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1. THE DANCING SCHOOL

THE SCHOOL of Dancing was in North London. Outside it looked just an ordinary house, rather big perhaps for the shabby neighbourhood to which it belonged, yet it was anything but ordinary to the neighbours, who knew that in it were trained Mrs Wintle’s Little Wonders.

Cora Wintle had danced on the stage. She had never got beyond the chorus for, though she danced well, she had not a good figure, nor was she pretty, but she had loved the life, and had found it hard to give it up when she had fallen in love and married an artist called Tom Lennox. Tom was a good painter, but a poor earner of money. He felt, as so many artists do, that he could only paint pictures he wanted to paint, and not pictures other people wanted him to paint, for which he would have been paid.

Tom and Cora had been married about a year when they had a baby. She was a little girl, and they christened her Dulcie. It was after Dulcie was born that Cora saw that if she was to bring the child up properly she must have more money than Tom was likely to earn. That was when she had her big idea.

Why should she waste her dancing talent? She was getting old for chorus work and anyway she could not be away from home, but why should she not teach others to dance?

Cora was a person who usually by determination got her own way. If she had not been that type she would never have got into any chorus, for she was usually turned down on sight, but she had refused to be beaten, and had worn managements down by her persistence until they had said, ‘Engage Cora Wintle. I’m tired of saying no.’

The dancing school started to happen two days after Cora had first thought of it. She was out shopping with Dulcie when, by mistake, she pushed the perambulator into a passer-by, a woman, not at all young but plump and cosy-looking. The woman won her way straight to Cora’s heart by not being at all angry about the perambulator hitting her in the stomach, but instead being rapturous about Dulcie.

‘Oh, what a little love,’ she said in a warm, purry voice. ‘I’ve looked after many a baby in my time, but I never saw a prettier.’

That conversation led to a cup of tea in a shop. There is nothing like a cup of tea for telling things. In no time Cora was explaining about Tom not earning much, and her dream of a dancing school.

‘I was well trained myself, and I would see any child that came to me was well trained. I shall call myself Wintle, as that’s how I’m known in the theatre. Tom won’t mind.’

The stranger, whose name was Miss Purser, then told Cora about herself.

‘I’ve been a children’s nanny since I was a slip of a girl, but now, provided I can be with children, I might give it up. My ship’s come in, so to speak, only I wish it hadn’t the way it has. One of my babies, the Honourable George Point, maybe you read of it in the papers. Eaten by a shark he was.’

‘Goodness,’ said Cora, ‘a shark! Just fancy, and him an Honourable too.’

Miss Purser shook her head. ‘No respecter of persons, sharks aren’t. Well, when the will was read it was found he’d left his old nan a little money, and a house, bless him. In North London the house is, not a nice part, and a great barrack of a place.’

The idea hit them both at the same moment. There was Miss Purser with a house suitable for a dancing school, and wanting to be with children, and there was Cora with the training to teach children to dance. Why should they not become partners?

A few months later Cora moved her family, and Miss Purser moved herself, into Miss Purser’s house. Cora put an advertisement in the local paper: CORA WINTLE, TEACHER OF CHILDREN FOR THE STAGE. CLASSES DAILY. 67 FORD ROAD, TEL. PRIMROSE 15150.

She showed the advertisement to Miss Purser, who by then she was calling Pursey.

‘How’s that, Pursey?’

‘Very nice, Mrs Wintle. Now I do wonder who your first pupil will be.’

It was not a pupil who first answered the advertisement, but a theatre manager who had liked Cora.

‘Is that the Cora Wintle who was on tour with my Sparklers’ Company?’ Cora said it was. ‘Well, I saw your advert, and I’d like to do something for an old friend. Next summer I shall want twelve kiddies for a show I’m touring round the seaside towns. You going in for troupes?’

Cora was not a person to let an opportunity pass. Even as the manager was speaking she could see troupes of children trained by her, dancing all over the country.

‘I certainly am.’

‘What are you calling them, dear?’

There was a tiny pause while Cora thought hard. Then the answer came to her.

‘Mrs Wintle’s Little Wonders.’

In ten years everybody except Tom had stopped calling Cora by her Christian name; she was Mrs Wintle, or Mrs W, wherever she went. The school was a great success, the Little Wonders were known to everybody in the theatre world, and they had appeared in films and on television. When the school started Cora had been the only dancing teacher, and Pursey had done everything else in the house. But soon there were two other teachers besides Cora – Pat and Ena – and Pursey was supposed to be only the wardrobe mistress, and to employ the matrons who looked after the children when they were working. Actually Pursey never was only the wardrobe mistress, for she went on being the person everybody – staff, children and Tom – came to whenever they wanted something, were unhappy or had a worry.

Being the owner of the successful Little Wonders troupes changed Mrs Wintle. There were plenty of other schools training children for the stage, and it meant pushing harder than anyone else to get her dancers known. A person who spends all her life pushing to get to the top gets tough with working so hard. Mrs Wintle, though by diet she had kept her figure, and with a little help from dye the colour of her hair, was a rather frightening person; in fact sometimes people said she had a stone where other people had a heart.

There was one person who was not at all afraid of Mrs Wintle, and that was Dulcie. Tom was a good-looking man, with grey-green eyes and dark curly hair. Dulcie took after her father, and from being one of the prettiest babies Pursey had ever seen she grew up to be a noticeably lovely little girl, the sort of child people turn to look at in the street. Of course the moment she could toddle she had learned to dance, and so by the time she was ten and a half she danced very nicely. And was her mother proud of her! Unfortunately Dulcie was very conscious that she was an outstanding child, and did not try and hide it, and so was a great trial to the rest of the school. Behind her back the children called her ‘Little Show Off’, and ‘That awful Dulcie-Pulsie’, and the staff ‘Mrs W’s Little Horror’, but of course they had to be as nice as they could to Dulcie’s face, for none of them dared quarrel with Mrs Wintle.

One evening early in March, when dancing lessons had finished for the day, Mrs Wintle came into the room Pursey used as a wardrobe, looking very unlike her usual calm hard self.

‘I’ve got to go away, Pursey. Tom’s just had a phone call. His sister-in-law has died.’

Pursey laid down the pink frock for the apple blossom number on which she was working, which one of the troupes was to do as a speciality in a forthcoming show, and made sympathetic clicking noises.

‘Oh dear. Very sudden, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it was an accident.’

Pursey tried to remember the little she had heard of the Lennox relations.

‘Aren’t there two little girls?’

‘Yes, about Dulcie’s age. Rachel and Hilary. That’s why I’m going. It’s so tiresome, but it looks as if we may have to bring Rachel here. We have no responsibility for Hilary, she is an adopted child. I shall arrange she goes into a home.’




2. RACHEL AND HILARY

RACHEL AND Hilary lived in Folkestone. It was a shabby house with a tiny garden at the back. All summer the house took in boarders, and in the winter too, when anyone wanted to stay. Rachel and Hilary did not think the house was shabby, for it was home and they loved it, but they did think it was nicer when they had it to themselves. Rachel had once said so.

‘It’s so nice, Mummy, when it’s only us.’

‘I couldn’t agree more, darling,’ her mother had answered, ‘but it means dull food, and no fun.’

Rachel had been leaning against her mother’s chair. When her mother said that she had laid her face against her hair.

‘Silly Mummy, as if Hilary and I mind about food and fun. We only want you.’

Hilary had been lying on the floor looking at a magazine a visitor had left behind.

‘I don’t mind giving up my dancing lessons if that would help,’ she offered.

That made Rachel and her mother laugh, for it was no sacrifice to Hilary to give up any kind of work, whether it was school lessons, dancing classes, or helping in the house. Rachel’s mother said, ‘That’s one thing we shall never give up. Rachel and I are expecting to be kept in luxury by our star ballerina.’

Hilary had started proper dancing lessons when she was eight. The teacher who taught games and physical exercise at the school the girls went to had appeared one day at the boarding house and asked to see Hilary’s mother.

‘I’m not really her mother,’ Rachel’s mother had explained. ‘She is not Hilary Lennox, though that’s what we call her; she’s adopted.’

‘Do you know anything about her?’ the teacher asked.

Mrs Lennox led the way into her kitchen, where she was cleaning spoons and forks.

‘I don’t know why you want to know, but sit down and, if you don’t mind my getting on with my work, I’ll tell you all about her. My husband was George Lennox.’

‘The film star?’

Mrs Lennox nodded.

‘Yes, only he wasn’t a film star for very long. When we were first married he was a poor, struggling actor.’

The teacher helped in the work by piling the cleaned spoons in their proper heaps: tablespoons in one, dessert in another, and so on.

‘Did he become famous all in a night?’

‘It was after a television play. He was seen by a film man and given a screen test, and the next moment he was off to Hollywood.’

‘Did you go too?’

Mrs Lennox nodded.

‘I sometimes think Rachel has lived on a see-saw. She was four at the time. We left our horrid little flat near the BBC, stepped on an aeroplane and found ourselves in a world of orange trees, swimming pools, endless sunshine, up to a point as many pretty clothes as we wanted, grand spoons and forks like these, large motor cars, everything. That lasted two years.’

The teacher leaned over for some teaspoons Mrs Lennox had just cleaned.

‘What happened next?’

‘George adopted Hilary.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, for one reason she was the same age as Rachel, and he thought it would be nice for Rachel to have someone to play with; the other reason was that she was an orphan, both her parents were killed in a hurricane.’

‘A hurricane!’ said the teacher. ‘How awful. Did you know who they were?’

‘Oh yes, George had known the father quite well. He was an assistant film director, the mother was a dancer.’

‘A dancer, was she. That explains a lot.’

Mrs Lennox looked surprised.

‘Does it? In no time Hilary was as much one of the family as Rachel. Then George got an offer to make a film in England. We had got rid of the flat near the BBC of course, so we decided the two children and I should go home at once and find somewhere for us to live near the film studio. We sailed the next week on the Queen Elizabeth. George was to fly over.’

The teacher remembered the rest of that story. It had been headline news when George Lennox, the film star, was killed in an aeroplane crash.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.

Mrs Lennox turned a tablespoon round so that the light shone on the back of it.

‘George hadn’t been a star long enough to have saved any money. The children were only seven, I had to make a home for them. I thought it would be healthy here, so with what money there was I took this house and advertised for boarders. I can’t say we’ve got rich on it, but it does keep us.’

The teacher thought Mrs Lennox looked very tired.

‘It must be hard work.’

‘It is, but I engage someone for housework in the summer if we are full, and Rachel is a wonderful help, and at least it’s successful in that both children are well and happy.’

The teacher thought of the children. Serious, brown-eyed, brown straight-haired Rachel, with the high cheekbones which she had inherited from her father, and the moonlight fair, curly-haired, pink-and-white Hilary.

‘They certainly look splendid, and of course they’re happy, though I think Rachel worries about you.’

Mrs Lennox laughed.

‘Rachel is a born worrier. She thinks it is her job to take her father’s place, and look after Hilary and me.’

The teacher looked again at Mrs Lennox and could see why Rachel was worried.

‘Haven’t you any relations, I mean, who could have helped when your husband was killed?’

‘I’ve nobody. My husband had a brother, his name is Tom, he’s an artist. I should think he’s a dear, but from what George told me he has a terrifying wife; she runs some kind of a stage agency I think. Anyway, all the money is hers, and they have a child called Dulcie to keep. Even so, Tom wrote to say I was to let him know if I couldn’t manage and he would find a way to help. Luckily I haven’t had to bother him. We write to each other occasionally.’

The teacher came to the point of her visit.

‘I’m afraid what I have come about may cost a little, but I think it will be worth it in the end. I want you to allow me to take Hilary to a dancing teacher. I think she has talent. If she has, I thought you might consider having her trained as a dancer. I feel more sure than ever, now you have told me her history, that an expert ought to see her.’

Mrs Lennox had finished cleaning the spoons and forks. She packed the cleaning materials away.

‘What will it cost?’

‘Not a great deal. If Madame thinks Hilary worth training I will explain you can’t pay much. I’m sure she will understand.’

Hilary was taken to a Madame Raine, a very good teacher of dancing. She agreed that Hilary seemed to have possibilities; she said she would take her on approval for a year. The classes would be on Saturday mornings, and in Hilary’s case would only cost two-and-six a lesson.

Somehow Mrs Lennox had found the weekly half-crowns, though it had meant going without something else. Rachel took Hilary to her classes, and listened to all that was said, and it was she who saw that Hilary worked.

‘You mustn’t waste a second, Hilary. There are thirty pennies in half a crown, so it means that each minute of your hour’s lesson is worth a halfpenny. You wouldn’t throw a halfpenny away, would you?’

Hilary had a way of laughing with her eyes.

‘You can talk and talk, Rachel, but you don’t have to do those awful exercises. I wouldn’t mind if it was proper dancing.’

‘But you couldn’t be so mean as to waste Mummy’s half-crowns,’ Rachel persisted.

Hilary’s eyes laughed more than ever.

‘You can talk and talk, but you won’t make me say I like my dancing classes. But, as a matter of fact, I do work, I wouldn’t waste Mummy’s half a crown any more than you would. But I think it’s a bit mean to turn it into halfpennies, everybody has to have a little rest sometimes.’

Just after Hilary’s ninth birthday Madame Raine asked to see Mrs Lennox, so the next Saturday morning she got the shopping and the housework done early and went with the two little girls to Hilary’s dancing class. Hilary’s birthday was in March, a bad time of year for Mrs Lennox, for it was a long way from last summer, so the money saved when there were regular boarders was running out.

Madame Raine sent Hilary to change. She allowed Rachel to stay, so she heard what was said.

‘I believe Hilary to have talent. She is not, alas, a worker, but she cares for dancing more than she will admit. I would like this year to have her for half an hour each evening. Next year I shall, with your permission, take her for an audition to The Royal Ballet School. If they accept her I shall apply to the county for a scholarship for her, which would mean she would cost you almost nothing.’

Mrs Lennox looked worried. Somehow Hilary must have her classes. But where was the money to come from?

‘What will half an hour a day cost?’

The dancing teacher looked at Mrs Lennox’s shabby, much-cleaned and mended coat. At her gloves which, though leather, had a last-year’s-put-away-apple look, at her face, which had too many lines for a woman who she guessed was only a little over thirty, at her hair which was already turning grey.

‘Nothing at all. My reward will be that some day I may see Hilary dancing at Covent Garden, and be able to say, “I gave that girl her first lessons”.’

All that year, except during holidays, and the beginning of the next year Hilary, with Rachel for company, went to her dancing class every afternoon after school. There she changed into a pink tunic, which Mrs Lennox had made out of a dress of her own that she had bought in Hollywood. She changed her outdoor shoes for her pink canvas un-blocked ballet shoes, and fastened her hair up in a headband. Then for half an hour she struggled with battements, frappés, and pliés at the barre, or with centre practice with arm exercises. Each day the dancing mistress did not only see that Hilary understood what she was learning, but that Rachel did also.

‘You can be a great help, Rachel,’ Madame said. ‘You can make Hilary see why she has to work so hard, and to understand that I am aiming at the very best for her.’ She smiled so that what she said did not sound unkind. ‘Hilary might easily admire cartwheels and high kicks; you would never allow that, would you?’

Rachel really had begun to grasp what was meant by ‘posture’ and ‘line’ and could see when a series of movements looked lovely, and when they did not, so she was able to say truthfully, ‘Never.’

Two weeks before Hilary’s audition for The Royal Ballet School Mrs Lennox fell down the stairs, and was taken to hospital. Because the two little girls could not be alone in the house, it was arranged a Mrs Arthur was to move in to look after them. Mrs Arthur was very kind to Hilary, and would have been kind to Rachel, only Rachel did not want anyone to be kind to her. The doctor who had taken Mrs Lennox to the hospital was a sensible man, and knew it was much better to know something terrible was going to happen than to keep worrying that it might. So Rachel knew the very day her mother went to hospital that she was never coming back, but she was the only one who did; neither Hilary nor Mrs Arthur were told. Because she knew before it happened Rachel was able to get used to the idea, so much so that on the day two weeks later when her mother did die she had cried most of the tears she had in her, and did not want to hear her mother mentioned. To protect herself from people talking about her, and being nice, she hid herself away behind a face she meant to look a please-leave-me-alone face, but which actually looked sulky.

Mrs Arthur not only did not understand Rachel’s expression but was quite shocked by her. For when she came into her bedroom to break the news that her mother had died in the night, all that Rachel said was, ‘Just fancy,’ and then, to get rid of Mrs Arthur, ‘I’ll go and have my bath now.’

It was so much easier for Mrs Arthur to understand Hilary, who on hearing the news threw herself into her arms, crying as if she would never stop.

The doctor called that afternoon and saw Rachel alone. He quite understood why she looked sulky, so put his arm around her.

‘Your mother was conscious for a minute, she sent you a message. You are to see Hilary goes on with her dancing.’

‘She’s missed her audition,’ said Rachel. ‘It ought to have been yesterday.’

‘I daresay we can fix another. Do you know your Uncle Tom?’

Rachel felt better with the doctor’s arm round her. She leant against him.

‘Daddy’s brother. He’s an artist. His wife is called Aunt Cora.’

‘That’s right. Mrs Arthur telephoned your uncle this afternoon, your Aunt Cora is coming here tomorrow. I think you are going to live with them.’

‘Without Hilary?’

The doctor spoke in a quiet, don’t-get-in-a-fuss voice.

‘We hope Hilary is going to be taken by The Royal Ballet School. She will be a boarder then, you know.’

‘But where’s she to be until then, and where will she be in the holidays? I won’t go with Uncle Tom and Aunt Cora unless she comes too.’

The doctor held out a hand, and Rachel, almost too miserable to walk, allowed herself to be drawn back into the shelter of his arm.

‘You have got to be brave, Rachel, and let other people make the best possible plans for you. But I’ll tell you something to cheer you up. Madame whatever-her-name-is who teaches Hilary to dance, is going to invite her to stay with her for the time being, and here is a scheme of mine: I have a big house, and I thought perhaps next holidays both you and Hilary could stay with me.’

Rachel struggled to be sensible and see that everybody was trying to be kind. But all she could see was herself going without Hilary to live with a strange uncle and aunt. Her head fell on to the doctor’s shoulder, and she cried and cried and cried.




3. MRS WINTLE GOES TO FOLKESTONE

MRS WINTLE was a busy woman and she had no wish to waste a day in Folkestone, but it was certain, she thought, that Tom would muddle things, so it would be quicker in the end to go herself. She caught an early train so that no time was wasted, and during the journey planned Rachel’s future. There was no need to rush the child. She would arrange with the Mrs Arthur who had spoken to her on the telephone to stay on until a home had been found for Hilary, then she must pack Rachel’s clothes and bring her to London.

Nobody knew what train Mrs Wintle was catching so when her taxi stopped at the gate Hilary was in the garden supposedly hanging tea cloths on the line to dry, Rachel was making beds and Mrs Arthur had just finished washing the breakfast things and was planning luncheon. Mrs Arthur heard the taxi and went to the window.

‘Rachel,’ she called up the stairs. ‘Tidy yourself, here’s your aunt.’ Then she took off the apron she had worn to wash up and went to the front door.

Hilary was cheerful by nature, but everything in the house was so miserable it had got her down. That morning she had gone into the garden feeling low, and suddenly a little puff of wind blew up her nose smelling of spring, and at once all lowness left her and she felt her spirits shoot up in the air like a firework. At once, instead of hanging the wet cloths on the line to dry she took one in each hand and danced with them round the garden, pretending she was a butterfly and they were her wings. It was the sort of dancing that she called dancing, but was the sort Madame Raine had asked Rachel to see that she did not do. It was, however, just the sort of dancing Mrs Wintle called dancing. As it happened she saw Hilary doing it, for Mrs Arthur led her into the sitting room which looked on to the garden, and the chair she sat in was by the window.

‘Good gracious me,’ she said. ‘My niece dancing!’

Mrs Arthur went to the window. She did not know about the Wonders, for she had heard Rachel’s aunt ran a kind of theatrical agency, so she thought Rachel’s aunt’s surprise was that there should be dancing at so sad a time; it never struck her that the note in the aunt’s voice was pleasure. She made clicking disapproving sounds.

‘That’s not your niece, that’s Hilary. A dear little girl, but I must say she has forgotten herself this morning.’ She rapped on the window.

Hilary stopped dancing, looked up and saw two faces at the window. Pretending to feel ashamed she went to the line and began hanging up the tea cloths. Inside she was not a bit ashamed, but glad she had danced the wrong kind of dancing, for it made her feel better all over.

Mrs Wintle had learned not to show what she was feeling on her face, for it was a help not to look as if she cared if managers booked her Little Wonders or some other teacher’s children for their shows. Now, as she talked to Mrs Arthur about Rachel there was no sign that she was thinking about Hilary. The child was pretty, and had talent; she would, as soon as she was old enough for a licence, make a splendid Little Wonder. But she had said she did not want her, she was to be sent to a home; would it be possible to go back on that? Then there was Dulcie to consider: she must not have a rival. But that was hardly likely; Dulcie was outstanding.

‘I wish, really,’ Mrs Arthur was saying, ‘that it was Hilary that was your niece, such a dear little girl and so talented, they hope she is going to The Royal Ballet School. I’m afraid Rachel is rather a hard little thing. You wouldn’t believe it but when I told her the sad news all she said was “Just fancy! I’ll go and have my bath now”.’

The Royal Ballet School, thought Mrs Wintle. Not if I know it. Out loud she said, ‘Curious. Perhaps she didn’t get on with her mother.’

Mrs Arthur was just going to say she was sure that was not true when the door opened and Rachel came in.

Rachel’s mother, in spite of being poor, had managed to dress the girls prettily. In the winter, when there were no boarders, her sewing machine whirred far into the night. She made or knitted both children’s clothes herself, dressing them in the same styles, but in different colours. Rachel, to suit her dark hair, had the bright shades: vivid greens, orange, scarlet or petunia; Hilary wore the pastel colours: harebell blue, pale primrose and dog rose pink. That morning the children had worn one of their usual winter school outfits: pleated grey skirts and jerseys. Hilary’s jersey was pale blue, Rachel’s was the colour, so her mother had said when she knitted it, of blackberry juice. Mrs Arthur, when she saw what Rachel was wearing, had nodded in a we-understand-each-other way at her and had said, ‘Very nice, dear. Most suitable.’

Rachel had squirmed at Mrs Arthur’s nod; she did not want Mrs Arthur to try and understand her.

‘Suitable for what?’ she said in a nearly-rude voice.

Mrs Arthur was determined to be patient.

‘Mourning’s out of fashion, but there are times when we feel like quiet colours, aren’t there, dear?’

Rachel had not answered that; it was one of those awful things grown-ups said which had to be put up with. But, comb in hand, tidying up to meet her aunt, she had thought, Suppose Aunt Cora thinks I’m wearing this for mourning? Suppose Aunt Cora talks about Mummy? I won’t bear it, I simply won’t. In a second she had crossed the room and was rummaging in a drawer where her mother had put away last summer’s cotton frocks.

Rachel had grown a lot since last September, when the frocks were put away. The one she chose to wear had been on the skimpy side even then, but it was a glorious marigold colour, and her mother had said, ‘I can’t bear to part with this, it’s so pretty, I’ll keep it and see if I can think of a way of altering it for you for next year.’

Because of the marigold frock, and the extra sulky expression Rachel was wearing to keep her aunt from prying, Mrs Wintle’s first impression of Rachel was a very unfortunate one. Obviously any child who came to live under her roof had to be considered as a Little Wonder of the future, and nothing could have looked less like a Wonder than Rachel at that moment. Being unhappy, and having cried so much over the last fortnight, had taken all the colour from Rachel’s cheeks, and given her eyes, which were really lovely, the bulgy look of somebody getting over a cold. When her mother had been there to do it for her Rachel’s hair was worn in plaits twisted round her head, which suited her very well. Now, partly because
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