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      I loved Deadly Gamble! If you love historical cozy mystery books, I highly recommend that you read the book! The exciting plot, well-written characters, and beautifully detailed descriptions make this a must-read!

      
        
        Christy’s Cozy Corners

      

      

      

      Deadly Gamble is a riveting story of spies and intrigue in a city trying to hold on to its luster.

      
        
        Cozy Up With Kathy

      

      

      

      Deadly Gamble is an enjoyable story with great characters, a well-plotted mystery, and realistic actions.

      
        
        Carla Loves To Read

      

      

      

      Historical fiction, murder, and lovely characters. Parker provides the backdrop and her characters are well-developed. For anyone who likes cozy mysteries or WWII fiction, will enjoy this book.
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        If you'd like to read a prequel short story about the heroine of the Deadly Series, Livvy, sign up for my newsletter by going to this link: https://BookHip.com/SQQPNJ

      

      

      
        
        This will lead you to more short stories about Livvy during the period of time you'll visit in the Deadly Series as well as news about novels and other stories written by Kate Parker. I hope you'll join us on this journey into history.

      

      

      
        
        Or you can sign up for my newsletter at www.KateParkerbooks.com
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        For my family, my friends, and anyone who enjoys a good historical mystery.

        To John, forever.
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        London, late June, 1941

      

      

      Dear Esther,

      I’m dreaming of murdering my father. Most of the time I use a hatchet. Please may I visit this weekend and dream of something pleasant?

      It’s been over a month since I’ve seen Adam and I’m going mad. The army only let him come home because we were bombed out and he wanted to know if anything was salvageable. Of course, nothing was.

      Now that the Germans have stopped bombing London for the moment, I wish I could say life is getting back to normal, but rationing is getting worse and there’s no housing available. I’ll be forced to live with my father until they send me to prison for killing him.

      My father is treating me with frosty disdain if he even acknowledges my presence. Dinnertime is the worst of it. We both eat in silence except for requests to pass the salt. I’m dying for someone intelligent to talk to.

      I can tell my father is sorry I had to move home. Fortunately, he knows if I leave, he’ll be urged to take on a family who’s been bombed out. Better the devil you know…

      Your father suggested I write and arrange a visit, as he is tired of me snapping at everyone at the newspaper and even someone as powerful as he is can’t convince the army to arrange leave for Adam or find me somewhere else to live.

      Please say yes. I’ll come out Friday night and return Sunday night. I’ll wash dishes, play with my two favorite people, anything if I can bribe you to give me a reprieve from my father. I do believe a baby would be less work than he is, always having to tiptoe around so as not to disturb him.

      How are Johnny and Rebecca? I’m sure they’re growing as though they are weeds. Give them a kiss for me and tell them Aunty Livvy would love to see them.

      Please send word and invite me before my dreams come true and I take a hatchet to my father.

      Your loving friend,

      Livvy

      

      The next afternoon, Esther called me at the newspaper, laughing at my hysterics and telling me she’d love for me to visit.

      So it was on Friday, immediately after I finished at the Daily Premier for the day, that I caught a train to Oxford and then the bus to the pretty Cotswold village where Esther lived. Her Victorian vicarage was a large, two-story honey-colored stone house with a pitched roof on the edge of the village next to a magnificent stone church. The tiny front garden held mounds of flowering bushes and lazily buzzing bees. I arrived to a loud and enthusiastic greeting from Johnny and Rebecca before their nursery-maid took them off for their baths while Esther and I had a dinner of seasoned vegetable marrows mixed in a casserole with stale bread crumbs.

      I don’t know how Esther’s cook did it, but she had prepared a delicious main dish. She paired it with a fresh green salad straight from their garden. I couldn’t remember eating anything that good since rationing started.

      “You are a lifesaver,” I began.

      “You are too dramatic,” Esther replied.

      “Food worth the effort to eat it.”

      “My father needs to find you a job covering theater performances. All that flamboyance needs an outlet. That’s what our headmistress at St. Agnes said.”

      “I’m not flamboyant. I’m dull, boring.”

      “I shared your letter with my father. We both laughed until we cried.”

      After we ate, I followed Esther up the narrow stairs to the nursery to say good night to her children and listen to the bedtime story before we sat in the drawing room with our herb tea and talked.

      “Be honest with me. Is it just your father who has been bothering you, or is there more to it than that?” Esther asked, tucking her feet under her on the big, stuffed chair.

      “Well, I miss Adam.”

      “I miss James. We all have that problem.”

      She was right. James was away who knew where with the army, the same as Adam. “Your father had the sense to set you and your household up in a relatively safe village in a nice house.”

      “He knew he didn’t want me and the children living with him if our house was bombed,” Esther said with a slight smile.

      “At least he made plans in advance.” A little of my disgust came out in my tone.

      “He had the money to buy this place and fix it up before the war,” Esther told me, “unlike your father, who has a government position with a government salary.”

      “I wish he understood I have no choice but to live with him.”

      “He can’t be that bad.”

      “You’ve always liked my father,” I grumbled. It was true. Just as I had a soft spot for her father, bold, outspoken Sir Henry, Esther enjoyed the company of my reserved, quiet father. I finished my cup of tea and poured more from the pot.

      “Sir Ronald isn’t so bad.”

      “You don’t have to live with him.” I realized I was snapping at her and held up my hands. “I might do better putting up with him if we had a cook as talented as yours.”

      “Tomorrow, I’m putting you to work in the kitchen garden so you can appreciate how much work goes into having tasty vegetables and herb tea.”

      “I’ll be glad to help you, but unfortunately, my father’s back garden isn’t big enough to grow much of anything. And while Mrs. Johnson tries to cook us decent dinners, they certainly aren’t as good as tonight’s.”

      Esther leaned forward, concern written across her face. “Come on, Livvy. This isn’t the person I know. If you don’t care for something, you find a way to change it. But you’re not learning to cook. You’re not attempting to find another home. What is really wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I haven’t felt well in a couple of weeks.”

      “I thought you weren’t in London the night your flat was destroyed.”

      “I wasn’t. I was at Abby’s. It saved my life. Several of my neighbors were killed while they were sheltering in the cellar when the building collapsed on them.”

      “How awful.” Her eyes widened. “Do you feel guilty?”

      “No. The bombing is so…random. And for the first few weeks, I was busy replacing what I could. Dresses. Shoes. Hats. An umbrella. I had Adam with me for a few days and it was so nice having him around. Reassuring me. And then time seemed to start to drag. Nothing changed from one day to the next.”

      “You’re bored.” Esther nodded sagely.

      “Does being bored make you listless? Does it make you sleep more? Does it make your insides ache?”

      “Perhaps you’re depressed. There is so much of it about. After a while, this war gets to everyone.”

      “Living with my father would make anyone depressed.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Stop living with my father. End rationing. End the war.”

      Esther nodded. “I want the threat of invasion to go away.”

      “Oh.” I set down my teacup and leaned forward as if to invite her into a conspiracy. “There’s talk that if Hitler doesn’t invade in the next few weeks, he’ll miss his chance. Tides and storms and typical English weather will make landing on our coast difficult for an invasion. And then, there are rumors that the Germans are about to invade Russia, instead of us.”

      “Does my father know all this?” Esther asked.

      “Of course. Sir Henry keeps track of every move by every army, particularly so he can be careful not to print anything he shouldn’t.”

      “I wish he’d tell me. All he does when he calls or visits is ask about his grandchildren.” Her shoulders sagged.

      “At least he’s interested. If I ever have children, I am certain my father will never show any interest.” Of that I had no doubt.

      If I let him live that long.

      No, I knew he was in no danger. I was too listless and miserable for committing murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I arrived at work on Monday morning, rested from my weekend in the country visiting Esther and the children, the phone by my desk at the Daily Premier rang. I picked it up and said “Mrs. Redmond” with no inflection.

      “Esther said you were grumpy,” Sir Henry’s voice boomed out of the receiver. “I can’t do anything about Adam and the army, and I can’t do anything about the Germans blowing up your block of flats, but I can make your job more intriguing. Come up to my office.”

      The line went dead.

      What was it this time? I was being parachuted into occupied France to meet with the Resistance. I was being sent to Shetland in the far north to ride the Shetland bus to Norway to see the fight against the Nazis on skis. I was being sent by air to Cairo to send stories back about life for our troops in North Africa. My imagination ran wild the whole way upstairs to Sir Henry’s office. He, and the spymaster Sir Malcolm Freemantle, were the men who could make my fantasies a reality.

      If they weren’t giving me assignments that made my reality a nightmare.

      His secretary nodded me toward the door behind her and I walked over, knocked on the door, and went in.

      Sir Henry held up a hand, the other holding the receiver, as he said, “I’m sure she’ll be perfect for what you want. Her style is rather—exuberant. Yes, she’s available immediately.”

      I wondered if he meant me. Exuberant? No one had called me that in a long time.

      He laughed and said, “Always happy to help a friend.” When he hung up, he waved for me to approach his desk and take a chair. A chair from where I had to look up, since Sir Henry kept his on a platform to compensate for his short stature.

      I sat and said, “You wanted to see me, Sir Henry?”

      “Yes. The Stage weekly newspaper is in need of a columnist to write reviews—well, not really reviews. Their previous person has been picked up by the MOD to produce entertainment for the troops.”

      So much for any travel or excitement. Or being of any use for our country. Unlike the man reporting to the Ministry of Defense whose place I was taking, I wouldn’t be doing anything for the war effort. “What are reviews that aren’t really reviews?”

      “A synopsis of the plot or a mention of the various skits in a variety show plus mentioning all the performers, with special mention of those who do an excellent job. The Stage is a weekly, so you’ll only cover two to three shows for each edition, plus news bits about touring productions, MOD shows, how rationing affects theater productions and performers, and so on.”

      First, the important points. “Who’s paying my salary?”

      “I am, since you are only on loan to them. Same salary as before.”

      My sigh of relief was audible. “Where are their offices?”

      “Bush House. Just down the street on Aldwych.”

      At least it wasn’t Canterbury or Cambridge. On second thought, that would get me out of my father’s home. Aloud I said, “I’m surprised they’re letting them use up newsprint for such a niche subject. Paper is as rationed as the next thing.”

      “That ‘niche subject,’ as you call it, is entertaining the troops as well as civilians and keeping us all from losing our minds. They have to have a way to organize their various productions, get the word out on hiring, that sort of thing. And nothing gets the word out the same way as a good press campaign.” Sir Henry stared at me. “When was the last time you went to the theater?”

      “Not in ages, but I’ve rather lost my taste for frivolity.”

      “And here you used to be the most dramatic young lady I knew.” He smiled at me then. “Give it a try, Livvy. Get some life back into you. Esther says you’ve been down at the mouth since the Germans bombed your flat. True?”

      I gave off a deep sigh. “Probably.”

      “Seen too much of the war?”

      “I feel as if I’m not pulling my weight. And I see Esther with two children, and I’ve not even started.”

      “When did you last see Adam?”

      “Two weeks after the flat exploded.”

      Sir Henry shook his head, biting back a smile. “I think a lot of people want to see the war end, if only for that reason.”

      “Because I was bombed out of my flat?”

      “Procreation.”

      I could feel color creeping up my face. Sir Henry cleared his throat, embarrassed by his outspokenness in front of a young lady, a friend of his daughter’s. He turned his face away a little.

      “How are Johnny and Rebecca?” he asked. Nothing could wipe the smile off his face when he mentioned Esther’s children.

      “Your grandchildren are perfect. I spent the weekend with Esther, helping to weed the garden. It was a terrific break, but now I’m back here in reality again.”

      “If you lived there, that would be your reality. But the question is, are you back to chewing people’s necks and snapping their bones? None of us deserve your bad temper, Livvy.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve just been feeling run down. Spending a weekend around Esther and away from my father was helpful.”

      “Good. I want you showing enthusiasm for this assignment, because I’ve selected you for this position especially. You gave the most vibrant and exciting performances in the school plays at St. Agnes.”

      “This is the professional theater. They won’t care about my time in school plays.”

      “But you’ll understand what is going on.”

      “All right. When do I start this new assignment, what are the hours, and so on?” If it would let me avoid my father, I might begin to show enthusiasm.

      “You start immediately. The paper comes out on Thursdays and the working week for the theater, or your part of it, starts Tuesday, so you have Sunday and Monday off. Of course, that can be rearranged as needed. Your hours will be eleven or noon until seven or eight on performance days so you can get home before the blackout starts. If you’re still there in the autumn, the hours will shift earlier because of the blackout.”

      “And if Adam gets leave?”

      “You’ll know when that is ahead of time?”

      “A little.”

      “Then double up on your so-called reviews and anything else before he hits town. Then you’ll be free when he’s here. Couldn’t be simpler.” Sir Henry seemed to have an answer for everything.

      “Well, then, let’s give it a try.” It might be interesting, if useless for winning a war.

      “Go see Simon Chapell. He’s the editor of The Stage. He’ll show you what needs to be done. He’s in the office now.”

      I went downstairs, packed up my things, and walked up the road to Bush House. Most of the building, which was made of white stone and had two statues of people in ancient dress over the doorway, was in use by the BBC, which made the place appropriate for them. The Stage had a few rooms on the first floor. No one challenged me as I climbed the stairs and walked into their offices.

      As soon as I met him, I knew why Simon and Sir Henry got on so well. They were the same height. Men who wanted to be judged by the fight of their words in print and their management style, not their physical appearance. I heard a trace of Newcastle in his speech, just as I did in Sir Henry’s.

      Simon “Call me Si” Chapell had a rubbery face, a nearly bald head, and a glaring waistcoat of printed red silk. After shaking hands, he showed me to my desk just outside his cupboard-size office. The space was too small to allow clutter and papers to swamp our rooms, although it was a close-run thing.

      “I’ve never covered stories such as these before,” I told him.

      “Sir Henry wouldn’t have sent you if he didn’t think you were up to the job. Go out, take notes, come back, type it up. Couldn’t be easier. Do you know anything about the theater?”

      “I’ve attended theater productions and I’ve performed in school plays. Not much of a background, is it?” I admitted.

      “Did you enjoy it? Watching and acting?”

      “Yes.”

      A broad smile crossed his face. “Good. That’s all you need. I was an actor once. Not very good.” He laughed. “Horrible, in fact. But I loved it, and that’s all I needed to run The Stage.”

      He picked up a couple of show bills. “Let’s make the rounds of the variety stages today, or at least make a start. Introduce you around. Ready?”

      I gave him a weak smile. “Always.”

      We visited three theaters before the opening of that day’s performances. I was first introduced to the chairman at each theater, a sort of master of ceremonies, producer, and director of the show, all rolled into one. They were each brash, charming, and loud. Their shows were similar in that each had scantily clad female dancers, loud, mildly amusing comedians, singers of patriotic tunes, and musicians playing both patriotic tunes and lively dance music.

      No doubt they cheered up their audiences. They bored me to tears. How long had it been since they started to bore me? When had I become so old and jaded?

      After we left the third theater, Si asked, “What do you think?”

      “I think I’d rather cover the plays. I’m more familiar with that.”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t appreciate all those chorus girls in their costumes?” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      I shrugged. “I prefer plays to singing and dancing.”

      “Tomorrow we’ll go to a couple of the theaters where they are rehearsing plays that will open in the next week or two. We’ll have you take notes and then write them up when we get back.”

      That sounded more in line with what my job should be. “I’ve heard there’s a new Noel Coward play coming to one of the theaters.”

      “The Piccadilly. You’re a Coward fan, are you? Then you’ll enjoy Blithe Spirit. We’ll start there tomorrow.”

      Si was right. I loved Blithe Spirit.

      With the exception of Shakespeare, most of the plays on the London stages were comedies. There were also ballets and operas for those who wanted something more cultural to take their minds off the war and the destruction just outside the theater doors, but comedies were the most popular. Well, after variety shows.

      After Si had spent two weeks taking me around to every theater in London and introduced me as the new reporter and reviewer to every chairman and producer, he let me loose the next day to make the rounds of Haymarket, Shaftsbury Avenue, and Piccadilly Circus. I had been to two theaters already, out in the sun and heat of a particularly bright and stifling early July Wednesday, before I went to the smallish, perhaps seven hundred seat, Regent Theatre.

      The white stone, columned exterior was similar to other theaters in the area. The marquee listed the play at the Regent as a comedy in rehearsals called Have You Seen My Mother-in-Law? The company performing it had already spent a year on tour all over England to good reviews. I expected to be given the usual press words, “Already a success in other cities, now we expect a long and enthusiastic run at the Regent, grand old theater, the play starring fan favorites…” and be sent on my way.

      The box office was closed, so I went around the side to an alley that led to the stage door. The door was propped open, another sign that the same as all old theaters, the Regent broiled inside on a sunny summer day.

      I walked in and waited until my eyes adjusted to the darkness inside. A figure burst out of the darkness and shoved me aside to get past and outside. I was spun around and saw by the figure’s outline in the doorway that he was a man of above average height and muscular build.

      A gravelly voice behind me barked out, “Who are you? State your business.”

      I turned around again and found myself facing a skinny old man. “I’m with The Stage. I’m supposed to see the producer to find out if he wants me to put anything in this week’s issue. I understand the first performance is on Friday.”

      “He’s on the stage with the others. Waiting for the ambulance.”

      Ambulance? Not something you expected during a rehearsal. My fingers itched to pull out my notebook. “You sent that man to summon the ambulance?” I asked. That explained why he was in too much of a hurry for good manners.

      “What man?”

      “The man who almost knocked me over.”

      “There was no man here. We telephoned. I’m Old Nick. Stage doorman.” He gestured me on into the gloom with an air of boredom.

      I walked down the hall, listening for voices, until the space suddenly widened out into the backstage area. From there, I followed the voices and the stage lighting until I found myself on the edge of the stage.

      Everyone, actors and craft, was standing around on stage staring at one pale young woman writhing around on the floor and tangling herself in a square of dusty carpet. At least the stage was well-lit, so it was easy to see she’d injured her leg. I didn’t see any blood. A couple of men I assumed were stagehands knelt at her side, reassuring her.

      “What happened?” I asked an older woman who moved over to stand near me.

      “They were rehearsing a dance scene in the first act when the carpet slipped. It’s a fast jive dance and her legs went out from under her, poor dear.”

      “Couldn’t they have tacked it down so it wouldn’t slip? It’s just painted wooden floor underneath,” I asked.

      “The stagehands were told to do that, and they swear they did.” The woman was in regular clothes without stage makeup, but I was certain she was an actress. There was something about her speaking voice and the way she carried herself. “I’m Marnie Keller. I play the mother-in-law in this farce.”

      Marnie Keller was a well-known comedienne, but I’d never seen her close up before. She was shorter than I’d pictured her. “I’m Olivia Redmond. From The Stage.”

      “Are you responsible for ‘Chit Chat’?”

      “I’ve been taking over that column for the last week or so.” “Chit Chat” featured news and gossip from the London stage, and there were certainly plenty of people willing to give me suggestions.

      “I knew there’d been a change. Si’s a lovely man, but he favors his favorites in the coverage. You don’t do that.”

      “I don’t have any favorites. I don’t know anybody,” I said with a shrug. “Who’s the young lady on the floor?”

      “Wanda Thomas. She plays one of my daughters.”

      As I jotted down her name, the ambulance crew arrived to take her to the hospital. I made sure to find out which one she was being taken to. “Why did you call the play a farce? It’s billed as a comedy.”

      “Since we’ve come to London, we’ve had costumes shredded and things stolen. Personal things disappearing from our dressing rooms. None of this happened when we were on tour. The whole show since we arrived in London has been one big farce.” Marnie shook her head as she watched Wanda being loaded onto a stretcher. “This should never have happened.”
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      “Were the things that were stolen valuable?” I asked Marnie.

      “I lost a little gold locket on a chain that I wear in every performance as a good luck charm. There was a lucky rabbit’s foot that vanished. And a meat pie that was to be someone’s lunch yesterday disappeared.”

      “Definitely valuable,” I agreed. “No idea who’s taking things?”

      “No, nor who shredded the costumes. They aren’t easy to come by with clothing rationing. It affects us more than most people, since a lot of what we wear onstage we wouldn’t be caught dead in offstage.”

      “Can you borrow from other companies?”

      “Some. People have been kind. Then our costumers, our seamstresses, have to work twice as hard to make things fit right or create something new,” Marnie told me. For a star, she seemed well informed on how everything in the theater worked. When I told her so, she laughed. “I’ve only been doing this my entire life.”

      “Who are you?” boomed at me.

      I jumped, but Marnie didn’t blink. “The new girl from The Stage. Olivia Redmond.”

      “I’ve come to find out if the producer has anything he wants to put into this week’s edition. May I put in about Wanda Thomas injuring her leg and going to hospital?” I asked as I turned around.

      “Only in a little box so it doesn’t look as if it happened here. Ian Nelson, producer.” He held out his hand. He was pale, with a wide face and a well-pressed suit. As we shook hands, I noticed his nails were buffed to a shine and his skin uncalloused.

      “Hey,” said a burly middle-aged man on his hands and knees checking the rug and floor now that Wanda had been wheeled away. “There’s no sign of those tacks, although you can see the pinholes in the floor. Our thief has stolen those, too.”

      “Nonsense. You’re just trying to cover up for your carelessness,” Nelson said, blotting his handkerchief on his broad forehead that had apparently spread to his crown over the years.

      “That’s our head stagehand, Gil Baker,” Marnie told me in a low voice, gesturing to the large man peering closely at the floor. “He’s a good guy. Conscientious. But the producer doesn’t want to believe him.”

      “Why?” I still didn’t understand all the complex relationships in the theater.

      “Oh, you’re green.” Marnie shook her head. “The producer produces the play, finds the backers to put in money, and if it doesn’t go on stage on time, he loses their money and won’t be able to get any more out of them. The building owner doesn’t make money when the stage is sitting idle, including when rehearsals are being held, so the owner is going to complain to the producer he’s costing him money. The producer, being blamed on all sides, needs someone else to blame.”

      “What do you think happened?” I asked.

      “Our stagehands seem to know what they’re doing. I have worked in this theater before with these men and they’re a good bunch.” Marnie watched the argument build for a minute. “Any hotter and you won’t be able to understand a word the stagehand says with his Cockney accent.”

      Indeed, the two men facing off on stage could have been performing. It needed only an audience in the seats. Marnie was right about the stagehand’s accent; as the argument progressed, I could only make out every other word.

      Nelson, the producer, either could understand him or didn’t care what he said. He was convinced the stagehand had failed to properly secure the rug. He finally put up his hand, palm out, and walked away toward me. Marnie gave me a big smile.

      “We’ll need a casting call to replace Betty in this week’s issue,” the producer said as he reached me offstage.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Wanda’s part. Si will know what to put in. I spoke to the ambulance crew and they think Wanda broke her leg,” Nelson told me.

      “Can we get back to work, please? We’ll start from just after the dance.” The tall, thin man who shouted this walked out on stage holding a bright red mug. “You, there, read Betty’s lines for the rest of this scene.”

      I looked up from my notebook where I’d been making notes to realize he was waving a script in my direction. Despite being nearly sixty or so, he was handsome with silver hair and dark eyes.

      “Well, don’t keep him waiting,” Marnie said. “Go on.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Marshall Lowe, our director. He needs someone to read her lines so we can rehearse. Go on. Break a leg.”

      “Someone just did,” I murmured. I’d never even seen the script before. This would be painful for everyone to hear. I walked onto the stage and looked out into the auditorium. The vast space, full of chairs that would hold people Friday night, frightened me.

      Certainly larger than the auditorium at St. Agnes. I turned back and looked at the director.

      “Stand on that X there,” he said, pointing to a mark on the floor, “and read the lines marked ‘Betty.’ Don’t do any of the movements.” He slapped a script in my hand that had Betty’s lines underlined.

      I nodded as two men stepped onto the stage without scripts. One of them, shorter and darker haired, said, “I’m Robbie Day, playing the vicar. He’s Bud Cosby, playing Frank. And you’re the new reporter from The Stage? Please remember our names when you review this⁠—”

      “Start with ‘Golly, that was fun.’” Marshall Lowe interrupted him as he stepped to the side of the stage, not giving me time to write down their names.

      I looked down and realized that was my line. “Golly, that was fun. We should go dancing every night.” I tried projecting my voice past the stage without tripping over my tongue and just about managed it.

      The two men made saying their lines effortless.

      Lowe interrupted them occasionally to make changes in where they stood or how they said their lines. He ignored me, which hurt. When we finished the scene and went on to another that didn’t involve Betty, he didn’t even say “Thank you.”

      The producer waved to me.

      I stepped to the back of the stage where Nelson stood. “Well done, Miss…”

      “Mrs. Redmond. The Stage weekly.”

      “Oh, I remembered the newspaper, just not your name. Come up to my office and we’ll sort out the ads that need to go in for tomorrow’s edition. Otherwise, they’ll do us no good. No good indeed.”

      Before we could go anywhere, a thin young man in dire need of a shave and in a ratty-looking suit that was too large for him burst onto the stage. I thought for a moment he was one of the actors and this was part of the play until Lowe, the director, shouted, “What are you doing here?”

      The young man walked over and stood inches from his face. “I’m here to see my play produced. My play.”

      “That’s all we need,” Nelson muttered. “Philip Bernard. The playwright. Or not.” Then he looked at me and said, “You didn’t hear that.”

      I nodded as I continued to watch the two men.

      “I told you, we can’t. This isn’t your play. Nothing but Shakespeare or comedies until the war ends,” Lowe told him.

      “So, you made my play a comedy. Do you think having your mother murdered is funny?” Bernard shouted. He sounded hysterical more than angry.

      “No, but⁠—”

      “You took the biggest tragedy of my life and made it a comedy so audiences can laugh at me.”

      “No, Philip. No one is laughing at you. This isn’t your play. Now, get off the stage. We have work to do,” Lowe said, his voice displaying his lack of patience.

      While the drama continued on stage, Nelson the producer led me around the stage and into the audience. We walked most of the way up the aisle until he gestured me to sit in a row. I slid across three red velvet seats, which were looking a little worn, while Nelson sat on the aisle seat.

      “Welcome to my preferred office,” he told me.

      He quickly worked out the wording for the notice on Wanda Thomas’ accident and then the ad for her replacement while I continued to watch the unscripted drama onstage. The young man in the too-large suit took a swing at the director, who easily ducked the punch. The director, despite being thirty years older than the playwright, ducked the next punch as well before landing one of his own, sending the young man to the floor.

      By that time, the stagehands had separated the two men. “Now, get off of my stage,” the director shouted. The young man slunk off, saying something I didn’t hear.

      “Will you be reviewing the play in this week’s issue?” the producer asked, having ignored the fight on stage.

      “Not unless I get a chance to see it through without any accidents,” I told him. “Do the stagehands need to double as bouncers in many theaters?”

      “No. Most theaters don’t have obnoxious directors such as Marshall Lowe aggravating cast and crew to the point of fisticuffs.”

      “Did you have to hire extra crew for bouncers for this play?”

      “Good heavens, no. I’m of the ‘Let Lowe solve his own problems’ school. But I think you should tell your reading public about saving the play by playing Betty in rehearsals,” Nelson said, a twinkle in his eye.

      “I hardly played her. I merely read out her lines so the rehearsal could go ahead,” I told him. I was under no delusion that I was really acting, or that I was any good.

      “For a spur of the moment reading, you did well.” Nelson rose and said, “May I please request that you get that ad in for this week’s edition.” He didn’t make it sound as if it was a question or a request as he handed me his copy.

      I moved out into the aisle behind him. “I think I have enough time to get these both in for this week. Good luck, Mr. Nelson.”

      “No!” He looked horrified. “It’s ‘Break a leg,’ Mrs. Redmond.”

      I went back out through the stage door, the front door being locked this time of day, but the stage doorman, Old Nick, was nowhere to be seen.

      Si was in his office when I arrived back at Bush House and he sat in a sort of anticipated glee while I told the story of Wanda Thomas’s bad luck.

      “She does have a broken leg. I verified that with the hospital on my way back here. We need to get that notice and the ad for her replacement in the paper,” I told him.

      “Too bad we don’t have time to add it in,” Si told me with a contented smile.

      “You said our deadline is tomorrow morning. Why the sudden change?” I asked.

      “Then you’ll have to change the copy at the printer to include his notices. I won’t go across the street to help Marshall Lowe.” Si set his rubbery features in a glower. When I asked why, he refused to say another word.

      Our office descended into silence. It sounded the same as dinnertime in my father’s house.
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      My brief moment of glory on a West End stage filled my next letter to Adam, but didn’t cause a ripple in the rest of England. The next morning, I reached the printer’s shop early to find it was in an area that had been battered in the Blitz. Up and down the street, shopkeepers were cleaning away rubble, replacing broken glass, and here and there, a new building was slowly rising in one of the many vacant lots left by the Luftwaffe. The printer’s shop had its front window replaced with a wide board, the name of the shop painted on in block letters. I met the printers as they were coming in to work.
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