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Ruth Ivo has worked at various times as a showgirl, scarer of children on a Blackpool ghost train, area organiser at the likes of Glastonbury Festival, and was the director of an X-rated variety show at ‘the Club’. Tired now, she has turned to a career in literature.
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Beginners

My name wasn’t always Ruby. It is no longer as I write this now. I have a habit of shedding them like skin. Ruby. Valentine roses, magic slippers. Bass-note of blood. There’s meaning in a name, so choose wisely. It might have a different plan for you. Before I found Ruby, I’d always felt my birth name ill-fitting, reluctant to recognise myself in its adult-sounding arrangement of consonants and vowels. As a child I played at different possibilities with those who didn’t know me, each name a character with a story of its own, and a line drawn against the past. Later, I learned there are risks to choices based on narrative potential. You forget your character does not always have your best interests at heart. In the end Ruby had to die, but for a while she was my story. And this is hers.

Imagine for a moment a theatre, small, worn, its velvet seats slightly soiled. A gilt proscenium arch frames a stage with well-loved curtains, royal boxes either side, a mirrored bar at the far end of the auditorium. In this establishment you are trusted with glass but there’s a crunch underfoot, a boozy hue to the audience. Patrolling the aisles, aggressive ushers armed with cattle prods give warning looks to those still on their smartphones.

There’s a rippling of red curtain as we move, now, to the wings where a girl is awaiting her entrance.

See her alone in darkness, dressed for battle, her greasepaint thick, eyes fixed on the man sitting at a table centre stage. She’s preparing, ready to slip into the persona of whoever he needs her to be.

The man at the table taps his fingers, checks the time on his watch. The girl scrutinises these gestures, trying to learn what she can in the moments before. He looks up sharply and their eyes meet. I’d like to freeze time and step into the scene and fold her in my arms, but we must withdraw and leave her to the story.

In the gloom it’s hard to make out the set. Shadowy figures motionless as mannequins are poised, ready to animate. Out front, there’s a wave of anticipatory coughing as the lights go down. No. Let’s make this audience rowdy, more bear pit than Broadway. Heckling and whistles, some of them are even smoking.

The curtains begin to whirr and then part. Lights up on the man at the table. The girl in the wings takes a breath. Showtime.





Act 1





Chapter 1

To observe someone at breakfast is an intimate thing, especially if they don’t know you’re there. The second time I saw Gabriel Grosse he was eating a plate of eggs, a napkin tucked into his collar like a little boy.

I studied him from the doorway, trying to gain some small advantage. He seemed lonely in the jabbering midday crowd, their voices amplified with the confidence of daytime drinking at one of London’s elite members’ clubs. ‘He’s in the dining room,’ the receptionist said when I told her who I was meeting, her gaze decoding my outfit, age and attractiveness on a scale of one-to-ten. Mistress? Unlikely. Also, it was not mistress-o’clock. Then who? That morning I’d dressed carefully in a black cashmere sweater and fox-fur stole. Orange lipstick. My take on an interview outfit.

He looked up and saw me staring and I waved – Cooee – as if we were old friends.

‘I’m sorry, so rude of me,’ he said, mopping his chin and attempting to stand.

I sat down in front of him. ‘Don’t worry,’ I conveyed in my most soothing tone that I wasn’t offended by eggs.

We took each other in over the remains of his breakfast. Amused brown eyes in an average face. No flicker of recognition or scent of evil. Just a man in a suit that said money.

‘Do you have a cat?’ His voice a transatlantic drawl.

I looked down and saw the fox-fur stole had shed liberally over my sweater.

‘It’s vintage,’ I said and saw him smirk at my discomfort.

‘So, Ruby, you direct burlesque?’ he said as if the word made him slightly ill.

‘No,’ I shook my head. ‘I do weird stuff.’

‘Oh good.’

I’d prepared a slideshow on my laptop that I placed on the crumb-strewn table, hoping he wouldn’t notice the crack in the screen. I launched into my explanation of the first image as it appeared, a Pierrot holding a bunch of balloons suspended high above a crowd.

‘Uh huh.’ His tone suggested there was nothing I could show him he had not already seen. I tried again. A ship on fire, pole-dancing mermaid for a figurehead, a trapeze artist in a cage like human ribs. Daydreams painstakingly teased into reality.

‘Uh huh.’ A note of impatience this time. I shortened my descriptions, and we flicked through at speed.

‘Oh, that’s sexy,’ he exclaimed at two ghostly painted figures dancing in a snowstorm at night. I told him the origins of the piece. He didn’t care. We went back to the pictures.

‘That’s sexy,’ he said again.

‘It’s from a music video.’

‘That’s kind of what we do at the Club. Each number is like a music video.’

‘Yes, I see that.’

‘You’ve been?’

‘Of course.’

He looked at me slyly. ‘You know you have a twitch?’

I nodded. ‘I’ve always had it.’ In times of stress my own eyelids flickered like a doll’s.

‘I used to have one too.’

‘You still do . . . a little,’ I said, and saw him smile.

I could count the number of job interviews I’d had on one hand, but this was no longer just that. He was pushing buttons, trying to figure me out according to his criteria. Fuckability. Class. I already knew his reputation: he was a Rich Man, a Bad Man, but what else?

He started telling me about the show at the Club, growing animated. He mentioned the words ‘Art’ and ‘Feminism’ while I gave my best impression of someone who liked him. It’s possible I did.

 

We parted company on the pavement outside the Groucho. After an hour in its nocturnal gloom, I was surprised to find it still light.

‘So, I’ll see you Wednesday,’ he said, opening a packet of Marlboro Reds, slipping one between his lips. We were awkward now standing in the street, more comfortable in the shadows.

‘Look forward to it.’ I held out my hand to him.

Something passed across his face, and I wondered if he were unused to shaking hands with women. He walked away, a slick charcoal figure in the Soho afternoon, the memory of his fingers, cold and perfectly smooth, lingering on my own. Not what I’d expected, but perhaps the feeling was mutual.

I wandered down Old Compton Street through the stream of human traffic, stepping round tourists come to witness the dying days of the former red-light district. Wardour and Dean Street, Frith Street and Greek, the square mile named for a Tudor hunting cry, where legends of a certain kind were born. Soho. Shorthand for sleaze for more than a century, now undergoing a process of erasure, sex shops and strip clubs vanishing overnight; coffee franchises and boutiques selling minimalist trainers appearing in their place as if they’d never been. But there were still traces of its old raffish charm to give me the thrill it always had. Oh Soho! The grubby heart of this beautiful beast of a city.

I stopped at Bar Italia where I purchased an overpriced panini and ate it on my way to Shaftesbury Avenue. From there, I caught a bus to Chelsea, the red double-decker crawling through West End traffic past theatres and billboards, on to Piccadilly, Hyde Park, Knightsbridge, Sloane Square. The grand shops getting smaller as we moved further along the King’s Road. The bus turned left down Beaufort Street and I got off at Battersea Bridge next to the river. Brown and murky concealing dangerous currents, it was lovely that day, shining silver in the spring sun.

Down Cheyne Walk and the famous Chelsea Embankment built over London’s first great sewer, elegant mansions to one side, a row of ramshackle candy-coloured houseboats on the other, to the entrance of the moorings. Through the wooden gates, I quickened my step as I passed the boatyard manager’s office. She’d taken to ambushing me in recent weeks, chasing last month’s mooring fees. Over the small metal footbridges across the pontoons to where the old military boat sat at a drunken tilt in the brown river mud. Approaching the gangplank, I felt a twinge of guilt at the sight of her scruffy hull and ragged washing line where one weather-bleached tea towel flapped in the breeze. Close up, you could see the paint peeling on the pink front door and the rotting wood around the portholes, but there was still nowhere I’d rather live.

In the corner of the living room Kristian was hunched over his wig, using a tiny hook to lace each individual hair into a lace cap on a mannequin head. Next to him was a life-sized flamingo, liberated from the Royal Opera House by a former crewmate. A greying chaise longue and rusted birdcage added to the room’s junk-shop air.

‘I think I might have got it,’ I said, pausing in the doorway for effect.

Kristian looked up, his gentle eyes wild. ‘Gosh,’ he said. ‘Did he remember you?’

‘Nope.’ I flopped onto the chaise. ‘He was almost nice. It was weird.’

‘Hello, bunny!’ came a bright voice from below.

Felicity appeared at the top of the stairs with a jug full of ice cubes and foliage, her curves spilling from a pair of denim hot pants and tight gingham shirt.

‘Special gin,’ she announced. ‘With herbs and things. Now tell me everything.’

I accepted my cocktail in an almost-clean jam jar and proceeded with my blow-by-blow account of the day’s encounter. Functioning as both family and audience to each other’s lives, the boat crew and I lived for such exploits, our anecdotes displayed like medals.

‘Hilarious that he didn’t recognise you,’ Felicity said, replenishing our glasses.

‘I wasn’t wearing clothes the last time.’

‘Hmm. It doesn’t seem entirely safe.’

‘But isn’t it important there are still places that aren’t?’

There was a new ‘safe’ London of recent years; its underground venues were being shut down, victim to licensing laws that were enforced only where the land was worth more than gold. The new nightlife would be conducted during designated hours at a reasonable decibel level, far away from the sanctity of the residential street. Nowhere, it seemed, was safe from the sweeping eye of local government. Yes, London nightlife was under siege, those who loved it powerless against its decline. And oh, how I’d loved it, those Otherworlds that appeared after dark, the fever of the dance floor, sex emerging from the shadows to exist on the surface of things; how people changed, becoming more themselves, or someone else entirely. Where you could meet your own secret desires – who is it that you really are? – and articulate without words all the joys and sorrows of the daylight world.

 

One year earlier, amidst the siege, the extraordinary news had arrived that Gabriel Grosse’s club – titan of the New York party scene – would be bringing a sister venue to Soho. It seemed improbable that somewhere so famously debauched could open its doors in the heart of the West End, but open it did, quickly achieving an almost mythological allure due to the secrecy of what went on inside. With no photography permitted, everything known about it was born of rumour: hair-raising tales of identical twin sisters committing incest live on stage while the very rich and very famous ran riot through its lawless corridors. ‘The new Studio 54!’ the press had screamed as if to be ‘the new’ anything was a high form of praise. People grew shameless when they spoke of it, overkeen to let you know they’d been. The casting call came to every performer in London: acrobats, dancers, freak-show and fire acts. Someone at the Club was doing their research and casting the net wide.

I’d arrived at the designated hour at an anonymous stage door around the corner from the Club’s main entrance. Hovering outside was a pissed-off girl holding a basket. ‘Are you here for the audition?’ I asked her.

‘This is my third call-back. I’ve been waiting ten minutes for someone to let me in.’

There was a buzzing sound and the door clicked open.

The girl with the basket knew where she was going, so I followed her up a sticky flight of stairs to a dingy corridor, stale with the unpleasant smell typical of night-time venues outside trading hours. More stairs, more corridor – the place was a labyrinth – and, finally, a narrow dressing room papered with layers of mismatched vintage wallpaper, crowded with performers of every kind. A make-up mirror framed with bulbs covered the length of one wall. At the far end, an enormous white rabbit was calmly powdering his face.

The girl placed the basket on the shelf in front of the mirror, opened it, and took out a large yellow snake that she cradled like a baby.

‘Do you know what they’re looking for?’ I said as I changed into my costume.

‘I don’t think they know.’

When it was my turn, I was directed to the landing where a short flight of steps led directly to the back of a darkened stage. I walked forward squinting into the spotlight, unable to make out the faces of those sat in the front row.

‘What’s your name, honey?’ a thin voice asked.

‘Ruby.’

‘Ruby. You do fire?’

‘No. I’m a singer.’

‘Another fucking singer?’ another voice exploded. ‘She’s not even Black.’

There was the click of a lighter, the flare briefly illuminating the face of a man, his expression ugly with anger.

‘You do anything else?’ the first voice said.

‘Burlesque.’

‘Burlesque?’ the angry man again. ‘I told you idiots . . .’ He launched into a tirade on the theme of general incompetence.

I remained listening to him rant until it became clear they’d forgotten me, so went back to the dressing room and changed into my street clothes.

‘Good luck,’ I told the remaining auditions before I left.

Later, I made enquiries on the performer grapevine. Oh, that was Gabriel Grosse, self-styled impresario. A special breed of arsehole.

The week the Club opened, I’d gone back, fully intending to despise what I saw. I wore a black lace catsuit with metal spikes on the nipples and crotch, with towering boots, a mixture of kink and stay the fuck away. My memory of the night a Bacchanalian blur. There’d been a four-poster bed – I’d been on it at some point – and an impression of fire everywhere. A red glow over the fevered faces in the VIP, a minor rock star sliding his hand up my thigh at the bar. I bumped into some showgirls I knew, giddy at being on the inside of something special. But it was the show that dazzled me.

Down in the main space, a cauldron of bodies and sound, craning my neck to see what was happening on stage: bare breasts under strobes. The feeling that anything might happen. And then a shaft of pale light in the middle of the crowd, and a lingering image of a man and waif-like girl making love in the air, like something Holy.

I’d wanted it then, a feeling close to possession.

For is it not a most human quality to want that which rejects us?

Then the email arrived, and the whole world tilted as if the words themselves exerted a gravitational pull.

 

Gabriel Grosse is looking for a director for his show. Shall I give him your contact?

 

Who would say no to choices such as these, for in fact they were not choices at all.
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