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Paris 1923

Pippa
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I was already late, having strayed out on to the place, attracted by the crowds waiting there for the funeral of a great actress. I know my mother saw her many times at the Comédie-Française. She had these two posters of her pasted up on the wall just by the armoire – one of the actress in Gismonda and another, stiffer image of her as Joan of Arc. Sarah Bernhardt. The Divine Sarah. My mother did not know this woman, but still she loved her. And these people now packed on to the Place Voltaire, held back by the sergents de ville, they did not know her, but they loved her too.

At first you might have mistaken them for a genial crowd at some kind of fête. The pavements were busy. There were couples canoodling, children playing with hoops and balls, maids in pairs hanging over shiny bassinets. And men – men of all shapes and sizes, all classes and kinds. Men smoking cigars or soft white cigarettes. Men wearing cloth caps and berets, work helmets and American fedoras. Men in tall hats, without cloaks or coats on this soft spring morning.

I wriggled my way to the front of the crowd. As I stood there the hum of talk and the laughter of the crowd to my left stilled, and we all became quiet, and then the people to our right became quiet. Respect swept the place like a soft broom.

The cortège was long, the followers dark-clad and sombre. But the spring sun was kind, illuminating the massed flowers, which seemed to glow with a light of their own: stage light without the artifice. All of those men, from the humblest to the most grand, raised their hats in the air. Some threw their caps right up, up into the blue sky. Some – women as well – threw white flowers in the way of the cortège, which itself was laden with white flowers. A voice behind me murmured, ‘Ah, que des fleurs! Toutes, toutes blanches!’

Honestly, you’d have thought it was a queen they were burying; even a president. Grown men were standing there, with tears in their eyes, hands trembling.

At last the cortège swayed on its way towards the leafy mists of the Père-Lachaise cemetery. All around me there was silence, a vacuum of disappointment. Then the crowd began to chatter and murmur, scrambling to retrieve its festive mood.

I squeezed my way back through the people and rushed on towards our lodgings, my canvas bag bulging with the day’s bread for Miss Abigail. I turned the corner into the narrow alleyway – a customary short cut – only to be stopped in my tracks by yet another crowd. I pulled up and leaned against a crumbling stone wall. As you will see, I am always keen for a show.

The small boy was the first to throw a stone. He was standing in front of a gaggle of citizens crowded under an archway leading to a dusty courtyard. All these people – poor working people, by their dress – were staring goggle-eyed at a young woman who was whirling and dancing in the narrow alleyway. She wore no shift underneath her long gown and her limbs gleamed through the sheer green fabric. The bright shade of her dress was reflected in the dozens of ragged ribbons tied anyhow in her hair. As she danced her tapestry sack bag moved softly against her body.

We stood there watching her for quite a time. Some people in the crowd were laughing, nudging each other and pointing at her. Then suddenly, in the shadowy canyon of the alleyway, a beam of light fell upon the girl and she responded as though the paved roadway were a stage and the sunbeam a spotlight. She danced with her eyes closed, to some sinewy tune that only she could hear. Then she paused, swirled round slowly once more, raised her arm in a dramatic movement and paused again, very still for a second.

There in the blinding sunlight, for anyone to see, was the naked soft flesh of her underarm, the sharp incurve of her waist. Then, she swooped almost to the ground, before drawing herself upright again, hands raised up towards the narrow band of blue sky that squeezed itself between the tall, dusty tenements. A priestess making some kind of offering. On cue, a sharper slash of sunlight intensified the line between her breasts, and made her thighs gleam beneath the fine green silk of her dress.

The thought came to me that the girl must be mad, an escaped lunatic for certain.

Then the strangest thing happened. The amusement in the crowd suddenly soured in the air. One of the men started to crow like a cock and another whistled. A thin woman with the face of a pig shouted, ‘Harlot!’ and spat on the dusty ground before the dancer.

That was when the boy bent down, picked up the stone and threw it towards her. It dropped at her feet, raising the dust, but still she danced on. The pig-faced woman picked up another stone and threw it quite softly, so that it skimmed the dancer’s waist, making her stop mid-twirl. Her eyes stayed closed, thick lashes shadowing her full brown cheeks. A very thin man cheered the pig-faced woman’s shot and she turned to drop him a parody of a curtsy.

A fine theatrical moment. I know my theatre.

Her eyes still closed, the dancer stroked a hand from her breasts right down over her belly and then slowly, slowly started her dance once more. Now the men began to jeer and shout in earnest. One of them stooped to pick up another stone and threw it towards the dancer with a good deal of force. Not to hit her, you understand. More in the fashion of a person throwing a stone at a cat to make it scat. The man next to him followed suit; his arm took the same exaggerated arc through the air, coming out of the darkness of the alley into the ray of sunlight within which the dancer moved. Then the boy copied him, as did the pig-faced woman. From within the crowd came a growling hum. This gaggle of poor people had become a hunting pack taking up a scent.

At last the dancer smelled this greater threat and stopped dancing. Her eyes flew open. She looked around, as though seeing these people for the first time. Then, clutching her bag to her side, she set off to run, her thin clothes flapping softly around her brown legs as they flashed in and out of the sun and shadow of the narrow street. The pack pursued her through the maze of back alleys that connected the fine boulevards of the city. In the end they cornered her against a blank wall of an old church.

I knew this place. My mother once lit candles there for a cure. That was less than three weeks before she died. Who would believe in God?

The dancer stood very still for a second before a well-aimed stone hit her on the temple and felled her. The mob stopped in its tracks and became silent.

Breathing hard – she had taken some keeping up with – I now walked steadily through the crowd, pushing violently at the thin man and the pig-faced woman to make my passage. I kneeled in the dirt by the dancer’s side, pulled her ribboned hair away from the bloody wound and looked up at the faces of the pack. The pig-faced woman had saliva at the corner of her mouth.

A stone fell by my skirt and raised dust on the ground. It was then that I shouted at them, screaming that they were dolts and curs to attack a harmless lunatic. Kneeling there by the church I brought down on them the curse of St Jude. The words and the style were very fine but they were not my own, merely an imitation, borrowed from a drama I once saw in performance. I don’t know whether it was the power of the words themselves, my voice (very loud for such a small person), or their own doltish consciences, but the crowd of people began to melt away, disunited now and harmless.

The pig-faced woman, looking now no more malevolent than any poor street trader, sniffed, wiped her nose with the back of her hand and turned to slink away. The rest trailed behind her. The last one to go was the boy. He lingered for a second, then with a flourish of defiance he bent down, picked up a stone, jammed it into the pocket of his ragged breeches, and loped off.

The mad dancer and I watched her tormenters trickle away. Then she sat up, pulled her skirts down to her ankles and examined me carefully. Her arms were round and covered with fine, dark hair. Her eyebrows were like swallow’s wings against her broad brow, dark despite the fairness of her hair. She was a beauty. No doubt about it.

‘Grazie, signorina, grazie,’ she said.

Italian. I’ve heard the lingo before. Our theatre director, Mr A. J. Palmer, once had this Italian tenor in his troupe but was obliged to pay him off in Bordeaux. The problem was that the tenor could not sing in English, nor yet in French, which would have been convenient here in France. Now, that still might not have mattered as we French, of high and low estate, are lovers of culture and would have taken to him no matter what language he sang in. But Mr A. J. Palmer sulked over him. I suspect the real reason for this was that the tenor was gallant with his wife, Mrs Palmer, even though she was no more handsome than a brightly plumed parrot. I had not then been with the troupe long enough to understand the sense of all this. The tenor was gone before I could test my theory and at that time I knew none of them well enough to be sure what had really happened.

Now, on hearing the lunatic’s greeting, I jumped up, held out my hands and pulled her to her feet. She rose and rose and when she got to the sky she stopped. She loomed over me. I remember thinking, mon Dieu, this one is tall. This aspect of her hadn’t occurred to me as I watched her dancing from a distance among the tall buildings. She was so beautifully in proportion: pleasing legs supporting a slender trunk; pleasing head set on a fine column of a neck. Not out of proportion at all. But now I could see she was as tall as any man, which made me think perhaps this was why those men in the crowd took such a dislike to her.

She stood in front of me, one hand clutching her sack bag, the other hanging loosely by her side, looking so lost that I was certain that despite being beautiful and beautifully built she must indeed be a lunatic. What would become of her? What if at some point the music started up in her head again and she began to dance and another crowd came after her? At first they might watch her and like her. Then they would begin to hate her. It only took one small boy.

She would end up dead. I was sure of it.

‘You will go home, mademoiselle?’ I said hopefully.

She shook her head slowly from side to side. I was not certain whether this was because she didn’t understand my admittedly accented English or whether she was refusing to go home. Or whether she didn’t have a home to go to anyway. I tried my suggestion in French. ‘Pouvez-vous aller chez vous, mademoiselle?’

Again she shook her head, her eyes opaque.

Well, I’d tried my best. After all, she was a lunatic. I shrugged and turned to go. Then she touched me on my shoulder and made me turn back to face her. She touched her own breast, then mine, and hooked her hands together and made them walk. She would come with me. She told me this without words.

I shook my head. ‘No, no, mademoiselle. You cannot come home with me. I have no home. Just the mattress on the floor of a crooked woman who sews like an angel.’

I walked on, away from her, but she ran after me and insisted on linking my arm and coming with me. The walking calmed me down and I stopped worrying about her. As we made our way through the streets I told her about the troupe. I spoke in French, thinking perhaps it would be nearer Italian than the English. Me, I know English very well. My dear maman was a good teacher. English is a very fine language even though it’s a language of sticks and stones and false mirrors, and bears no relationship to French at all.

As we walked along I told the lunatic of Mr A. J. Palmer and his gaggle of strange English, who were now on their last week at a fourth-rate cabaret at the back of the Pigalle. I told her of the wonderful Miss Abigail Wharton, who had burned her hands and – looking for fresh sewing hands in M. Carnet’s sweatshop in Toulouse – was delighted to hear me speak English, and on the spot made me her assistant wardrobe-mistress, seamstress, mender-and-maker all rolled into one.

I didn’t bother to explain to the lunatic precisely how, even after Miss Abigail’s hand had healed, I remained latched on to this funny English troupe. I hung on to Miss Abigail and the troupe when they finally came to Paris. We travelled via Bordeaux – you will remember the tenor left us there for some unfathomable reason.

Latching on to the troupe was not so hard to achieve, as its members had begun to make a pet of me, sending me on errands and giving me sweet things as rewards, telling each other what a dear little thing I was.

Me, I accepted all this attention and kept quiet. There was a brittleness about the affections of these theatrical people, which could, I may tell you, turn very sour. Look at the Italian tenor. Mrs Palmer had not shown an ounce of pity for him when he was dismissed, although he had been her devoted slave. So I kept my head down and watched my ps and qs, as Miss Abigail would say. It was worth it. Being in their company was infinitely better than M. Carnet’s sweatshop. As well as this, I had my eye on England as a destination for more reasons than one.

As we hurried through the streets the lunatic nodded and smiled at my stories, though I became sure she understood nothing. Still, such was the persuasion of those fine eyes in that dark face that in the end I abandoned my first intention to lose her, and took her hand and led her down back alleys, to the narrow court that smelled of old onions and privies, where the troupe had their lodgings. The downstairs foyer was empty and the stone staircase echoed with our hurrying steps. There was no one about. Our own comrades, some of whom also inhabited rooms here, would be asleep. Their routine was ironclad: late performances, late unwinding over cheap wine in cafés, late sleeping to be fresh for the noon call for places.

A. J. Palmer was very strict with his people. Theirs was a hard daily round; their only experience of glamour was when they were on the tiny stage in their finery: Mrs Palmer playing the piano in the gaslight for Lily Lambert (also called ‘The Somerset Song Thrush’), and Cissie Barnard in their glittering costumes; Mr Palmer holding forth in some drama written by himself to show off his own dramatic powers; Tom Merriman strutting about the stage as a fine Spanish dancer before he fell over his feet and made everyone laugh. The troupers were always most themselves when they were on stage, any stage, even a narrow cabaret behind the Pigalle. They were least themselves when they were bickering in some flea-ridden lodgings with no inside tap.

Hand in hand, the dancer and I climbed the stone staircase to the fifth level, hauling ourselves to the very top of the building, to the long narrow room I shared with Miss Abigail. Well, not exactly shared! It was my habit to sleep on a rug on the floor by her bed, unless the night or our room was very cold. At such times I was obliged to creep in with Miss Abigail to get her warm again. It was no chore: more like warming a small chilled bird that has turned up on your doorstep on a very cold morning.

You may think I was chancing it, taking this lunatic woman to squeeze in with Miss Abigail and me. But if you said that, it would show that you didn’t know my friend, the extraordinary Miss Abigail Wharton, one-time singer and dancer on the very best London stages, a woman with the hands of an angel and a heart as large as Paris.


Abigail
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Abigail Wharton had started in the theatre as a child dancer, rented out at nine to a theatre dance master by a stage-struck mother, who afterwards returned to her home village in the North to hire herself as a farm domestic. As the years went by, Mrs Wharton was kept alive by the monthly London letter from her daughter, which always contained a small money order. She changed the order to hard cash, which she saved in an old creamware pot in her garret above the dairy. When the farmer’s wife died with her son in childbirth, Mrs Wharton’s savings jar added to her attractions for the grieving farmer. She married him strictly for their mutual convenience, had three sons with him, then slaved on just as she always had done, in the low farmhouse. At least then she had the warmth of her predecessor’s deathbed, which was beside the chimneybreast.

As the years went on, Abigail’s round, childish hand developed into a flourishing scrawl, and the frail notepaper was replaced by scented and stoutly prosperous parchment: an elegant missive from an unknown, glamorous world. The money orders, still enclosed in the envelopes, stopped the farmer husband scoffing about the dark immorality of the stage, and people who got above themselves.

In 1911, when she was thirty-seven years old, Abigail fell while dancing in a London music hall and broke both of her ankles. They were hobbled and tightly bound by a distracted surgeon who advised morphia for the pain. Unable to dance, Abigail went to her mother’s house in the North to lick her wounds and consider any option in life that did not involve dancing.

In the months that followed, her mother and stepfamily scoffed at her cut-glass accent, but in the long evenings they relished her stories of the risky backstage life in London, which for them had all the mystic splendour of an Eastern bazaar. By the flickering fire they sat transfixed by Abigail’s tales of nights when she danced before the royal princes, a foreign potentate and three prime ministers. The farmer’s wife would demand intimate tales of her own favourite, Marie Lloyd, whom Abigail had met when Miss Lloyd was still calling herself Bella Delamare, before she became the naughty darling of the music hall.

As soon as Abigail was able to walk without sticks, even though her gait was awkward, rocking and ungainly, she was restless to be off. She knew there was no question of dancing again for a living, but still she looked towards the theatre. She thought perhaps she might get some kind of domestic work or sewing in a theatrical boarding house. In the end she was saved from this domestic drudgery by her old friend Hetty Palmer. Hetty was dancing at a theatre in York and came to visit Abigail at the farm on her Sunday off. She took one look at the low walls of the farm and the extensive piggery beyond and said that dear Abigail simply, simply must return with her. She must go back into the theatre. At that point Abigail kicked out a twisted ankle from under her long skirt.

‘Oh, yes, I can dance, dear Hetty. Don’t you see? Perfect legs.’

‘There’s more to us than dancing, my darling. My dear brother AJ has just set up this theatre troupe with some musical hussy from Sunderland. He was telling me he needs a wardrobe mistress who has what he called “some idea”. Perfect place for you, my darling. Right in the middle of it all, but no dancing.’

‘Wardrobe mistress? I know nothing of such things.’

‘Ah! But, darling, aren’t you the neatest, loveliest needlewoman? Who is it that sewed her own costume and mine when we were Corrigan’s Babes and just ten years old? And look at that beautiful dress that you’re wearing even now. You could have bought it in Bond Street and yet I’d wager you made it yourself. Go on, darling! Do join dear old AJ, and keep an eye on the Sunderland hussy for me.’

Abigail couldn’t deny that she was tempted. She looked around her mother’s low dwelling, contemplated the lashing rain that seemed only to occur in the country, said her tearful goodbyes to her mother and brothers, shook her stepfather by his grimy hand and went off with Hetty in the gig to the railway station.

So it was that Abigail Wharton became a member of Palmer’s Varieties from the very beginning. She kept a promise to Hetty to exchange weekly letters, until Hetty went to America on tour, married a stockbroker and didn’t come back. After that Abigail only heard from Hetty once in three months. She thoughtfully shared her letters with AJ. He declared himself too preoccupied to write to his sister but was still mildly interested in her affairs.

A. J. Palmer valued Abigail for her professional attitude to the demands of the company’s wardrobe and respected her even more as a fellow professional who knew people in the business. His wife, Hermione – the ‘Sunderland hussy’ – also respected the wardrobe mistress, even though occasionally she liked to keep her in what she saw as ‘her place’.

In joining the company Abigail met up again with Josiah Barrington, who acted as stage manager and carpenter. She had known and liked Josiah when they both worked in various London music halls. He was a quiet, intelligent man and knew when and when not to press his suit. The two of them had become close in their time together at Palmer’s but he had kept a discreet distance since Abigail had taken young Pippa under her wing in Toulouse. He regretted the necessity, but he saw the new distraction of the French girl as his own fault. After the accident to her hands, Abigail had been quite distraught so he’d suggested that she visit a sewing workshop in the town, and ‘buy’ a pair of hands while her own healed. Even so, when Abigail turned up with the watchful sprite that was Pippa Valois, Josiah had been surprised. He’d envisaged some comfortable gesticulating French woman whom they could throw off in Bordeaux. He hadn’t reckoned on Abigail taking to the girl, almost making her a daughter.

So, ever pragmatic, Josiah took a step back in Abigail’s life. Abigail and Pippa were inseparable. Abigail was the child’s teacher and mentor, her mother and friend. As the months passed she transformed Pippa from half-wild street child to sturdy professional, mostly cheerful but always with a street child’s keen, watchful eye.

Josiah and Abigail still met each day for their glass of port. On holidays it was a bottle of champagne. But now at the end of the evening they went their separate ways to their own beds. Josiah swallowed his own disappointment and treasured their residual friendship. And he sat back and waited. After all, things never lasted very long in the theatre.
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