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Chapter 1

October 1943

Peggy Brown clenched her fists and desperately tried to control her breathing as she stood on the concrete steps and stared at the dull stone frontage of the Weatherfield Majestic Theatre. The pillars that had been painted to look like ancient Ionic columns really did look old on what was a grey October morning, although they were brightened by the shiny new posters, advertising the Christmas Pantomime which had been attached to them and were now flapping in the breeze. 

There hadn’t been a panto in Weatherfield since all the theatres had gone dark at the beginning of the war in 1939 but now, four years later, here was the local repertory company preparing to bring Jack and the Beanstalk to Weatherfield once more, in time for Christmas. Peggy had been thrilled when she had read in the Weatherfield Gazette that theatres had been allowed to open again because the authorities felt that they had, in fact, an important part to play as morale boosters and distractors to the besieged citizens of Britain. 

She was excited, happy even, or as happy as she could be given that the war was still raging in Europe as well as in the Pacific and the Far East, so that it was impossible to avoid all the miseries and difficulties that that entailed. But her heart had skipped a beat when she had seen, in a separate advertisement, that the Weatherfield Repertory Theatre were inviting anybody who was interested in joining the company to sign up and attend auditions. It seemed they were specifically looking to recruit new, young members to replace those who were now involved in the war effort. 

At seventeen, Peggy hoped she might be just the right age. She didn’t know whether she had any big talent, but she had long since been drawn to the magic of the theatre and she read the invitation over again. Whenever things got particularly bad at home, with her drunken father constantly nagging at her to get a better-paid job, or worse, threatening to take his belt to her for one imagined misdemeanour or another, she had always been able to escape to one of her special secret places where she could sit quietly and get lost in her own fantasies. Then, the previous summer, she had been introduced to the theatre when she had joined a drama club that included tuition in singing and dancing which had opened in the next village, close to where she lived at the foot of the moors on the other side of Weatherfield. She really enjoyed it and did her best to attend regularly. It was only a shame that it was run by someone from their neighbourhood who her father referred to as ‘an airy-fairy theatrical excuse for a man’ whom he had no time for and he’d tried to forbid her to go. 

‘Not the sort of man you should be hanging around,’ he’d told her. But Peggy had been entranced and secretly continued attending the weekly sessions, paying for them out of the little she earned at the local newsagents, though she felt sad when they put on a Christmas show for the parents and she couldn’t persuade her mother to go. Somehow, her father had found out and he’d threatened to give them both a belting – but if he had thought that that was the way to ‘drive such nonsense out of her head’, as he saw it, he was very much mistaken. Peggy would not be put off. If anything, she had become even more determined than ever to pursue the possibility of working in the theatre more seriously, and so, when an opportunity arose, as it had done now, she couldn’t wait to get involved and ‘give it a go’. And now here she was, doing her best to control her nerves as she approached the theatre to attend for an audition. It was only a shame that the day had got off to a bad start, for before it had really begun her father, suspecting that she might be up to something, had done his best to spoil things – as he usually did whenever she tried to have a bit fun. 

‘And where are you going?’ he’d bellowed, chasing after her when she’d tried to slip out of the front door, unnoticed. 

‘I’m going to meet up with some old school friends.’ Peggy did her best to sound defiant as she edged through the doorway, hoping that he wouldn’t challenge the lie she had agreed upon with her mother.

‘What do you mean, meeting friends? Why aren’t you going to work? I know it’s not much of a job, but at least it is a job. Shouldn’t you be down at the newsagents already, sorting out the morning papers or whatever it is that you do there?’ he had screamed at her. ‘Or have you lost your job and you’re not telling me? I know you, you’re a lazy bugger and you’ll avoid work at all costs.’

Peggy wanted to laugh and throw ‘pot calling the kettle black’ at him, as she thought of the miserable pittance that he contributed to the kitty each week, but instead she tried to defend herself, even though she knew it was hopeless and she could never hope to win. ‘I’ve already sorted the papers for the paperboys and they gave me the rest of the day off,’ she said instead, glad that at least that much was true.

Her father shook his head. ‘I don’t know why I ever agreed to letting you take on a job like that – and for what? A pittance. It’s high time you got yourself a proper job and brought some real money into this house. If you want to keep living under my roof I can see I’m going to have to march you down to the munitions factory myself and get you started earning the kind of money that’ll put some decent food on the table.’ He’d banged his fist down on the hall table and Peggy had jumped. ‘Never mind you skiving off with your fancy friends.’

Now Peggy shivered. She resented the amount of money she had already contributed to the household coffers, knowing that her father managed to convert most of it into alcohol that he poured down his throat without even noticing. But she didn’t want to get into that argument, preferring to keep her thoughts to herself. It was true that she no longer brought in the steady wages she had once been able to command when she had worked as a machinist in the local raincoat factory, but since her accident involving one of the heavy-duty sewing machines, she had no wish to work again with any kind of machinery, and certainly not the kind that had been installed when the raincoats had been swapped to make government munitions. That was the last occasion she had felt the outline of her father’s belt buckle on her back, blaming her, as if the accident had been on purpose, all while her mother looked on helplessly. 

She wondered what would her father have said this morning had he known where she had really been heading to spend the day? But thankfully, she had managed to flee down the street without answering any further questions. 

She had reached the top of the theatre steps now and was aware of someone approaching from the street on the opposite side as she struggled to open the heavy double doors. Looking up, she saw a girl of her own age, quickly climbing the steps, her glossy dark brown hair caught up in what looked like a series of sausage rolls. With a huge effort, Peggy managed to pull back one of the heavy doors at the entrance and she held it back, smiling as the girl with the sausage curls went through, not so much as swivelling her head in acknowledgement but sailing through without a glance in Peggy’s direction. 

‘If you’re here for the auditions, perhaps you could wait for me,’ Peggy called after her. ‘I’m not sure where to go,’ stepping aside too late as the swinging door slammed into the backs of her legs. But the girl didn’t seem to hear her and she hurried through the next set of internal doors and disappeared up a short flight of carpet-covered stairs. 





Chapter 2

‘Don’t worry, I think you’ll find the auditorium is well sign posted,’ said a voice behind her and Peggy turned to see another young girl coming through the internal doors that led into a small foyer. She was wearing a striking hand-knitted sweater in what her mother always referred to as fire-engine red, her mousy hair cut in a fashionable bob. 

‘Are you here for the auditions too?’ Peggy asked, letting out a sigh of relief that she was at least in the right place. She hadn’t realized how tense she was.

‘Yes,’ the girl said, ‘though I’ve worked with Lawrence before so I’m hoping he’ll remember me and make it easy to get through. I hear the poor love’s pretty desperate.’

‘Poor love?’ Peggy queried without thinking. ‘You know him well?’ 

‘I worked with him for a whole season. You do know he’s the director and producer?’ the girl asked. 

‘Yes, of course,’ Peggy responded quickly, hoping she hadn’t sounded stupid. ‘He’s quite well-known around these parts for his pantomimes. Before the war he came here every year and I would love to have the opportunity to work with him, have a chance to get to know him.’

The girl chuckled. ‘You might regret saying that!’ 

‘Why? The girls in my drama club wouldn’t half be jealous.’ Peggy looked at her but all the other girl said was, ‘Well, there’s a good chance that you’ll get what you wish for. I believe there are so many of the old gang from the rep company now committed to some kind of war work, or they’ve joined the forces, or have gone off to till the land somewhere, that I wasn’t surprised to hear he’s having trouble trying to put a whole new team together.’

‘Oh dear,’ Peggy said. 

‘It’s not necessarily, “oh dear” at all. It could mean that new people like you might get a chance you wouldn’t normally get – and it won’t even matter if they’re any good or not.’

‘Still, I suppose he might cut down on the cast numbers in general if he really can’t find enough people,’ Peggy said with her usual pessimism.

‘I don’t think so,’ the girl said. ‘Lawrence likes to develop crowd scenes, wherever possible, even if they aren’t written into the original script. He always told us that having lots of business going on, on stage, helps to keep the audience engaged. It gives them more to look at, adds a sort of extra layer of interest.’ She stared at Peggy for a moment. ‘Are you any good?’ she then asked, unabashed. ‘Are you likely to be offered a part?’

‘I hope so, but I really don’t know.’ Peggy blushed. ‘That’s for the director to say, isn’t it? I’ve never done anything like this before, professionally.’ 

The girl shrugged. ‘Then there’s no point in worrying about it. As I say, he’s desperate – only he doesn’t always do what you expect. If he does take you on, I would watch him if I were you. He can be particularly tough with first-timers. 

‘What do you mean? Isn’t he good to work with?’ Peggy suddenly felt anxious. 

The girl gave Peggy a conspiratorial smile. ‘You might just get lucky,’ she said and she laughed as she held out her hand. ‘I’m Denise, by the way, Denise Morgan.’ She glanced around and frowned. ‘I don’t see any signs to the auditorium, do you? It seems as if someone has removed them all.’ She sounded incredulous. ‘Now that really is an “oh dear!” It’s as bad as being stuck in one of the country lanes in the dark. But at least I do know my way around in here, so if you come with me I’ll show you where the auditions are usually held. I’m sure one thing that won’t have moved is the stage. And what’s your name?’

‘Err, it’s Peggy,’ she said.

Denise led the way through the auditorium as if she and Peggy were part of the paying audience. Most of the house lights as well as the footlights were on and Peggy blinked in the unexpected brightness. A man and a woman were sitting in the middle of the third row in the stalls, each scribbling notes in a notepad that was securely fastened on to a clipboard. Another young woman was playing the piano, banging hard on the keys as if the extra pressure would help to drown out the noise of the tap shoes of the small group who were singing their hearts out while hoofing away at what looked like a well-rehearsed song-and-dance routine.

‘Thank you, we’ll be in touch!’ the man shouted mid-song and clapped his hands in a form of dismissal. The woman next to him stood up and, catching sight of Peggy and Denise, called out, ‘Name?’ as she moved along the row, through the upturned seats, while beckoning them to come closer. 

‘I’ve worked at the rep with Lawrence before,’ Denise informed her as she drew close and the woman glanced up. 

‘So, you know the routine? You remember where to go?’ she said, pointing her clipboard in the general direction of the stairs at the side of the stage that led to the wings. Denise nodded. ‘I’ll show Peggy, if you like,’ she said confidently. 

The woman waved them both away. ‘You can use the large dressing room if you need to change,’ she said, going back to her seat. ‘We’re running a bit late but we’ll be calling you shortly. You can leave your sheet music with me; I’ll make sure the pianist gets it.’

‘Sheet music?’ Peggy sounded alarmed as Denise handed hers over. ‘I don’t have any sheet music. I didn’t know we had to …’ 

The woman shrugged. ‘It’s not a must, you can just tell me what you’re going to sing.’ She nodded her head as she wrote ‘We’ll Meet Again’ next to Peggy’s name. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure the accompanist will know that already,’ and she gestured a sign of dismissal with her clipboard in the direction of the dressing room. 

Peggy had only ever experienced one previous audition and that had been when she had been asked to show what she could do before being allowed to join the drama club, although it was unlikely that anyone would be refused entry into the club on the strength of their performance at the audition. However, the teacher had said that it would be helpful for them to experience exactly what was involved, in case they ever wished to take their drama work seriously to the next level of performance. 

‘It’s important,’ the teacher had said, ‘for you to know what to expect should you ever be called upon to attend a real audition with a job dependent on it at the other end,’ and Peggy had taken her words seriously. She had never forgotten the feelings she had experienced on that day but they were nothing compared with the feelings she was experiencing now: standing with her own accompanist in a full-size theatre in front of a real, professional director with a job dependent on her performance. 

She had no costume to change into, although she had brought her tap shoes with her, second-hand ones that her mother had found in a Salvation Army charity shop. The only problem was that they were black and she had hoped for red ones, but she knew she should be grateful and she had shined them up properly. She slipped them on in the dressing room, delighted that they made her look and feel like a real dancer, only pinching a little. She tied the satin bows as loosely as she could and hoped they wouldn’t come loose as she followed Denise through the rabbit warren of corridors that took them under the stage, behind the scenery, and into the wings where Denise had said they should wait. 

Denise was called first and Peggy watched, peeping out from in between the scenery as the girl strode out confidently and proceeded to perform two songs and an intricate little dance. She only seemed to be partway through when the director clapped his hands and called, ‘Thank you!’ Denise stopped, a look of surprise on her face. ‘You’ve been with us before, Denise, haven’t you?’ Lawrence Vine asked and Denise nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes, I have,’ she said. ‘I was in the chorus for your production of—’ But he didn’t let her finish. ‘Then that will be all for now, thank you,’ Lawrence said. ‘Make sure we have all your contact details. Next!’

Peggy stepped out of the wings onto the empty stage when her name was called, wishing she could look half as confident as her new friend. She looked out at the rows and rows of red velvet seats that were empty now and did her best to imagine what it might feel like to be playing to a full house. She took a deep breath and then stumbled towards the front of the stage, desperately trying to remember the opening words of the Vera Lynn song, ‘We’ll Meet Again’, she had chosen to sing. She could clearly hear the piano and she recognized her cue to come in, but to her horror, when she opened her mouth no sound came out. The pianist was kind enough to say nothing as she replayed the introductory bars one more time, pressing heavily on the last key to give Peggy her final cue, as if that would make any difference. She made another attempt to start but noticed that the director was tapping on his clipboard for her to stop. 

‘I-I’m really sorry,’ Peggy said, looking out at her audience of two. ‘I’ll start again, if I may.’ 

‘I think you better had,’ he said. 

‘Perhaps you should pause completely for a moment,’ the woman beside him said. She stood up and clasped her hands to her rib cage. ‘Now, why don’t you take a deep breath, like this …’ She demonstrated, her ribs lifting her hands away from her chest. ‘And try again,’ she said on a long outward breath. Peggy did as the woman had suggested and this time a reasonably sweet note came out that she was able to sustain for several seconds. The pianist picked up the melody and she completed the rest without further incident. At the end of the song Peggy stood still, her breath coming in short gasps, and she didn’t dare to move until the director called out, ‘I believe you have prepared a short dance routine for us?’ 

‘Yes, I have,’ Peggy said. ‘It’s the sailor’s hornpipe.’ Before she could ask if they had the correct music, the pianist struck up the opening chords that she recognized and Peggy took up her position, feet splayed, arms carefully folded aloft. She was concentrating so hard, trying to remember the initial sequences, that she missed the opening steps and looked as if she was about to fall over her own feet. But then they miraculously disentangled and Peggy then was off, legs pumping up and down, arms rolling forwards then backwards, head tilting, but it was some beats before she was able to fully pick up the rhythm and relax into any kind of passable performance and her only concern was whether she had managed to save the day. 





Chapter 3

The letter that would decide her fate was promised for the next morning and although she had hardly dared to hope, Peggy made certain she was up in time, just in case the theatre people had indeed sent out the audition results right away. She was prepared to snatch any letter she might receive from the postman’s hand before it had time to hit the mat, ready to squirrel it away to her room – and to her amazement, there was one letter that morning and it was addressed to her. Not wanting to wait until she was upstairs, she checked to make sure that she was alone, struggling to contain her excitement when she saw the repertory company’s seal on the back of the envelope. But her hands were shaking so much she was hardly able to tear it open. She scanned through it as quickly as she could, immediately registering that it had been signed by Lawrence Vine, the director himself. She stopped only when she came to the phrase she hadn’t dared to look for at first, ‘We are pleased to offer you …’ Then she gasped and continued skimming through while doing her best to pick out any other relevant words. Through watery eyes she managed to see the words, ‘singing, dancing’ and ‘chorus’ and read what she thought was a reporting time for later in the morning of that day. But she only paused long enough to absorb the final line: ‘Please report to the theatre in good time for first rehearsals to begin promptly …’ and she couldn’t help a slight squeal escaping. 

Peggy had thought that the audition had not gone well; as she told her mother, her nerves had got the better of her, making her dance as if she had two left feet, and although she had been flattered when Lawrence kept telling her how pretty she was and that her svelte figure and long slim legs looked as if they were made for dancing, she really had not expected to be chosen, particularly as the other judge had been keen to bring her back to reality, telling her that she would have to be prepared to do some serious work on her voice projection if she was to get anywhere with a stage career. 

When she heard heavy shoes clattering down the wooden staircase she immediately hid the letter behind her back but she was relieved to see it was her mother and she rushed towards her, embracing her in a hug. 

‘Oh, Mam! You must look at this! Can you believe it?’ She shoved the letter under her mother’s nose and all but sang out the words, not hearing her father’s footsteps follow his wife’s down the stairs and she was alarmed when he snatched the letter out of her hand. He caught hold of her arms, his fingers painfully sinking into the flesh. Lifting her off her feet, he spun her around, not planting her back firmly on the ground until her face was only inches from his own. 

‘What’s all this, then?’ He spat the words out at her and she had to wipe away the saliva that landed on her cheeks. ‘You little liar!’ he shouted. ‘Out with your friends yesterday, were you? Then what’s this about you attending auditions, eh? And all this nonsense about rehearsals? You’ve been sneaking off behind my back to that fancy drama place you’re so fond of, haven’t you? Go on! Admit it!’ 

With a mixture of hatred and fear, Peggy watched him reach for his belt, feeling the bile rising in her throat. She was too old for this. How much longer could she let it go on? Why did her father feel he still had the right to treat her like a child? It had been bad enough when she had been a helpless child, and it was always worse when he had been drinking, but now it was time she stood up to him and put a stop to it. She had never been sure whether she had enough talent to try for a career on the stage but the letter had finally given her the ammunition she needed. Silently, she hung her head for a moment or two, desperately wanting to speak, yet knowing that if she did she wouldn’t be able to keep the giveaway trembling note from her voice and she couldn’t afford to show weakness. She was gathering her thoughts when, to her surprise, she heard her mother speak up. 

‘No, Henry,’ she said, her voice unusually cold and hard. ‘There’s no need for that.’ She indicated the belt and made a tentative movement towards him but stopped short of actually touching his hand. Peggy stared at the belt that he had failed to unhook, surprised at her mother’s boldness. ‘Why can’t you leave the girl alone?’ her mother asked. ‘You should be pleased she’s been offered a job and one that she’d really love to do.’ 

‘Call that a job? In a bloomin’ pantomime?’ Henry Brown sneered. ‘That’s kid’s stuff, for kid’s money. What we need is a decent wage coming into this house now that I can no longer do it myself.’ He paused and wheezed out an exaggerated chesty cough. Both Peggy and her mother looked at him incredulously as he turned to Peggy, wagging his finger in her face. ‘Well, let me tell you something for nothing, you won’t be doing a job like that off my back. If you think you can carry on living under this roof with your crazy ideas, then all I can say is you’ve got another think coming, cos I shan’t be keeping you.’ 

Peggy gasped, only too aware that the boot had been on the other foot, and that it was she who had been providing him with beer money. 

‘Go and see how far your stupid dreams get you when you need to put a roof over your head and food on the table. I guarantee you won’t be able to look after yourself for more than five minutes and then you’ll be sorry you didn’t grab the chance to take on a proper job like one of them going begging in the munitions factory. And don’t think you can come back here to sponge off me. I won’t be taken for a fool. I’ve already been too soft and now I want you gone. Get out of my sight and away from here – you’re a drain on this family. And I’m warning you: once you set foot outside this house there’ll be no coming back. And from now on, no one from this family will have owt to do with you.’ He turned to his wife, advancing towards her menacingly. ‘Do you hear what I say, woman? And I mean no one!’ 

His voice had risen and as Peggy automatically took a step back towards the staircase, she noticed her young brother, Colin, coming down the stairs. He stopped before he reached the bottom and hovered uncertainly, looking as if he really wanted to run back up to his bedroom. But before anyone else had a chance to move, Peggy’s mother scooped the eight-year-old off the final step and into her arms, cradling him close to her chest, well out of reach of his father. It was as though he was a babe in arms again and, not surprisingly, the boy struggled to be free. Not that Henry seemed to notice; he was too busy still glaring at Peggy. 

‘I’m telling you, I want you out of my sight!’ He was shouting again, almost at screaming pitch now, and he made another move to release his belt, swearing as he was unsuccessful. ‘You and your blooming fancy ideas. I’d get out now, while you still can, if I were you! You’re neither use nor bloody ornament around here, and ain’t that the truth?’ He threw the letter onto the floor in disgust, stamping on it and grinding it down onto the floorboards with his heavy work boots. Peggy let out the breath she had been holding, and as he stepped away, bent down to retrieve what was left of the white vellum, relieved that the immediate danger from the metal-buckled belt seemed to be over. 

‘Don’t worry, I’m going!’ She managed to squeeze out the words though her breath was tight. But she would get to the theatre on time – come what may, she wasn’t going to be late on her first day. She stuffed the crumpled paper back into her pocket then fled up the stairs to the safety of her room. 





Chapter 4

There was a tentative knock before she even had time to close the door and Peggy shrank back in a momentary panic, breathing hard. To her relief, it was her mother’s face that peered in. The two hugged silently until her mother pulled away, smoothing her greying hair with one hand and patting the pink candlewick cover with the other so that they could both sit down on the bed. 

‘Why does he always have to do this?’ Peggy no longer tried to hide her tears. ‘He treats me like I’m still a child when I’m seventeen now. It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ her mother agreed, ‘but I honestly think he responds automatically nowadays. He doesn’t stop to think what he’s doing and why. If he feels he’s being challenged in any way, he just hits out and reacts. It’s like he has to show who’s boss.’ 

‘Well, I’ve had enough of having to live with his reactions, if that’s what they are! After all these years I shouldn’t still be worrying about what kind of a mood he might be in when he gets up or whether he’ll talk to me without snapping my head off when I get home from work. I’m fed up tiptoeing around him. I can’t do it anymore – no, I don’t want to do it anymore.’ 

There was a short pause then Peggy looked directly at her mother. ‘I’m sorry, Mam, but I think he’s gone too far. It’s time I left and found somewhere of my own, even if it’s just a room somewhere.’ Peggy had at first fleetingly entertained the idea that she might be able to live at home if she was offered a job in the theatre, but she knew now that that would be impossible. ‘In fact, maybe he’s doing me a favour by turfing me out of here. I might be better off moving closer to the theatre, perhaps even sharing with someone. I’ll make new friends at the theatre and I’m sure the rep company must have lists of people with rooms to rent and they’ll be cheap, too.’

‘Yes, I agree,’ her mother said, wiping her eyes. She looked as if she was trying her best to put on a cheerful face. ‘You’ll be better off being with other people, especially those that you’re working with,’ she said, though she couldn’t stop herself snuffling into a freshly laundered white handkerchief. ‘I just worry that if you’re not earning much you won’t be able to manage – and I won’t be able to help you out.’

‘You don’t have to concern yourself with things like that, Mam. It doesn’t matter how much, or how little, I earn – I’ll make do and I’ll manage, I promise you. And what’s more, I’ll make sure I can save a bit, however small, each week so that every now and then I can send a little something for you and Colin.’ She set her face into a frown. ‘Just you watch, I’ll prove him wrong!’ Then she grinned as she wagged her finger. ‘But it will only be for you two, mind. I don’t want to hear that he’s used it to buy more stuff to pour down his throat, giving you nowt.’ She hated the thought of her father getting hold of her money somehow, no matter how small an amount, and she worried that her mother would be too soft if he challenged her. She jerked her thumb in the direction of the door, as if expecting her father to come crashing through at any moment. ‘You have to promise me that won’t happen,’ she begged. ‘He mustn’t get anything.’ She certainly did not want him using any of her hard-earned cash as his beer money, even though she knew he did that now. 

‘Oh, you mustn’t worry about us,’ her mother began. ‘Don’t even think about it—’ 

‘But I do think of it,’ Peggy cut in. ‘I can’t help thinking about what he might do if he no longer has me to use as a punchbag. What if he turns on Colin?’ 

Her mother looked shocked for a moment, as though the thought had never occurred to her. 

Peggy looked up directly and was aware of her mother’s hand covering her own. Tears were sliding down the older woman’s cheeks but she didn’t say anything. 

‘You know, I’ve never understood why he feels the need to treat me like a wicked child all the time,’ Peggy said, scrutinizing her mother’s face. ‘And then I ask myself if it’s me he hates or whether there’s something about the theatre that he objects to. It certainly seems that way at times, but whenever I’ve brought it up before you’ve always dismissed the idea, haven’t you? I know, whenever I’ve asked you questions before, you’ve never really answered them, have you?’ Peggy whispered. 

It took several moments, then her mother shook her head. ‘That’s because I don’t really know the answers.’ Then she added, ‘But I’m happy to tell you what little I know.’ 

‘Why don’t we go back to the beginning right now and you can tell me, even if I’ve heard some of it before. Please?’ Peggy pleaded.

Her mother sighed. ‘Well, what I know is that his mother ran off with someone when he was very young and never came back. I’ve always wondered if maybe that had something to do with the kind of man he became.’ She shrugged. ‘I can only guess, though, I don’t really know, but he grew up not really liking women very much. Of course, as he’s grown older he’s tried to drown his sorrows and I reckon that his moods nowadays are to be more associated with his excessive drinking. He didn’t use to drink so much when we first got married, but that has definitely got worse over the years and very much worse recently.’ She paused while she blew her nose. 

‘And the bit about him hating the theatre?’ Peggy prompted. ‘Where did that come from, do you think?’

Her mother shrugged. ‘Who knows? All I can tell you is that his mother ran off with one of the workers she met at a local carnival one year – from what I gather she was completely besotted with him.’

Peggy sat forward eagerly. This was something she had never heard before, but her mother held out her hands, palms up, in a helpless gesture and shook her head without saying anything more. Peggy let the silence hang, then she said sadly, ‘I see. So maybe the best thing really is for me to leave.’ She put her arms around her mother’s shoulders, as the older woman began to sob. ‘I hate the thought of leaving you like this,’ Peggy said. 

Her mother blew her nose and patted her daughter’s hand. ‘It will probably be for the best. It’s important for you to go off and live your life, Peggy. We’ll manage. We always have.’ She squeezed Peggy’s hand. ‘And much as I hate to admit it, you’ll be far safer out of the house.’ 

Peggy got up and began to pack a small, battered suitcase with her scant belongings. Her mind was in turmoil as she realized for the first time since the letter had arrived exactly what it would mean to strike out on her own, to no longer have a family or a home to come back to. She felt scared, but she knew she had to make a clean break; she had no choice – for, once she left, there was no going back. She lifted her chin and set her face into a mask of determination as she clicked shut the locks on her case. She would be leaving behind the two people she loved most in the world but there was no other way for her now. She hugged her mother and went slowly down the stairs. And, as she slammed the front door behind her, she realized just how angry she was with her father for taking all the pleasure out of what should have been a very special day for her. 




Chapter 5

Arriving alone at the theatre with her old battered suitcase on that first day of rehearsals felt very different to Peggy from attending a short audition. There seemed to be so many people rushing back and forth, gaily greeting each other, and she stood for a few moments on the steps, trying to take it all in. She was finally here, had made it despite her father, and what happened next was now entirely up to her. 

In the foyer there were signs indicating that the Male dressing room was to the right and the Female dressing room was to the left, but first Peggy peered inside the auditorium, surprised to find the stage was already buzzing with people gathering. She shut the doors quickly and followed the arrows that had been put up down several flights of stairs that led deep into the rabbit warren of corridors and rooms that underpinned the building and she hoped she wouldn’t get lost in the maze of narrow passages that threaded back and forth underground. If she had thought the front of house was impressive, she was now equally impressed by the myriad of hallways that allowed actors, unseen by the audience, to criss-cross from one side of the stage to the other without interfering with the action on the stage above. It would be a good place to be in the event of an air raid, Peggy mused, although she shuddered as she thought of there being dozens of people crammed into the small spaces, all having to share the stale air. 

Signs declaring No Smoking hung from the ceiling, and some had been pasted onto the walls; given the narrowness of the passages Peggy could see why they were necessary. But from the nicotine-stained paintwork and the lingering smell of stale tobacco that hung in the air throughout the entire underground labyrinth, it was obvious that not everyone abided by the rules. 

The passages were dimly lit, which only added to the hazardous nature of the whole area and Peggy had to tread carefully and keep close to the wall to steer clear of the stagehands who were bringing up some old scenery flats from the basement below. She tried to imagine what it would be like down there on performance nights, with everyone rushing back to the dressing rooms for their costume changes, colliding in the corridors, while all announcements over the Tannoy were drowned out by the music emanating from the orchestra pit. 

The deeper she got, the more Peggy became aware of the murmur of conversation that seemed to be growing louder, and as she rounded a corner she finally came upon the room labelled Ladies Dressing Room where the noise was coming from. Outside there were rows of hooks with costumes hanging from them, some already labelled with the names of the actors and actresses who would be wearing them. 

She pushed the door open gingerly and was immediately greeted by a wave of hot, rancid air. Shocked to see the number of occupants who were crowded into the small room, she was knocked back by what was the result of too many sweaty bodies being crammed into a tiny space. But no one else seemed to notice. They were all eagerly chattering, only pausing momentarily as Peggy entered. 

There weren’t enough chairs for everyone to sit down and those who had been lucky enough to have grabbed one sat facing what looked like a row of small dressing tables, each with a set of small drawers. The cheap plywood tabletops were littered with hairbrushes, combs, pads of cotton wool and different colours and sizes of pansticks of make-up that looked and smelled as if they were in various stages of decay and melting greasily; some countertops even had overflowing ashtrays. A mirror surrounded by starkly lit lightbulbs was propped up on each of the tables, although it seemed that every second one of the bulbs had either been deliberately extinguished or was not working. Peggy had seen pictures of illuminated make-up tables like those featured in her favourite women’s magazines and had always thought they looked very glamorous, but now she was near enough to touch one she was disappointed to find that, close to, they actually looked cheap and flimsy.

In fact, the whole room looked as if it was a throwback to the Victorian era and would have benefited not only from an update but from a coat of paint. She wondered if Daphne Dawson, the star of the show, was sharing this room with the rest of the cast or whether she had at least got a dressing room that was more befitting her leading status and she looked around to see if she could spot her, but she was distracted when she heard a voice shout, ‘Peggy! Darling!’ and she was delighted to see Denise, on the other side of the room, jump up and then rush over to hug her.

‘I was wondering if you’d got through the audition. I’m so pleased to see you!’ Denise seemed genuinely thrilled. 

‘Yes, I got the letter today and I’m really, really excited,’ Peggy said, not wanting to tell her new friend the whole story. ‘I could hardly believe it! I still have to keep pinching myself at the thought of me working with the great Lawrence Vine.’ 

Denise raised her eyebrows and made a sort of snorting sound. ‘It’s certainly good to be working again, and I’m happy enough to be working with Lawrence, though I don’t know that I’d say he was great.’

‘He is in my eyes.’ Peggy blushed.

‘It’s not as though he’s world-famous or anything,’ Denise said. ‘Let’s just say … he’s well-known in the profession.’ She hesitated, as though she was choosing her words carefully. ‘Maybe those who work with him in the business have a different view of him; I mean, we all see a different side of people at work than at home.’ 

Peggy felt momentarily deflated. ‘Well, all I can tell you is that he’s very popular around here,’ she insisted. ‘Everyone looks forward to the panto season in these parts and I don’t know anyone who wasn’t thrilled when they heard he was coming back this year.’ She hesitated not wanting to add, except perhaps her father. But she did finish with, ‘I, for one, think it’s an honour to be working with him, don’t you?’ 

‘Let’s just say that I’ve worked with him before so I’m used to his little ways and I don’t get too many surprises. The thing is, not everyone loves him and not everyone is as much in awe of him as he likes to think,’ Denise said cautiously. ‘But then, you must remember that we’re only talking pantomimes here, not William Shakespeare. It’s just that he has a bit of a reputation in the entertainment world and you have to be prepared for the fact that he doesn’t always live up to expectations. All I can say, darling, is that I hope he lives up to yours,’ she finished with a grin. 

There was a moment of tension as Peggy stared at Denise, trying to make sense of her words, then she leaned forward and hugged her new friend and quickly changed the subject. ‘I always wondered if it was true that
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