
  Chapter One


  ‘It is up to you, Elsie, to restore the family fortunes, up to you entirely, you know that!’ Dottie declaimed, banging down the iron.


  Elsie nodded absently, too busy reading that week’s copy of The Stage to look up. As was their habit they had lit one of the gases on the stove to keep the kitchen warm, so the windows of the small, kipper-smelling kitchen were steamed up and dripping with small rivulets, which dashed and chased each other down the window panes. When she was little Elsie used to bet on the drips, imagining each emerging droplet to be a racehorse, and herself a rider. Nowadays life was too serious for any such imaginings, too purposeful for anything but hope.


  Elsie and Dottie, her maternal grandmother, had lived, for some many years now, together with assorted lodgers, in a tall, thin, crumbling Regency house, exactly like the other tall, thin Regency houses that made up an equally crumbling square, in a Sussex seaside town which, like the Richards family, had once seen better days.


  Cheek by jowl though they lived, however, Elsie never quite knew when Dottie would come up with her favourite line about the loss of their family fortunes and the need for Elsie to restore them, but whenever she did, it hit home as nothing else did.


  Ever since her grandfather’s death when she was four years old, and their subsequent removal from the outskirts of the seaside town to a tall terraced house, their lodgers had been a permanent feature of life, as well as a source of fascination to Elsie. Fortunately Dottie, having herself once been an actress, knew all about ‘digs’ and how to make your house a well-known stop-off for actors and actresses on tour. More than that, she knew all about what it took to become a famous theatrical landlady.


  It took wit, and staying up late, it took tolerance and a great deal of cocoa, it took sympathy and a good breakfast. The result of this knowledge was that when she took over the lease of number twenty-two Kings Square, the role of confidante and mother, humorous friend and understanding companion – in other words the role of the ever sympathetic landlady – was most definitely a part which Dottie knew could have been written for her.


  Having reached the age of seventeen without having been made homeless, Elsie was appropriately grateful to her grandmother for both her pluck and her fighting spirit, for without it she had always known that they would have years ago had to join the dole queues. Elsie’s mother, Benita, having become an alcoholic, had long disappeared over the horizon.


  ‘Missing presumed dead,’ was the clipped pronouncement that Dottie always made when people asked after her daughter, which neatly summed up the condition of a young woman who had run off and left her daughter to be brought up by her parents.


  Left alone in the world, it had been necessary for Elsie and Dottie to weld themselves into a partnership that was bound with the indissoluble ties of the need for survival. They understood each other as no one else perhaps might or ever would, although of course they never said as much.


  Born at the beginning of the twentieth century Dottie was an Edwardian by fact and by nature, and the Edwardians, even Elsie knew, were not in the habit of showing their feelings to each other in a slushy way. Since Elsie was knee-high to a grasshopper Dottie had shown her that she loved her by one means and one means alone – her constant encouragement. Any moment when Elsie might have faltered in her struggle to get noticed at Tippy Toes, the local stage school run by Miss Tippy Morrissey, was immediately dismissed by Dottie with expressions such as lacking in gumption or oh dear, feeling sorry for little me, are we? 


  At home, where Elsie really might have been tempted to feel sorry for herself when she was forced to run up and down the steep stairs of the house with trays of food or refreshments for the lodgers, her feelings of tiredness or despondency were put to the sword by a single withering look.


  ‘Oh well, you’ll just have to get on with it, like the rest of us,’ was Dottie’s inevitable comment when Elsie failed an audition, or a ballet exam.


  So that was just what Elsie learned to do. She got on with her dancing and her singing lessons, the latter provided by a Miss Belmont who had for a time occupied one of the front rooms on the first floor of their house. She got on with her dancing classes at Tippy Toes. She got on with her ballet shoes, into which, from an early age, she had learned to sew ribbons and elastic tape. She got on with the washing-up and the drying-up, with the boiling and the brewing; she got on with everything that came up, and some things which, like jobs in the theatre, did not come up, but had to be sought out.


  And in the process of doing all this, quite inevitably, she grew old before her time, which was probably what her grandmother wanted, because since she was alone in the world, and had no one to whom to turn except Elsie, it was better for both of them if most of the time they just pretended that Elsie was the same age as Dottie.


  Of course there was an unspoken acceptance between them that because Dottie had been frustrated in her ambition to be a great actress, Elsie had to become one in her place.


  Happily Elsie was a beautiful enough child for it to be entirely understandable for her grandmother to push her towards the stage. She was tall for her age, and slim, with long, slender legs, waist-length wavy blond hair, a tip-tilted nose, and a mouth that turned up at the corners, so that even when Elsie was actually feeling miserable she still looked as if she was smiling.


  Unfortunately for Elsie her worst feature was her eyes which although of a beguiling green protruded slightly, something which they both felt would definitely affect her film chances, if she ever had any. Whenever the subject raised its distressing head Elsie would merely shrug her shoulders and say to her grandmother, ‘Don’t let’s think about that yet, Dottie.’


  It was a feature of their relationship that not only had they somehow ironed out their familial relationship by first-naming each other, but they never hesitated to disagree. They told each other exactly how they felt, at all times, and in a strikingly truthful fashion; until, that is, the kitchen door opened, or the front door, or some other door in their tall, thin house, and one of their lodgers appeared, at which point they automatically became as warm and charming as any auditioning actor.


  Indeed such was the cordiality of their manners to their lodgers, such their humour and kindness, that Elsie sometimes thought that being with the lodgers had taught her more about acting than even the famous Miss Tippy Morrissey. It did not matter what the complaint, how difficult the demand, Dottie and Elsie smiled and laughed, cajoled and sweet-talked their lodgers until the kitchen door closed again, after which they instantly fell back into their usual professional talk, devoid of any bothering with charm or flattery.


  ‘It is not Jack and the Beanstalk this year, thank God, it is going to be Cinderella, so Miss Belmont got that wrong.’ Elsie looked up from her paper as Dottie nodded down at the washing-up, carefully pouring a hot kettle from the stove into the old butler’s sink with its one cold tap.


  ‘You haven’t been in Cinderella since you were a dancing mouse, oh, must be eight years ago – or was it a mushroom?’


  Elsie frowned down at the paper, willing it to be going to yield a part in the panto for her. ‘Never ever know with panto, do you, that is the trouble?’ she asked of no one except herself. ‘André Gillon is the management. Or so it says here.’


  ‘I sometimes think with panto they take out more than they put in. Nothing but specialist acts and conjuring at the expense of the story,’ Dottie agreed. ‘Still, Miss Morrissey might know. I think that André Gillon could be an old friend of hers. Yes, he must be, because he choreographed her in Peter Pan before the war.’


  Elsie was not listening, too busy trying to think where she, at seventeen, and with an already developed figure, could fit in to the forthcoming panto.


  ‘Are the rats in Cinders always boys, Dottie?’


  ‘Can’t remember. Not always, I don’t think.’


  Elsie sighed. She was good at ballet, and being slim could possibly still play an older kind of rat, if she taped her bust. She sighed again, and turned the page of the newspaper. It was always the same. The gap between what she could do, what she wanted to do, and what was on offer was about as wide as the English Channel that their seaside town and pier faced so bravely, night and day.


  ‘You going up for it, then? Going up for the panto, then?’ Dottie turned briefly from the sink as Elsie nodded.


  ‘Yes, because Mr Dimchurch on the second floor, he knows André Gillon too, except not for some years, but he said that he thought there might be something in the minor parts and to go and call, and whatever happens, to mention his name.’


  ‘Yes, but you don’t want to go up for nothing, not when there’s a bus fare involved, dear. Going up for nothing, spending sixpence and then you don’t get the part, you don’t want that, do you?’


  Elsie nodded in agreement. It was true, she did not. Just the word sixpence was a very emotive one for Elsie, because once Dottie had lost a sixpence under the sitting room sofa, and it had taken hours and both of them pulling up a floorboard to find it. Elsie never forgot that day. Even though she was only very young it had scared the livers and lights out of her, seeing that look in Dottie’s eyes, a sort of mixture of determination to find the coin and fear that it might prove lost for ever. It was then that Elsie had realised that life was not just all about not losing money, not just about not spending money, but about making it, because Dottie had said, over and over, ‘It’s taken hours to earn that, Elsie. Hours!’


  So now, knowing more than ever what it took to save up much needed money, Elsie said with a note of impatient reassurance in her voice, ‘Don’t worry, Dottie, I will walk.’


  Dottie nodded at the frying pan she was busy scrubbing.


  ‘Probably best, dear. “Tides permitting”, of course.’


  It was pouring with rain, so Elsie, having brushed and combed her long blond hair and placed her Alice in Wonderland black velvet headband across it, pulled on her velvet two-caped coat and her fur-lined boots and started the long walk to the seaside theatre on the promenade in a necessarily philosophical mood. As she battled her way along using her small child’s umbrella as a buffer against the elements she murmured lines from speeches that she liked to rehearse when walking, finding the realisation that she was word perfect as reassuring as the weather was not.


  Elsie never liked to dwell on her next ordeal, and it was not in her nature to anticipate good fortune. It might bring on false hope, and she had enjoyed enough false hope in her short life to last her for a century. Instead, as she walked along, she let her mind wander ahead, not to the possibility, or not, of being able to audition, but to the other advertisement she had seen that morning in The Stage. It was for a young actress to join a repertory theatre. Female juvenile lead to start immediately. That was all right as far as it went. And it made no mention of exact age, so that should not be a difficulty either, because she had a feeling that she might be able to pass herself off as being older than she was, given her height, and the sophistication of her conversation. The problem was in the wording of the advertisement, which ran Own wardrobe, costumes, hats (day), own evening dresses. No one, not even Dottie, could say that Elsie was the owner of the kind of extensive wardrobe that would be considered suitable for twice weekly repertory. Most of her clothes were still sadly and rather strangely old-fashioned, which they would be, considering that most of them had been cut down from old costumes once belonging to her mother.


  It occurred to her that she might be able to hire clothes more suitable for such an engagement from the seconds shop on the corner of the square, but the cost of the hire of so much might far outrun her salary. She knew that she would be all right at the interview, because thanks to Dottie she could talk theatre better than people almost twice her age. She could talk with supreme authority about performances that she could not possibly have seen, because she had seen them; she had seen them recreated by Dottie, in a special solo performance, in their small, overheated kitchen.


  As the heat from the old gas stove steamed up the windows, as the rivulets ran down the insides of the old panes, and rain poured down the outsides in ever greater torrents, through all the winters of Elsie’s growing understanding, Dottie had acted out the greats of the theatre for her granddaughter, until there was hardly a number sung by Maisie Gay, or a speech taken at rattling speed by Noel Coward, or tragic role acted by Sybil Thorndike or Peggy Ashcroft, that Elsie herself could not perform. Most of all she could assume the inside knowledge, the know-it-all air, of the thorough professional.


  This, more than lipstick, more than mascara, could and did give her a veneer of theatrical sophistication, and she knew it. It was because of what she could pretend to have seen or heard that other people in the profession always assumed that Elsie was older than she was, even now she was seventeen. Mind you, she was still prepared to use a bit of lipstick and a few of Dottie’s hankies tucked into her brassiere where it mattered to help confirm the impression, if necessary.


  But not today, not this afternoon. This afternoon would be different, because, after all, she had no idea if there would be anything for her. Dottie was inclined to encourage Elsie to go up for too much, and sometimes anything, in the sublime belief that it was all good experience. More often than not, therefore, Elsie found herself going up for auditions just to please Dottie, whereas left to herself she would not have bothered.


  Nowadays, it all too often turned out to be a wasted journey, and Elsie would be turned away after some long bus journey with the terse words too old or too tall or worst of all dunno why your agent sent you, dear, there’s nothing in here for you!


  The truth was – and it was this truth more than anything that preoccupied Elsie to the point of obsession – she was currently going through that most ghastly of all ghastly moments in a professional actress’s life: she was changing categories. Realistically her days of being considered for children’s roles were now over, and there was nothing she could do but hope that very soon she would prove acceptable for girls’ parts. It happened to everyone in the theatre, and all the time, Dottie said, but like everything that Dottie said, it was said far too often and far too loudly for Elsie’s liking.


  Dottie also said that it could not be got over. She said that rather often too. Elsie had therefore always been horribly aware that she would be very lucky to survive this caterpillar-to-butterfly phase, and yet survive it she must, for Dottie, and for herself, and even for the lodgers, who, for some reason that she could never quite understand, seemed, like Dottie, to think that Elsie really would, with just a little effort, become a big star quite soon, at any minute, and in the not too distant future.


  Mr Dimchurch on the second floor, who had once played Polonius at Twissingham Repertory to the young John Sisley’s first Hamlet, and always maintained that he had appeared in a film before the war with Marissa Huntley, also insisted that he had high hopes for Elsie.


  ‘You have something dear. I always know, you know. You are a natural star. Just something inside you, over which you have no control, really, something very special. The temperature, as Noel Coward always says of the stars, the temperature goes up when you come on, so whatever happens, do not let anyone put out your inner light, dear. People can, you know, they can put out your light. Just snuff it out, like that—’ Here he always snapped his fingers. ‘And it can’t be relit. So guard it, dear, whatever you do, guard it with your life. Your light, your beautiful light must never be allowed to go out as mine has done.’


  Since most of the time Dottie opined that Roger Dimchurch was an untalented old fool, Elsie found it difficult to listen to him with as much reverence as was perhaps his due. Nevertheless he had his uses, always coming up with some contact or other, someone he had known before the war, always ready to help Elsie in any way that he could, because, as he kept maintaining, he really believed in her.


  ‘Next, please!’


  ‘Before I begin, Mr Gillon, Roger Dimchurch told me to say that he sends his kind regards to you.’


  ‘Mr Gillon is no longer producing this pantomime. He has been replaced by Mr Donald Bourton.’


  Despite this gloomy piece of news, and silently cursing that she had even mentioned Roger Dimchurch, Elsie smiled beautifully and charmingly into the darkness. The darkness not responding to this polite greeting, she quickly looked over to where the accompanist at the piano was seated, impatiently flattening Elsie’s music with two ancient hands, and at the same time peering at it as if the notes were not music, but ancient Hebrew. The cardiganed lady looked too old to even attempt to play the piano, and what with its yellowing keys and battered woodwork the piano looked too old to respond to anything but a can of petrol and a match.


  Elsie could sing the well-known number from Oklahoma! not just with gestures and slight innuendo but in her sleep, and frequently at auditions felt that this was exactly what she was doing, she had performed it so often. But today, perhaps to wake herself out of her usual trance-like state, she executed a small routine tap dance after finishing her song, ending with both a curtsy and a bow, which she thought, in a confused way, just might make the point that she could dance as both a boy and a girl.


  There was a small silence broken only by one of the two men below in the stalls lighting up a cigarette with a match.


  Elsie waited for the short sharp ‘Thank you’ which so often spun back across the footlights signifying an end to her chances, but today, instead of the usual gunshot of words, a voice from the darkness said, ‘Can I hear you in something from a play, please? If you could oblige us with a short excerpt from something.’


  ‘A speech from Antigone by Jean Anouilh, voyezvous?’


  Again the response to this announcement was silence, complete and total, but then Elsie was used to that, as she was used to most things that did, or did not, happen at auditions.


  France and all things French were all the rage in English theatrical circles at that moment, being currently very fashionable with managements and critics, and Elsie had learned several speeches, albeit in English, from plays by French playwrights such as Jean Anouilh. She also had a good supply of French phrases learned, not from Mr Dimchurch on the second floor, but from Mr Labell on the ground floor. Mr Labell had, he always said, had a French grandmother, which was why he was so proficient in the language with which the whole of theatrical England was so enamoured. Over the years of lodging with Dottie he had taught Elsie to say a great deal in French; short useful phrases only, but in the proper manner, not as English people usually pronounce French, but full of rounded, guttural sounds.


  ‘Always remember when attempting French, dear, to start as if you are clearing your throat of something rather nasty.’


  It was because of Mr Labell that Elsie had just said ‘voyez-vous’. It was also because of him that she had become so good at audition speeches from the plays of the still fashionable Jean Anouilh. Mr Labell had helped her to understand that to absorb roles written by French playwrights it was no good remaining in your heart of hearts a shy little English flower, you had to absorb the intelligence, the vibrant defiance, of the French nature. The French were much more intelligent than the English, Mr Labell had always insisted, which meant approaching the parts they wrote in a completely different way.


  ‘Could you come through to the stalls, please?’


  Elsie slipped out of the pass door and down into the auditorium. There was one working light on. The two men seated in the stalls looked taller now that she was standing on the same level as them, as people in managements always seemed to do.


  ‘What part were you auditioning for, by the way?’ The smaller and older of the two men was the first to speak. His companion seemed happy to stay silent.


  ‘Cinderella’s friend, or one of the rats in the kitchen ballet.’


  Elsie improvised quickly and efficiently, knowing that the final form of a panto was never, ever fixed, because of last-minute bookings, not to mention last-minute cancellations. Stars were always walking out of panto at the last minute in a fury over their billing or their money, or just because they happened to be feeling a bit umpty.


  ‘Cinderella doesn’t have a friend in this version, I am afraid, and nor is there, I fear, a kitchen ballet, at least not at the moment.’


  ‘Cinderella always used to have a friend, most particularly, as you no doubt know, in the 1938 production at His Majesty’s Hippodrome, Blackmouth,’ came back the tart reply, followed by a small pause after which Elsie continued, ‘and I myself danced in the kitchen ballet as a mushroom in Cinderella’s kitchen in a production here, eight years ago. So I know it was there. But of course,’ here Elsie sniffed disdainfully, ‘of course, if you have lots of novelty acts and so on planned, you will never have time for the normal va et vien of the panto, as so many managements nowadays do not.’


  Elsie was artlessly parroting Dottie, chin up, eyes cool, determined as always not to be frightened of managements. You always had to show them that you knew a thing or three, and were not going to be intimidated by them, which was the reason why she now slowly lifted a slender wrist and sighed as she saw the time on Dottie’s best wrist watch.


  ‘Oh dear, look at the time. So hideous, quite hideous. But if you have finished, which doubtless you have, I have to be off.’


  Dottie had always taught Elsie to be in too much of a hurry to wait for any verdict from any management, whoever they might be, and however illustrious-seeming; and not only that, but to make sure to give them the impression of both supreme indifference and supreme impatience.


  Whenever she was off out to an audition even Mr Labell always called out to her from the door of his rooms, ‘Give them the full froideur dear. Always remember, artistic arrogance at all costs!’


  ‘You must speak to producers as if they are beneath you. It is the only thing they understand,’ Dottie herself always said.


  And it was true. Even if you were not suitable for the role you were up for, you had to pretend you had been offered something else much, much bigger, and you had only really come along for a lark, and for the experience, and not because you really, really wanted the role.


  It was a game, but it was a game that worked. Elsie had noticed this most particularly over the years. The young juveniles who did not play the game, the ones who ignored that advice, so freely given, and so often, by Dottie to their mothers or grandmothers, their aunts or elder sisters; the ones who settled for looking as they felt inside, humble and polite, who never yawned or sighed or looked at their watches, who did not tap their feet impatiently, as Elsie was now doing – they were the ones who ended up out of work.


  ‘You are quite tall, but not too tall.’


  Elsie made sure to nod absently. It was true. She was tall, but not so tall that the inevitable small height of so many of the male actors could become a problem.


  ‘Twirl, if you would.’


  Elsie shook her head, her expression changing from slight disdain to total contempt as she looked at the men from the management.


  ‘I do not twirl. I never twirl, twirling is …’ she paused tellingly as Roger Dimchurch had taught her, ‘twirling is – common.’


  As she said this however she curtsied instead, and then for good measure did several pirouettes up the carpet away from the two now thoroughly silenced men. Eventually, his breath perhaps rather stopped in his body by her mixture of arrogance and daring, one of them spoke.


  ‘Miss, er – Elsie, is it?’


  He glanced down at his notes, but Elsie was quickly on to him, not letting him get away with such a lack of professionalism.


  ‘Not er, and not Elsie. Elsie Lancaster. Elsie Lancaster. Remember that. You both will do well to remember it, because I am going to be terribly famous. Please, watch this space, voyez-vous.’


  After which she curtsied again, and turning on her heel started to walk away, up the red-carpeted auditorium, towards the front of the theatre and the doors to the fresh sea air, of which she now felt strangely in need, because whatever everyone at home said, determinedly braving managements always left her feeling both hot and dry-mouthed. In fact it was her experience that braving managements required more acting than acting itself ever did.


  ‘Miss Lancaster. Please, wait!’


  The taller of the two men now cantered up the carpet after her, putting out a not unfriendly hand to arrest her exit.


  ‘Excuse me, sir, I must be on my way. I am, you see, like the white rabbit in Alice, in a terrible hurry.’


  He nodded in complete understanding.


  ‘Of course you are, but so are we! We are in a terrible hurry to sign you up for Cinders.’


  Elsie’s eyes, large and slightly protruding, became if anything more of both as she stared at him.


  ‘Which role do you have in mind, did you say – was it Cinders? Did you say Cinders, Mr er …’


  Taking the sarcasm of her tone as the reprimand that he knew it to be Mr Cosgrove did have the grace to blush, but even so Elsie had the feeling that he was actually laughing at her.


  ‘Portly Cosgrove. Yes, I – that is we, Mr Bourton and I – we both think you will make a perfect Cinderella for us. You have the height, the looks, you can sing and dance, you have everything.’


  Elsie stared up at him. Of a sudden from being a rude old man of at least twenty-four or five years of age, and of no possible taste, Portly Cosgrove had been transformed for Elsie into a tall Adonis with a discerning eye for talent. No rat turned into a coachman, no pumpkin turned into a coach, could have undergone a more efficient or beautiful transformation than Portly Cosgrove at that moment.


  ‘Who is your agent, Miss Lancaster?’


  Elsie’s grandmother was her agent, of course, but it would never do to say so to Mr Cosgrove. It would give a far too homely impression, and bring Elsie’s salary tumbling right down.


  ‘Dorothy Temple is my agent, Mr Cosgrove.’


  Although the family name was Richards, Dottie always operated as an agent under Dorothy Temple, which was fine except on those occasions when Dorothy Richards was being represented by Dorothy Temple, putting herself up for some role in which, humiliatingly, she would then not be cast; as a consequence of which, on more than one occasion, Elsie had heard her berating some producer in the wrong name, thereby bringing the agency, and therefore Elsie, into disrepute. Producers were notoriously thin-skinned when it came to taking offence. They had long ago changed Elsie’s surname from Richards to Lancaster, which they both thought had more ring to it.


  ‘And Miss Temple’s telephone number, Miss Lancaster?’


  Elsie gave it quickly and clearly, as she always did. Ever since they had moved into the house they now thought of as home, Dottie had made sure that they had a separate number for the agency. The number belonged to the telephone in the hall, and when it rang Dottie answered it for everyone in her official agent’s voice. She always said, ‘Hallo, Temple and Mead, Theatrical Aaa-gency.’


  ‘Good. I am glad you came to see us, Miss Elsie Lancaster.’ Portly gave Elsie a sudden and bright smile. ‘Do you know I really think we were just beginning to despair of ever finding our Cinderella?’


  Being the hardened little professional that she was, Elsie made it clear that the brilliant smile from the tall, handsome young man did not cut any mustard with her.


  ‘Mr Cosgrove,’ she said, pausing to give a small sigh, ‘because nothing is as yet signed or sealed I have to tell you that I am shortlisted for another role, as it happens. At Tyningham Repertory Theatre, so if you want to sign me this week, I would say that you are going to have to get your skating boots on and telephone Miss Temple, and as soon as may be.’


  Of course Elsie was not shortlisted for anything, not even for a piece of longed-for but rarely tasted Fullers cake, but since she was at least hoping to go up for an audition at the repertory theatre she was happy to be ruthless. She knew managements only too well; they were quite happy to promise a girl a role in the morning, and by the afternoon find that they had changed their minds when they saw someone else. They had no feelings, had management, and the best, the only way to treat them was as if you had none either.


  ‘We will telephone through to Miss Temple at once, you may be sure of that, Miss Lancaster.’ Portly shook Elsie’s hand, but as she turned on her heel once more he called out to her, ‘Are you sure I can’t show you to your motor car, Miss Lancaster?’


  Elsie turned back, and for the first time she smiled as she drew her caped coat tighter around her neck.


  ‘No, thank you, Mr Cosgrove. I have sent my car home. I always like to walk after auditions. I find it clears my mind – for the next one.’


  After which she walked off with determined insouciance, strolling through the various sets of doors confronting her, until she was out in the open once more and opening up her child’s umbrella, and starting to battle against rain so fierce that it took all her concentration not to let it soak her.


  As a consequence it was only after she reached home that she remembered she had in fact been promised the leading role in the pantomime, which, if it came off, meant that she would be able to buy Dottie and herself more than a turkey for Christmas, she would be able to buy everyone in the house presents, and a cake – everything.


  Back at the theatre Portly Cosgrove turned to his business partner, Donald Bourton, and shaking his head, sighed with sheer pleasure. 


  ‘How about that, Donald?’


  Donald, a jovial-looking, round-faced man in his early forties, soberly dressed but with a habit of holding a smoking cigarette and rolling it slowly and methodically backwards and forwards between his teeth, now also shook his head.


  ‘I know, how about that!’


  ‘A star is born.’


  ‘It certainly is, Portly, it certainly is.’


  They stood on, staring vaguely ahead at the place where they had last seen Elsie as she vanished through the swing doors at the top of the auditorium.


  ‘It is all there already, Donald, did you notice?’


  ‘I did. And as always we do not have to do a thing, not a thing. Just costume it, put it on stage, and watch the audience taking Miss Elsie Lancaster to their hearts. How about that, nothing to do.’


  ‘Yes, nothing to be done at all. Just put her up there. Magic.’ Portly snapped his fingers, still smiling, and at the same time shaking his head in wonder. Donald Bourton too smiled.


  ‘It’s the first time it has happened to you, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes, my first time.’ Portly nodded, also serious for the first time, the realisation hitting him of a sudden. ‘Yes, this is the first time it has happened.’


  ‘You never get over it, always remember that.’ Donald said this matter of factly, in the same way that he might announce the price of fish and chips in a café. ‘The first time it happened to me, you know, was the young Harris James. He came on stage, recited a piece from Henry V, and then promptly sat down on a chair to the side of the stage and proceeded to yawn fit to bust, looking if anything not just bored stiff by the whole audition procedure, but bored to ribbons by everything that was happening. Never mind it was John Sisley’s production company putting it on, and starring the great man as well; it was of no possible interest to young Harris James. It was quite obvious to everyone that he just wanted to go home and listen to sport on the wireless. Outrageous! He was only seventeen, or perhaps sixteen – no, seventeen, anyway something like that, but already with the looks of a young god. Old Plum Loughborough turned to me as soon as Harris had finished galloping through Once more unto the breach, dear friends – I was producing at the time – and said, “What can one say, old boy? Except sign him at once.” That was the marvel of it, do you see, even sitting on stage yawning you could not take your eyes off him. Really, you just could not take your eyes off him. It is as simple as that, Portly, it really is. They have either got it, or they have not got it, and that young lady has got it.’


  ‘I will telephone through to her agent.’


  Portly Cosgrove hurried off back up to his office on the first floor of the building, while Donald Bourton sat down and called, ‘Next please!’


  He liked to think that he was a kind man, a man who would not, as it were, willingly hurt another, and the undeniable fact was that he really hated this next bit of the audition process. Having to sit through singing and dancing, recitation and movement while all the time knowing that the part in question had already been assigned was a form of torture for him, yet it had to be done, because, after all, Elsie Lancaster might not be lying, she might really be thinking of signing on at Tyningham Repertory Theatre.


  Having reached home and battled her way through the front door Elsie shook out her little plastic umbrella and wiped her face with a handkerchief.


  The rain had made her hair turn a little too frizzy, which was never flattering, so she went quickly to her room on the ground floor – overlooking the pavement and the street lights, rather than the garden with its few shrubs and its iron bench at the back – and hung up her coat and rubbed her hair dry. No good presenting herself to Dottie, at any time of the day or night, in any less than starry condition. Even a button undone on her blouse, or a muddy shoe, would gain a reprimand. As far as Dottie was concerned, if you wanted to be a star you got up as a star and you stayed as a star, all day and all night, even in your sleep, if necessary. Anything else was simply not tolerated.


  ‘Doors do not open to nondescripts with their hair messed and their clothes muddied. Doors do not open to actresses without glamour. Doors do not open, ever, to those who are careless of their appearance,’ she would intone with the measured voice of an Eastern holy man calling the faithful to prayer from a minaret.


  So it was only when Elsie was once more completely presentable, once more the potential star, that she climbed down the stairs to the basement kitchen that was the engine room of the house, and Dottie’s power base. And it was only when she was about to push open the kitchen door that she realised she had actually been offered the lead role in the pantomime for the coming season.


  For one single solitary second Elsie’s heart took off and seemed to sweep all normality out of her body, and against all the rules, against everything she knew to be the facts of theatrical life, she let it. For what seemed like a single glorious second she let herself feel thrilled, full to the brim with the singular happiness, the ecstatic realisation, that she had been offered the role of Cinderella.


  It would drive her arch rival Jane Buskin potty! It would drive Jane’s mother Mrs Buskin mad! It would make everyone else at Tippy Toes furious!


  All this went through her head for the one second that she allowed herself to enjoy the moment, before reality set in and she began to wonder how best to approach Dottie with the news.


  It was never a good idea to announce anything to Dottie in a big way. If you did that she would always deflate you with some crushing remark. Not was it a good idea not to tell her as soon as an offer had been made, because if Dottie picked up the telephone and was surprised by someone, charming though she might be to the caller she often lost her temper with Elsie afterwards, and then there was hell to pay, not to mention a mound of the lodgers’ ironing to do by way of punishment.


  No, Elsie had to think of a way to approach Dottie that would make sense of what had happened, and at the same time prepare her to negotiate for Elsie.


  Elsie loathed the whole process of being bargained over, simply because it always made her feel like a pound of old plums on a market stall. The grander Dottie made Elsie sound, the more she demanded for her, for some reason the worse Elsie found she felt, and this despite knowing that, of course, Dottie was right.


  And of course she was right. If Dottie was doing her job she had to make the people hiring Elsie Lancaster feel grateful, and humble, but most of all she had to make sure that they paid up, on time, and the right amount. All this took being tough and difficult and demanding, and not having the famous wool pulled over your eyes.


  If the offer was going to go through from Portly Cosgrove, Elsie knew that it would begin with Dottie slamming down the telephone, declaring in a raised voice to the empty hall above them that all managements were unmentionables. Just as, if an offer was being considered but had not yet been agreed, Dottie would shout at the silent telephone to ring – damn it! All this, and many other patterns of behaviour that Elsie found draining and humiliating, had to be endured, somehow, before she could even begin to consider that she might have landed a part, or, as in this case, the part.


  As it was the telephone in the hall was ringing even now, and she still had not told Dottie the news.


  Elsie doubled back up the stairs, and having prepared herself for a few seconds by slipping into the character of a charlady, such as she had seen depicted many times on the films and at the local repertory theatre, she picked up the telephone and said, ‘Temple and Mead, Theatrical Agency, could you please ring back in five minutes? Miss Temple is negotiating on the other telephone. Thank-ah yoooo!’


  After which, knowing that it had been Portly Cosgrove on the other end, she shot down to the kitchen and told Dottie everything, but not as herself, that would have been a mistake. Instead, cunningly, she told her grandmother everything that had happened at the audition in just the same way that her grandmother might have told her. In other words, as if their roles had been reversed. This did the trick, as it always did, because quite apart from anything else, as Elsie herself was well aware, she was not just good at playing her grandmother, she was excellent. She should be. She had studied her enough.


  Elsie therefore embarked on her first speech to Dottie with a particular form of cold, detached, but for her, familiar, artistic energy.


  Everyone at the audition had been a silly ass or a proper pansy or a complete clot. Dottie nodded her head in satisfaction at this. It was just how she saw everyone with any power over their lives. Not in simple black and white, but in roles as colourful as any being currently cast. As to the management, Elsie made sure to make them sound not as even she herself had been forced to appraise them, as being rather more gentlemanly than the normal run of producers, but as if they were a right pair, and more than likely to be going to try to double-cross them.


  She took especially great care not to mention that Mr Cosgrove and Mr Bourton had proved, also most unusually for a provincial management, really rather polite, if not gentle and charming to an inordinate degree. Dottie would not have understood that; far from understanding it she would have been vaguely appalled, certainly shocked. Managements as far as she was concerned were out to do you – one of her favourite words – and it did not do to regard them as anything less than criminal.


  Satisfyingly, as she drew her account of her audition to a close, Elsie could see that it had pleased Dottie no end, for it portrayed the world in which her grandmother had failed to succeed in a way that Dottie understood. It made no sense of her own failure if there were any nice guys out there. They had all to be black hats, otherwise she might have to contemplate the idea that the reason she had not succeeded as an actress had nothing whatsoever to do with the Mr Cosgroves and the Mr Bourtons of her generation; but everything to do with Dottie not having had it.


  So much had Elsie’s account pleased her that by the time the telephone in the hall was once more ringing, Dottie was positively purring with pleasure at the idea that she was going to have to deal with the usual double-crossing so-and-sos that made up management. She sprang up the back stairs and into the hall.


  ‘Temple and Mead, Theatrical Agency, good afternoon.’


  The voice at the other end was the pleasant voice of Portly Cosgrove, but as far as Dottie Temple was concerned it might have been Satan himself speaking to her on the telephone.


  ‘I am so glad you liked Miss Lancaster, Mr Cosgrove, but as you are no doubt aware the Tyningham Repertory Thee-ay-ter is after her for Salome, and the Importance, not to mention the young Queen Victoria in an original musical.’


  After she had announced this Dottie winked at Elsie, her spiky black mascaraed lashes seeming to open and close like those of an expensive china doll. Elsie smiled back, whilst at the same time feeling the colour draining from her face. It was not unknown for Dottie not just to get her better salaries than everyone else at Tippy Toes, but also to lose her jobs.


  Of course, when Dottie lost a job for her through too much boasting and overpricing, she always justified it with, ‘Well, you didn’t really want to do it, anyway, did you, dear?’


  This was never true, because Elsie always wanted to do everything, if only so that she need have nothing to do with the lodgers and their trays, or Dottie’s washing and ironing, because that was Dottie’s bargain. If Elsie worked, then she gave Dottie her salary to bank, but she got off the housework. If she was not earning, she was swiftly sent back to being the maid of all work, which, as Dottie said, ‘soon gets your ambitions stoked up again, my girl!’


  Nevertheless, whenever Dottie did negotiate the hell out of a situation and lose her a job, Elsie knew that she always, always had to smile and nod, before absenting herself quietly to her room where she would spend some minutes battling with tears that always seemed to turn to gulping hiccups in her efforts to send them back to where they belonged – deep down in a place that not even she cared to visit.


  This time, however, she took care to peel off to her own room and switch off any feelings that she might or might not be having as efficiently as Dottie switched off Music While You Work on the wireless. She had not been seated pretending to read an old edition of Autumn Crocus for very long when Dottie flung open her bedroom door.


  ‘Well, of all the so and sos I have ever had to deal with on your behalf,’ she intoned, ‘Mr Cosgrove of Cosgrove and Bourton is the wettest yet! Wait till you hear this. He has only agreed to everything, but everything, that I have ever asked for, and more!’


  As Elsie allowed her mouth to drop open in a most unbecoming manner and at the same time stood up as if royalty had entered the room, Dottie struck off each of her demands for Elsie on her once elegant fingers.


  ‘Miss Lancaster will require a taxi to take her to the theatre every evening; a dresser, naturally; fifteen pounds a week for a salary; her costumes cleaned twice a week – and two sets of those, thank you very much. She will require one per cent at the box office, and hairdressing and make-up paid for.’ There was a small pause as Dottie frowned and tried to think of what other outrageous demand she had made which had now been agreed to, but then, not being able to recall exactly what else she had spelled out to Cosgrove and Bourton, she finished by saying in a helpless tone, ‘He’s mad of course. Quite, quite mad.’ There was another pause. ‘Oh, and the dresser to act as chaperon, someone to sit in the dressing room and make sure of everything. That too he agreed. I tell you, he is potty. Needs his brains examined.’ There was another pause. ‘That’s another thing. He says not that you have the making of a star, but that you are one! Just like that. He thinks you’re a star.’ Dottie paused again. ‘A star. You!’ Yet another pause. ‘Well, we’ll see if he comes through, but all in all, if he does, you’re on your way, young lady, and about time too, if you ask me.’


  She nodded at Elsie as if to dismiss her with ‘That’s all for now’, but instead of Elsie it was she who left the room, and Elsie, after a few seconds, sat down very suddenly at her dressing table and stared at herself.


  Mr Cosgrove had said she was a star.


  Was it true after all? Were several of the lodgers, not just Roger Dimchurch, right in their predictions that she would one day become a famous actress?


  Elsie went to her mirror and gazed at her reflection. This must mean that Mr Cosgrove did not mind her bulging eyes – her eyes that were not as other people’s eyes and that Dottie was always on about. He could not even have minded them. She stared into their great green depths. Of course the bulging did not show up so much on stage. She knew that because Mr Labell had told her so, only to reassure her of course, and only because she had actually asked him once, when he had come to see her in a summer tableau.


  Now Elsie found herself pacing her small bedroom, the realisation coming to her little by little. She must not think about it. She must not even dream about it, she must just float on the top of the waves of her life, as she saw the little crabs doing sometimes when the high tide came in. Just floating, as seemingly careless of their future as Elsie was always at pains to pretend that she herself was, just lying back and waiting for the offers to come in.


  But now one had, and it was a big offer, and she would no longer have to battle down the seafront hiding behind her child’s umbrella, or stand in a queue waiting to buy cheap, stale, day-old bread which could be toasted for the lodgers. Once she had been Cinderella, she need never do those things again. She could go to the ball of life.


  Once she had been Cinderella it might even come about that not even Dottie could make Elsie do the ironing or the washing, or run about with breakfast trays. There would only be theatre, theatre, theatre.


  She crossed to her small bed, and having gently pulled back the pre-war satin cover she removed her shoes and laid herself carefully under it. Although she did not feel in the least bit tired, very soon she was fast asleep, dreaming of the sea beyond the windows, of the tides that came in and out, of long days to come when removing stubborn egg stains from cold plates under a cold water tap would be as dim and distant a memory as any dream that ever vanished on waking.


  Chapter Two


  Oliver Plunkett stared at his father. He had never had the slightest wish to irritate or disturb John Plunkett, and yet he knew that not only had he just managed to do so, but he had, very probably, always done so. Perhaps it was the fact that he was the youngest child, or perhaps it was the fact that his father had only ever seemed to look to Oliver’s older brothers to represent the family honour, but Oliver had always had the definite feeling that his father had one son too many. One son too many to have to pay for, one son too many to have to keep an eye on, morally and spiritually; one son with whom he could make no possible connection other than acknowledging that he was his son.


  It was, Oliver always thought, as if Oliver had come in the back door and decided to attach himself to the rest of the family, trailing along behind, trying to convince everyone that, though he was undoubtedly a very different kind of creature, nevertheless he was still one of them.


  Even now the expression in his father’s eyes was one of a man pushed to the point of irritation. There were a thousand things that his father would rather be doing around his small estate than talking to Oliver about his future, his father’s eyes told Oliver.


  But, worse than that, he was now preparing to talk to his youngest son about a future that John Plunkett would not just despise but loathe his youngest son for even contemplating. He would be thinking that Oliver was about to pull the family name through the mire. He would be wondering why God had sent this third boy to him, and he would be supplying the only possible answer: to make him – John Plunkett – suffer. Oliver was his father’s mortification, his hangnail, his unreachable itch.


  And so much so that by the time Mr Plunkett Senior went to open his mouth they were both only too keenly aware that this younger son, this young man called Oliver, was his father’s sacrificial lamb. But while Abraham had unquestionably suffered at God’s hands when asked to sacrifice his son Isaac on the altar, Oliver had always felt that in Abraham’s shoes John Plunkett would have been only too happy to oblige. In fact he would probably have hurried proceedings through at such breakneck speed that he would no doubt have greatly impressed the rest of Israel.


  What Oliver had actually just said, clearly enunciated, the Ts proudly crossed, was – ‘I want to be an actor, sir.’


  His father, being a Plunkett, the owner of a small estate in remote Yorkshire, a man known by all to be resolutely virtuous, unflappable in the face of the greatest adversity, and a member of a family that had survived many centuries of fluctuating fortunes, had not reacted to this simple statement with the usual, and only to be expected, paternal ‘You what?’ He had proceeded to the drinks tray, and after pouring them both a whisky had merely turned to Oliver and asked him in even tones, ‘Water or soda?’


  Perhaps, Oliver thought, as he stared at his own immaculately polished shoes, some people might be reassured by this cool self-control. Perhaps they might even have been lulled into thinking that John was not after all the kind of man to object to his son’s taking to the boards. But Oliver, little as he knew his father, was nevertheless only too aware that the older man’s quiet was the next man’s storm.


  Oliver knew that the quieter Plunkett Senior became the worse his wrath, the deeper his disgust. A quiet John Plunkett was a person to be avoided for the next few weeks, if not months.


  ‘So, you want to be an actor, you said.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘I see.’ His father sat down, but did not cross anything. He sat down neatly. It was almost as if he had folded his limbs into the old leather library chair in exactly the same manner his valet would fold his clothes at night, and of course Oliver could not help observing this, noting it for possible use in some yet to be written role in the future. ‘And how long has this been going on?’


  Oliver stared across at the pale, greyish face of his parent and wondered at his phrasing.


  How long has this been going on? made it sound as if Oliver had been having a never-ending, raging affair with the theatrical profession behind his father’s back, which of a sudden Oliver realised might just be the truth.


  ‘I – er – well, sir, I have always wanted to be an actor. Ever since I was quite small, I am afraid, sir.’


  ‘Did Mummy know of this?’


  Oliver did not want to say ‘Yes, Mummy did know of this’ because, although Mummy had run off with one of the hunt servants some few years before, her youngest son was nevertheless loath to get his adored mother into trouble, even in retrospect. He felt he would rather die than do that. His mother had not done the right thing, obviously, but he was not in the market for blaming her for something that was after all not exactly due to her unquenchable and overwhelming desire for a handsome, strapping six foot Welshman with a rare ability to communicate with hounds.


  ‘Mummy always knew of this, yes, I think she did, but it was not her fault. It was mine. I just have always wanted to act, ever since I was five years old, and you took me to the pantomime in Lodbury.’


  With this piece of extra-curricular information Oliver hoped that he had now shipped at least some of the blame for his acting ambitions and left it fairly and squarely at his father’s door. Unfortunately, however, adroit he might have imagined this move to be, his father was up to the challenge.


  ‘I never took you to the pantomime in Lodders, your nanny did. I took the older boys, but not you. You never went with me, not to my knowledge, not to Lodders. That would have been Nanny, not me.’


  ‘Well, at any rate …’ Oliver paused, determined not to notice the relief in his father’s voice. ‘As I say, that was when it happened, when I went to the pantomime. I just knew that I wanted to get up there, on stage.’ He did not add, which was the truth, ‘for the rest of my life’, because to do so would have been far too upsetting to his poor father.


  ‘Yes, it would have been Nanny,’ mused the older man. ‘She had more to do with you than anyone, not that I remember her ever showing a liking for the theatre. Seemed more interested in the wireless, if I remember rightly.’


  Nanny was now obviously being revealed to be fairly and squarely to blame. Which was all right really, because she was known to have long ago, and most piously, ascended into heaven. At least it was not Mummy – whose entrance into paradise, when the untimely moment came, would not, Oliver imagined, perhaps take such a direct route as Nanny’s had probably done.


  ‘There is no money coming to you from your grandfather’s estate, you know that of course?’


  This was another way of his father’s saying, You go into this acting thing, and you will not get a penny of support from me.


  ‘No, I realise that.’


  Not for the first time Oliver felt downcast by the idea that relationships between parents and children seemed to be totally governed by the cheque book. Do your best to please, and you might be granted a penny or two. Take up acting and you were on your own for evermore.


  ‘No, there has been no provision made for you by any of your grandparents or godparents. Your mother, of course, might have done something for you.’


  They both knew that Mummy’s new life had absorbed every penny, and rather more, of her private income, and that her new husband, being the kind of man he was, not content with living off her, was more than happy to part her from her personal funds at every turn with the result that she could hardly afford even to hunt any more.


  There was a long silence following this statement. From Oliver’s point of view this was because he simply could not think of anything to say, and from his father’s point of view, because he obviously had no more to say on the subject anyway.


  To fill the verbal void they both sipped at their drinks in silence for a few seconds.


  ‘Of course, if you don’t mind, I would rather you did not drag the family name through the newspapers. People in the acting profession always do seem to attract a great deal of press attention. On reflection, as you seem determined to pursue this course of going on the boards, I would rather, if you do, that you changed your name to something other than Plunkett.’


  Oliver nodded and stared ahead. What Plunkett Senior was actually saying was, ‘Do not, please, drag me through the mire with you.’


  But it was also undeniable that actors did feature in the newspapers. For once he could see his father’s point of view. And yet his sense of disappointment was nevertheless acute. He had grown up always secretly hoping that he would see OLIVER PLUNKETT in lights over some theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue.


  ‘Yes, of course. I perfectly understand. Daddy.’


  His replacing of the more usual sir used in deference to their parent by all three brothers for the nursery Daddy made his father wince involuntarily, and his grasp on his glass of whisky tightened perceptibly, as if it was a strap on the London Underground.


  For himself, Oliver, at his most devil-may-care, knew that his father hated being called ‘Daddy’, and always had, but there was very little he could do about Oliver’s addressing him as such, because, when all was said and done, much as he would like to deny it, he was after all, as far as they both knew, Oliver’s father.


  ‘So what will you change it to, do you think?’ His father turned his pale blue eyes on his youngest son, and stared at him. It was a moment of sublime power for Oliver, and they both knew it.


  ‘I expect I will think of something.’


  ‘Perhaps you might feel that your – ahem – mother’s maiden name might be appropriate? Quite easy to say, and so on?’


  Ah ha!


  In one blinding flash, a flash as bright as the press photographers’ flashlight bulbs of which it seemed Plunkett Senior was so in fear, Oliver saw it all. It was all right for him to drag his mother’s family name through the mud, but not his father’s name.


  ‘I don’t think Lowell is a very good stage surname, Daddy, really I don’t. No, I shall probably take my own name – Oliver – and put a first name to it. Something Oliver.’


  ‘That could be quite good,’ his father agreed rather too quickly, and then he yawned suddenly, the matter, as far as he was concerned, seemingly over.


  ‘But, no, now I come to think of it, I think you are probably right, Daddy.’


  His father stared at him, his face a picture of disappointment, his reluctance to continue talking about Oliver’s stage name more than obvious.


  ‘Oliver Lowell will be quite splendid. Not too far down the alphabet either, not too far down the billing.’


  His father continued to stare at his youngest offspring.


  ‘If, in the theatre, you have a surname beginning with, say, zed, you are the last name on the billing, which is never very good. If they decide to go for alphabetical order, that is.’


  ‘Really.’


  Oliver smiled. His father’s really, as usual, took not a question mark but a full stop. Still, there was no doubting his preference for his son’s using the name Lowell. It was a good solid English sort of name denoting neither one sort of person nor another, unlike Plunkett which, on account of the famous English martyr Blessed Oliver Plunkett, after whom Oliver himself had apparently been named, brought with it more than a whiff of incense and Popery.


  ‘So that is settled then. If you go ahead with this affair, you will do so not under the family name.’ His father stood up and nodded. ‘Goodbye, Oliver.’


  ‘I am not off quite yet, sir.’


  ‘Are you not? Well then I will see you anon. Oh, by the way, will you be going to arr aye em aye dee, did you say?’


  ‘The Royal Academy of Music and Drama? Yes, as a matter of fact I will, sir.’


  ‘You have obtained a place? As I remember it one of your cousins went to one of those academies once, and left shortly afterwards under a cloud. I think he found it difficult to fit in, coming as he did from this kind of background. Let’s hope you fare better. Things have changed though, I hear, since this John Eastbourne chap, and so on. Noel Coward and that sort of thing no longer make the running, so I have heard.’


  Oliver immediately coloured for two reasons. The first was because he realised that his father was implying that he would doubtless fail as his cousin had, and the second was because in Oliver’s reply, inevitably, would be contained, as they both knew, the revelation that he had already applied to several theatrical academies without telling Plunkett Senior.


  ‘Yes, sir. I went up for auditions to the – er – various academies when I was last in London, staying with Howard Hampton’s daughter, remember – Coco Hampton? I often stay with her – have stayed with her – at her guardian’s flat.’


  ‘Coco Hampton. Oh, yes. Sparky little thing, she was, but I expect she’s turned out a handful, coming from that kind of background. When did all this take place? When did you stay with Coco Hampton and her guardian?’


  ‘I – er – can’t quite remember the exact date.’ Oliver cleared his throat, and at the same time adjusted his tie, which was one better, he supposed, than nervously jangling the change in his pocket.


  ‘Some time ago, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes, sir. Some time ago, I think that was it, can’t quite remember, not exactly.’


  ‘Good. Well, as long as you have a place at arr aye em dee aye, or somewhere, then you are at least on course, are you not? At least you have that satisfaction, a good start, before the long periods of resting set in.’


  John Plunkett walked quickly out of the library, leaving Oliver staring at nothing in particular as people do when waiting in banks or post offices for their turn to come.


  He had not thought that his father would be exactly overjoyed at his intention to become an actor, but even so he had hoped for a little more. A little more reaction, even anger or impatience, a few more questions about how he planned to embark on his career, what roles he might be thinking of playing, not just a quick enquiry or two before scurrying off like a rabbit to its burrow.


  Oliver had even prepared a few impassioned speeches about the need for people like himself still to enter the noble profession of David Garrick and Laurence Olivier. Speeches about how he thought that people like him could bring fresh blood to acting in this stark post-war era. But he had been give no opportunity to deliver them, and was not now, he recognised all too clearly, ever going to be.


  His father had quietly and efficiently closed the door on the matter of his younger son’s becoming a member of the dreaded profession, an actor, a strolling player. Happily his other two sons were everything that they should be, fine upstanding members of the Plunkett family, not in the least bit interested in the demi-monde, the raffish, classless world of the theatre. Obviously, judging from John Plunkett’s acceptance of the situation, he had long ago made up his mind that he would have to make do with the first two and forget the third son, wipe him off the slate, take his name out of the family bible, or – as he had perhaps just done – simply shrug him off.


  As far as he was concerned Oliver was now a closed book, a skeleton in the proverbial cupboard, and, satisfyingly, a Lowell – and not a Plunkett. Oliver realised that he had been lured into the change of name as quietly and efficiently as his father had exited from the room, and that he had given his consent without much protest, which was a little humiliating. He now wondered, rather too late in the day, whether his mother too would be upset.


  Not that anything much upset his mother nowadays, except Charley the former hunt servant, but even so she might have misgivings, however much she pretended otherwise. He pushed this thought quickly away from him. There was nothing much he could to about it now, and, he realised, with a growing sense of maturity, there was nothing much that he would ever be able to do about his mother. She was after all now someone else, not entirely his mother, and yet not entirely not his mother either, but someone quite different, as people who run off leaving their responsibilities to be taken care of by everyone else always seem to be.


  Oliver was still staring at nothing when the library door opened once more and his father was yet again revealed, of a sudden, and quite incongruously, reminding Oliver of the famous painting of Jesus with the lamp that had used to hang in the corridor outside his nursery, and one of his brothers had broken when they had been playing indoor cricket on a rainy day.


  ‘By the way, in view of – your announcement. I have been thinking it over, and I have to tell you that I think it will be as well if I have Father Bill say a mass for you on the first of every month.’


  At long last Oliver had found something suitable at which to stare – his father’s face. Disconcertingly his father stared right back, at the same time giving a sharp nod, as a priest might give an altar boy when he was too late with the water and wine, or otherwise remiss. Realising that clearly something was expected of him, some form, if not of penitence, at least of gratitude, Oliver said, ‘Thank you, sir.’


  ‘Good.’


  Another sharp nod and John Plunkett was gone, and Oliver sank thankfully down into one of the much worn brown leather library seats. If he had not known that due possibly to having three sons, not to mention a butler cum valet, it was his father’s nightly habit to measure the amount taken from the decanters, Oliver would have poured himself a much, much larger whisky. Instead he contented himself with draining his glass and staring at the chimneypiece.


  He was going to be prayed for by Father Bill once a month, in the family chapel, doubtless with all the locals and friends of the house joining in. He was going to be prayed for, because it was that serious going into the theatre.


  It was that dangerous.


  It was that shocking.


  Oliver closed his eyes momentarily, of a sudden experiencing a sublime feeling of danger ahead, as if the theatre was a dangerous motor bike, or a sports car with its speedometer fixed to travel at a certain frantic pace. If the whole family and their dependants were going to pray for him, Oliver’s life must, truly, be going to be one fantastic roundabout of colour and excitement. After all, if it was not, they would not be going to pray for him, would they?


  ‘Yes, do pray for me! Pray for me to be a big star, sir,’ Oliver called out suddenly and mockingly to the various ancestors staring down from the library walls, a few minutes after his father had left the room. Of a sudden, as if, as always, from nowhere, Clifton the family butler stood at the open library door.


  ‘Of course, Master Oliver, we all will,’ he replied smoothly on his master’s behalf. ‘We will all pray for you, and your success. Meanwhile, if you don’t mind putting me in the picture, Master Oliver, are we leaving for arr aye em aye dee today, did you say?’


  Oliver sprang up. Clifton always listened at doors, and Oliver for one could not blame him. It saved so much trouble, made for a sort of shorthand, kept him quickly in touch with all the family politics.


  ‘Ramad?’ he asked, pronouncing it the way all his friends did, as opposed to the refined Plunkett family delivery. ‘Am I leaving for London today, Clifton? Well, not quite today. Have to see Hopkins and prise a few pennies out of him first, perhaps – um – ten pounds, if I’m lucky. But after that, yes. I am.’


  ‘Mr Hopkins has already been apprised by me, and you will find the result on the hall table in your name. But I expect you have yet to find lodgings in London, have you not, Master Oliver?’


  Before Oliver could reply Clifton produced a card from the pocket of his striped waistcoat. The card was small and cheap, but the writing on it was quite clear.


  ‘Try Mrs Beasley in Tavistock Street, sir. Always sure of a good warm bed and a nice hot cup of cocoa there. Very important, that. Actors need to keep healthy when they are resting, and good plumbing and dry sheets will help you do that.’


  ‘I hope not to be resting very much, Clifton, but thank you anyway.’


  ‘The day has at last come, then, Master Oliver. How I envy you! But there you are, it was not to be. Mother never wanted to leave Yorkshire, and I never wanted to leave Mother. So, as we both know, it just
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