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To George Arthur Hazel




Chapter One


‘Cinderella? I ask you? With feet the size of hers? Have you ever heard anything so ridiculous?’ Jon leaned back in his seat and waved his fork in Kirsty’s direction. ‘We’ll have to get a body double for the glass slipper scene.’


‘Well, sweetheart,’ said Kirsty. ‘It was you who cast me as Cinders in the first place.’


‘Would have been hell to pay if I hadn’t,’ Jon said with a knowing wink to one of the other guys at the dining table that night.


Kirsty smiled sweetly at her boyfriend of almost a year. Jon was usually very funny. He liked a joke. Kirsty told herself it wasn’t always at her expense. Still, she tucked her feet a little further beneath her chair as he continued to tease her for the entertainment of their friends. She had thought her feet looked pretty in her new red leather ballet flats. Until Jon called them ‘boat shoes’ because ‘they’re the size of small canoes’. 


‘Tell me more about it,’ said Jane, Kirsty’s best friend, who was among their dinner guests that evening. ‘I mean the pantomime, not your feet. I’m just glad you’re going to be in the UK over Christmas. I’ve missed you so much.’


Kirsty had recently returned from a season spent working as a singer on a cruise ship. It was thanks to being on that ship – The European Countess – that she’d met Jon. He stage-managed one of the on-board shows in which Kirsty starred. In the first flush of romance Kirsty felt like a goddess every time she stepped out into the lights, knowing that Jon was watching from the wings. He had so many good ideas about improving her performance and he was always full of praise. He made her feel like a proper star. Now they were an official double act and it seemed she was playing the straight guy. Ah well.


‘You’ll make a fantastic Cinderella,’ Jane continued. ‘Your voice is so good. You’ll carry the show.’


‘Thank you,’ said Kirsty.


‘She will carry the show,’ Jon agreed. ‘Newbay won’t know what’s hit it when Kirsty lets rip with that incredible voice. But we’ll have to get the shoes made at one of those transvestite outfitters,’ he continued, oblivious to the fact that Kirsty’s smile was slipping. ‘I’m sure both the blokes playing the Ugly Sisters wear a smaller size.’


‘We get the idea, Jon,’ said Kirsty. ‘My feet aren’t exactly petite. But then I am five foot ten and if my feet were any smaller, I’d topple over. Now, does anyone want second helpings?’


All six dinner party guests were enthusiastic and not just because they too wanted Jon to change the subject. Kirsty was a very good cook. She was looking forward to having some more food herself.


Jon followed Kirsty to the kitchen and put his hands on her waist as she fetched the remains of the lamb casserole out of the oven. He leaned his chin on her shoulder. ‘Thank you for cooking tonight,’ he said. ‘I can tell everyone is really enjoying themselves. How lucky am I to have a leading lady who’s also a domestic goddess?’


Kirsty melted into him, forgetting for a moment all those bad jokes about her feet. Jon nuzzled the side of her neck and she felt her insides fizzing. The chemistry that had brought them together on the ship was still amazing. But then he gave her muffin top an absent-minded squeeze as he planted a kiss on the side of her face.


Jon probably wasn’t even conscious of what he’d done but Kirsty felt her cheeks redden. She’d actually lost a few pounds recently, having put on half a stone while they were at sea, but Jon’s squeeze brought back the awful memory of having her costumes let out halfway through the summer season. It wasn’t unusual, apparently, for first-time cruise entertainers to put on a few pounds in the face of so much excess at the twenty-four-hour buffet, but Kirsty was still embarrassed. 


Unlike Kirsty, Jon had incredible discipline around food. He was the kind of person who could eat half a Twix. If Kirsty ever ate just half a Twix, the other half would call to her from inside the fridge. She would hear nothing but its chocolatey voice crooning ‘eat me, eat me, eat me’ until she caved in.


However, she did her best to find some of Jon’s willpower that evening. While Jon went back to the dining table with no idea of the thoughts he’d triggered in Kirsty’s head, she served everyone but herself a second helping of the casserole. What remained went into the fridge before she could be tempted to pick at it.


Later, she allowed herself just a couple of small spoonfuls of the tiramisu she had made with so much love that afternoon. Her tummy rumbled miserably as her friends praised her cooking to the stars and clamoured for seconds and thirds and even tossed a coin to determine who would be allowed to scrape the serving bowl clean. In that moment, Kirsty felt like she needed tiramisu as much as she needed oxygen. But since Jon had unwittingly drawn her attention to her fluctuating waistline, there was no way she could indulge. Everyone who ever dreamed of a career in the spotlight knew that sacrifice was part of the deal. That famous speech at the beginning of Fame – the series Kirsty had devoured as a child – just about nailed it. ‘Fame costs …’ Well, Kirsty was paying in calories.


‘I think that was a very successful dinner party,’ said Jon as the last of their guests left around midnight. Kirsty was relieved to hear him say so. It had been important to her to impress his best friends from his school days, whom she met for the first time that night. They were nice people and thankfully they seemed to like her too. They left promising they would all get together again soon. 


‘Definitely before Christmas,’ said Jon.


Likewise, because Jon and Kirsty had been on a cruise ship for most of their relationship so far, the dinner party was Kirsty’s first chance to introduce him to Jane.


Jane and Kirsty had been best friends for decades and were as close as any sisters. They’d shared ups and downs. They’d bonded over boy bands and beauty tips. But Jane had also seen Kirsty through the loss of her mother when they were in the middle of their GCSEs. Fifteen years later, Kirsty had done her best to pull Jane out of her seemingly bottomless grief after the sudden death of her fiancé Greg. 


It was Kirsty who persuaded Jane that she shouldn’t give up on love after Greg’s death. It was Jane who convinced Kirsty that she really should give up her safe job as an office manager for an accountancy firm and try to make a living from her voice at the impossibly ancient age – in showbiz terms at least – of thirty-two. For all those reasons and more, it was important to Kirsty that Jane approved of Jon. Just as Jane had been keen for Kirsty to like her new boyfriend, Rob.


Kirsty had no trouble assuring Jane that Rob was great because he was. He was funny and kind and wonderfully attentive. Most importantly, he was clearly head over heels for Jane. She hoped Jane felt the same way about Jon. 


Getting ready for bed in the little flat she and Jon were renting pending any wonderful job offers elsewhere, Kirsty paused to examine herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the wardrobe door. She stood sideways on, pulled her shoulders back and her stomach in to give herself the best possible profile. She even sucked in her cheeks. Then she slowly turned around, watching the curves of her body reassert themselves until she finally faced the mirror full frontal and beheld herself at her widest. Jon came out of the bathroom and caught her mid-appraisal. He gave his verdict.


‘Nothing a few weeks on the 5:2 wouldn’t put right.’ 


He also gave her what was probably supposed to be a reassuring pat on the bottom.


‘I’ll do it with you if you like,’ he continued. ‘Could lose a couple of pounds myself.’


He patted his own non-existent belly. Then he got into bed and was asleep within minutes, while Kirsty tossed and turned until three, tormented by thoughts of too-tight jeans and tiramisu. 


She knew she wasn’t Disney Princess perfect but isn’t every woman worthy of a fairytale ending?




Chapter Two


‘More tiramisu?’ Judy Teesdale nudged the bowl towards her son Ben. 


‘No, thanks, Mum,’ Ben patted his stomach. ‘I’ve had plenty. I always overdo it.’


Judy didn’t agree. ‘You don’t eat enough. You’re looking gaunt,’ she told her beloved only child. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’


‘I’m trying to stay fit,’ he countered.


‘You’re working too hard.’


‘I’m running my own business now. I have to.’


‘You’ve got to look after yourself at the same time. Thea needs her father to be healthy. And happy,’ she added.


‘I am happy, Mum.’


Judy merely raised her eyebrows at that. 


‘Come on,’ she said, as she gathered up the empty bowls. ‘If you’re going to refuse any more of my legendary pudding, you can help me with the washing up.’


Moments later, Judy and Ben stood side by side at the kitchen sink, looking out onto the garden where Ben’s eight-year-old daughter Althea – Thea for short – was playing with Buster, Judy’s Border Terrier. Thea was throwing a tennis ball for the little dog. Most of the time, Buster plucked the ball from the sky before it had time to bounce. But when the ball hit the shed and bounced back in Thea’s direction while Buster was still haring down the garden, Thea tried to catch it herself. She had no chance. As she made her valiant attempt, her glasses, with the thick lenses that made her eyes look enormous, slipped off her nose. Suddenly half-blind, she stumbled over her own feet. She missed the ball and somehow ended up tripping over the dog, who’d turned on a sixpence when he realised the ball had rebounded. Judy and Ben sighed as Thea completely lost her balance and sat down heavily on the muddy grass. Buster, realising that something wasn’t right, quickly dropped the ball and returned to lick Thea’s knees.


‘She’s just like you were at that age,’ Judy observed. ‘All legs. Thank god she got Jo’s brains.’


At the mention of Thea’s mother, Ben’s face fell. Judy put her arm around her son’s waist and gave him a squeeze. 


‘Jo would have known how to help her,’ said Ben.


Judy knew at once to what Ben was referring. They’d talked about it as soon as Thea left the table. Thea was being picked on at school. Her myopia and the enormous glasses that went with it had marked her out as a target from the start. She was sweet and bookish and trusting that people were essentially as good-hearted as she was. That made her gullible. At parents’ evening earlier that week, Thea’s teacher Mrs Griffiths had expressed her concerns to Ben.


‘How are things at home?’ Mrs Griffiths asked as though that might provide an explanation for Thea’s unpopularity in the classroom.


‘Fine,’ Ben had said. ‘We’re getting on OK.’


The truth was that things at home were sad and strange. Ben was doing his best but since Jo died of breast cancer, just over three years ago, he felt as though he had been living underwater. Everything was still muted. Numbed. It seemed to be getting worse with Christmas looming on the horizon. The world was getting ready to celebrate. Ben wasn’t. He knew he needed to make more effort. 


It didn’t help poor Thea that they’d moved right after Jo died. They’d been living in London but with Jo gone, Ben felt he couldn’t cope in the city on his own. He wanted to be near what little family he had. That was why he and Thea had moved back to Newbay to stay with Judy in the house where Ben grew up. It was meant to be a temporary move but, after a year, Ben admitted he was never going back to the job his employers had held open. He took another six months to figure out what to do before Judy came home one day with details of the empty shop that was now Ben’s PC repair business. 


‘Perhaps we should look into more after-school activities,’ Judy suggested, breaking into Ben’s reflection. ‘Broaden Thea’s circle. I know how it can be at school. You get on the wrong side of one horrible ringleader and suddenly the whole class is ganging up on you. A different group of children could boost her confidence and help her push back in the classroom. How about the Brownies? There’s a troop at the community centre. I loved Brownies when I was a child.’


‘And I hated Cubs,’ Ben reminded her. ‘Isn’t Brownies all campfires and hiking? That isn’t Thea’s style.’


‘Then how about cooking? There’s a children’s cooking class at one of the hotels. They do adult classes too. They’ve got a special on making the perfect Christmas dinner. I thought I might do that one myself.’


Newbay’s hotels were all diversifying and offering cooking classes and workshops in a desperate attempt to keep their kitchens busy through the off-season. 


‘We could do it together. All three of us. Then you and Thea can be in charge of the turkey.’


‘I’ll look into it, Mum, I promise.’


Though how Ben would find the time to work on improving Thea’s social life, he didn’t know. His business seemed to require his attention almost as much as a second child. He was in the shop nearly all the time. When Thea should have been having swimming lessons or learning to play the euphonium, she could be found sitting at the back of the store, reading or drawing. She said that’s what she liked to do and Ben believed her – as a child, he’d loved nothing more than reading – but perhaps Judy was right. Thea needed to be encouraged to move outside her comfort zone. Meet other children outside school. Make some real friends. She couldn’t go through her childhood sharing her secrets only with her grandmother’s dog. 


As Ben watched, Thea got up and brushed herself off. Buster, who seemed reassured by this that Thea had not been too badly hurt by her fall, retrieved the ball. He dropped it at her feet and assumed the position that told her he was ready to play. Head low to the ground. Bottom high. Much wagging.


Thea pulled her arm back as far as it would go, ready to hurl the ball right out of the garden. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration.


‘Ready, Buster?’ she asked the dog. ‘A-one, a-two, a-three …’


Thea almost left the ground with the effort of that throw and yet somehow the ball still fell straight down and landed between her muddy trainers. Even Buster looked disappointed. 


‘Oh, Thea,’ Ben thought to himself. ‘What am I going to do with you?’


Just then, she turned towards the kitchen window. She pushed her glasses back up her nose and beamed a huge smile. Ben couldn’t help grinning right back at her. 




Chapter Three


The Newbay Theatre Society – NEWTS for short – had been around for far longer than any of its members. That said, Trevor Fernlea, the committee chairman, was rumoured to be knocking on a hundred, though he still insisted he could play ‘thirty to sixty’ and, indeed, had just wowed the local critics with his portrayal of that hunky young thruster Mercutio in the society’s production of Romeo and Juliet. And not only because his trousers split during a sword fight.


The society was especially blessed in that it had its very own theatre, created in the shell of an old Methodist hall, thanks to a bequest from one of its early members, the sainted Miss Chorley (the NEWTS’ first Juliet). The conversion, which had taken place in the mid nineteen-eighties, was innovative and creative, turning the disused and almost derelict chapel into a two hundred and fifty-seat raked auditorium with a storage area for props, two rehearsal rooms, two dressing rooms, an enormous wardrobe, a box office and a tea-room/fully licensed bar. It greatly amused the players and their audience to treat themselves to an after-show tipple beneath a Victorian painting extolling the virtues of temperance. John Wesley would have turned in his grave.


Thirty years after the conversion, the theatre was looking a little shabby but goodness only knew when there would be time for a proper renovation beyond the annual dab of paint on the damp spots. The details of the bequest that allowed for the creation of the theatre in the first place stipulated that the NEWTS perform a programme of at least six shows a year. Thus the little theatre was always busy. 


Every single night of the week, something was happening somewhere in the building. There were performances, rehearsals, costume fittings, dance classes, committee meetings. Not to mention the Thursday Club – the group of pensioners who met in the theatre bar every Tuesday afternoon to discuss the arts. They originally met on a Thursday – hence the name – but in recent years the day had been changed because it clashed with the local cinema’s special senior citizen matinees. Trevor Fernlea’s lectures couldn’t compete with £2.99 for tea, a Penguin and Tom Hiddleston as Loki. Or Tom Hiddleston as just about anything. The Thursday Club was all a-flutter about his full-frontal nudity in High Rise for months.


The NEWTS drew its membership from a diverse section of Newbay society. The Thursday Club was at one end of the spectrum. At the other end, the children’s drama group was always busy. On a Saturday morning, the theatre was more like a crèche as forty or fifty under-twelves were put through their theatrical paces and the auditorium rang with their laughter and shouts. There was fierce competition for places in the children’s group because it was considerably cheaper than the local childminders’ services. Strangely, the parents’ enthusiasm for the group did not translate into enthusiasm for letting their children take part in any actual shows that might mean turning out of an evening when Strictly was on. 


The youth group, which met on Thursday nights, was renowned throughout the county as a hotbed of impressive talent. Several former NEWTS had gone on to drama school. One was a regular on EastEnders. News of her success had spread throughout Devon and made NEWTS’ youth group the place to be for aspiring actors from every corner of the county. If you were casting a show that needed actors between the ages of twelve and eighteen, the NEWTS provided a very rich seam of potential.


Unfortunately, what generally happened was that when they hit eighteen, the youth group members drifted off to other towns for college or university. A few might show up again at the end of their degrees, when fruitless job searches and shaky finances forced them back to the family nest, but it was a matter of time before they would find jobs and boyfriends and girlfriends and go travelling and get mortgages and be swept up by marriage and children. As a result, there was a dearth of NEWTS between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five. No matter how much effort the NEWTS put into recruitment, it was an age group that simply didn’t have the time. 


After that, it was a different story. Membership picked up again considerably for the forty-five plus group. People joined the society as something to do once their children left home. Or their spouses left home … NEWTS had an unfounded reputation as being a cosy alternative to Tinder. And once you were past retirement age, membership numbers absolutely rocketed. Especially among the women. If you were casting an all-female stage version of Cocoon – that film set in an old people’s home – you were in luck. If you weren’t …


The society’s demographics meant for some extremely interesting casting. Trevor Fernlea’s turn as swashbuckling young tyke Mercutio was far from unusual. In the NEWTS’ performance of The Graduate, the actress playing Mrs Robinson was younger than her supposed student swain by ten years. So Jon had his work cut out when it came to casting Cinderella. Especially since all the elderly regulars wanted to be in the Christmas show. It was always the biggest, brightest and most-fun-to-be-in performance of the year. 


Thank goodness it wasn’t quite so important to be realistic in a pantomime. There was comedy value in casting someone whose physical attributes were at glaring odds with the part. However, Jon was determined to assemble a cast with whom he could work in exactly the way he wanted. He didn’t want anyone too set in his or her ways. For that, read anyone in their eighties.


But needs must. The NEWTS was no Club 18-30. In late October, Trevor Fernlea popped a couple of extra statins and auditioned to play Prince Charming. 




Chapter Four


Kirsty was mightily relieved when Jon let Trevor Fernlea down by telling him that while it was no longer fashionable to have a girl play the pantomime’s ‘principal boy’, Jon had decided to draw heavily on tradition for his production and would thus be casting a woman as the prince. 


This was a political move on Jon’s part. As expected, far more women than men turned up to the auditions and Jon had to offer the ladies at least some possibility they would find a part in a play that was surprisingly low on female roles. The reality was, however, that the prince had been cast in Jon’s mind from the moment he arrived back in Devon.


Choosing Kirsty for Cinderella was not without controversy. Though no one could doubt her abilities – on her first visit to the NEWTS’ theatre, she raised the old church roof with her rendition of ‘I Dreamed a Dream’ from Les Mis – the fact was, Kirsty was a newcomer. Naturally, people were going to be a little put out when she waltzed in and took the plum role, no matter how good she was. 


It was for that reason Jon had really decided to reinstate the tradition of having a female principal boy. It meant he could give a substantial part to the player who would almost certainly have been Cinderella had Kirsty not appeared. Lauren Whitwell. 


Lauren was the darling of the NEWTS. Nine times out of ten, Lauren got the female lead in any NEWTS production. She was Alice in Alice in Wonderland, Dorothy in The Wizard Of Oz. She was Snow White. She was Sleeping Beauty. She was Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (though that was a disaster. Never had a prompt been so busy). Cinderella should have been hers. She was a panto princess incarnate. 


It helped that Lauren was a quasi-celebrity. She was a weather girl on local television, bringing news of sunshine or showers to the whole of Devon every weekday morning at nine. At twenty-eight, she was still the ideal ‘girl next door’, with her big brown eyes, dazzling white smile and swishy chestnut ponytail. Think Cheryl Tweedy before that awful incident in the nightclub loos. 


But Jon did not rate Lauren’s talent for musical theatre. He never had, he told Kirsty. Jon and Lauren had shared a stage back when they were both members of the NEWTS’ youth group. She hadn’t been able to hold a tune then and, despite numerous singing lessons, she still struggled. Lauren had risen through the ranks at NEWTS by virtue of three things: the general attrition of good actresses as the youth group aged, her looks (which, Jon admitted, were especially good for Newbay) and the fact she could be seen on television five days a week. 


There was no doubt Lauren’s fame was a tremendous draw for NEWTS’ target audience, who liked nothing better than to sit in the front row with their hearing aids turned too low, speculating loudly, ‘Isn’t she that one off the telly?’ Singing and acting talent didn’t come into it with Lauren. They didn’t have to.


So Lauren was to play Prince Charming. When Jon telephoned to let her know, she was unimpressed. But he soon managed to convince her that the prince was the role she was born for. 


‘Everyone knows you can play a princess, Lauren. This is your opportunity to show you have range. All the best actresses embrace the chance to play across the genders. When I think of you as Prince Charming, I’m envisaging you as Newbay’s answer to Tilda Swinton, bringing an ethereal androgyny to the piece. You will transcend the usual parameters of pantomime to bring true art to your role …’


‘Well, I did like Tilda Swinton in Lord of the Rings,’ said Lauren. ‘I’ll do it.’


Jon didn’t bother to point out that Lauren had mixed up Tilda with Cate Blanchett. Lauren wouldn’t get within a barn door of either actress’s talent. He was just relieved she hadn’t cried. 


Kirsty, who was listening when Jon made the call, shook her head at the power of Jon’s terrible charm. He really could talk anyone into anything. When Kirsty saw, or heard, him turn on the charm for someone else, she guiltily admitted to herself that it made her fancy him even more.


‘But Tilda Swinton?’ she said to him. ‘It’s a pantomime, Jon.’


‘It’s my pantomime,’ he reminded her. ‘It’s going to be the best panto ever.’


Kirsty didn’t doubt it. Self-confidence was another one of Jon’s super-powers. 


Once Lauren had been dealt with, the rest of the casting was not so fraught with risk. The Ugly Sisters were to be played by two brothers who had been with the NEWTS since they were teens. 


The brothers – George and Andrew Farmer – actually had show business day jobs. After a fashion. Under the stage name The Giggle Twins, they appeared all over the county at children’s parties, performing a hybrid clowning/magic act. With their signature yellow bowl-cut wigs and their ‘hilarious’ clown-style wide trousers, they made The Chuckle Brothers seem almost normal. When they were in costume, you’d be hard-pressed to choose two people you’d be less keen to sit between at a dinner party. But they were well-versed in the sort of clowning the role of a dame required. They were perfect for playing the Uglies. 


The part of the Ugly Sisters’ mother, Cinderella’s stepmother the Baroness Hardup, was given to Annette Sweeting. 


Annette was a woman of a certain age – indeterminate thanks to the judicious use of Botox – known to most of the NEWTS as ‘the Black Widow’ on account of her having had three husbands. The husbands, all sadly deceased, had left Annette with a fabulous collection of engagement rings, a Bentley and the biggest house in Newbay – a double-fronted Georgian number with fabulous sea-views.


The house, the car and Annette’s Joanna Lumley-esque air of glamour did not win her many female friends. She was the subject of much gossip. It was a popular pastime of some of the less-generous ladies of the society to speculate as to whom Annette might be lining up as husband number four. Though they would never admit it, most of the male NEWTS secretly hoped they were in the running. 


For the purposes of the pantomime, Vince Churchill would play Annette’s husband. 


Vince was a real kingpin in the local social scene. He was big chap full of bonhomie, who was a regular volunteer in the NEWTS’ theatre bar (drinking twice as much as he sold). He was a dentist by profession and almost all the NEWTS had been in his chair at one point or another. Rumour was he often went to his surgery smelling of booze, with hands shaking like a Chihuahua left out in the rain, but since he still did NHS work, his patients were prepared to overlook the possibility of the odd slip with a drill. 


Vince’s real wife Bernadette Churchill – Bernie for short – was everyone’s favourite for Fairy Godmother. Though she and Vince had no children of their own, Bernie had a maternal warmth that drew everybody to her. She had one of those faces that always seems on the edge of a smile. Bernie was an accountant and, as well as acting in many of the NEWTS’ productions over the years, she oversaw the company’s financial affairs and made sure everyone paid their dues. Of all the NEWTS Kirsty met in her first few weeks in Newbay, Bernie was the warmest and the easiest to see as a potential friend. 


Last but not least, Trevor Fernlea, who had been so cruelly disappointed in his bid to play Prince Charming, was cast as Cinders’ beloved sidekick Buttons. Kirsty grimaced when Jon told her about that. 


‘But Buttons is meant to be Cinderella’s childhood friend,’ she pointed out. ‘Trevor is at least three times my age.’


‘And he’s the chair of the committee,’ Jon reminded her. ‘And he has his own costume.’


Kirsty was learning that in the amateur-dramatic world being able to dress the part went a long way towards actually getting the part. The Giggle Twins had their own comedy wigs. Annette had a collection of thigh-high boots that would be perfect for the dominatrix look Jon envisaged for her part. And after half a century as a NEWT, Trevor Fernlea’s personal wardrobe contained just as many military uniforms, Elizabethan collars and space helmets as ordinary suits. Naturally he had the perfect outfit for Buttons. He told Jon he would be repurposing the costume he’d had made for playing the butler to the Von Trapp family for the NEWTS’ performance of The Sound of Music. In 1984.


‘It still fits,’ he said proudly. ‘I work hard on keeping trim. Do you think I should grow a moustache for this production?’ he asked then. ‘Might be a nice touch.’


‘Promise me there is no point in the script at which I have to kiss him,’ said Kirsty.


So that was it. The players were assembled. A cast list was pinned to the noticeboard in the main rehearsal room, where it soon gained some unflattering annotations. 


‘Take no notice,’ Jon said, when Kirsty noted that someone had altered her surname, which was Watson, to ‘Fatson’. ‘It’s just one of the kids.’


But Fatson? How could Kirsty not take that as a slight?


‘Seriously, don’t worry about it,’ said Jon. ‘They’ve changed my surname from Manley to Womanley. They’re just writing the first thing that comes into their heads.’


Kirsty nodded but she couldn’t help wishing Jon had said something slightly different. Something along the lines of, ‘Well, you’re not fat, darling, so obviously the Fatson thing is totally random.’


When the cast met in the bar to toast the fun ahead – courtesy of Vince, who bought champagne – Bernie was a little better at assuring Kirsty that it really wasn’t worth getting upset about.


‘It happens every time,’ she said. ‘I almost look forward to seeing what they’ll come up with next. You wait until the posters go up. Then you’ll see some proper creative vandalism. How do you look with a Hitler moustache?’


‘I can’t wait to find out,’ said Kirsty.


‘Good girl,’ said Bernie. ‘That’s the spirit. Welcome to the NEWTS.’ 




Chapter Five


Rehearsals began in earnest on the first Saturday of November, the obscenely early opening day of Newbay’s ‘German’ Christmas fayre (the town’s Guy Fawkes’ celebrations took place on the very same day). Jon had wanted to start prepping the panto in the morning but Lauren, as a local celebrity, was required to cut the ribbon on the town’s biggest shopping event of the year. There was no point beginning without her. 


The Christmas fayre kicked off at ten. Kirsty and Jon stopped by on their way to the theatre to watch Lauren do her bit. She arrived on the back of a sleigh pulled by a bored-looking horse. The sleigh was sponsored by Chillings, the local department store. Lauren wore a Santa red dress edged with white faux fur, and tinsel in her hair. A team of mortified local teenagers – Saturday boys and girls from Chillings, dressed as elves – helped Lauren from the sleigh to the podium loaded with local dignitaries from which she would make her speech. 


Jon was delighted when Lauren managed to get in a plug for the panto though Kirsty wasn’t sure she was so pleased when Lauren began by saying, ‘I know you’ll all be disappointed I’m not playing Cinderella herself but …’ 


‘She means she’s disappointed,’ Kirsty translated.


‘She’ll get over it,’ said Jon. 


Kirsty nodded. ‘I hope so.’ But it was hard not to feel offended by the disappointed groans from certain sections of the audience when Lauren announced she wouldn’t be playing the princess. Lauren’s fan club was out in force. Kirsty could barely see her rival through the forest of arms brandishing smartphones trying to get a snap of Lauren’s knickers as she bent to pick up a dropped microphone.


‘And the weather forecast for the opening day of the annual Newbay Christmas Fayre is … snow!’ Lauren concluded her speech and cut the red ribbon as a bubble machine spewed white foam. 


As the children in the audience shrieked with delight at the bubbles, Kirsty and Jon moved away through the stalls selling mulled wine, mince pies and Christmas baubles made by ‘artisans’ in factories on the other side of the world. A local school band played a medley of Christmas tunes including a version of Away in a Manger that sounded more like Strangled Cat in a Stable. Still, Kirsty enjoyed the festive atmosphere and the joy on the faces of the children she hoped would be in the NEWTS’ audience at the end of the year. She tucked her arm through Jon’s and looked forward to the festive fun ahead.


The rest of the cast met Kirsty and Jon at the theatre at two. There was no doubt Trevor was taking his part seriously. He turned up with his script fully learned and annotated, and while the rest of the cast were busy swapping gossip, he practised his voice exercises. Lauren turned up at quarter past. ‘Photo call with Santa.’ 


Eventually, when everyone was assembled in the rehearsal room for the first read-through, they would all be made to do voice exercises. Jon insisted on that. Kirsty understood their purpose. The muscles that controlled the voice, like any other muscles, could be strained. Particularly if you were an amateur and overdid it with the projection. In any case, Kirsty rather enjoyed doing her scales. She was slightly less keen on the physical warm-up, which always seemed to involve having to move around the room like a chimp. But Kirsty threw herself into that too. She knew that as a newcomer she had a lot to prove to the people she would be working alongside for the next couple of months. She needed to make them warm to her quickly. If that meant hooting with delight over an imaginary banana, so be it.


When the warm-ups were over, the cast made a circle of chairs. The seats in the large rehearsal room were diverse in style but uniformly uncomfortable. For the most part, they were props left over from plays long since forgotten. Kirsty noticed with amusement that Jon, as director, chose the highest seat he could find. It looked like a throne but was actually a nineteenth-century commode, complete with porcelain chamber pot concealed beneath the lid. Kirsty settled herself into a vinyl-covered tub chair from the 1960s. It wasn’t long before she discovered why they’d gone out of fashion. It was pretty much impossible to find a way to sit in the chair that didn’t involve putting your back out. 


When everyone was seated, Jon gave them a pep talk. He explained that he intended to create a production of Cinderella that would go down in NEWTS history. 


‘It’s going to be more than a pantomime.’


He’d written the script himself and he had a clear vision for every single scene. The assembled NEWTS nodded along reverently as Jon referenced several plays and films they’d never heard of. 


‘So,’ he concluded. ‘If you don’t think you’re ready to make this Cinderella the best thing in theatre since Euripides staged The Bacchae, you know where to find the door.’


Jon eyeballed each of his players in turn. They all looked dutifully serious. They were all wondering who Euripides was. Did he work with Andrew Lloyd Webber?


‘Right,’ said Jon. ‘We’re ready. Let’s begin.’ 


Bernie, as the fairy godmother, opened the show. She admitted she had not had a chance to learn her lines since she got Jon’s phone call confirming her part – she’d been on a VAT course – but even reading from the book, she delivered a performance that immediately put everyone at ease. 


She began. 


‘Welcome to our humble play. Set long ago and far away. Where the goodies were good and the baddies were bad. And the meanies were mean and nice people were sad. Look, here’s Cinderella. A lov-er-ly girl. But the way she’s been treated will make your hair curl.’ 


That was Kirsty’s cue. She got to her feet and moved to the middle of the circle, sweeping the floor ahead of her with an imaginary broom. 


‘Oh me,’ she sighed. ‘Oh my …’


She swept an extravagant figure of eight, twirled and went straight into her first song, called ‘Beyond the Dusty Hearth’. It was loosely based on ‘Beyond The Sea’. The words had been changed to protect the NEWTS from a lawsuit. 


‘Beyond the dusty hearth,’ she sang. ‘Is a world of true delight, but if I can’t take a bath, it will never reach my sight …’


Kirsty was gratified and relieved when her fellow cast members clapped her first attempt at the song. It was always tough to sing without musical accompaniment. Glynis, the company pianist, was absent from the rehearsal that day. Something about ‘community service’. Everyone assumed she meant charity work. 


‘Brava!’ said Trevor Fernlea.


‘That was great,’ Jon winked. Kirsty felt a little shiver of delight whenever she saw that wink. ‘Ugly Sisters. You’re up next.’


The Giggle Twins got up and bustled into the centre of the room, bickering and ad-libbing as they went. They had the body language of two dames off-pat. Andrew hoiked an enormous imaginary bosom. George patted an invisible curl of hair.


‘So, I said to Buttons,’ George began. ‘Is that a Christmas tree in your pocket or are you pleased to see me?’ 


‘Cut,’ Jon shouted. ‘This is a family show. Please stick to the script.’


‘Whatever you say, Euripides …’ said George.


Once ticked off, the Giggle Twins were thankfully very professional. Kirsty was surprised that without their yellow wigs, they were two reasonably good-looking men. Indeed, Andrew Giggle later revealed that the brothers had been child models. They’d made enough from campaigns for John Lewis and Marks & Spencer to buy the first two flats in what was now a sizeable buy-to-let empire. 


Meanwhile Jon and Annette soon showed themselves to be on the same wavelength. Annette was all about proper direction even if she was playing a wicked stepmother rather than Blanche Dubois. At one point, she even asked Jon – to his delight – ‘But what is my motivation?’


Bernie was peerless. She read her part beautifully and was tactful and helpful with suggestions to her scene-mates when they were needed. Vince took a lot of fag breaks but when he was in the room, he gave it his all. He delivered his jokes like an old school comic from a working men’s club. His gravelly laugh reminded Kirsty of Sid James in the old Carry On films that had been her gran’s delight.


Even Lauren had learned her lines, though she spoke them all with the same tone and rhythm as she delivered the weather report.


‘Think Tilda Swinton,’ Jon reminded her.


‘She talks exactly like this in Lord of the Rings,’ Lauren replied. 


The rest of the cast stifled a giggle.


The only painful moment of the first day came when Kirsty had her first scene with Trevor Fernlea as Buttons. It took place after the scene in which the Hardup household received invitations to the Prince’s ball. The invite was addressed to ‘all’ of Baron Hardup’s daughters, which meant that Cinders was included.


‘Oh no no no,’ said Andrew Giggle, wagging his finger in Kirsty’s face. ‘Not you, my dear. You’re not invited. You’re just a servant.’


‘Who will make sure our supper’s on the table when we get back if not you?’ George Giggle asked.


Then they swept out – or rather sat back down on their matching 1970s armchairs – leaving Kirsty in the middle of the circle with the ripped halves of her invite. That was Trevor’s cue.


Trevor knew his part. He stood up and jumped into the circle, where he gave Kirsty/Cinderella a low bow. It was a very low bow and it slightly unsteadied him. Kirsty grabbed his elbow as he straightened up to make sure he didn’t topple over. He rearranged his bifocals and began.


‘Why so sad, Cinderella?’ 


Kirsty showed him the two halves of the invitation – which was actually a flyer for a curry house. 


‘Two for one on biryani?’ said Trevor.


An excellent ad-lib, Kirsty thought.


‘It’s an invitation to the prince’s Christmas ball,’ said Kirsty. ‘Everybody’s going except for me.’


‘Or me,’ said Trevor, suddenly googly-eyed. 


The script then had Buttons and Cinderella duet to the tune of ‘Sixteen going on Seventeen’, the classic song from The Sound of Music, in which teenage sweethearts Rolf and Liesl declare their love. Though once again the lyrics had been slightly altered to fit the panto (and avoid those pesky copyright issues), the moment the music started up and Trevor let out his first wavering note, the Giggle Twins gave a simultaneous derisory snort and Vince slapped his thighs with amusement.


‘Sixty going on seventy, more like,’ said George Giggle.


‘And the rest,’ said Andrew.


When Trevor accidently slipped into the original words of the song and warbled, ‘I-I’m in love with you,’ Annette spluttered. After that, no one held back. It was unintentionally hilarious.


Jon turned off the tape.


‘Yep. Fine. Maybe we should consider using another song at that point.’


Trevor looked crestfallen. ‘But I’ve practised this one,’ he said.


‘And because you’re such an old pro, I’ve no doubt you’ll pick up something new just as quickly.’


Kirsty smiled sympathetically. ‘It’s not one of my favourite songs,’ she said. ‘I’m sure something else would do more justice to your voice.’


She was just glad they hadn’t had time to get to the bit where Cinders and Buttons dance around the kitchen table. That horror was for another time. 




Chapter Six


The first read-through took almost three hours. It was dark by the time the players emerged from the theatre and headed in their separate directions. Early Bonfire Night fireworks dotted the sky. 


‘I thought that went OK,’ said Kirsty as she and Jon drove back to their flat. 


Jon was less optimistic. ‘This is going to be a shambles. Why on earth did I come back to Newbay?’


‘Oh, come on,’ said Kirsty. ‘We’re going to have a laugh.’


Kirsty needed Jon to be happy. They had both come back to Newbay because at moments like that one, stepping out of the theatre into the cold damp embrace of a November night, when she could have been in the Caribbean, the question ‘why on earth am I here?’ was definitely on her lips as well.


‘It’s going to be great fun,’ she said firmly. 


Jon snorted.


‘And I’m really glad to be in the UK for Christmas. I feel a bit Christmassy already, what with the Christmas fayre this morning and this afternoon spent singing carols.’


Many of the songs in Jon’s script were based on well-known Christmas tunes.


‘Shall we get a Chinese?’ Kirsty suggested in an attempt to cheer him up. ‘I really fancy one after all that acting and singing.’


‘I thought we were doing a fast day today,’ was Jon’s response. 


It was not exactly a fairytale moment.


‘Salad it is then,’ said Kirsty.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Jon. ‘It’s just this play is so important to me.’


‘I know,’ Kirsty reached across the gear stick and squeezed Jon’s thigh.


Kirsty had come to find work on a cruise ship in a perfectly fairytale fashion. 


She’d been holidaying in the Med with Jane, accompanying her best friend on the cruise that would have been her honeymoon had Jane’s fiancé Greg not died in a car accident the previous December. It was an odd sort of holiday. It was Kirsty’s idea that Jane should still take the cruise but a couple of days in she began to wonder if she had made a mistake. Jane was so very unhappy. Understandably, she could not do anything on board ship without imagining how it might have been with Greg by her side. Jane barely left their state room. Not even to eat. When she wasn’t sitting on the balcony eating room service sandwiches with Jane, Kirsty roamed the enormous ship alone. 


One evening, making another tour of the ship’s entertainments by herself, Kirsty happened upon some karaoke. Karaoke had always been her thing. It was Jane’s thing too, before Greg died. They used to spend every Wednesday evening singing at their local pub, The Welsh Harp. It was the best night of the week for Kirsty. She loved seeing all the familiar faces, going through their familiar routines. It was the same singers and the same songs every week, but it was never dull. Most of all, Kirsty loved to belt out her own old favourites and revel in the applause of her friends. 


At first, she just snuck into the back of the room where the ship’s karaoke was held and watched as other people took the floor. But it didn’t take long for the performing bug to bite again and Kirsty soon found herself requesting ‘It’s Raining Men’. The moment she opened her mouth, she had the audience on their feet and the compère insisted she take part in the karaoke competition that would begin the following night. 


The contest took place over several evenings. Jane made it out of their room to see the final and watched and cheered as Kirsty won the competition by a landslide. Afterwards, while Kirsty and Jane were celebrating her success, they were approached by a woman who worked for the cruise line – one of the people responsible for on-board entertainment. She gave Kirsty her card and suggested she get in touch.


In that moment, Kirsty was thrilled by the idea of working as a singer on board a cruise ship but by the time she and Jane got back home, it started to seem utterly daft. Kirsty worked as an office manager. She was nearly thirty-two. It was way too late for her to start a career on the stage. She was practically retirement age in musical theatre terms. Wasn’t she? 


‘No!’ said Jane. ‘This is your chance to change your life. You can live your dream.’


‘Or find out it’s a nightmare.’


‘Maybe, but isn’t it better to find that out than go to your grave with a head full of shouldas?’ 


Jane knew what she was talking about on that score. She’d had so many plans for life with Greg. After the cruise, which seemed to mark the rock-bottom point of Jane’s grief, she was a making serious effort to get back up and out there. The least Kirsty could do was email the cruise director and ask exactly how one went about applying for a job at sea.


The cruise director responded so quickly and so warmly that it would have been rude not to go to the cruise line’s auditions in London. And when Kirsty aced her audition and was invited to a presentation regarding careers with Countess Cruises, it seemed a shame not to find out more. And by that point, even Kirsty’s boss at the accountancy firm was telling her she should give it a try. He revealed he too once harboured the dream of a life on stage but marriage and children had forced him into accountancy. A steady job. A steady life. 


‘There are so many people out there not living their dreams. Just sleepwalking through their days,’ he said.


‘And which of us knows how many days we’ve got?’ Jane reminded her. ‘Do it for me and for Greg. You know he would have told you to go for it.’


So Kirsty went for it. A month after the audition, she was in Los Angeles, at the cruise line’s state-of-the-art rehearsal facility. It was the first time she had been in the United States (another tick on her bucket list). And a very long way from Essex. 




Chapter Seven


Strictly speaking, it was in Los Angeles, not on board The European Countess, that Kirsty met Jon for the first time. It was in the canteen. He was sitting at a table of young dancers – male and female. They were hanging on his every word, marvelling at his charming accent. He didn’t have to say anything particularly witty. To them, by sheer virtue of his voice, he was as gorgeous as a cross between Hugh Grant in his prime and James Bond.


‘Thank goodness,’ he said, when Kirsty joined the table at the behest of the dancer with whom she was sharing a room. ‘Another Brit. We can have a conversation without you going into meltdown over my Hugh Grant accent.’


‘You don’t sound anything like Hugh Grant.’ 


‘Exactly. But try telling this lot.’


Kirsty smiled. Jon didn’t look like Hugh Grant either. He was more like Daniel Craig. Which suited Kirsty fine.


‘I’m Kirsty …’


‘I know,’ said Jon.


Kirsty felt a frisson of pleasure. He had noticed her. 


‘I’ve seen you rehearsing. Your voice is something really special,’ he added. She could tell he was sincere.


‘Thank you.’


‘Is this your first season?’


‘It is.’


‘Me too. Where were you working before?’


‘In an accountancy office,’ she told him. 


‘No way,’ said Jon. ‘What a waste. Thank goodness you made your escape.’


‘How about you?’


‘Drama school. MFA in directing. Then various jobs in the West End. Thought I would give this a whirl. Good experience. Good money. Get to see the world in style.’ 


After that first meeting, Jon seemed to seek Kirsty out whenever there was a break in rehearsals. A little voice inside Kirsty’s head kept asking why he was so keen to spend time with her when they were surrounded by beautiful, skinny dancers who could wrap their legs around their necks. Kirsty was all too conscious that she couldn’t match up to their physical perfection. Because of that she told herself she mustn’t read too much into Jon’s attentions. 


The long weeks of flirtation came to a head at a crew party during their week on board the old decommissioned ship the cruise line used for crew training. They spent a week sailing back and forth from Fort Lauderdale to the Bahamas, spending their days practising safety drills and muster procedures and listening to lectures about the proliferation of e-coli. They got their afternoons off on incredible beaches. The food was amazing. The drinks were free. The whole experience reminded Kirsty of that old Wham ‘Club Tropicana’ video. The crew worked hard but they played even harder.


On the very last night of the training cruise, a few of the musicians on board grabbed their instruments and formed an instant band, playing the sort of tunes that everyone had to get up for. It was hot. Tropically so. Kirsty and Jon were dancing on different sides of the dance floor. Jon got closer and closer until he was by her side. They danced an approximation of the salsa, with his leg between hers. Kirsty felt herself growing hotter and hotter as they swayed together. She fancied him so much. Jon rested his forehead against hers and stared deep into her eyes. Kirsty tried to stare back but she was a little bit dizzy from all the free alcohol and Jon was too close for her to be able to focus. 


Then Jon kissed her. And that was that. There were fireworks. Quite literally. On shore someone was having a party. It seemed like an excellent omen that, as their lips touched, a rocket flew into the sky. 
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