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1
            One

            Just Add Water

         

         1973

         When they were through the gatehouse, Mum stopped to check Jenny one more time. ‘Oh dear, I do hope I got it right – but he did say you could wear a jersey or a cardigan and the jersey definitely looks better.’

         ‘I’m sure it’s fine,’ Jenny said patiently, thinking that her mother was making rather a fuss. She was wearing the new navy-blue pleated skirt and red jersey they had bought at Marks & Spencer’s. Mum had also bought a green cardigan, to be on the safe side, and she had spent the past week fretting over which one to choose.

         ‘Listen to me! I swore I wouldn’t turn into a pushy stage mother.’ She took her powder compact out of 2her handbag and stared at herself in the little mirror. ‘But this is the final audition – it’ll be such a relief to know one way or another.’

         Mum was wearing her purple corduroy trouser suit, which she called her ‘Pinewood outfit’. This was their sixth visit to the famous film studio in the strange month since one of the film people had seen Jenny playing Alice in her school production of Alice in Wonderland. The visits had been like passing a series of exams. The film people had watched her dancing, they had listened to her singing, they had recorded her making faces and reading from a script.

         And each time, Mum had been sure they wouldn’t pass the exam and begged Jenny not to be too disappointed if she didn’t get the part. Everyone seemed to think it was incredible that Jenny was being tried out for a part in a real movie. It was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her, though she worried that her mother was far more agitated about it than she was.

         ‘I can’t believe we’ve reached this stage!’ Mum was almost trotting down the path; their train had been delayed and she was worried about being late. ‘You mustn’t be too disappointed if they pick someone else.’

         ‘I won’t,’ said Jenny, as she always did when people 3said this. She was so sure she wouldn’t get the part that she was already preparing not to mind about it – though deep down, she knew she would mind dreadfully if someone else was chosen instead.

         The actual making of the film seemed too weird and faraway to take seriously. Jenny had no idea what happened on a film set. She mainly liked the endless auditions because she got to spend so much time with her mother. Mum was a dentist and she was always out at work when Jenny came home from school. A plump, grey-haired woman called Mrs Beddoes was employed to make Jenny’s tea and generally keep her company. She was perfectly nice but it had been lovely having Mum all to herself. Their trips to Pinewood had been like holidays – Mum, normally so shy, really enjoyed them, and Jenny thought the time off made her look less tired and sad.

         The famous studio was a collection of different-sized buildings, like a secret small town hidden behind a fence. There were huge airport hangars – sound stages – and a wondrous canteen where you sometimes saw people dressed as Roman soldiers, amongst other things. Mum let Jenny have Pepsi and chocolate when they came here, which was an enormous treat: as a dentist, Mum saw sugar as her worst enemy.4

         ‘The film people keep telling me that you come across as a “real child”,’ said Mum. ‘As if there was such a thing as a false one. I suppose they mean you’re not the usual sort of show-off from a stage school.’

         Jenny did not understand the difference between what she was doing, which was apparently good, and showing off, which wasn’t. She was ten years old, short for her age, and rather ‘chunky’, as her mother said; she was sturdy, with strong legs, and her waist didn’t go in when she wore a leotard at her dancing classes. Her face was round and serious, her eyes were brown and her dark brown hair was cut in a fashionable pageboy style with a heavy fringe. Her ex-friend Daniela had told her she wasn’t nearly pretty enough to act in a film and Jenny had believed her.

         Jenny had enjoyed playing Alice but she hadn’t been chosen for her looks or her acting. One of her favourite things in the world was tap-dancing; there was nothing like the feeling of hammering out a rhythm with her feet on any hard floor (when Mum had a headache, Jenny had to wear slippers because she couldn’t stop tapping around the house). She knew she was good at it and when she did a tap dance in assembly one morning, she had liked the 5warm feeling of performing in front of an audience and finally being noticed. That performance had inspired one of the teachers to do a musical version of Alice in Wonderland for the school play, with Jenny as a dancing and singing Alice (she didn’t sing much at home but turned out to have a good, clear voice).

         Daniela had been cross about Jenny’s success in the school play and the film made her furious. Mum had warned Jenny that some people would be jealous and this was obviously why nobody wanted to sit next to her at lunch. She didn’t exactly miss Daniela, who had only been interested in singing along to pop songs with a hairbrush microphone while Jenny watched, but that wasn’t the point. She had been Jenny’s one and only attempt at having a best friend.

         Everyone else in her class had a best friend, or they belonged to a group of friends, and Jenny could never understand how they did it. She had never known how to talk to people her own age. Mum said perhaps it was because she was ‘old-fashioned’ and rather quiet and had spent so much time alone with her mother. Jenny worried sometimes that people thought she was weird, though she had no idea why, or what to do about it.

         They hurried along a garden path, between 6beds of spindly rose bushes, to the very ordinary-looking office building where all the auditions had been held.

         ‘I feel like an old hand now,’ said Mum. ‘As if I worked here, or something.’ Before they went inside she took one more look at Jenny and hastily stroked her hair. ‘Well, I’ve followed all the instructions to the letter; I don’t know what else they expect. Try not to be nervous, darling.’

         ‘OK.’ Jenny wasn’t exactly nervous, just intensely curious to see what would happen this time.

         ‘You look so much like your dad! I wish he could see you now.’

         Jenny’s father had died when she was three and she didn’t really remember him, though there were photos of him all over the house. It made her a little uncomfortable when Mum talked about him and sometimes cried. He was like a character in a story and she never knew what she was supposed to say, though she did remember loving him and being loved, and was always aware of the big gap in her life where her father should have been.

         ‘Right – deep breath – here we go.’

         ‘Mum, I’m fine, honestly. Please don’t worry.’ She wasn’t sure she did feel fine, but she knew there 7was no point in telling Mum that. She’d only worry even more.

         ‘You’re as cool as a cucumber!’ Mum smiled and quickly bent down to kiss the top of Jenny’s head. ‘Good luck!’

         The lady at the reception desk knew them by now and didn’t need to find their names on a list. She made a phone call while Jenny and her mother hovered in the waiting area where there was a sofa and magazines.

         ‘Jenny, Fran, hi!’ Bob breezed in a few minutes later. Like many of the film people, Bob had an old face with young hair. His hair was blonde and straight and down to the shoulders of his trendy leather jacket. He was a kind, cheerful man and seemed to be in charge at the auditions – Jenny was confused about who people were and what they did. ‘Everyone’s here, so we’ll go right up.’

         ‘We’re not late, are we?’ Mum asked anxiously.

         ‘No, you’re bang on time.’ Bob smiled down at Jenny. ‘How’s my girl with the big brown eyes?’

         ‘I’m fine, thanks.’ She smiled back. Now that they were here, she felt better; there was a fluttering feeling in her stomach, but she rather liked it.

         ‘We sent the videotapes out to Stu in LA and he 8said you were as cute as a button.’ Seeing her baffled face, he added, ‘Stuart Allen, the director.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘You’ll only meet him if you get the part.’

         ‘Are her clothes all right?’ Mum asked.

         ‘Perfect,’ said Bob. ‘You won’t have to do anything difficult today. We’ve sorted everyone into family groups, and we’re seeing how each group looks and how they interact, and so on. There are four children in this movie. We need to make sure you work as siblings. So if you don’t get cast, don’t take it personally – OK?’

         ‘OK,’ said Jenny.

         She had often fantasised about having brothers and sisters – other children to play with, to fight with, to fill her empty house with sounds of thumping footsteps and loud voices. If she was in this film, she would have to pretend a group of strangers were her siblings, and she wasn’t sure how real siblings behaved. What if she somehow got it wrong? Jenny wanted to be in this film more than she had ever wanted anything – and she had an awful feeling that Mum wanted it just as much.

         Bob took them to a room Jenny hadn’t seen before: a large, sunny studio with chairs around the plain 9white walls and a shining, empty floor. In one corner was a video camera on a tall stand. There was a crowd of people; they all turned to stare at Jenny.

         Bob put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Here she is – Jenny Crawford, who’s up for the part of Berthe, so the Daudet family is now complete.’

         Everyone smiled, while Jenny felt her cheeks going pink.

         ‘Jenny, this is John, up for the part of Pierre.’

         A tall, thin boy with curly dark hair said, ‘How do you do?’

         Bob went on. ‘This is Harriet, up for Celeste.’

         Harriet was a willowy teenager with straight dark hair down to her waist and pale eyes like green grapes; she smiled shyly and Jenny thought she was beautiful.

         ‘And last but certainly not least, this is Belinda, who’s up for the part of Fifi.’

         ‘Hello!’ Belinda gave Jenny a smile of blazing friendliness. She was a little girl – she looked about seven – and had dark curly hair like John and a cheeky, dimpled face.

         Seeing the other children made Jenny shy and she took a step closer to her mother.

         Bob left the room. Silence fell as children and parents stared at each other. Jenny knew that Mum 10felt as shy as she did and wished she knew how to reassure her.

         ‘Typical!’ one of the mothers said, smiling. ‘He introduced the kids, but totally forgot about the rest of us. We’ll have to do it ourselves.’ She held out her hand to Mum. ‘I’m Tess Rathbone, the somewhat bemused mother of John.’

         ‘Fran Crawford,’ murmured Mum.

         Tess Rathbone was plump with a tiny waist and billowing brown curls. Her long dress had a startling pattern of multicoloured flowers. She jumped up to shake hands with Jenny and her mother, wrapping them in a cloud of delicious scent.

         ‘I’m Margaret O’Halloran, grandmother of Harriet. And I think it’s quite appalling the way they treat us – as if we didn’t exist!’ The grandmother of the lovely Harriet was a thin, angry, wiry little woman with very short white hair. She wore black trousers and a mauve jersey, and did not move from her chair to shake anyone’s hand.

         Harriet bowed her head; Jenny thought she looked miserable.

         ‘You’ll soon get used to the general lack of respect in the movie world,’ said the mother of the curly haired little girl. ‘I just tell myself it’s one of the sacrifices I 11have to make for Belinda’s talent. I’m Valerie Stevens, by the way.’ She was thin, with blonde hair in careful curls and a thick layer of make-up. She stared at Jenny. ‘So you’re the fourth child.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Mum.

         ‘I saw Bob’s notes,’ said Valerie Stevens. ‘We’re “Family Group 2” and I think it’s rather unfair – one weak link at this stage and the whole group will be rejected. I asked if Belinda might be tried in another group and he said no.’

         ‘Well, I don’t think any of you look like weak links,’ said Tess Rathbone, smiling at Jenny. ‘You could easily pass as siblings.’

         ‘Talent is more important than looks at this stage,’ said Mrs Stevens. She turned her accusing stare to Mum. ‘Did they tell you to dress her like that?’

         ‘Yes—’

         ‘They told us to come in a frock.’

         Jenny was uncomfortable, wondering why Belinda’s mother seemed to be cross with her when they had only just met. Belinda, standing behind her mother’s chair, quickly pulled a silly face.

         The boy, John, chuckled.

         Without turning round, Mrs Stevens snapped, ‘Don’t you dare pull faces!’12

         ‘You seem to have a lot of experience with this sort of thing,’ said John’s mother, Tess.

         ‘Quite a lot,’ said Mrs Stevens. ‘Belinda’s been in two films, plus an episode of Z-Cars – and you probably recognise her from the Garden Peas advert on television—’

         ‘Yes, please – Garden Peas!’ cried Belinda in a ridiculous, squeaky voice.

         ‘Stop it,’ said Mrs Stevens. ‘I mean it, Belinda. I’m not telling you again.’

         Jenny had seen the advertisement and was impressed; she had never met anyone who had been on television, and Belinda was so scarily confident that she dared to fool about.

         ‘I didn’t think they’d consider the sort of child who did TV adverts,’ said Mrs O’Halloran. ‘I’d never let Harriet do anything like that, and we were told they wanted children who came across as real and natural.’

         ‘It’s all professional experience,’ Mrs Stevens said, frowning. ‘That’s what counts. In a really big movie like this, the last thing they want is amateurs.’

         Jenny didn’t have any professional experience at all and was sure the others could tell – especially the super-confident Belinda.

         ‘OK, we’re all set up.’ Bob was back in the room. 13‘As you know, this is your final audition. And I can tell you a little more about the movie.’

         ‘Nobody has told us a single thing yet,’ said Mrs O’Halloran. ‘Nothing. I wasn’t allowed to look at the script.’

         ‘It’s called The Music Makers,’ Bob went on, as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘The setting is occupied France during World War Two. The four Daudet children – Pierre, Celeste, Berthe and Fifi – live in a big, old house in the country. Their mother’s dead and their dad’s a grumpy scientist who spends all his time inventing things. The kids run wild, until their lovely new governess arrives – Mademoiselle Clare – and she tames them through their shared love of music. To cut a long story short, the grumpy dad falls in love with her and then they all run away from the Nazis.’

         ‘Oh, this … It’s based on something that really happened, isn’t it?’ said Tess. ‘The Nazis wanted one of the father’s inventions and they escaped over the Pyrenees.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Bob. ‘One of the real-life children wrote a book which was turned into a musical, and it was a big hit on Broadway.’

         Jenny wondered which of the children had written the book, and hoped it was her character, Berthe. 14She loved reading even more than she loved dancing; although tap-dancing was a wonderful hobby, reading was as vital as breathing. She dreamed of writing a real book but could never get her stories to last more than a couple of pages. How did real authors know what people said? And how did they think of things to happen?

         ‘The four kids are the key to the whole story,’ Bob went on. ‘You have to look convincing as a family. Before we go further, big thanks to you all for going through those endless auditions. This is the very last one, and I don’t want you to do anything except be yourselves.’

         Jenny glanced doubtfully at Mum, wondering what he meant; was being yourself something you could switch on and off?

         ‘We’re just going to make a quick tape of the four of you chatting but ignore the camera, if you can,’ Bob told them, smiling. ‘Be natural, get to know each other, talk about your hobbies or your schools – that sort of thing.’

         He took four chairs and placed them in a half-circle in the middle of the gleaming floor. The four children sat down. Jenny felt her face turning red again; it was odd to be so close to each other when they had barely met.15

         A man with a beard put his head round the door. ‘Bob – move the boy a couple of inches to his left, and then we’ll have them all in shot.’ His head disappeared, like a cuckoo retreating back into its clock, and Bob pushed John’s chair a little closer to Jenny’s.

         ‘OK, mums and grannies out, please.’

         ‘Out?’ snapped Mrs O’Halloran. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘He wants to see the kids by themselves,’ said Tess, smiling at Mum in a friendly way that made Jenny like her. ‘Without us breathing down their necks. Come along, ladies!’

         Belinda’s mother scuttled over to fluff Belinda’s curls and straighten the collar of her dress. ‘You heard what he said. Be natural. I want to see bags of lovely personality.’

         The grown-ups left the room and the four children stared at each other in silence. Jenny had no idea what to say or how to start. The silence stretched on and on, until John said, ‘We’d better say something, so I’ll start. I’m John Rathbone, aged fourteen, and I’m here with my mother, the madwoman named Tess. I spend most of my time at boarding school. I’ve never been in a film before. The casting people saw me when I acted 16with the Royal Shakespeare Company. My singing is OK but my dancing is terrible.’

         ‘My dancing’s really good,’ said Belinda. ‘I’ve won cups for it. My mum keeps them in a glass case.’

         John turned to Harriet, who sat with her head bowed and her face hidden behind a curtain of her long hair. ‘Your turn.’

         ‘Harriet Moss.’ She raised her head. ‘I’m fifteen, and I’ve never done anything like this before. The film people saw me at my ballet school. I’m pretty good at dancing and I play the violin. Celeste plays the violin in the story, apparently. I live with my grandmother – and that’s about it.’

         Jenny saw that she didn’t want to say anything about why she lived with her grandmother and not her parents, and quickly said, ‘I’m Jenny Crawford, aged ten.’

         ‘I’m nine,’ piped Belinda. ‘Even though I look like a little girl, and I always play little girls, I’m actually not one.’

         ‘I believe you,’ said John, grinning at her. ‘But Jenny hasn’t finished.’

         ‘I – I don’t know what to say now. I live with my mother, who’s a dentist.’ Jenny knew the show-offy Belinda would think this was incredibly boring, and 17was embarrassed and a little cross with herself for caring what Belinda thought.

         ‘My mother doesn’t work,’ said Belinda. ‘I’m her work.’

         John seemed to think Belinda was funny. ‘Go on, Jenny, don’t let her stop you.’

         ‘Well …’ His smile was very friendly and Jenny relaxed a little. ‘I’m here because someone saw me in a school play. I’m quite good at singing and I love tap-dancing. My father’s dead but it happened ages ago, so you don’t have to be sorry.’

         ‘I don’t live with my dad either,’ said John. ‘Not because he’s dead, though; he split up with Tess when I was a baby and he lives in the north of Scotland.’

         ‘Now me,’ said Belinda. ‘I live with my mum Valerie Stevens, my father Gordon Stevens, and my two big brothers Simon and Justin, who are actually my half-brothers. My dad has a building business and you’ve probably seen his name on lorries. If I get this part, it won’t be my first film. I was in a film last year where I played Sean Connery’s daughter. Now what?’

         ‘Bob said we should talk about our hobbies,’ said John.

         ‘I collect Barbie dolls,’ said Belinda. ‘Your go again, Jenny.’18

         ‘Oh.’ Jenny thought for a moment. ‘Reading stories.’ Heat surged into her cheeks; this had such a babyish sound. ‘Novels, I mean.’

         ‘Me too,’ said Harriet, with her first proper smile. ‘I love reading and I mostly read novels. I read my favourites over and over again.’

         ‘Me too!’ Jenny was pleased and wished certain girls in her class could hear this; if someone as lovely as Harriet read the same books over and over again, it couldn’t possibly be a weird thing to do.

         ‘My hobby’s tennis, I suppose,’ said John. ‘It’s the only sport I’m remotely good at.’

         ‘So that’s all our hobbies.’ Belinda frowned. ‘We’re running out of things to say. If we don’t say enough things, we won’t get cast.’

         ‘I don’t think they care about what we say,’ John said, smiling. ‘They just want to know how we look together. We’re an instant family.’

         ‘Like instant mashed potato,’ said Belinda with a giggle.

         ‘Yes, that’s us,’ said John. ‘Just add water!’

         They all laughed softly at this.

         Harriet caught Jenny’s eye and grinned, and for a moment Jenny forgot that this was supposed to be an audition. She was glad to be part of this friendly group.19

         She had no idea that in the next room, Bob and the man with the beard were nodding at each other as they watched the screen.

         ‘I knew it,’ said Bob. ‘Tell Stu we’ve found our little Daudets.’
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            Two

            Buffet and Mingle

         

         It was half past eleven on a Friday morning in term time, and it felt incredibly strange to be standing outside a splendid hotel in the West End.

         ‘Oh, God,’ Mum murmured. ‘Give me a minute.’

         She halted on the pavement before they could enter through the great, revolving door. Though Mum was nervous, Jenny could feel her excitement. Since the phone call two weeks ago, her mother had looked bewildered, but younger and happier, and this was one of the best things about being in the film. Another best thing had been the look on her ex-friend Daniela’s face when she found out Jenny would be in an actual Hollywood film.

         Now that she had got the part of Berthe Daudet in The Music Makers, Jenny was determined not to spoil everything by admitting that she was terrified. She 21couldn’t tell Mum how scared she was that the film people would suddenly say it had all been a mistake. No matter what happened, it was lovely to see her mother so bright and interested, and it was wonderful to think that the two of them would be together on location in France for three whole months while the film was being made.

         ‘You’re not nervous, are you, darling?’ asked Mum.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ Jenny lied.

         ‘The girl on the phone said it’ll be a few photos, and then what she called a buffet and mingle afterwards – lunch, I suppose. Crikey, this place is so posh!’

         They smiled at each other like conspirators and went through the swishing doors into a foyer with miles of beige carpet and enormous lamps. Jenny was wearing her new dress of dark purple needlecord with puffed sleeves from Laura Ashley and felt elegant, a new version of herself.

         There was a crowd and Jenny took Mum’s hand. They joined the line of people surging into the ballroom past a large sign saying, ‘The Music Makers Press Conference’.

         ‘I don’t see a single person we know,’ whispered Mum, looking anxiously at the rows of velvet-covered chairs. ‘What are we supposed to do now, do you think?’22

         ‘You’re Jenny, aren’t you?’ A young woman with long, untidy brown hair and a flowered trouser suit came up to them. She carried a clipboard. ‘Hi, Jenny, I’m Sandy. Stay here after the speeches and I’ll take you off for the photocall – OK?’

         ‘This is my mum,’ said Jenny. ‘Fran Crawford.’

         ‘Hi, Fran!’ Sandy gave her a quick smile, then turned away to dive at somebody else. Here was another weird thing about the film world – people only talked to Jenny and took hardly any notice of her mother, and in normal life it was the other way round.

         ‘Let’s find somewhere to sit,’ said Mum.

         At the other side of the room, someone waved and Jenny recognised John Rathbone from the last audition. He was very smart in a grey suit and mauve tie. His mother was beside him in a trendy embroidered dress with billowing sleeves.

         ‘Oh, look, it’s Tess!’ Mum’s face lit up and she hurried towards her along the row of chairs.

         ‘At last, a friendly face!’ Tess kissed them both, engulfing them in her cloud of lovely scent. ‘Isn’t this hilarious? I still don’t quite believe it.’

         ‘I know!’ Mum said, laughing. ‘We’re in a state of shock. Are the others here yet?’23

         ‘Hi, Jenny,’ said John. ‘The unmistakeable Belinda’s in the front row, and Harriet’s over there by the window – next to the hat.’

         A curly head bobbed up in front of them as Belinda saw Jenny and jumped up excitedly to wave. Her mother snapped something at her and pulled her down by the back of her flowered smock. Valerie Stevens was wearing enormous sunglasses and a fur coat, though the weather was warm.

         Harriet, beside the window, raised her head to smile at Jenny. Her grandmother whipped round to see who she was smiling at and gave them a stiff, disapproving little wave. She was wearing a hat of black straw shaped like a motorcycle helmet and adorned with a purple flower.

         ‘Ye gods,’ said Tess. ‘There are some shocking hats in that family!’

         ‘Mum!’ John said warningly.

         ‘All right, all right, I won’t say another word.’

         Something was happening on the platform at one end of the ballroom. Two people walked on and a murmur of excitement ran through the audience.

         ‘Wow – that’s Trudy Sweet and Gerald Marlowe!’ Mum muttered to Jenny. ‘I knew they were in it, but they’re so famous that I hardly believed it until now.’24

         ‘The stars of this film,’ said Tess. ‘Don’t they look different in real life?’

         John leaned across Tess to whisper, ‘That’s our father and our governess!’

         ‘They can’t be all that famous,’ said Jenny. ‘I’ve never heard of them.’

         ‘Yes, you have – you know Trudy Sweet,’ Mum told Jenny. ‘She was in that film about the singing steam train.’

         Tess let out a giggle and sang, ‘I puff-puff-PUFF, and it’s never ENOUGH!’

         ‘Mum, shut up,’ said John.

         Jenny would never have told her own mother to ‘shut up’, but John did it in a nice way, as if he thought Tess’s silliness was funny.

         ‘And you saw Gerald Marlowe in that big war film we watched on Boxing Day,’ Jenny’s mum went on. ‘The Glory Guys. He played the chief Nazi.’

         ‘Oh.’ Jenny stared at them, these strangers, her father and governess in the film, and was dismayed. How was she supposed to pretend she loved them? Acting in the school play had been quite easy and enjoyable, but this suddenly felt enormously different.

         She had seen the musical about the steam train at someone’s birthday party, and now that she looked 25closely, she recognised Trudy Sweet. On the screen she had long golden hair, and in real life it looked reddish. She was very small and very thin, with big, bewildered blue eyes and a tense, false smile.

         ‘Look at her teeth,’ whispered Mum. ‘All porcelain.’

         Gerald Marlowe was quite old. He had a cross face and thick black hair that came to a point in the middle of his forehead, like the Devil or Count Dracula. He was wearing jeans and a black polo neck, and he stood with his hands in his pockets, glaring at a group of men with cameras.

         Another man walked onto the platform. There was a hiss of, ‘Shhhh!’ and silence fell.

         This man had glossy grey hair long enough to nearly cover his huge grey sideburns. His teeth were icy white in his orangey-brown face.

         ‘Good morning, everyone, thank you for coming.’ He was American. ‘I’m Stuart Allen and I’m thrilled to be directing The Music Makers.’

         Everybody clapped, and Jenny stared at the famous director who had chosen her from the other side of the world without ever meeting her, like an all-seeing wizard. She couldn’t decide if she was scared of him or not, and hoped she wouldn’t be shy with him and turn pink.26

         ‘It’s going to be the most exciting and challenging project of my career,’ said the famous director. ‘I have to do justice to the amazing music, but I can never forget that this musical has its roots in a true story, and I must also honour Berthe Daudet and her terrific book.’

         There was another burst of clapping and Jenny was proud because she was playing Berthe. The children had not yet seen the script – Stuart Allen did not want them to read it until rehearsals began the following week – and for the first time she wanted to know more about the real Daudet family.

         ‘The Music Makers is about a man who is grieving, both for his dead wife and his occupied homeland,’ said Stuart Allen. ‘It’s about a brave young woman who brings love and laughter back into his life. Above all, it’s about four beautiful kids. Ladies and gentlemen, I’m so excited that Trudy and Gerald have agreed to play Mademoiselle Clare and Professor Daudet.’

         The clapping this time was loud and went on for a long time. The men with cameras let off a blitz of clicks and flashes.

         ‘And before I say anything else,’ the director called over the noise. ‘I have to introduce the most 27important people in this movie – Celeste, Pierre, Berthe and Fifi. Stand up, kids!’

         John stood up and Jenny realised he meant them. She stood up and a great wave of heads turned to look at her. There was a storm of clapping and cries of, ‘Ahhh!’

         She clutched Mum’s hand and felt her cheeks burning; it was lovely to be noticed like this. Harriet, across the room, caught her eye and they smiled at each other.

         ‘Hello, everybody!’ cried Belinda. She hopped up on her chair. ‘Can you all see me now?’

         There was a warm wave of laughter and a scattering of clapping when Belinda’s mother smartly pulled her down again.

         John joined in the laughter. ‘Shyness isn’t her problem, is it?’

         Jenny couldn’t understand why he seemed to like Belinda so much. She was starting to think that Belinda was awful, with her little-girl acting and constant showing off. There was no point in playing at being a little girl if you actually were one. Every time Jenny looked at Belinda, she thought of the mean girls at school who tittered at her behind her back and tried to make the grown-ups think they were sweet.28

         The director, Stuart Allen, said, ‘These fabulous kids are about to have the adventure of their lives. While their friends are on vacation this summer, they’ll be incredibly busy recording the songs, rehearsing the dances and working with the dialogue coach – oh, boy!’

         More laughter, another short burst of clapping.

         Jenny squeezed Mum’s hand, smiled and looked down at the carpet. It felt very strange, and very nice, to have all these people staring at her as if they wanted to know her, but she was starting to worry about all the impossible things they expected her to do.

         
            *

         

         In the clamour of conversation that rose up after the speech, the young woman with the clipboard came to take Jenny and John to a small room beside the entrance to the ballroom where Harriet and Belinda were already waiting.

         ‘I’ll be back in a minute and then you’ll pose for a few pictures.’

         She left, and the four of them – together for the first time since that last audition – stared at each other in silence for a few minutes, until Belinda piped up, unnecessarily. ‘We got it!’29

         ‘Yes, our brand of instant family was the best,’ said John. ‘I was convinced that I’d let you all down with my dreadful dancing.’

         ‘I wasn’t surprised that I got it,’ said Belinda. ‘Nor was Mummy. She says we all got cast because I was so outstanding.’

         Jenny wanted to roll her eyes. Did Belinda not worry about anything? Did she think she was the queen of the world?

         ‘I was amazed,’ said John. ‘My housemaster at school told me the great news, and he was so solemn that I thought someone had died. But all he said was, ‘Well, Rathbone, it seems we shall be losing you for a while.’

         ‘My mother got the phone call at her work, when she was in the middle of doing a filling,’ said Jenny. ‘She took the afternoon off and came to fetch me from school. We went out to tea to celebrate.’ It had been wonderful and unreal. Instead of going home with Mrs Beddoes, they had gone to a café and Jenny had been allowed to have a fizzy drink and a delicious sweet cake called a rum baba. They had both been on what Mum called ‘Cloud Nine’, dazzled with the thrill of it, sure that everything in their lives was about to change without knowing exactly how.30

         ‘My grandmother told me I’d got the part,’ said Harriet in her soft voice. ‘And all I could think was that I was scared I wouldn’t be good enough. They want me to have singing lessons.’

         Jenny smiled at her, relieved that she was not the only one who was scared.

         ‘I’m having extra dancing lessons,’ said John. ‘I daresay I’ll get over the embarrassment eventually.’

         ‘I don’t need any extra lessons because I’m good at everything already,’ boasted Belinda.

         ‘Of course you are,’ said John, grinning at her.

         Jenny wondered, yet again, how he could possibly be amused by this ghastly little person. ‘We tried to buy a copy of Berthe’s book,’ she said, ‘but the English version hasn’t been published yet and it’s only in French.’

         ‘I’m reading it now,’ said Harriet, smiling. She went to the chair where she had put her shoulder bag and took out a paperback with a picture on the cover of an old house covered with flowers. ‘I can read French because my mother’s French.’ This was the first time Harriet had mentioned having a mother. ‘The title means “A Child’s Dream of Freedom”, and there are photos of the real Daudets.’

         She opened the book at a black-and-white 31photograph of four children in a leafy garden. Pierre, Fifi, Celeste et Berthe Daudet, Les Arbres, 1939.

         They all gathered round Harriet to stare at the real, non-singing, non-dancing children.

         ‘Pierre looks like a bit of a twerp,’ said John.

         Jenny decided Berthe looked nice. She had the sun in her eyes and her round face was scrunched up, yet there was something reassuringly ordinary about her, which made Jenny think it would be interesting to have her as a friend.

         ‘Fifi has the prettiest dress,’ said Belinda. ‘Otherwise, she’s not nearly as pretty as I am.’

         Harriet said, ‘Celeste has the silliest hairstyle. I suppose it was the fashion in those days.’

         At the same moment, John said, ‘She’s beautiful,’ and Jenny said, ‘She looks like you.’

         ‘Really? I mean – thanks!’

         The door opened and the orange-faced American who had made the speech strode into the room, closely followed by Sandy, the young woman with the clipboard.

         ‘Well, here you are, my movie family,’ said the director, flashing his white smile at them all. ‘I’m Stu Allen.’

         He shook hands with each of them, taking a few moments to stare into their faces.

         ‘How do you do, sir,’ said John.32

         When he came to Jenny, Stu Allen briefly cupped her cheek in his warm, smooth hand, and said, ‘Oh, yes – our tap-dancing tornado with the snub nose.’

         Jenny was pleased that he had noticed her tap-dancing. He was the sort of person you very much wanted to impress.

         ‘Hello, I’m Belinda,’ said Belinda. ‘In case you’ve forgotten.’

         He gave a bark of laughter. ‘Who could forget you? I have to go now, but I wanted to meet you all face to face first and tell you how thrilled I am to have found such a talented bunch of kids. You’re all fabulous. You won’t see me during the rehearsals in London – we’ll get to know each other properly when we’re on location in France. In the meantime, work hard, enjoy yourselves – and don’t any of you dare get fat or die!’ He laughed again, but Jenny didn’t think he was joking and felt another little prickle of worry; suppose he found out that she wasn’t as good as the others and decided he had made a mistake? Would another child from the auditions have to replace her? That would be mortifying. Or suppose the others got fired too, and they were all replaced by a whole other family just because she had messed it up?

         ‘We’ll do our best, sir,’ said John.33

         ‘Wow, that cut-glass British accent!’ Stu grinned and ruffled his hair. ‘See you in France, kids.’

         He left the room and the four of them relaxed. Jenny was surprised to see that the others, even Belinda, had been as nervous as she was, even though they seemed so confident.

         ‘Phew!’ said John. ‘He’s quite nice, isn’t he?’

         ‘OK, time for your photocall,’ said Sandy.

         Jenny asked, ‘What’s a photocall?’

         ‘Don’t you know?’ Belinda was scornful. ‘It means you’re so famous that loads of people want to take photos of you at the same time. This one won’t be my first. We had a photocall when I was in a pantomime. And there was a photocall for the film I made last year. I had to sit on Sean Connery’s shoulders and it was on the front page of the Daily Mirror.’

         ‘I didn’t know either,’ said John, giving Jenny a smile that took away the sting of Belinda’s swaggering.

         Sandy held open the door and the four children filed back into the splendid hotel foyer, where a few people were hurrying up the great staircase towards a hum of party noise somewhere above them.

         ‘They’re all having lunch up there,’ muttered Belinda. ‘When will we get lunch? I’m starving!’

         A group of photographers were busily taking 34pictures of Trudy Sweet and Gerald Marlowe on the other side of the foyer. They stood very stiffly and had frozen, glassy-eyed smiles like a pair of waxworks while the cameras clicked and flashed in their faces. Jenny was nervous now. She didn’t know how to make that sort of face, and she saw a snarl in Gerald’s smile that made her rather scared of him.

         The photographers shouted out commands.

         ‘Take a step closer to her, Mr Marlowe!’

         ‘Miss Sweet – over here, Miss Sweet!’

         Jenny scanned the room anxiously. ‘Where have the mothers gone? I thought they’d be waiting for us here.’ Mum was bad at joining in things when she was by herself and Jenny always worried about leaving her alone.

         ‘I’m glad to get rid of my mother, for once,’ said Belinda. ‘That woman is never out of my hair.’

         ‘I like to keep a close watch on Tess,’ John said cheerfully. ‘If I don’t, she starts behaving like a lunatic.’

         ‘I think my grandmother’s gone back to work,’ said Harriet. ‘It’s fine,’ she added when she saw that Jenny was shocked by this. ‘I’ve got plenty of money for the tube.’

         ‘Right, come along, they want a couple of family shots.’ Sandy hurried them across the room towards the two grown-up film stars.35

         Neither of them looked at the children. Gerald Marlowe sighed impatiently and Trudy Sweet smiled glassily at nothing. Yet again Jenny felt her face burning. The photographers wanted them to stand very close to these people they had never met. A sofa was pulled away from the wall. The two stars were told to sit on the sofa. John and Harriet stood behind them.

         ‘And we’ll put the little ones on either side.’

         It took Jenny a moment to realise she was one of the ‘little ones’. They made her sit beside Gerald Marlowe, so close that she could smell his cigarettes and aftershave. She did her best to smile and envied Belinda, who nestled against Trudy Sweet as if she had known her forever.

         After this they all posed on the staircase. The photographers called to them to hold hands, to put their arms around each other, to smile, and then they suddenly stopped clicking and shouting and disappeared like a flock of birds.

         The foyer was now empty except for the four children and the two stars. Gerald Marlowe let out another cross sigh and lit a cigarette.

         ‘Miss Sweet, your car’s here,’ said Sandy.

         ‘Thank you.’ Trudy Sweet gave the children a brief 36smile and hurried to the revolving door on legs that looked as thin and frail as twigs.

         She didn’t say a word to any of us, Jenny thought, but maybe that’s because she’s so important.

         ‘What about mine?’ demanded Gerald Marlowe. ‘Where’s my car?’

         ‘I’ll go and chase it up,’ said Sandy.

         Silence fell. The children stared at Gerald Marlowe, and Jenny couldn’t see how on earth she was ever going to pretend this scowling man was her father.

         ‘Well – you’re playing my children.’ He blew out a plume of smoke. ‘Don’t tell me your names now. I’ll just forget them.’

         ‘Excuse me, sir,’ said John. ‘Mr Babbage asked me to say hello.’

         Jenny thought this was brave of John when the man looked so savage.

         ‘Mr Babbage?’ Gerald Marlowe raised one of his thick black eyebrows and looked sharply at John. ‘As in my old housemaster?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘So you’re at Winchester.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘I thought Babbage must’ve died years ago.’

         ‘He’s very much alive,’ said John. ‘And kicking.’37

         ‘Hmm.’ He didn’t smile but there was a glint of humour in his dark eyes. ‘Does he still grab your Latin grammar and hit you with it?’

         ‘He did it to me yesterday.’

         ‘Good grief, some things never change. Please give my regards to the old buzzard.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘And stop calling me “sir” – though I suppose you can’t help it. If you’re at Winchester, why are you doing this ridiculous film?’

         ‘The same reason you are,’ said Belinda.

         ‘I beg your pardon?’ Both his eyebrows went up this time. He glared at Belinda. ‘I’m doing it to pay my monstrous alimony bills.’

         ‘What’s alimony?’

         ‘Idiotically expensive.’

         Sandy came running up to them. ‘Your car’s outside, Mr Marlowe.’

         ‘Thank God for that!’ He turned away from them and strode off across the carpet without another word. Jenny was glad to see the back of him.

         ‘Oh, dear,’ said Harriet. ‘He doesn’t seem to like us much.’

         ‘Pooh to him,’ said Belinda airily. ‘He’ll just have to get used to us, won’t he?’
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