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LORD ILLINGWORTH:
                                        
                           	The book of life begins with a man and a woman in a garden.         
                        
         
                                     
                           	
MRS ALLONBY:
                                        
                           	It ends with Revelations.         
                        
         
                                     
                           	              
                           	          
                        
         
                                     
                           	– Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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            A Double Row of Shaving Brushes

         
 
         After she had unpacked in the old hotel bedroom Jill leaned out of one of its two tall windows and came face to face with a lion. It was a gilded lion, presumably made of plaster, and she had seen it on entering the hotel less than an hour ago. Still, its sudden proximity startled her. Then she smiled, both at her own absurdity and in response to its ferocious grin, looked past it, and located the pillared portico of the theatre. It stood, as she had dimly remembered, on the opposite side of the gracefully curving street, only a short walk away. Soon she would stroll along and call for Miles. He had gone straight there from the station, ostensibly just to look at his dressing room; but with a new play about to open he was liable to hang around indefinitely – a habit which, she suspected, must have annoyed some directors, though none of them had felt they could ask their star performer to get out from under foot. He would undoubtedly want to spend the evening watching the scenery going up and being lit, so she was determined to get him back in time for an early dinner. But there was no hurry; it wasn’t yet six. She continued to look out on Spa Street basking in the August sunshine.
         
 
         It must be twelve years since she had last seen it. She and the least important members of the company had then stayed at a cheap boarding house in the new, ugly part of the beautiful old town, quite a long walk from the theatre. Had it rained every day of that dreary week? Certainly her last memory of Spa Street was of seeing it in a downpour, looking utterly gloomy. And not only the rain had been responsible for the gloom. The chestnuts, then, had been as high as the houses, their branches touching the upper storeys. The shop windows were so shadowed that most of them had their lights on even in the morning. She had appreciated the beauty of the street but found the total effect infinitely sad.
 
         Now the chestnuts had been pollarded; some years ago, she guessed, as the new shoots were already tall enough to make a good balance with the sturdy trunks – not that one could see the shoots, because the foliage was so thick. The trees were now of uniform height and almost uniform shape; fat trunks were surmounted by fat, rounded foliage. They were charming and also somehow comic, reminding her of Miles’s shaving brush, with its bulbous ivory handle and domed brush of badger hair. She glanced through the open bathroom door – yes, the proportions were just the same. A whole street with a double row of shaving brushes, absurd perhaps but undoubtedly cheerful. And one could now see the houses clearly; they were, she judged, almost uniformly eighteenth century.
         
 
         She would call for Miles now, but first she would get out of her town suit; the day was much warmer than when she had left London. She changed into a grey linen dress and then went downstairs by way of a corridor, subduedly resplendent with dark red carpet, and a handsome oak staircase. Nothing in this solid old hotel seemed to have been spoilt. She was glad she had remembered it and brought Miles here, instead of going to the new station hotel with most of the company.
 
         Spa Street seemed almost deserted, surprisingly so, with a Festival Week approaching. But she had gathered it was to be only a small festival, mainly of local interest, its raison d’être the opening of the rejuvenated old theatre; remembering its dressing rooms, she trusted the rejuvenation had extended back-stage. The shops certainly looked festival-minded and their displays were attractive but there was nothing she wanted; a pity, rather, as spending money here would be like making a present to that ill-dressed girl under a dripping umbrella who, when window-gazing here, had wanted almost everything. Poor wretch, with those two quite awful years ahead of her before she married Miles. But one could, it seemed, while basking in one’s happy present, be a little wistful for one’s unhappy past … and not merely wistful for one’s youth. Young Jill Morrison, with all her miseries, would not have found Mrs Miles Quentin’s particular brand of contentment enviable. Well, young Jill, as always, would have been wrong. Having decided this, her successor continued to stroll along … contentedly. 
         
 
         She had almost reached the theatre when she saw, opposite to it, a café that she instantly remembered. Here she had several times drunk that solace of life on tour, morning coffee, and once bought a quarter of a pound of superb chocolates which had done duty as lunch. It occurred to her now that a box of chocolates would make a good first-night present for the little boy in the play. On Monday morning she would have to cope with telegrams for all the company and flowers for all the women, so it would be as well to buy the chocolates now; the café was still open. She went in.
 
         Through an archway she could see the white-alcoved tea room, almost empty by now though the smell of toast lingered. The only customer besides herself in the front shop was a slight, dark-haired man who was talking across the counter to the elderly assistant. He broke off the conversation as Jill entered, as if releasing the assistant to serve her. Jill smiled her thanks and approached the counter, on which were several boxes of chocolates, one of which had a view of Spa Street, including the theatre, on its lid. She picked the box up.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, madam,’ said the assistant, ‘but this gentleman’s just bespoken that for his little daughter’s birthday tomorrow.’
 
         Jill hastily put the box down. ‘And you haven’t another like it, or anything which has the theatre on it? I need a present for a little boy who’ll be playing there.’
 
         ‘Then of course he must have this box,’ said the man, smiling. ‘It wouldn’t mean a thing to my daughter; she’s known Spa Street all her life. In fact, she might prefer a plain box; her taste is sometimes austere. But I think I’ll take this one.’ He chose a box with a black cat on the lid. ‘The cat has a distinct look of her.’
         
 
         ‘Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind,’ said Jill.
 
         ‘Absolutely. I only need a token present, really. She likes money for her real present, to spend on books. You’re Mrs Miles Quentin, aren’t you? I was introduced to you once, in a theatre foyer, but you wouldn’t remember. I’m Geoffrey Thornton.’
 
         ‘Why, of course.’ She didn’t recall meeting him but she could, now, place him. ‘This is your constituency, isn’t it? I saw you on television, the night of your victory.’
 
         ‘Hardly a victory. This is one of the safest seats in England.’
 
         ‘But he did increase the majority,’ said the assistant, beaming.
 
         ‘A case of local boy makes good. My grandmother lived for seventy years up in Queen’s Crescent and I was a regular visitor.’
 
         ‘Used to come in here for ice creams when he was a school boy,’ said the assistant.
 
         ‘And we had a nice little arrangement about credit.’
 
         ‘They ended up on his grandmother’s account.’
 
         Waiting while the chocolates were packed, Jill and Thornton talked casually. He, too, was staying at the Lion – ‘Not as many bathrooms as at the station hotel but the food’s better.’ He spoke of the Festival – ‘I shouldn’t think there’ll ever be another. It’s going to cost the town a packet.’ He enquired about the play, to which he and his daughters would be coming on the first night – ‘And I hope you and your husband will be at the Civic Reception afterwards. The Assembly Rooms are worth seeing.’ Jill said they were looking forward to it. (Miles would groan but Miles would go – and end by enjoying himself.) She mentioned having played at the theatre – ‘That is, I was an overworked assistant-stage manager – I never acted except as an understudy. I was only too glad to retire when I married Miles.’
         
 
         ‘I admire his work very much,’ said Thornton, and spoke of performances he had seen Miles give. While she listened with pleasure, she decided that Thornton looked rather older than he had seemed on television; perhaps excitement at winning the by-election had then lent him a touch of boyishness. She now assessed him as being perhaps forty. He had clean-cut, regular features and was quite good-looking but in a most unspectacular way. His eyes, even when smiling, were somehow shadowy; indeed, his whole personality seemed to her a little muted, veiled. Being slim, he looked tall, but she guessed him to be not more than five foot ten; his eyes were only an inch or so above her own eye level.
 
         The chocolates, packed and paid for, were handed across the counter. Thornton, taking both boxes, asked if she was going back to the hotel. She decided she was. It was still, perhaps, rather early to rout Miles out of the theatre, and she quite liked talking to this courteous, under-stated man who was the first Member of Parliament she had ever met. For that matter, how seldom did she meet anyone unconnected with the theatre.
         
 
         As they strolled back along Spa Street she told him that the pollarded chestnuts had reminded her of shaving brushes. He laughed and said it was a perfect comparison – ‘But, believe me, the pollarding was no laughing matter. My grandmother said it would kill her – and then lived on five years, to reach the age of ninety. I’ll admit the poor trees did look wretched for a year or two.’
 
         ‘I love them now,’ said Jill. ‘What a charming town this is.’
 
         ‘To me, it’s the most delightful of all English spa towns; not as fine as Bath but so much more intimate. Everything here is on such a delicate scale.’
 
         She commented on the quietness of the street.
 
         ‘That’s because all through traffic has to use the bypass and no parking’s allowed here. Cars have to set people down at shops and then go to the car park – which exists by courtesy of a Blitz that knocked some houses down but obligingly left the screening chestnuts. Our shops are doing the Festival proud, aren’t they?’
 
         ‘They certainly are.’ She glanced at a window full of very floral hats. ‘Will people here buy those – and wear them?’
 
         ‘They will indeed. Mainly old ladies, but they’ll look prettier in them than without them, old ladies being apt to have thinning hair. Do you ever wear a hat?’
 
         ‘Only when occasion positively demands it. Then I wear one with a brim wide enough to balance my height. I strive for something with what’s known as “a good line”. The young eye it with derision and old gentlemen go into ecstasies over it. Such hats are hard to find now.’
         
 
         ‘You can find them here. Shall I show you where? It’s only just across the road.’
 
         She went willingly, faintly surprised that he should be interested in hats. He took her into a narrow, glass-roofed arcade of very small two-storeyed shops. They walked on old flagstones to the far end and as they approached it he said, ‘Perhaps they’ll let me down today, but they usually have one superb hat in the window. This was where my grandmother bought her hats. She was a beautiful woman who dressed beautifully until the end of her life. I came here with her to choose a hat when she was eighty-nine.’
 
         ‘They haven’t let you down,’ said Jill.
 
         The hat, alone in its grandeur, was poised on an old-fashioned hat-stand against grey velvet curtains. It was of black straw, trimmed only by a black velvet ribbon. What constituted its elegance? The relation of the large brim to the small crown? (How she loathed large, top-heavy crowns.) The slight droop of the brim, which looked so casual but wasn’t? The exact placing of the ribbon?
         
 
         She asked, ‘Is that doomed to be worn by an old lady?’
         
 
         ‘Almost certainly, unless you buy it.’
 
         ‘I’m not sure I have the arrogance. Unless one is an old lady – oh, I can see her so clearly: tall but rather bent, in such a graceful dress – unless one’s old enough, well, not to compete, that’s a beauty’s hat.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll only say I think you could wear it.’
 
         ‘Well, thank you. But I wasn’t fishing. It’s just that I was so excessively plain as a girl that I’ve never got used to being just a little less plain. I seemed to improve when my hair turned grey.’
 
         ‘Not exactly grey, is it? More like dark hair lightly powdered. I’ve seen the same effect in eighteenth-century portraits.’
 
         ‘No doubt it’ll soon get on with its job of turning white, but it’s been this peculiar dust-colour for years now. I must bring Miles to look at that hat.’
 
         They walked back along the arcade, their footsteps sounding on the flagstones, and out into Spa Street. They were now only two chestnuts from the Lion. They recrossed the road and went in.
 
         Thornton, glancing into the lounge, said, ‘My daughters are there. Have you time to meet them?’
 
         ‘Yes, I’d like to.’
 
         He left the chocolates at the desk and escorted her in. Two girls rose with an alacrity which suggested extreme courtesy. The elder – Jill guessed her to be about seventeen – was unusually pretty, with wide-apart blue eyes and straight fair hair falling to her shoulders. The younger girl was small and dark, and obviously the daughter of whom Thornton had said the cat on the chocolate box had a look. The line of her mouth and the slant of her eyes were cat-like, even two little quirks in her short hair were suggestive of cats’ ears. There was no resemblance to a starry-eyed kitten, only to a small, thin, and highly alert young cat. The girls were dressed with fashionable teenage casualness and yet managed to look both tidy and scrupulously clean.
         
 
         Thornton was introducing them as Robinetta, known as Robin, and Katherine, known as Kit – ‘And this, my dears, is Mrs Miles Quentin, with whom I’ve cleverly scraped an acquaintance.’
 
         ‘Marvellous,’ said Kit. ‘Will you introduce us to your husband, Mrs Quentin?’
 
         ‘I will, indeed. Do you collect autographs?’
 
         ‘Well, I don’t – but I could,’ said Kit, politely. ‘Oh, yes. If Mr Quentin will start me off I’ll rush round the Civic Reception and collect the local worthies. They’ll like that, won’t they, Father?’
         
 
         ‘More than probably,’ said Thornton, placing a chair for Jill. ‘These two are my very determined helpers; in fact I rather think they got me nominated. Selection committees now expect to see the wives of would-be candidates. I’m a widower so my dear daughters wrote and asked if they could be seen instead of a wife. I gather they covered themselves with glory.’
 
         ‘It was even suggested we should make speeches,’ said Robin. ‘We thought that would be a bit too much, but we canvassed terrifically. Mainly preaching to the converted except in the New Town – but even there they sort of bore with us.’
 
         ‘You said “sort of”, Robin.’ Kit turned to Jill. ‘We’re trying to oust “sort of”, “I mean” and “you know” from our vocabularies. “You know” is the worst – people never stop saying it in television interviews.’
         
 
         ‘It’s a sort of – there I go – plea for understanding,’ said Thornton. ‘An effort to get people onto one’s side. The absurd thing is that foreigners, trying to speak English, use it all the time. They think it’s idiomatic – as by now, it is.’
 
         Robin said, ‘Actually – another word we should oust – I’m more worried about our accents than our vocabularies. We heard ourselves on a tape recorder and we mince deplorably. I was shocked to hear myself say “noe” for no.
         
 
         ‘You should talk to my husband about that. He has a hatred of what he calls pinched vowels.’
 
         ‘Can we meet him very soon, please?’ said Kit.
 
         ‘Of course. But he may be rather busy until the play gets going.’
 
         ‘Ah, yes. And he won’t care to be worried by pushing children.’
 
         ‘Speak for yourself,’ said Robin. ‘I’m no pushing child.’
 
         ‘Well, I shan’t be, after tomorrow – that is, not a child. I consider fifteen maturity. Anyway, I’ve left school,’ she informed Jill, ‘and with deep thankfulness. There were compulsory games. Still, they did teach one to read and write.’
         
 
         Thornton said, ‘Your great-grandmother taught you to read when you were three.’
 
         ‘Four. It was she who could read at three; she said lots of Victorian children could. I proved something of a laggard.’
 
         Jill said to Thornton, ‘Don’t you mind her leaving school so early?’
 
         ‘Frankly, no. She’ll have private tuition at subjects that interest her. Anyway, when these girls decide on a course of action I seldom oppose them. You might not think it on a first meeting but they’re outstandingly sensible.’
         
 
         ‘Sounds stodgy,’ said Kit. ‘Couldn’t you call us brilliant?’
 
         ‘Well, not when you’re there. But I’ll admit you’re not dimwits.’
 
         ‘He’s a mite besotted about us,’ said Robin, ‘but as we’re besotted about him too, it works out quite well. Have you any children, Mrs Quentin?’
 
         ‘No, alas.’ The ‘alas’ was a tribute to the Thornton girls. She did not usually hanker for children, but it had flashed through her mind that she would have liked them as daughters.
 
         Kit, looking through to the hall, said, ‘Oh, there’s Mr Quentin. Goodness, he’s even larger than I’d remembered.’
 
         ‘But not fat,’ said Jill, a shade defensively.
 
         ‘Oh, not a bit fat. Just wonderfully tall – and wide. Could we meet him now, do you think – just for a moment? Oh, he’s getting his key. Could we catch him before he goes up?’
 
         ‘Certainly not,’ said Thornton. ‘He must be given the chance not to meet us.’
         
 
         ‘There’s no fear of that. But he just may want me to hear him in his part before dinner.’ Jill could think of few things less likely as he had been word perfect for ten days. But it seemed a tactful excuse.
 
         ‘I quite understand,’ said Kit. ‘Sorry that pushing child got loose again.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll see how he feels. But don’t count on his coming down now.’
 
         Still, he might be willing to. He liked meeting people. And he would, almost certainly, like the Thorntons, especially the little black cat. Jill followed him upstairs.
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            The Involving Misfortunes of Cyril (Doug) Digby

         
 
         She found him leaning out of the open window. He turned as she opened the door.
 
         ‘Have you seen this preposterous lion?’
 
         ‘Yes, just before I went out. I meant to call for you but I got involved with …’ She told him about the Thorntons, concluding by saying, ‘They’re in the lounge now, if you happen to feel like coming down.’
 
         He said they sounded nice but he didn’t want to meet them at the moment. ‘I rather need to talk to you.’
 
         ‘Something wrong at the theatre?’
 
         ‘Peter’s being difficult. I’d like you to know about it before you see him tonight. Then you can support me.’
 
         ‘All right. Lie down and rest while we talk.’
 
         He took his jacket off and lay on his bed – so weightily that she wondered if he was getting fat. But after sneaking a glance at him, before she lay down on her own bed, she decided there was no need to worry. He was merely, as Kit had said, wonderfully tall and wide.
         
 
         He swept back his thick, fair hair and lay staring at the ceiling, saying, ‘Why did I ever do this play?’
 
         ‘We both know the answer to that one. You did it as a kindness to a new management, a young author and a boy actor.’
 
         ‘Not entirely. I enjoyed doing the play on television and it really was a great success.’
 
         She refrained from telling him that successful television plays could seldom be turned into successful stage plays; it was a fact he knew quite as well as she did.
 
         ‘Anyway, it isn’t going to prove a kindness to anyone,’ he went on gloomily. ‘Frank Ashton’s going to lose his shirt, the author’s going to be torn to pieces by the critics; and as for young Cyril, I’m beginning to wonder if he’ll ever even open.’
 
         ‘Surely you can’t change him now, with the London first night next week?’
 
         ‘There may not be a London first night – in fact, I’m not sure Cyril will keep the curtain up here, unless Peter comes to his senses. Just imagine, the boy makes a huge success on television, starts rehearsals in a blaze of glory, is praised, coaxed and directed with exemplary patience by Peter, who’s sure he can get a great performance out of him. Well, he can’t, because Cyril hasn’t an iota of stage technique. So Peter gradually withdraws all approval, then gets irritable, and finally takes a real dislike to the kid.’
         
 
         ‘You told me you saw this coming.’ 
         
 
         ‘How right I was. But Peter’s only this afternoon admitted his full reason for it. You know the boy was supposed to be fifteen, which means that he’s free to act without a licence? Well, he looks so much younger that Peter got suspicious and asked him to bring a birth certificate; and, after some delay, Cyril did. It turns out that he’s eighteen, and his name’s not Cyril, it’s Douglas. And just when Peter had assimilated this he noticed that there was a black line at the roots of Cyril’s hair.’
         
 
         ‘So instead of being an attractive, fair-haired little boy, he’s a peroxided midget’?’
 
         ‘Well, that’s what Peter feels. But there was one thing he liked about that birth certificate: the name Douglas. He thinks “Doug Digby” will be a tougher, more with-it name than Cyril Digby. And he thinks Cyril will look more with-it if he has his hair dyed black – and I gather Cyril doesn’t want to, or to be called Doug. And now Peter’s decided to cut a lot of Cyril’s lines and change some of his positions so that the focus of interest is more on me. And this, God help us, is to be rushed through at tomorrow’s dress rehearsal.’
         
 
         ‘I must say it sounds tricky.’
 
         ‘Tricky? It’s insane. The child couldn’t possibly cope.’
 
         She was silent for a moment. Then she said tentatively, ‘He’s not a child if he’s eighteen. And would a few cuts and changes of position be so very difficult for him?’
 
         ‘There’s more to it than that. He’d lose all confidence. Take the end of the second act, when the boy admits he’s an imposter. On television that scene was treated naturalistically, with normal lighting. Peter’s planned a stunty bit of direction with most of the stage in darkness, me a hulking figure with my back to the audience, and Cyril up on the stairs brilliantly lit by a shaft of light – presumably coming direct from heaven. Well, now we’re to be realistically lit, with me in the best position. Cyril’s big speech is to be cut down and he’s to make it shamefacedly instead of hurling it defiantly, and the audience is to watch my reactions. He’ll not only feel his great scene’s being taken from him, he’ll guess why it’s being taken – and just when he needs building up, not smashing down. That scene must be handed to him.’
         
 
         ‘I wonder how many stars would feel that about the end of a second act.’
 
         He grinned. ‘Well, I did think Master Peter’s original admiration for Cyril was going a bit far. But his instincts were right. He saw that the television director built up Cyril’s importance and that it worked, made the play more unusual. It may not work so well in the theatre but we shan’t help Cyril’s weakness by making his part weaker – anyway, not in a wild rush of panic. I’m not just being kind-hearted. It’s a matter of common sense.’
 
         That might well be true but she felt sure he was mainly thinking of Cyril’s feelings. ‘Well, what do you want me to do?’
 
         ‘Just be on my side when Peter talks to you tonight. Act as a tactful go-between. And perhaps hint that if he’ll leave things the way they are until we’ve opened here we’ll make the change he wants before we open in London. I don’t hold with actors defying directors. And you know how I  admire Peter – I persuaded him to do the job. But if he springs this on Cyril at tomorrow’s dress rehearsal we shall have a disaster. If changes do have to be made they can be put in gradually, during the week. Anyway, we shall get a much clearer picture after Monday night.’
         
 
         ‘What does the author feel about it all?’
 
         ‘The author? In a play directed by Peter? The author either stays away from rehearsals or skulks in the back row of the dress circle. And Frank Ashton’s as bad. He’s a charming man but as a management he doesn’t exist, except to foot the bills. Which makes me feel all the more responsible for coping with Peter. Oh, he may be more reasonable by tonight. This afternoon he was at his most fanatical, with his eyes trying to get together across his nose. Luckily the company was out of the way,’
         
 
         ‘How much do they know of all this?’
 
         ‘Well, they know Cyril’s to be Doug on the London programmes. But they don’t know he’s eighteen. That’s to be kept a secret from them, and from the Press.’
 
         ‘When’s his hair to be dyed black?’
 
         ‘Peter wants to have it done on Monday morning, but that’s another thing I won’t stand for. Cyril’s got rid of the black line and had a nice touch-up and he’d be humiliated if his pretty hair was altered. Incidentally, it is quite pretty. He’s really a very nice-looking little boy.’
 
         ‘You mean a nice-looking midget.’
 
         ‘I’m not going to think of him as a midget. In the play he’s supposed to be only twelve and that’s how I’m going to think of him.’ 
         
 
         ‘I must say it’s a confusing life for the lad. He’s twelve in the play. He claimed to be fifteen in real life but he’s actually eighteen. His name’s Douglas but he calls himself Cyril, and now he’s to be Doug. He has black hair but it’s been dyed fair, and now it’s to be dyed black again. He won’t know if he’s coming or going.’
 
         Miles laughed but only for a moment. ‘It’s really too worrying to be funny. And I’m worried about the show as a whole.’
 
         ‘You always are, at this stage of a production.’
 
         ‘It’ll be all right on the night, eh?’
 
         ‘Well, it usually is, with plays you’re in. You’ve carried worse ones than this.’ Not that she’d really felt capable of assessing it, from either its television presentation or its padded-out stage script. And she’d been to no rehearsals. Long ago she and Miles had decided that wives of leading men were apt to be resented if too much in evidence.
 
         A pleasantly deep gong boomed from below. Miles said, ‘Good lord, I haven’t heard a dinner gong since I was a boy. I suppose there are a lot of permanent residents. They’ll probably dress.’
 
         ‘Not even here, surely; anyway, not the men. But I’ll change. I’ve creased this thing, lying down.’
 
         ‘And wear your stole. That’ll be good for our prestige. And you’ll need it afterwards. The theatre was chilly.’
 
         ‘In this weather?’ But she was always glad of a reason to wear her grey mink stole. Miles, choosing it for her, had said it looked like an extension of her hair.
 
         As they went downstairs he said, ‘I’ll meet the Thorntons any time you like, now. They’ll probably be at dinner.’
         
 
         They were, at the far end of the room, which was almost full. Visitors to the Festival looked up at Miles with frank interest. Permanent residents, easily identified, were less frank; but equally interested, Jill noticed by degrees, once she and Miles were settled at the table reserved for them. The Thorntons were too far away for her to do more than respond to Kit’s wave. But after the meal, which was unspectacularly good, she and Miles followed them into the lounge and she introduced him. Both girls instantly rose, as when meeting Jill.
 
         ‘Hey, ladies don’t rise to shake hands with mere males,’ said Miles.
 
         ‘They do when their admiration is intense,’ said Kit.
 
         She spoke with sincerity but also with a hint of playfulness. Miles responded to the playfulness with a wink, then sat down between the sisters and made himself pleasant to them, while Jill talked to Thornton. Eventually the conversation became general and Kit asked if the Quentins would come to her birthday lunch next day. Miles, after explaining that they would be busy at his dress rehearsal, added, ‘If I’d known about your birthday I’d have stood you some champagne at dinner tonight. What can we do about it now? How about some crème de menthe?’
         
 
         ‘No!’ said Kit, surprisingly loud. ‘Thank you, but Robin and I never drink anything intoxicating.’
 
         Miles laughed. ‘It’s the first time I’ve known crème de menthe to be thought intoxicating. Oh, come on!’ He looked from one to the other of the girls.
         
 
         ‘No, thank you,’ said Robin, more quietly than Kit but no less firmly.
 
         ‘You’re obviously not going to be faced with any alcoholic problems in your family,’ said Jill to Thornton.
 
         Miles then suggested that Thornton should join him in a brandy but Thornton refused as firmly as his daughters had done, adding, ‘Not that I’m teetotal but I do drink very little.’
 
         ‘Then we really ought to be getting to the theatre,’ said Miles – who, Jill knew, would have no desire for brandy on his own account. She thought he had been slightly deflated by the complete dismissal of his attempt at conviviality but, if so, he swiftly recovered. As he got up, he booked the girls to dance with him at the Civic Reception – to which, as Jill had expected, he had agreed to go.
 
         ‘Such a pity I didn’t bring my stilts,’ said Kit, smiling up at him.
 
         He smiled down on her. ‘Well, we’ll sit out, which was really what I meant. I never dance if I can help it.
 
         ‘Charming family,’ he said to Jill, as they went into the hall. ‘But Kit might be a bit much in the early morning, I think we’ll breakfast upstairs.’
 
         ‘I’ll arrange it, and order the Sunday papers.’
 
         ‘Do. While I slip into the gents’.’
 
         It was dusk when they went out into Spa Street. The delicate old street lamps cast pools of light between the chestnuts. It was cooler and Jill was glad of her stole. 
         
 
         ‘I saw a good hat across the road, this afternoon,’ she told Miles.
 
         ‘Shall we go over and look at it?’
 
         ‘Oh, let’s wait until the shop’s open.’
 
         When they came to the café Jill said, ‘That’s where I met Thornton. As Cyril’s really eighteen is he too old to be given chocolates?’
 
         ‘He’s not supposed to be eighteen, remember. And anyway, he’s always eating sweets, and asking one to have what he calls “a toffee”. I had to rehearse once with a humbug in my cheek.’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps he’s mentally arrested as well as physically.’ They crossed the road to the theatre, outside which framed photographs were already displayed. One was of a flaxen-haired boy looking upwards with a heaven-seeking expression. ‘Peter’s mad if he thinks that calling him Doug and dyeing his hair will turn that cherub into a tough guy.’
         
 
         ‘It’s really quite a charming little face,’ said Miles.
 
         ‘I see the front of the house is open. Let’s go in this way.’ They went into the little foyer. ‘I can’t remember what this used to be like. Probably I always went in through the stage door, which was at the end of a passage smelling of cats and worse. This is pretty now. I like the Wedgwood plaques.’
 
         ‘The whole theatre strikes me as pastiche rather than the real thing, but I dare say it was too spoilt for a simple restoration. Thank God they’ve left some lights on. I’m always expecting to break an ankle just before a first night, stumbling down stairs in a pitch-black theatre.’
 
         ‘I’ve a torch if we need one.’
 
         After a few paces along a passage Miles peered through the glass half of a door and said, ‘The set’s up. Let’s take it in before we’re tackled by Peter.’
         
 
         They tiptoed into the back of the stalls. On the stage, a working light of dazzling brilliance dangled into a roofless composite set, made up of a sitting room and a kitchen separated by a staircase leading to a room which suggested a look-out for forest fires. The whole gave the impression of a giant toy badly put together, rather than a place where human beings could conceivably live.
 
         ‘Did you know it was to be like that?’ Jill whispered.
 
         ‘Well, I knew it wasn’t to be realistic but I didn’t expect it not to make sense. And it’s hideous, into the bargain.’
 
         ‘It’ll look better when it’s furnished.’
 
         ‘It’ll look worse. You can’t put normal furniture into rooms shaped like that.’
 
         ‘Perhaps Peter’s found some abnormal furniture.’
 
         ‘Not he. We’ve been rehearsing with the furniture and it’s perfectly normal. If you ask me, dear Peter’s gone stark out of his mind.’
 
         The back of dear Peter could be seen, in silhouette, half way down the stalls. He suddenly shouted towards the stage, in a voice hoarse with tiredness, ‘Jack, what the hell’s happening – or rather, why isn’t something? I swear there hasn’t been a sign of life for the last ten minutes.’
 
         Jill repressed a laugh. The evening had reached a stage she remembered well. Jack Anderson, the stage manager, and his two assistants would be working doggedly somewhere, as would, almost certainly, the master carpenter, the property master, the electrician, and anyone else belonging to the ‘crew’ which had come from London with the company. But nothing could be seen to be happening. The only unusual thing was the silence. Such moments were usually accompanied by the sound of hammering.
         
 
         Getting no answer, Peter Hesper shouted again. ‘Come on, for God’s sake. I’ve got to light tonight. Are you there, Jack?’
 
         Jack Anderson stepped from the prompt corner and said grimly, ‘Yes, Mr Hesper.’ Jill recognized the ‘Mr’ as a rebuke. Peter liked to be on Christian-name terms with his stage management. An altercation then began about the lighting installation, wrinkles in the backcloth to a small section of garden (Jill hadn’t realized it was a garden), a missing piece of furniture and the fact that the local staff had just ‘stepped out for a bite’.
         
 
         ‘I could do with one, too,’ said Peter Hesper. ‘Send someone for some sandwiches.’
 
         The stage manager shouted, ‘Mary!’ An untidy girl appeared at the top of the stairs and said, ‘Right! I’ll get them. Will you have ham or cheese and tomato? That’s all they’ve got at the pub.’
 
         ‘Both,’ said Peter. ‘And get plenty for everyone.’ Though frequently short-tempered he was always kind to his staff. ‘Here, take this.’ He went to the front of the stalls. Mary, having come down the stairs, accepted the couple of pounds he handed up and scurried away.
 
         ‘But for the grace of Miles Quentin, there go I,’ said Jill. ‘Except that I’d by now be older than Mary is. Come on, let’s be nice to Peter. We must pull our punches about the set.’
         
 
         Peter, turning, saw them and came to meet them, looking more like a tired boy than a man of forty. Jill had always found it astonishing that he was only two years younger than Miles – not that Miles looked old for his age; it was simply that Peter, short, slight, and with a schoolboyish mop of red hair, looked abnormally young for his. Subject to swift changes of mood (though Jill was never sure if these were real or assumed), he now smiled affectionately. ‘Darling Jill, how nice of you to look so nice. That lovely dress – would you call it off-black or gun-metal? And the world-famous Quentin sables.’
         
 
         ‘I wonder if there is such a thing as grey sable,’ said Jill.
         
 
         ‘If so, I’m sure Miles would send to the ends of the earth for it, if you’d let him. Lucky Miles! If only I’d someone like you to brighten my life.’
 
         ‘How’s Gaston?’
 
         ‘Hardly a life-brightener, these last weeks. I’ve sent him to spend a few days in his native Paris, which was probably what he was after. Now I want to talk to you – and without Miles, who is being his usual kind-hearted self at a moment when kindness will turn out to be cruelty.’
 
         ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ said Miles, ‘while I study the set.’
 
         ‘Ghastly, isn’t it?’ said Peter, disarmingly. ‘I’ve made every conceivable mistake over this production and I’ve simply got to correct some of them. Come on, Jill.’ He led her away from Miles. Loud hammering started. ‘Oh, God, we can’t talk through that. Let’s get out of earshot.’ 
         
 
         They went into the foyer and sat in an alcove which faced the glass doors. Jill listened patiently but she knew from the outset what she was going to say. And the more Peter talked, the more sure was she that, though he was right in wanting to change his direction of the play, Miles was right in thinking the job could only be done by degrees, during the coming week.
 
         Peter was saying, ‘How could I have been so fooled by that television performance? But wasn’t everybody? Didn’t you think Cyril – Doug – was brilliant?’
         
 
         She said, ‘The trouble is, dear Peter, that you despise television. You won’t direct it and you hardly ever watch it, so when you do see good television you’ve no idea what makes it tick – or why it won’t tick the same way in the theatre.’
         
 
         ‘You’re telling me. The boy can’t even project his voice. He can’t be heard unless he shouts.’
 
         ‘He didn’t have to project it on television. He didn’t have to act, he just had to be. Still, he must at least have some imagination to be as good as he was.’
         
 
         ‘Go on, tell me he was better directed.’
 
         ‘He was directed by a television director, for television. The same director couldn’t get a stage performance out of him. Peter, darling, you know all this, really.’
 
         He nodded glumly. ‘I also know the play stinks. As a rule, when one’s involved with a play, one digs deeper and gets to believe in it more and more. But I believe in this less and less.’
 
         ‘Have you never been wrong about plays you believed in?
 
         He grinned. ‘Two of them closed in a week.’
         
 
         ‘Well, you may be equally wrong about this one.’
 
         ‘I doubt it. Have you tried summing the plot up, without trimmings? This is what you get: Into the lives of a childless married couple there erupts a boy who claims to be the illegitimate son of the husband by a dead mistress. He’s accepted and pampered – only to disclose that he’s an imposter, whose father was some other lover of his mother’s. She isn’t dead at all but has primed the kid with facts and documents, and she’s all set for a big scene in Act III. Could anything be more bogus?’
 
         Jill laughed. ‘Well, put like that … But it’s not without interest, how a man reacts when he finds the son he’s come to care for isn’t his son. And the women’s parts are well written. How are the women?’
         
 
         ‘Pretty fair but nothing matters but Miles. He’s so good that he just might carry the play to success, but only if it’s treated as a vehicle for him, with the boy merely a supporting character.’
 
         She said, with truth, that she agreed; and then proceeded to hand on Miles’s proposition as if it were her own, concluding by saying, ‘Look, I’ll make a bargain with you. If you’ll leave things the way they are until after Monday night, I’ll persuade Miles to let you do what you want before the London opening. I’ll point out that you’ll be making various changes during the week, so Cyril won’t feel so specially insulted. And, honestly, Peter, the boy couldn’t cope with vast changes at the dress rehearsal.’
         
 
         ‘I only meant to change the end of Act II. He could cope with that on his head if he were a real professional.’
         
 
         ‘Well, he isn’t. And what he needs at tomorrow’s dress rehearsal is to be praised and encouraged and given confidence for Monday night. Anyway, is it a bargain?’
 
         ‘I suppose so, if you really will persuade Miles.’ He looked at her anxiously, his red eyebrows drawn together in a harassed frown.
 
         ‘I promise. And you’ll be specially nice to Cyril tomorrow? Oh, Peter, look!’
 
         Through the glass doors of the foyer, a boy wearing grey flannel trousers and a striped blazer was to be seen. He was standing beyond the pillars of the portico and looking up at the theatre.
 
         ‘The soul’s awakening,’ said Peter. ‘That’s a new outfit – I suppose he thinks he looks like a boy from a good Prep school. Why can’t he dress like a normal teenager?’
 
         ‘Poor love, he isn’t a normal anything. I hope he sees his photograph – yes, he’s going to it. Come on, Peter, let’s start the good work. Encourage him.’
 
         ‘Oh, not tonight, Jill – please!’ But he let himself be steered through the foyer doors and said, pleasantly enough, ‘Hello, Doug.’
 
         The boy turned quickly. ‘I’m not Doug yet, Mr Hesper – look, it says “Cyril Digby” under my photo and it’ll be on the programme here. And we can’t have my hair dyed this week, can we? Not with that fair photo here.’
 
         ‘Maybe not.’ Peter had switched on a charming smile. ‘Well see how the audiences here like you fair.’
 
         Jill, who had met the boy on the train, always gave herself a dispensation regarding lies spoken to actors in need of encouragement. She said now, ‘I know you’re going to be splendid.’
         
 
         ‘I ought to be, to act with such a wonderful actor as Mr Quentin. And with such a wonderful director. Do you think I’ll be all right, Mr Hesper?’
         
 
         ‘Of course you will.’ Peter managed it fairly convincingly.
         
 
         ‘Honest, Mr Hesper? You had me worried this last week.’
 
         ‘Well, we often get worried towards the end of rehearsals. Now cut along and get a good night’s sleep. Everything’s going to be fine. You’ll be as good as you were on television.’
         
 
         ‘Came out all right there, didn’t I? Thank you for your faith in me, Mr Hesper. You know I’ll do just anything to please you, change my name, dye my hair – though I feel right, fair.’
         
 
         ‘Well, we’ll see. Now be in the theatre by one o’clock tomorrow and I’ll help you with your make-up.’
 
         ‘I got all the stuff you told me to.’ He turned to Jill. ‘You don’t have to do your own make-up on television.’
 
         ‘You’ll soon learn how to. Good night, Cyril.’
 
         ‘Good night, Doug,’ said Peter, firmly.
         
 
         ‘Good night, Mrs Quentin. Good night, Mr Hesper. Thanks ever so for cheering me up.’
 
         Jill, as they went back into the foyer, said, ‘Don’t tell me that boy’s eighteen.’
 
         ‘He is. I’ve seen his birth certificate. It’s his dwarfishness that’s put me off him.’
         
 
         ‘But, Peter, his voice is young, too. He’s got an ugly accent, hasn’t he? Simply choked with glottal stop. But I suppose that’s good for the part.’
 
         ‘It would be, if he’d stick to it. He’s now starting to imitate Miles – oh, not all the time; just every now and then, when the fancy strikes him. I haven’t the heart to tell him the part’s that of a gutter-snipe and he just needs to be himself.’
 
         ‘I should hope not, poor kid. Come on, your sandwiches will have arrived.’
 
         Back in the stalls, she reported to Miles. He thought she had done well and was particularly pleased that Peter had been kind to Cyril. ‘What with that and seeing his photograph displayed, he should be feeling much better.’
 
         ‘I found him more than a bit pathetic. Is anyone looking after him?’
 
         ‘No one has to, specially, as he isn’t a child, but I did make enquiries,’ said Miles. ‘He’s sharing rooms with his understudy who’s got his Mum with him. Cyril’s an orphan.’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t you guess it? Tell me he’s all alone in the world.’
 
         ‘No, I gather he lives with a brother. What he needs most is an agent. I was wondering if Tom Albion would take him on.’
 
         ‘Rather small beer for Tom, isn’t he? Look, Peter’s beginning to light.’
 
         ‘Let’s stay and watch for a bit.’
         
 
         They stayed until the first act had been lit. Jill knew enough about lighting to enjoy watching it being done but by eleven-thirty she felt they ought to leave; with a dress rehearsal next day, Miles needed a long night. They congratulated Peter warmly, and sincerely, on some highly dramatic effects he had achieved, and then left him, a solitary figure, in the blue and white auditorium which contrasted so oddly with the unrealistic, unrealistically lit, set in front of him.
 
         ‘Is he going on all night?’ said Jill, as they made their way to the foyer.
 
         ‘If so, he’ll ruin the management with overtime. No one could call our Peter economical. But I do admire him.’
 
         Outside there was a full moon. Jill said, ‘That’s a better effect than Peter will achieve with any amount of overtime. How lovely Spa Street looks. I’ve just remembered. Twelve years ago I went up to look at Queen’s Crescent by moonlight.’
 
         ‘Who with?’
 
         ‘No one. That’s why I went. I had an idea beauty might be soothing. Like hell it was. But when one’s miserable there’s something to be said for wallowing in it. And at least I’ve never forgotten how beautiful the Crescent looked.’
 
         ‘Is it far? Could we go now?’
 
         ‘As late as this? But it might be rather fun. It’s up at the back of the theatre. There’s a short cut up an enormous flight of steps. This way, I think.’
 
         They found the steps a little further along Spa Street.
         
 
         ‘Well, they’ll help to keep my weight down,’ said Miles, looking up them. ‘There must be quite a hundred.’
 
         ‘But they’re not steep.’
 
         Still, they were both of them a trifle breathless when they reached the top. Then they only had a little way to walk, mercifully over level ground, to the terrace.
 
         ‘It’s worth the climb,’ said Miles.
 
         No light showed in any window. The houses, built of pale grey stone, looked almost white under the moon. In front of them, the expanse of grass that sloped towards the roofs of a lower terrace was bleached of colour. Far below, beyond Spa Street, was the open countryside.
 
         ‘Lucky the houses have their backs to the New Town,’ said Jill. ‘What, exactly, constitutes their beauty?’
 
         ‘I don’t know enough about architecture to say. Perhaps it’s partly due to their uniformity – and no one’s put in a fancy window or added a porch or an attic storey. And the curve of the Crescent is superb. I suppose it’s not as imposing as the Royal Crescent at Bath but I find it even more pleasing.’
 
         Jill, peering, said, ‘There’s a row of bells at every front door. That must mean the houses are divided into flats now. Seems sad.’
 
         ‘Still, as long as they’re well taken care of, as they obviously are …’
 
         ‘I wonder which house Geoffrey Thornton’s grandmother lived in. Did you really like the Thorntons or do you want me to protect you from them?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, I liked them well enough. We might give the girls some little outing, a picnic or something.’
         
 
         ‘Not Thornton?’
 
         ‘I imagined he might be too busy with constituency work. But by all means give him the chance.’
 
         ‘We must see how the week works out. You’re bound to have a few rehearsals.’
 
         ‘More than a few, I’d say. Yes, I may not have much time.’
 
         They were leaning, now, on the stone balustrade at the top of the grassy slope. She noticed that he was looking troubled – his face was so expressive that, when playing in films or television, he often had to school it into immobility to avoid giving the impression of overacting. She said, ‘Are you still worried about Peter’s behaviour to that boy?’
 
         ‘Not now. We can sort things out once Monday night’s over.’
 
         But his expression remained clouded. After a few seconds she said, ‘Then what is worrying you?’
         
 
         He smiled. ‘Read me like a book, can’t you? Jill, things have worked out for you, haven’t they? I mean … well, us.’
         
 
         ‘Miles, dear!’ She looked at him in blank astonishment. ‘Surely you know they have? What made you ask?’
 
         He hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Oh, perhaps it was seeing you in this place, imagining you as a girl here. I just wondered.’
 
         ‘Well, you can stop wondering. That girl who stood here twelve years ago couldn’t have believed such luck would come her way. Funny, I was thinking about that … well, something like that, this afternoon, walking along Spa Street.’
         
 
         ‘What did you think exactly?’
 
         ‘It added up to the fact that I’m contented. I am, indeed. And you, Miles?’
 
         ‘As if you didn’t know. I still say prayers every night simply so that I can thank God for you.’
 
         ‘Do you say prayers? I’ve never seen you.’
 
         ‘Well, I think them, before I fall asleep.’
         
 
         ‘Then you must think them jolly fast, seeing how quickly you can fall asleep. And it’s time you set about it. Come on.’
 
         ‘I can’t say I’m looking forward to going down those steps. Almost worse than coming up.’
 
         ‘We can go by the road. It’s longer but one can walk fast as it’s all down hill.’
 
         When they were approaching the hotel, Miles said, ‘I suppose it’s too late to get any food. I could do with some, in spite of that solid dinner.’
 
         ‘Well, it’s five hours since you finished it. There’ll be a thermos of soup and some sandwiches in our room. I ordered them when I arranged about breakfast.’
 
         ‘Marvellous woman.’
 
         When they eventually got to bed, Jill found she could see one of the pollarded chestnuts, silvered by moonlight; both she and Miles liked to sleep with the curtains drawn back. Then she remembered coming face to face with the lion. What colour would moonlight turn his gold? Other brief memories of her day came back to her: strolling along Spa Street, meeting Geoffrey Thornton – and then the theatre, young Cyril-Doug gazing at his photograph. How kind Miles had been about the boy! But when wasn’t Miles kind?
         
 
         She looked across at his bed. He was already asleep. The room was light enough for her to see his face clearly. She had often thought that he did not really look like himself when asleep, any more than he did in a still photograph. In absolute repose his features were almost too classical to be interesting; it was his constantly changing expression, particularly the liveliness of his eyes, which gave them charm. She wondered if an Impressionist painting could capture some of that charm. But Impressionism, she believed, was out of fashion – and, anyway, Miles disliked the idea of being painted; he was the least vain actor she had ever known. Dear Miles! She remembered his troubled expression when he asked if things had worked out for her. Never before had he seemed in need of such assurance. Why now?
 
         A possible explanation flickered in her mind – and no more than flickered, for she turned her thoughts away from it, both finding herself faintly distressed and knowing she had no right to be. The tiny unease dwindled. She slept.
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