bewildered and anxious, with a permanent sense of

  unspecified dread and pending doom.




  Whenever she consciously caught herself thinking about her father’s terrible treatment, Mimi pushed the nasty visions out of her mind and slammed the door. She knew that one of these days

  she would be able to pretend that none of it had ever happened.




  And, after all, it hadn’t harmed her – she was out of harm’s way now, off on a steam train, so he’d never be able to dirty her again. If it had harmed

  her, she would have cried, wouldn’t she? But after the first time there had never been no tears although the little ’uns at the other end of the bed always snivelled after it happened.

  Mimi had never once been able to cry, in fact she never felt anything once he’d left for the Black Bull: she had always felt as cold and hard as a block of ice, not like a real person at

  all.




  Like the Ice Maiden whose feelings were frozen, Mimi’s inability to release her tangled, painful feelings in a flood of tears, combined with her inability to confide in anyone, meant she

  had buried in her unconscious all the pain, fear, bewilderment and outrage that was her experience of sexual union. The only way she had been able to cope with those years of quivering submission

  and carefully concealed anger was by not coping with it, which was why she had tried so hard to bury those horrible memories and pretend to herself that she had never suffered long-term harm during

  those years of ordeal.




  She was too young to understand that she had been irreparably damaged in a way that she would never be capable of understanding, for she could never know what it was to think and feel as a

  normal young woman naturally would.




  As the train thundered towards Carlisle, Jolly Joe opened his eyes, yawned and pulled a crumpled paper bag out of his pocket. ‘Cheer up, Mimi, you’ve a face as long

  as a fiddle. Have a bit of fudge.’




  Mimi jumped, and wrenched her thoughts back to the present. She remembered the promise she had made to herself on the windy top of the tram after leaving home: she was going to do her best to

  forget – for whatever the unknown future held in store for her, it could never be as bad as the past. Now she would make her fortune on the stage, then go back and rescue Mam and the little

  ’uns. One day her pa would get back from work to find that dark, stinking hole empty, and serve him right.




  This new confidence dissolved like morning mist in sunlight, as Mimi suddenly wondered how Jolly Joe and Baz could be so confident that she would be a success, standing up there, on stage,

  before all those people.




  







  Chapter 2




  6.30 p.m., Thursday 30 May 1901




  ‘Which of you tarts has nicked me best pink garters?’ Mrs Potts yelled with frustration. Her remark was greeted by a chorus of loud boo-hoos from the other

  occupants of the small, stuffy ladies’ dressing room at the Theatre Royal, Wigan.




  ‘Blast! I’ve laddered me new tights,’ hollered Maisie, the acrobat, thin as a curtain rod, ‘real silk, cost thirty bob a pair!’




  ‘Who’s swiped me red cancan chemise?’ yelled Mimi.




  ‘I’m mending yer red chemise, Mimi.’ Daisy spoke despite lips clamped round a cheap cigarette.




  The hefty Lancastrian call-boy (who looked more like a farmhand) had just banged on the door and hollered to remind the ladies that it was half an hour before curtain up. The ladies’

  dressing room was in its usual state of confusion as latecomers flung off their street clothes; other women, colour sticks in hand, were already seated before the Bench – a long shelf beneath

  a mirror – to peer at crudely coloured faces beneath hair hidden under a wide headband or twisted up in a turban; crumpled kimonos covered their naked flesh and undergarments.




  Betsy, seated before the Bench, winked at Mimi’s reflection in the mirror and slyly pulled back her pink net skirt from her knees. Mimi glimpsed silk rosettes on a pair of pink garters and

  burst out laughing. Betsy would never dare try such a naughty trick if her ma was here. Mrs Bridges behaved as if she were a royal nanny. When the overexcited Betsy came off stage she was

  immediately wrapped in a shawl and handed a mug of warm milk, both of which brought her back to earth: she hated returning to a drab, normal life in the chilly wings; she infinitely preferred the

  magical intensity of the make-believe world on stage. Betsy hated hot milk, but obediently drank it, for she always obeyed her mother, who also told her what to think, what to say, what to do and

  what not to do. Sometimes for days Mrs Bridges would not speak to her cherished child and locked her alone in the bedroom back at digs whenever she was off stage, until a tearful Betsy had

  promised, on her honour, to behave like a little lady in future.




  Unsurprisingly, Betsy could not stand being alone (she unconsciously related it to punishment) and she would never take responsibility for any wrongdoing, however minor or accidental.

  Kind-hearted Mimi, who didn’t care a tinker’s cuss for Mrs Bridges, often took the blame for Betsy’s minor misdemeanours. So she would chirrup offhand apologies: ‘Sorry

  about that spilt powder, Mrs B., me hand was shaking with stage fright . . . Sorry I tore the frill off the back of Betsy’s skirt, Mrs B., I stepped on it accidental like, running downstairs

  behind her.’ Mimi knew that already she was a part of this glamorous world, to which Mrs Bridges so obviously longed to belong, and never would.




  After listening to Mimi’s lying confessions, Betsy always flashed her a fervent look of gratitude that sometimes made her wonder what the devil a mother could do to frighten a

  girl so.




  ‘Hurry up with that chemise, Daisy,’ Mimi urged, as she sponged her arms and hands with wet-white, mixed that morning. Barefoot and naked to the waist, she wore only a pair of

  drawers, an undergarment that consisted of a three-inch waistband from which were suspended two lace-trimmed white cotton cylinders that fell just below her knee. This ingenious contraption had

  been invented to simplify the sanitary arrangements of a woman who needed both her arms to lift her heavy skirts before squatting on a chamber pot, or sitting on the privy; it was this garment that

  thrilled the audience of a row of Parisian cancan dancers, at that shocking moment when each one clutched an ankle, held it high above her head and hopped around in circles. Needless to say, such

  foreign antics were not allowed in respectable British music halls.




  Mimi started to slap wet-white on her shoulders and the tops of her tiny breasts. Happily she sniffed the now-familiar odour of sweat, cardboard, hot greasepaint and sweetly scented face powder.

  After four weeks on tour, she now knew the hard reality of backstage life: scrimping landladies, travelling with your own mousetraps, the general discomfort – sometimes squalor – of

  digs, plus the feeling of never being settled, never belonging. Mimi also knew that, just as all theatre people belonged to one big family, they also quarrelled, argued, bitched and moaned like one

  big family.




  Nevertheless, Mimi woke every morning to a thrill of excitement and expectation. She now ate three meals a day, with an apple or a bar of candy between them; much to Betsy’s envy she did

  not put on weight. Betsy had been laced into whalebone corsets at the age of twelve. Her tendency to put on weight meant she was not allowed to eat cake or chocolate. If she developed even a tiny

  pimple, her mother threatened to wallop whoever had given her contraband chocolate.




  Mimi also experienced the heady sensuality of wearing pretty clothes, as she stood nightly in the seductive warmth of the footlights, the focus of hundreds of eyes; she always tumbled off stage

  with adrenalin tingling through her body as she heard the thrilling sound of applause – approval. If such addictive excitement – which lasted for at least two hours and made sleep

  difficult – resulted from being the lowly assistant who handed Baz his props, what would it be like when she danced well enough to be his partner? Or perhaps one day have her own

  act?




  On stage every morning, Baz, agile as an acrobat, taught her dancing steps; she had a good sense of rhythm, was nimble, and could already perform an adequate soft-shoe-shuffle – although

  she would never attain Betsy’s skilled fouettés, jetés, and entrechats, as taught at the Ada Jarrett School of Drama. The only other things Mimi needed – according to Baz

  – were perseverance and patience, as she waited for the lucky break that all performers secretly believe is theirs by right.




  In the stuffy ladies’ dressing room, Mimi glanced sideways at Betsy. Calm and unhurried as she held her worn beige stick of Leichner No. 5, Betsy leaned back as far as possible from the

  mirror, to judge the effect from the back of the pit. From the neat array of colours laid on the towel before her she pulled forward the pan in which she had melted her hot-black; she dipped in a

  matchstick and applied a bead of black to every third eyelash, then added a blob of red at her inner eyes, to make them seem wider apart.




  ‘Like me to treat you at the whelk stall after the show?’ Mimi offered. Betsy adored shellfish, and luckily so did her mother.




  ‘Umm . . . umm . . . wait a minute . . .’ Self-absorbed, Betsy was carefully colouring her cheeks.




  ‘Betsy, you’re not bloody listening!’ Mimi stamped her bare feet.




  ‘Er . . . umm . . . yes, I am,’ murmured Betsy, as she leaned towards the mirror, as she smoothed an eyebrow with her left hand and then leaned back from the mirror with an air of

  concentration such as might be worn by Fabergé as he gazed at a half-finished Easter egg for the Tsarina.




  ‘Betsy!’




  ‘Umm, what is it?’ Still gazing at her face, Betsy absent-mindedly dropped her empty powder box into one of the metal waste bins that stood under the Bench.




  Mimi banged her bum on the chair. ‘What did I just say?’




  Betsy jumped, looked flustered, then triumphantly remembered, ‘You’re not bloody listening.’




  Mimi burst into laughter. ‘Useless to talk to you when you’re sitting before a mirror. Vain as a peacock, you are!’




  Betsy tried to look injured but started to giggle. ‘Peahen, if you please!’




  Mimi grinned, then tipped her chair back and yelled impatiently, ‘I need that chemise fast, Daisy, or I’ll cause a riot out front!’




  Daisy balanced her cigarette on the edge of the Bench, bent to bite the red thread, and threw the red taffeta chemise to Mimi, who thrust up one hand and caught it in mid-air.




  ‘Tell Daisy it’s dangerous to smoke in the dressing room,’ Betsy whispered to Mimi. Both girls knew there was always danger of a fire in a theatre, which was why all British

  theatres were obliged to have a fireman on duty, twenty-four hours a day. Every theatre was subject to stringent fire regulations and fire precautions: a framed set of these regulations hung in

  every dressing room, where nobody read them.




  ‘Mimi, for God’s sake tell Daisy to snuff her ciggie!’




  ‘Betsy, you tell Daisy,’ Mimi said amiably. ‘Do your own dirty work for a change.’ Mimi liked Daisy, who had always worked on the halls, and stoically bore the

  arthritic pain that had stiffened her joints and wrecked her career as a wirewalker. However, nothing could keep Daisy from the Perfeshun: she had simply changed jobs. Every afternoon, Mimi worked

  with Daisy in the wardrobe room, where they mended whatever had been torn on the previous night, then sponged and pressed the costumes. She had trusted Daisy since the morning after she joined the

  Company, when she had anxiously confided to her that Jolly Joe had stealthily pinched her thigh throughout the tram journey to their digs; she showed Daisy the line of bruises – the colour of

  the bloom on a plum – which proved her claim. As she exposed her skinny thigh, Mimi again nervously wondered whether she had jumped out of the frying pan – into the fire.




  Small, chubby Daisy turned doe-brown eyes on the young recruit. ‘Gawd bless you, gel, that’s nothing new! A girl can’t advance herself on stage without a few pinches,

  or more! Top comedian always gets first choice of the chorus line-up, it’s a music-hall tradition.’




  Mimi sniffed. ‘Well, my tradition is a hatpin where it hurts!’




  ‘Want to lose your new job?’ Daisy asked sharply. ‘Want to be a skivvy or a shop girl or a whore?’ They both both knew that these were Mimi’s only alternative

  employments.




  Mimi’s doleful face suddenly looked hopeful. ‘How about if I pretend to be sweet on Baz?’




  Daisy laughed. ‘That won’t work with Jolly Joe! I told you, Baz is a fairy – Lor’, where was you brought up? – a pansy, a nancy boy . . . one of them Oscar

  Wilde types. Tell you what, when Mrs Joe comes in for her costume, I’ll rub embrocation in them bruises, and you can snivel a bit. She ain’t stupid, and she knows Joe’s slightly

  given to fornication, especially when he’s had a couple . . . Start blubbing, I can hear them poodles yapping!’




  Mrs Joe’s lips tightened at the sight of the bruises. Jolly Joe never pinched Mimi again.




  Now, from a corner of the dressing room, Maisie yelled, ‘Daisy, be a sport. Lend me a pair of tights.’




  ‘You should always have a spare pair, luv,’ Daisy reproached, as she hobbled to the skip in the corner.




  ‘I’ll never have enough to buy me boarding house if I buy spares of everything,’ Maisie said defensively. Her plan was to retire with her stage partner and offstage lover, a

  silent Dane, pale as a peeled potato, called Gustav. As she was only twenty-six nobody listened seriously to her talk of retirement, and there were similar jeers of ‘Pigs might fly!’

  when Mimi declared that her ambition was to own her own theatre.




  Half-serious, Mimi retorted, ‘If you don’t have a target, you ain’t going to hit it.’




  ‘A girl can dream, can’t she?’ Maisie nodded. Both girls believed in the tangible security of bricks and mortar, which would mean that they would never again be penniless,

  frightened victims of fate, but in control of their own destinies.




  Betsy leaned across the Bench to Mimi. ‘Daisy just lit up another one!’




  ‘Shut up, Betsy, this ain’t San Francisco,’ Mimi yawned. San Francisco theatre fires were those most frequently reported in the newspapers; it sometimes seemed as if those

  theatres went up in flames as fast as they were built. Every performer nervously crossed their fingers as they whispered the news to each other.




  ‘Did you read about the Blackpool Empress?’




  ‘Sixty burned to a crisp, ain’t it awful?’




  ‘Somebody tripped on the gallery stairs and they all fell over each other.’




  ‘Not as bad as that dump in Exeter. A hundred and fifty poor souls dead, I read . . .’




  Everyone knew the ease with which a fire could start in a theatre: backstage, a blaze could flare up from one carelessly discarded match among the paints and glues in the scenery shop; from

  inflammable timber stored in the workshop; from furniture, thousands of odd articles – property (props) – and particularly from clothes, especially in the dressing rooms if net

  skirts or sleeves accidentally flicked over the naked flame of the gas jets used to heat hair tongs and flat irons.




  ‘Mimi, will you lace me stays?’ Betsy pleaded.




  Mimi was briskly stuffing socks down the side of her own stays, to further thrust up what little bust she had. ‘Can’t you see I’m busy, Betsy? Ask a blooming dresser.’

  The theatre employed a couple of dressers, tipped by visiting performers every week.




  ‘They’re both still off with scarlet fever.’




  ‘Where’s your ma, then?’ Mimi was now dabbing colour on her mouth.




  ‘Bilious attack. Ate too much fried fish last night. She’s gone to lie down in our digs.’




  Usually it was impossible to keep Betsy’s mother out of the dressing room; she had been stage-struck since her first visit to the theatre, a musical comedy – Floradora

  – on her two-day honeymoon at Southend. So even before she was conceived, Betsy’s career had been decided. Mrs Bridges’ theatrical ambition had been thrust upon her chubby

  baby’s shoulders from the moment of her birth. She still made all Betsy’s clothes – far too elaborate and adult in style – and each night her beautiful daughter dutifully

  acted out her mother’s fantasy of being the dazzling centre of attention.




  Trained like a Guardsman but indulged in all other ways, in the eyes of her adoring mother Betsy could do no wrong – unless her mother said so. She owed her caryatid posture to her

  mother’s insistence that every morning she walk downstairs to breakfast with a book balanced on her head. As a result, she moved stiffly and self-consciously, in a manner that matched her

  drilled obedience. Unlike Mimi – who always stood in the wings to study the timing of the comics – she had no sense of humour or timing, but her mother could not see this flaw

  in her passport to fame and success.




  Betsy whined theatrically, ‘I can’t lace me stays by meself.’




  ‘OK, Betsy, I’ll do you when I’ve finished me hair.’ As she relented, Mimi picked up her curling tongs from the gas ring; soon her pert little face was framed by a frizz

  of tiny red curls.




  She leaned forward and peered critically in the mirror: she already realized that the world belonged to beautiful women, and she was not one of them, despite her tilted green eyes and the

  red-gold hair that rippled down past her waist. Her cheeky, street-urchin liveliness did not fit current beauty fashions . . . a pity that she looked so young, but not young enough for a child act

  . . . If she put on enough make-up with enough care she could make herself look older and reasonably pretty, but she didn’t have the patience, and she didn’t want to look like all the

  other girls. Of course neither they nor she could compete with Betsy, at whom she now glanced as she hairpinned her kiss-curls into place. Betsy’s profile looked like that of a goddess

  stamped on some ancient golden Greek coin. No wonder all the other women were jealous of her: even the amiable Daisy was a little sour.




  Mimi felt no envy, but only admiration. Partly because of this, the two girls had quickly become friendly. Apart from the tired, hopeless love of her mam, and the clinging affection of the

  little ’uns, this was Mimi’s first relationship that had not been overcast by anxiety. She now had a girl-friend – someone of her own age, someone to whom her frozen little heart

  could warm; someone in whom she could confide, someone with whom she could walk arm in arm, giggle and chat, and wonder, in whispers, what exactly Baz and his friends did when they were

  alone.




  A sudden scream rang from the back of the dressing room, followed by the scrape of chairs being hurriedly pulled back and then overturned, as women scrambled away from the Bench. Mimi and Betsy

  turned their heads to see flames flickering up from one of the metal waste bins on the floor. Betsy, nearest to the door, darted towards it, followed by a small stampede of women.




  Betsy twisted the doorknob and pushed at the door, which did not budge. Frantically, she rattled the knob and beat her hands on the wooden panels. ‘The door won’t open!’ she

  cried. ‘We’re trapped!’




  ‘Maybe it’s locked from outside,’ yelled Daisy from the rear.




  ‘Help! Help!’ screamed Maisie, which set off the rest, for they all knew you could burn to death in less than a minute.




  ‘My children! My children!’ hollered Mrs Potts, trying to elbow her way to the front of the heaving bunch of women, all fighting to get to the door.




  ‘Stop your shoving, bitch!’




  ‘Get the fire brigade!’




  ‘Break the bloody door down!’




  The frantic group swayed. Through the shrill screams of ‘Gawd Almighty,’ and ‘Get us out!’ the women suddenly heard the slow, deep voice of the burly call-boy.

  ‘Now all you ladies stand well back! I’ll put me shoulder to the door! I’ll smash her in!’




  The women heard what sounded like an ox hit the door. Slowly, it heaved open. All the females shoving against it fell backwards on those behind them. The frightened women disentangled themselves

  and scrambled to their feet. Facing them in the doorway (and blocking the exit) was the large, solid figure of the call-boy. ‘Where’s fire, then?’ he demanded.




  The women turned to point behind them . . . and gasped.




  There was no fire. By a smoking metal waste bin stood a grinning Mimi, arms akimbo – ‘When I saw the bin was aflame, I shoved another on top of it,’ she explained, ‘that

  put it out, quick enough.’




  No longer frightened, the women became indignant to excuse their hysteria.




  ‘Who first called fire?’




  ‘That stupid stuck-up Betsy!’




  ‘Why wouldn’t the bloody door open?’




  The call-boy obligingly explained. ‘Nowt wrong with bloody door! The young leddy were pushing door, not pulling her.’ Now the focus of attention, he added, ‘All I had

  to do to door wer turn handle and door opened. ’Twas hard work heaving against you lot.’ An oafish black-toothed grin.




  All heads swivelled indignantly to stare at Betsy, who slowly turned as red as her rouge pot. She couldn’t hide behind her mother’s skirts because her mother wasn’t there. Oh,

  it wasn’t only her fault. If they hadn’t all shoved her against the door until a person couldn’t breathe, she would have quickly corrected her understandable mistake.




  ‘Frightened us all for nothing!’




  ‘Bitch!’




  ‘Cow!’




  Realizing that they now had a scapegoat for their panic, the women looked contemptuously at Betsy, and threateningly moved towards her.




  At this point Daisy, using a towel to protect her hands, gingerly pulled the top waste bin away from the bottom waste bin into which she peered. She then drew out a still-smoking pair of

  blackened hair-curling tongs. With triumphant defiance Daisy also glared at Betsy. ‘Now you can all see as it wasn’t started by my ciggie! The hot tongs fell in the bin among

  the curl papers!’




  Seeking to dispel the lynch-mob atmosphere, Mimi pushed through to Betsy’s side and loudly asked their bovine rescuer, ‘How long before we’re on?’




  ‘Ten.’




  This immediately distracted the performers, who darted back, each to her place at the Bench.




  ‘Mimi, I can’t go on unlaced!’ Betsy whispered urgently.




  ‘Gawd, Betsy, I’ll lace you when I’ve got me hat properly crooked.’ Mimi carefully skewed a final hatpin into the nosegay of violets tilted over her left eye, then stood

  up, turned to Betsy’s proffered frilly rear and violently yanked the corset laces. Betsy squawked, and both girls giggled.




  As Mimi finished tying the laces of Betsy’s stays, the call-boy stuck his head around the door. ‘Everything all right in here now?’ He ducked a powder puff thrown at him and

  grinned at cries of ‘Get out!’ and ‘Peeping Tom!’




  ‘You was happy enough to see me at the quarter. Overture and beginners, please.’




  Friday 31 May 1901




  On the following morning Mimi hurried, late, to the theatre, for the dratted landlady had forgotten to call her early, as requested. You were expected to find your own

  theatrical digs, and you paid for them. Often there was a list of available places pinned up in the theatre, but it wasn’t always possible to book in advance. Unless you’d been there

  before, or had a tip-off from another performer, digs were a lucky dip or a gamble, depending on your temperament. In digs, you got undercooked porridge for breakfast and a hot evening meal (boiled

  meat and vegetables with steamed suet pudding or rice afterwards) but after the performance you had to get back fast, because the landlady was always impatient to get to bed – unless she was

  an old pro.




  Mimi had already discovered that the best landladies were ex-theatricals who understood the importance of punctuality, who didn’t mind a bit of noise and who enjoyed a sing-song around a

  kitchen table littered with beer bottles.




  Whether or not she was an old-timer, there was always a smell of cabbage in the hall and the faint odour of cat’s piss everywhere else. Beds and greasy armchairs always sagged in bedrooms

  that were slightly smelly and unclean with a floor invariably covered by cold green or brown linoleum. However, like the rest of the troupe, Mimi never complained, for all digs were luxurious

  compared to the home she had so recently left.




  She still found it difficult to believe how much her life had improved in only four weeks: it seemed such a short time since Daisy had scrubbed the new girl in a tin bath, then rubbed

  Keating’s flea powder over every inch of her skinny little body. Flesh tingling, she felt that she had sloughed off her old skin to match her new clean personality in this exciting new world,

  where she would find frivolity, fun, play and laughter, none of which she had known in childhood. Eager and hopeful, she now enjoyed the present and dared to plan her future, which she determinedly

  painted only in cheerful colours.




  Within a few weeks the troupe had become her family and the theatre had become her home, her playroom, her love and her life. Mimi noticed that theatre life provided the entire troupe with a

  sense of security and closeness that the outside world denied them. She quickly understood that this was why performers formed one huge clan with its own language, jokes, habits and haunts. The

  theatre was like a secret society to which they all belonged and in which they all felt safe and united: none of the endless backstage jealousies or squabbles could threaten the all-enveloping,

  invisible, invincible solidarity. They all talked only of the theatre because they weren’t really interested in anything or anyone outside it.




  At first she had found it hard to believe that theatre people, who had so few possessions, could be so generous and high-spirited; that people who appeared to be so childishly jealous and vain

  could also be so strongly supportive and loyal; or that people who appeared so disinclined to effort could work so hard when necessary. She had quickly discovered that there were other, darker

  reasons for the acting profession’s camaraderie, described so eloquently by Jolly Joe in the Crewe Railway Refreshment Room.




  Mimi was still dizzily delighted to belong to this enticing, tawdry world of make-believe and make-do. Although only a small part of Baz’s act, she was a necessary part. Baz was always in

  authority (for he was three years older than her, male, and owner of the act) but she was happily aware of the rough affection that he felt for her. Perhaps their friendship was close because both

  youngsters were alone in the world. Baz’s mother had been killed in a Cardiff road accident, three years earlier: jumped off a horseless ’bus before it stopped, and been crushed to

  death by the horseless carriage behind. Baz had never known his father, an ignorance Mimi envied, for in her nightmares her pa lurked outside the stage door, waiting in the dark. After the

  performance she would sometimes sense a heavy hand on her shoulder and her heart would sink to her boots; in similar nightmares, she would jerk awake, sweating and trembling with fright.




  Rain started as Mimi turned right into the alley behind the Theatre Royal, and again she cursed her landlady; her new fondant-green spring coat was drenched by the time she

  darted through the stage door. Feeling like an old pro, Mimi hurried past the stage-door keeper; nose buried in the Greyhound News, he sat in his snug little hutch, always the warmest part

  of the unheated building. No matter how grand the theatre, Mimi now knew that backstage was always cold and draughty, especially in winter when actors wore coats, hats, mufflers and sometimes

  gloves to rehearse.




  Mimi paused at the noticeboard to check the call sheets and see there were no messages for her before she scampered down the high narrow white-tiled corridor; as she did so, she heard footsteps

  clatter down invisible stairs, the laughter and voices of invisible people. Backstage was always a rabbit warren leading to dressing rooms, prop rooms, storerooms, workshops for scenery painting

  and carpentry; the small smelly dressing rooms were always down in the basement or at the top of the building, reached by steep corkscrewing cast-iron staircases: all empty dressing rooms smelled

  of Crowe’s face cream, stale tobacco, stale beer, and the sweetish odour of dust and face powder.




  After the rehearsal, Jessie, the Company manager, hurriedly set up a folding card table on stage and dragged two chairs behind it. Although only twenty-one, Jessie was a calm,

  comfortable creature, with a determined chin, large tortoiseshell-framed spectacles and floppy brown hair yanked back in a bun at the base of her neck. Jessie kept track of the Company’s

  money, added up the takings and prepared the wages that Jolly Joe doled out on stage every Friday at midday. Sitting behind the collapsible card table, Jolly Joe handed over the little buff

  envelope, then Jessie gave each performer the pen to sign the receipt book. If you missed a show you didn’t get paid, and there were fines for bad behaviour, as was customary in the

  Business.




  Mimi skipped off stage with her envelope and waited for Betsy to join her. Briefly she remembered how surprised she had been to find that the height of the theatre backstage was as vast as the

  auditorium; at the front of this huge black space was the stage, like a shoebox in an empty wardrobe.




  Betsy joined her friend. ‘Come up to the dressing room, Mimi, I’ve got something to show you.’




  ‘Don’t mind if I do. It’s still raining, so I’ll share your brolly. I’ll have enough saved to buy me own next week.’




  Once in the deserted dressing room, trembling with anticipation, Betsy pointed to the Bench, on which lay a long, thin elegantly wrapped parcel; she hopped excitedly from one foot to the other

  as Mimi carefully unwrapped the glossy mauve paper (to use again), opened the dark green box within and drew out a crimson silk umbrella, the china handle splattered with hand-painted rosebuds.




  ‘I knew you didn’t have a brolly,’ Betsy explained, then humbly added, ‘And you was such a good pal yesterday.’ She looked embarrassed. After the false-alarm fire

  the other occupants of the dressing room had refused to talk to her, although many a sarcastic remark had been addressed to the ceiling about stupid cows that lost their heads and nearly gave a

  person a bloody heart attack.




  Mimi hugged her friend. ‘They only act up so because they was scared to death.’




  ‘No, I deserved it.’ Betsy spoke her rehearsed words with as much difficulty as if she were regurgitating swallowed string. ‘It was me what made ’em frightened.

  But how can I tell ’em I’m sorry when they won’t speak to me?’




  ‘You could buy one of them gigantic boxes of chocolates with a bow on top. I’ll pass ’em round this evening; I’ll say, “Betsy says she’s sorry,” then

  shove them tempting violet creams right under their noses. A girl can’t take a choccy if she’s treating you like something the cat brought in . . . Let’s see if between us we got

  enough money for . . .’ Mimi stared at Betsy then said sharply, ‘How did you get the spondulicks for a genuine Finnigan’s umbrella?’ Mrs B. hardly allowed Betsy any money,

  all the cash went on her back.




  Betsy hung her head. ‘I’ve managed to put by a few sovereigns that Ma don’t know about. I keep ’em knotted in an old stocking pushed in the toe of me winter

  boots.’




  Mimi carefully placed the crimson umbrella on the Bench then hugged her friend again. ‘No need to look so guilty, Betsy. You earned the money, didn’cha?’ Normally Mimi

  never said a word against Mrs B. but now she gently reproved her friend, ‘You shouldn’t let your ma boss you around all the time.’ It was the general view that the

  unpleasant aspects of Betsy’s character stemmed from being overburdened and overpushed (the whole troupe knew that overencouragement could be destructive) and being controlled like a blooming

  marionette on strings.




  ‘Come to think of it, where is your ma?’ Mimi asked. ‘How did you manage to give her the slip?’




  ‘Ma’s still laid low. Says never again will she mix fried fish, pickles and port wine.’ Betsy looked elated by this medical bulletin. ‘Listen, Mimi, that brolly

  ain’t all I planned for you! Sit down at the Bench, my girl!’




  Quivering with excitement, she opened the little wicker basket that she had brought with her and drew out her black japanned box of colours, two clean towels and her imitation-leather jewel box.

  ‘Tell you what I’m going to do for you, Mimi? I’m going to make you look like a royal princess!’ As she pulled a face, Betsy chided her, ‘You need to take more trouble

  with your appearance. You’re quite a pretty little thing when you make a bit of an effort!’




  Mimi sat down, resigned, as Betsy carefully laid out her colours on one towel and tucked the other around Mimi’s neck. Mimi loathed wearing greasepaint, whereas Betsy said it made

  her feel a different person, why, you could be anyone you chose!




  During the following half-hour Mimi tried to be patient but she wriggled, fidgeted, sighed and was clearly restless as Betsy rubbed the colour sticks on the back of her hand until they almost

  disappeared, then subtly applied them to Mimi’s face. However, when finally she peered in the looking glass at Betsy’s careful work, she certainly did look different. Betsy had

  pinned her fox-red hair up in curls, snipped a little fringe at the front and then tonged it so it frizzed up quite like Queen Alexandra.




  Betsy opened her jewel box and stood behind Mimi; head thrown back, with eyes half-closed, she considered Mimi’s reflection; lovingly, she pinned her best diamanté stars in

  Mini’s crisp red curls, then stood back triumphant.




  Mimi clapped her applause. ‘Indeed I do look a treat, to be sure!’ Although delighted with the result of Betsy’s artful work, she had no intention of getting out of

  bed half an hour earlier every day in order to look ravishing for Baz. Still, it was ever so thoughtful of Betsy to make such a fuss of her appearance. She understood that Betsy had been taught

  that this was the way you showed your love for a person.




  ‘See how big your eyes look now? Like a maharajah’s emeralds,’ Betsy enthused and added in a hoity-toity accent, ‘Dearest, you look like a sweetly pretty little

  doll.’




  ‘Bloody Cinderella ready for the ball!’ Mimi grinned with delight. She jumped up, grabbed Betsy’s waist and twirled her round the dressing room in a spirited polka until they

  were both out of breath, too dizzy to continue and laughing fit to burst.




  Betsy peered out of the window. ‘It’s stopped raining! Let’s go down to the whelk stall, my treat!’ She was having such a happy day. Sedate Betsy loved being alone with

  Mimi; she loved the way that high-spirited Mimi could coax her into gaiety, make her forget to act like a lady and not care! Betsy did so wish that she had Mimi’s sparky disposition,

  her mischievous little redheaded friend fairly quivered with life! Mimi had such guts and go! Betsy wistfully admired her daring and bravado, her little-drummer-boy-on-the-battlefield defiant

  courage. How she wished that she had the gumption to do as she pleased and say what she thought! As she had never known the occasional plunge into loneliness that is the price of freedom,

  such independence seemed a totally admirable state.




  ‘Whelks it is, then,’ Mimi warbled, ‘that stallkeeper won’t recognize me.’ She twirled with delight and curtsied to herself in the looking glass to show Betsy that

  she was thrilled with the result of her careful work.




  Arm in arm, the girls clattered down the stairs and skipped out of the stage door. As they pranced down the alley, Mimi twirled her crimson umbrella and shrieked, ‘I’m Burlington

  Bertie, I rise at ten thirty and stroll down the Strand like a toff . . .’




  When the girls reached the High Street they turned left towards the whelk stall. A strong, chill wind was blowing, so although the downpour had ceased there were few people on the street and

  little traffic on the road: a horse-drawn brewer’s dray and two whistling boys on bicycles. The pavements were still gleaming wet and trickles of water dribbled from the convex cobbled road

  into the dark muddy rivulets that flowed along the gutter.




  Larking about, doing the occasional dance step together, the girls continued to squeal and tease each other, happy as kittens in a basket, which is why Mimi, nearest the road, did not notice a

  hansom cab coming up behind her, the horse moving much too fast and too near the kerb.




  As Betsy’s head was turned towards Mimi, on the boundary of her peripheral vision she sensed the danger and yanked her friend back, so that Mimi’s new coat should not be splashed by

  muddy water thrown up by the wheels of the hansom.




  Not expecting Betsy’s sudden jerk, Mimi lost her balance, struggled to regain it on the slippery kerb, almost succeeded, then was drenched to the waist by the slosh of water thrown up by

  the nearest cab wheel. Jeered at by the driver, she was distracted, lost her balance and tumbled into the muddy gutter.




  Betsy stared horrified, not at the danger of Mimi being run over but by the state of her new coat.




  To add to Mimi’s problems a sudden high gust of wind threatened to blow away her big-brimmed hat. Instinctively, she put up her muddy hands to clutch it; as she did so, she unwittingly

  covered her newly painted face with mud.




  Suddenly Betsy started to giggle.




  From the gutter where she sat with her boots apart, her hat askew above her blackened face, Mimi scowled, ‘It ain’t nothing to laugh about, Betsy! Help me up!’




  But Betsy was now helpless with laughter. She pointed a shaking finger at Mimi. ‘Oh . . . oh dear . . . Oh, I’m going to wet meself, I swear it! . . . Oh . . . Oh . . . Sorry, luv, I

  can’t help meself!’




  ‘What’s so bloody funny?’ yelled Mimi, outraged. She wiped the back of her hand across her face, which smeared more mud.




  Betsy was bent over with one leg knotted around the other. ‘Oh . . . oh . . . What’s so funny? . . . You don’t look like a sweetly pretty doll now, dearest . . . You look like

  a dear little . . . g–g–golliwog!’




  Reluctantly, Mimi grinned then she, too, caught the giggles in the way that only young girls can, powered by no reason other than youthful exuberance and joie de vivre.




  With tears rolling down her cheeks, Betsy bent to pull her friend to safety. She pulled too hard, and Mimi came up from the gutter like a champagne cork from its bottle, banging into Betsy,

  covering her, too, with mud. Betsy was too high to care. Clutching each other around the waist, they both staggered away from the kerb and leaned against the nearest shop window where they laughed

  until their ribs ached. Whenever one girl nearly managed to control herself, she caught the other’s eye – and they were both off again. Mimi then caught sight of herself reflected in

  the shop window and once again screamed with mirth. A nattily dressed gent in black poked his head out of the door and crossly asked them to kindly move on, as they were probably turning away

  passing trade. This started them off again, and when Mimi noticed that the shop was a funeral parlour she too found it necessary to wind one leg around the other.




  Finally, arms around each other’s waists, new spring coats now filthy, they staggered along the pavement like a couple of dirty drunks, still unable to control the painful, happy, carefree

  laughter of girlhood.




  Monday 3 June 1901. Queen’s Theatre, Worcester




  Down in the pit, the pianist retied his muffler and wondered what had happened to summer as he rattled ‘Daisy, Daisy’ on the upright piano. On stage, Baz was

  still rehearsing his new bicycle trick, for he had not yet perfected his timing.




  Mimi, growing bored, asked, ‘OK if I sing, Baz?’ She started to hum along with the piano. Then she sang, using a posh accent and plumping out her vowels as if she had a hot chestnut

  in her mouth: the entire troupe could similarly adopt a toff’s accent.




  

    

	

	

      ‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do,




      ‘I’m half crazy over the love of you . . .’


    


  


  


  


  



  Jolly Joe, discussing a safety curtain problem with the front of house manager, looked up in surprise, then listened carefully. Mimi had a surprisingly strong voice, a slightly hoarse contralto

  with excellent projection; although the middle register was a little vague, her top notes were firm and warm, while the throb of her low notes raised the hairs on the back of his neck.




  When Mimi had finished her song he called up, ‘You shouldn’t be teaching her to dance, Baz, you should be teaching her to sing!’




  For the rest of the rehearsal hour Baz sulked in the stalls, next to Jolly Joe. Over and over again, Mimi was made to sing ‘Two Lovely Black Eyes’ and ‘The Man Who Broke The

  Bank in Monte Carlo’, the only songs for which the pianist had sheet music.




  ‘Sing from yer diaphragm,’ Jolly Joe called up encouragingly, ‘then sing from below yer belly button. Then sing from the bottom of yer gut!’ He turned to Baz. ‘You

  hear that earthy warmth, that smoky-low sound? That gal’s got a darky’s voice. Not a very big range, them darky voices, but like a lot of things in life, it’s how it’s used

  that counts.’ He winked suggestively.




  ‘Maybe she should take proper lessons,’ Baz suggested, thinking that would free the stage for him.




  ‘Nah, a singing teacher can ruin a good voice . . . How? By trying to get a natural singer to perform in a different way, that’s how! Lots of them great female singers never had a

  single singing lesson!’ Jolly Joe jerked his head towards the stage. ‘All that little gal needs to do is learn to project her voice to the back of the gallery. So tomorrow, Baz, you sit

  up in the back of the gods while she keeps singing, until you can hear her clearly. After that she can pitch the mood of her song to you. All she needs is practice, until her voice obeys

  her.’




  Anxious to know whether he was losing his assistant, and furious at suddenly becoming the coach for someone else’s act, Baz asked, sulkily, ‘Where are you going to put her,

  Guv’nor?’




  ‘Mimi stays with you, but when she’s ready, she can sing The King – solo.’ Every night at the end of the performance the entire company lined up to sing ‘God Save

  the King’, the obligatory end to a British evening at the theatre.




  When told this news, Mimi forgot her fatigue; instead, she felt simultaneous excitement and terror.




  That night, after the show ended, Mimi quickly wiped off her colours, pulled her coat over her stage costume and (as she often did if the night were not too cold) ran around to

  the front of the theatre to watch the audience leave. This was breaking with stage tradition, but she did it anyway. She was still fascinated by the transformation of the black, terrifying monster

  that they had to placate every night into a stream of ordinary, amiable people, shuffling out of the theatre. First out of the side doors came the hooting, scuffling boys from the gallery, then the

  sweethearts holding hands, then the mothers pulling sleepy children home as fast as possible. Married couples often dawdled outside to eat a snack; near the brilliantly lit theatre entrances, there

  was generally a whelk stall and a baked-potato man, who sold his edible hand-warmers from a blackened metal drum of coals that glowed upon his barrow. Further along the road some fried-fish-shop

  owner would be shovelling sliced potatoes into boiling fat, while everywhere pub doors beckoned.




  The crowd always dispersed with surprising speed. After ten minutes the illuminated canopy above the main entrance dimmed, flickered and then went out. The doors closed with a clang, before

  being bolted. The show was over.




  Like every other young performer, Mimi allowed herself the luxury of dreaming that one day her name would be on the lips of an appreciative audience, as they streamed out of the

  theatre.




  Monday 24 June 1901. Palace Theatre, Marlborough




  For two weeks Mimi had practised her singing every morning, while Baz sat in the back of the gallery, making rude trombone noises if he couldn’t hear every word.

  Finally, Jolly Joe had pinned a postcard to the stage door noticeboard, on which his scrawl announced that Mimi would sing the King solo tonight. Squawks of astonishment, indignation and curiosity

  immediately followed. Emotionally, the theatre was a world of eggshell-brittle egomania and topsy-turvy emotions: disclosures of secret love affairs or a rumoured assignment of some juicy part were

  instantly followed by tantrums, hysterics or implacable enmity; bitchy repartee and sour comment in turn prompted further rivalry and jealousy. All of these now surfaced.




  Prudently, Mimi stayed away from the theatre for the whole day, then arrived in the ladies’ dressing room with scant time to change. For Baz’s act she wore a white frilled

  calf-length dress with pink sash and a wide-brimmed hat dripping with pink ostrich feathers. For her solo, Jolly Joe had told her to remove her sash and hat and, instead, wear a simple wreath of

  artificial white flowers, plus a long white cotton-velour cloak stitched by Daisy.




  ‘I’ll look about ten years old,’ Mimi had objected.




  ‘No lip from you, my girl. And I’ll be at the back of the gallery when you sing – so make sure I can hear you, loud and clear.’




  That night, after the last act, the scowling cast hurriedly lined up on stage, then switched on brilliant, artificial smiles for the finale. The sparse orchestra – piano, fiddle, trumpet

  and drums – started the overture. Auditorium seats banged as the entire audience obediently shuffled to its feet, prepared to demonstrate its loyalty by standing to attention. Mimi nervously

  took a step forward, as instructed, then decided what the hell, and firmly took a further step towards the footlights.




  As soon as she sang her first notes she stopped trembling, for there was too much to think about. Her voice was loud, clear and thrilling; by the end of her third line, the audience had stopped

  shuffling and was listening with surprise, for they couldn’t see where that big, rich voice came from.




  As Mimi crashed into her final lines, ‘Long to reign ooooooover us . . .’, she flung wide her arms, and the audience saw that her white velvet cloak was lined with the red,

  white and blue of a Union Jack.




  Several hundred spines shivered as Mimi’s dark-treacle voice sonorously hollered the final words, ‘Goooood save the King!’ The new King was far more popular than the

  Old Widow, his grim-faced, gloomy mother.




  When Mimi finished singing her loyal paean, the theatre was silent.




  Oh my Gawd, she thought miserably.




  A burst of applause then swept over the footlights towards the girl in white. The audience’s patriotism had been thoroughly roused by Mimi’s jingoistic singing; they stamped and

  cheered and roared their approval, while the rest of the cast continued to stand behind her and grin glassily.




  ‘The sly little bitch,’ Mrs Bridges, in the wings, whispered to herself.




  Smiling, Mimi flung wide both arms to acknowledge the thrilling waves of sound that swept up from the dark to enfold her; the approval coming from behind the gas jets of the footlights was meant

  for her alone! Her childish face flushed with delight as, for the first time, she felt truly loved; exultation flooded her trembling body. Mimi felt wrapped by the warm wings of invisible

  angels, through which nothing could penetrate to harm her.




  As she floated from the stage and into the wings, Jolly Joe whispered, ‘From now on you get paid three pound a week – to include your shoes and tights, of course.’




  In one month, Mimi would earn what would take a skivvy more than a year in service! It was a fortune, she gloated, as she dashed up the circular iron stairs to the dressing room. Tonight, she

  had unbounded energy. She would never need to sleep again! . . .




  Mimi opened the dressing room to an outwardly warm chorus of, ‘Well done!’ Betsy threw her arms around Mimi’s shoulders and hugged her.




  As Betsy hugged, Mrs Bridges groped for a bottle of smelling salts, and daintily waved it under her nose, as if suddenly she had been taken poorly. When Daisy carefully removed the white velour

  cloak from Mimi’s shoulders, she whispered, ‘Watch out for that Mrs Bridges. She’d like to put a banana skin under your boot, and no mistake about it!’




  Violet Bridges possessed a mercilessly destructive tongue, and was as helpless as a scorpion to suppress her nature. Compulsively, she disrupted contentment and happiness with

  sour, self-righteous vindictiveness. She simply could not help herself; she would smile, intending to charm, but poison would coat her tongue. ‘Pretty hair – pity it’s so

  thin’ . . . ‘Pretty mouth – pity about the teeth.’ She lost one friend after another until she found herself alone.




  That night, as the Bridges left the stage door, she hissed to her daughter, ‘You realize you ain’t never going to get a chance to shine with that young madam

  standing in your way!’




  ‘Don’t be daft, Ma, there’s plenty of room on the bill, and I’m glad for Mimi.’ Betsy’s mother did not yet know what her daughter was planning with Mimi, or

  that Mimi’s triumph of tonight could only improve their chances.




  ‘Just you wait – you’ll see her spleen!’ Mrs Bridges predicted venomously, as they hurried homewards, under the gas lamps.




  ‘Mimi ain’t got no spleen, Ma,’ Betsy pleaded.




  ‘Mimi would kick you in the gutter and then walk over you, just to save her slippers! Don’t you trust her!’




  ‘You’re not being fair, Ma! Any one of us would have grabbed that end spot if Joe had offered it.’




  ‘If you don’t watch out, that bitch’ll grab your Chance when it comes along!’




  This warning hit home. Like every other performer, Betsy longed for her Chance, and knew that when Fate offered it she had to take it: she must let nothing stand in her way. For years she had

  worked hard and practised her dancing in every spare moment, so that one day she would appear at the Gaiety Theatre: Gaiety Girls made brilliant marriages, to peers or millionaires, sometimes

  both.




  For years she had also subtly been made to feel that it was her responsibility to compensate her mother for her father’s bad behaviour. Mr Bridges had not been a banker who died,

  as Mrs Bridges told everyone, but a bank clerk, who after eleven years of scolding and watching half his pay packet go on ballet lessons for the kiddie, had fled from his wife into the busty

  embrace of a cheerful young barmaid. Upon being ‘widowed’, Mrs Bridges had immediately put Betsy into Ada Jarrett’s School of Drama, the fees of which she paid by working as a

  waitress in Gunter’s Tea Room, in Mayfair: she could have earned more money elsewhere, but Gunter’s was where the gentry took their tea.




  After two years Betsy was selected for a Christmas season in panto – the children’s chorus of Sleeping Beauty – and was then paraded before an experienced theatrical

  agent, who quickly realized that although the youngster had a wonderful face and was a promising dancer for her age, she had a thin soprano voice and no acting talent. So he suggested that she join

  a touring concert party, to gain experience: he might be able to get her into the Jenkins troupe, who worked the provincial circuits. She could try for the Gaiety Chorus when she was sixteen

  – the minimum age. He then had a quiet word with Mrs Bridges about the dangers and temptations of life on the road. ‘It’d be a pity if she was . . . spoiled . . . before she

  became a Gaiety Girl, if you see what I mean.’ Mrs Bridges understood perfectly: she already accompanied Betsy wherever she went, and had forbidden her to talk to men.




  Betsy also understood perfectly. She and her mother were truly devoted to, as well as dependent upon, each other. She knew the sacrifices her ma had made for her, and that it was her

  responsibility to make those sacrifices worthwhile. It was her job to hook a rich man who could keep them both in comfort for the rest of their lives.




  In order to do that, she had to guard her face, her figure and her virginity, for a rich man did not want to go where others had been before. By trusting her mother’s painfully acquired

  knowledge of the world, Betsy would be guided to a brilliant, successful marriage, the components of which were money, status and power; these guaranteed a woman’s security – especially

  if provided by a mature man, for then she would have little to fear from a younger woman, as time went by. Beauty faded: this was her constant fear, and would be until she felt a wedding ring slip

  on her finger. Each morning when the alarm clock shrilled she was aware that she had become one day older and one day less eligible; consequently, she felt permanently insecure, seeing the world as

  a hostile place, full of traps and betrayal.




  After Mimi’s debut, back in the chill discomfort of her sparsely furnished bedroom, Mrs Bridges yanked off her shawl in ominous silence, then unwound numerous lilac and

  mauve chiffon scarves: she always dressed in fluttery clothes, for despite her tough carapace she saw herself as a vulnerable, frail bundle of winsome femininity; she lived in a romantic,

  make-believe world, and surrounded herself with such props as lavender water and touches of lace at wrist and throat in order to make bearable a life that she felt had treated her unfairly, and

  passed her by – which was why all her hopes for the future were focused on her daughter.




  Mrs Bridges’ ominous silence continued as she undressed: after unbuttoning her boots, she pulled her voluminous cream flannel nightgown over her street clothes, which she then discarded.

  Her nightgown bulged and shook like two making love in a tent for one, as her blouse was removed, then her skirt; each petticoat then fell to the floor, followed by her bloomers. After much

  under-nightie agitation she shook her mighty hips and her pale-pink whalebone stays fell to the floor, after which Mrs Bridges gave a great sigh of satisfaction as she scratched her stomach.




  She climbed into the double bed and blew out the candle without another word to Betsy, turning her back on her daughter, crouched under the same blankets. Betsy must be made to remember her

  mother’s warning words; that little scheming Mimi would grab a blind man’s cane.




  Thursday 5 September 1901. The Regent Theatre, Preston




  By September Baz had lost his assistant and also his coveted spot: although he was still billed above her, Mimi now finished the first half. Sentimental audiences warmed

  to her urchin charm and chirpy confidence as much as to her voice, which steadily improved: it could reverberate sadly or softly lilt with a sad, poignant sound; Jolly Joe described it as ‘a

  voice with a tear in it’. Mimi introduced each song in her new genteel stage accent, though off stage she still spoke with her own hoarse lilting Liverpool accent.




  One evening in early September, Jolly Joe got a tip-off from the box office that Mr C. B. Cochran had reserved four seats in the stalls for the following night. Cockie – as everyone called

  him – was one of the new impresarios who specialized in spectaculars, but presented all forms of entertainment, from classical drama to musical comedy and ballet, from boxing bouts to midget

  shows, or anything else that people might pay to gawp at; he had a reputation for spotting new talent.




  Although Jolly Joe confided this information to his wife alone, within half an hour Maisie had burst into the ladies’ dressing room with the news.




  Everyone started to talk at once, except Mrs Bridges who simply flashed a meaningful glare at Betsy: this was Her Chance.




  As Mimi leaned towards the mirror to apply her colours, she could almost feel Mrs Bridges’ loathing: everyone in the dressing room knew that with Mimi ending the first half, no one else

  stood a chance of discovery.




  Vexed, Mimi thought, Blast! Why couldn’t Cockie have waited a bit longer? For she had secretly planned with Betsy to quit Jolly Joe and try their luck in London with a Bridges Sisters

  song-and-dance act; they planned to present this to Betsy’s agent in October, when the Jenkins Theatrical Touring Company was playing the Chelmsford Hippodrome, which was close enough to

  London for a train trip there and back before the evening performance.




  Like most females in the Company, Mimi spent the next afternoon resting in bed, in order to look her best for the evening performance; because of her excitement, she found it

  difficult to get to sleep. When she woke up, she saw that it was already six o’clock. Blast! The others would have left already for the theatre.




  She jumped from her bed and hurriedly started to dress, but she could not find her expensive new purple boots, purchased especially for that evening. She groped on top of the wardrobe and dived

  in the dust beneath the bed, but realized that she must have left them in the theatre dressing room, in which case she’d be lucky if she ever saw them again.




  She cursed under her breath; she would now be seriously late. She tugged on her old black boots, flung a scarf around her neck, skewered her best purple velvet hat on her head, glanced at the

  window and saw it was drizzling, so grabbed her brolly, and yanked at the doorknob.




  The door refused to open.




  Mimi looked up and checked that she had pulled back the bolt – keys weren’t provided because departing theatricals always forgot to leave them with the landlady. All keys hung on a

  wooden board inside the kitchen; any room that wasn’t paid for was locked by the landlady, who then hid the key. But Mimi had paid her full rent for two weeks in advance!
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