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      ‘Ann Mayall is the first female blacksmith at Anford forge, and the owners of the neighbouring manor see her as a threat, although she doesn’t know why. Hostility and intimidation fail to move her, and so they revert to violence. If she will not leave, she must die, but they have not reckoned on Ann’s formidable strength. It’s a saga of one woman’s fight for friendship and independence’ Birmingham Evening Mail
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      Shakespeare’s plays without mentioning Stratford-upon-Avon, the Royal Shakespeare Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare Company would be contrived and pointless, and I have not attempted to do so. However, none of the characters is intended to represent any member of the company or the theatre staff. Nor is the theatre in Cambridge intended to be a depiction of the Arts Theatre in that city.

      Over the past few years many religious sects have sprung up, and some of them have been known as the Children of God. To the best of my knowledge, none of them bear the slightest resemblance to the sect described in this book. It was certainly not my intention to depict any existing organisation.

      Nor does the charity Reconcile represent any genuine charity or charitable association.

      The Black Cat is a work of fiction, and any resemblance between characters portrayed in it and any existing person is purely coincidental.
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      The roof of the forge shines dark green in the rain. I can see it from my window. I can stand behind the dark green curtain and look at the dark green roof, and nobody can see me.

      The fire from the forge reflects yellow on the concrete in front of it, and I can see a little of that, too, although the corner of the building cuts off most of it. I can see the chestnut tree. The leaves are bright. The blossoms have gone now. They were white. In autumn, children come to collect conkers.

      I can watch the horses as they walk up the concrete path. I can listen to their hooves. I can hear what Ann says, and what people answer. They can’t see me. They can’t hear me. I am very quiet. They don’t know I’m here. I watch, and I listen, and they don’t know.

      Ann knows I am here, but she will never give me away. If there is anybody there, she doesn’t look at my window. She promised. If she’s alone, she looks up at my window. Her head is turned a little to the side. Are you all right, her head asks, and I move the curtain just a little. Yes, all right.

      On a good day, if there is nobody there, I come down. I come down the narrow stairs, listening. If I hear somebody, I go up again, and close the door quietly, so nobody hears, and I slide the bolt on the door, quietly. But if I hear nobody, I help Ann. I get the duster from the kitchen drawer, and I dust the living room. I listen as I dust, I listen for the gravel on the drive. Nobody can come up that drive without me hearing. If I hear a car on the road I stop, and I listen, and wait. If it goes on along the road, I listen until I can’t hear it any more, and then I go on. Dusting. Softly, quietly. So I can listen.

      Polishing makes too much noise, I can’t hear. But I can dust.

      When there is nobody, and I am alone, and Ann is in the forge, I can go there. I go to the kitchen door, and I stop, and listen, and look, and then I run across the concrete path, round the corner, and into the forge. I can stand at the back of the forge, in the dark corner, in the shadows by the door to the workshop. The door is open. If somebody comes, I go into the workshop, and I shut the door, quietly, and I slide the bolt, and I wait until they have gone. I can listen, and I am very quiet. They don’t know I’m there.

      In the evenings Ann closes the big iron gates, and puts a chain around them. Closed. Go away. Sometimes she puts the padlocks on the forge door. When I hear the padlocks I know the work is finished. We go for a walk, where nobody else is. We go into the park.

      I talk to Ann. It’s easy to talk to Ann. My voice doesn’t hurt then. I ask questions, and she answers them if she can, and I tell her what I’ve been doing, and what I want to do, and she listens. When I talk to other people, my voice hurts.

      I talk to Uncle John, a little. My voice sounds funny, it creaks, and after a while my throat hurts. And Dr Mantsch, I talk to him. Every week, every Wednesday afternoon, we go to the hospital, in the van. I sit in the back. Ann welded a seat into the back of the van, I sit there. Nobody can see in. We drive into town, and Ann stops the van outside the door, by the grey stone steps, and she sounds the horn. Then the nurse comes out, and opens the back of the van, and we go in. The nurse says there’s nobody there. I have to trust her, but it’s hard, because she tells lies. There was somebody there, one time, in the hall on the dark polished floor, a woman. We went into the room, quickly, but she had said there was nobody there, and somebody had been there.

      Roly Mantsch says it doesn’t matter if there is anybody there, and one day soon I will understand that again.

      I talk to Ann, easily, and my throat doesn’t hurt. I ask her questions. What will happen? What is the future? And she says nothing will happen, and the future can be like the present, or different if I want it to be different.

      If Ann is here, the future can be like the present. I thought my life in the past would go on, but everything changed. If Ann is not here, everything will change.

      I watch from the window. I watch the horses coming out of the horseboxes, and Ann with the horses, and I want to cry out with fear, not so near, please, not so near. I see her, standing by the horses, talking to the people, and she is touching the horses. Ann, be careful, not so near. Horses can kill people.

      If Ann is killed, the future will not be like the present.

      We walk through the paddock in the evenings to go to the park, and I watch for the horse. I don’t like it to come too near. I’m afraid. Lyric, she’s called. If she’s in the stable, I’m not so frightened. I can even stroke her nose, if Ann’s there, and Ann smiles, and tells me not to worry.

      Ann rides her. She comes in from her work, and tells me she’s going for a ride, and there’s a happy look on her face, excited, she loves to go for a ride. And I smile, and nod, and I’m so terrified I can’t speak. If Ann is killed. Horses can kill people.

      Does nothing frighten Ann?

      I stand at my easel and I paint. Flowers, and water, and blood. I listen for the gate, for Ann coming home. I want to do something for her. I dust. I try to keep the house clean.

      A farrier was killed last week in Norfolk. I heard a man telling Ann. She nodded. Ned, Ned Sewell, kicked in the head by a horse he was shoeing. Ann was shoeing a horse, bending down, crouched over its foot. Only a few minutes later another man said something, I couldn’t hear, and they all laughed.

      How can they stand so close to death, and laugh?

      Somebody thrown from a horse at a show, his neck broken. A jockey, trampled.

      I look at those horses, I look through my window, behind my dark green curtain. They are so big, so strong. Under those smooth skins, muscle, powerful muscle, and nobody can ever know what a horse is thinking.

      Don’t stand so close.

      A machine pumps, power and weight, but controlled, predictable. You can stand by a machine. You are safe. A machine won’t think. A machine won’t say, I am angry, I am frightened, I want to get away. A horse got away here once, a big white horse, standing by the door. I watched. Suddenly it was wild, running backwards, jerking the rope, rearing up on its back legs, and somebody had fallen over, there was a lot of noise. I watched. Ann, don’t go, stay away. The horse was running in circles, somebody holding the bridle, shouting, and Ann did come. I wanted to scream, but I was quiet.

      She caught the horse, the other person let go, a young woman, backing away and then going to the man who had fallen, leaving Ann with the horse, holding it. Those hooves, hard and dangerous, and the horse was kicking, close to her, she was holding it.

      Let go, Ann, run away.

      The horse stopped, it stood still, and Ann was standing at its head. It was still frightened. Then she led it back to the forge, I heard its hooves on the concrete, and I couldn’t see it any more. The man got up, rubbing his arm, and limped round the corner. The young woman told him to stop making a fuss, I heard her.

      They could have been killed. Stop making such a fuss, she said.

      Ann holds their hooves between her knees. Even if they struggle, she doesn’t let go. She talks to them, tells them to be still, she grips their hooves between her knees, and they are still again. They can’t kick if you’ve got one of their feet off the ground, she says. And then she lets the foot go, and she stands beside them, and I watch from behind the dark green curtain.
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      My father left before I was two years old, and people say I was much too young to remember him. But I think I remember him, a tall man, with a thin brown face and flaxen hair. Most fair-haired men go red in the sun, but this man, my father, was brown. He was looking down at me, and his face was tense and angry.

      You couldn’t possibly remember him, they said. Much too young.

      There were often men in our house, and I liked them. They played with me, and brought me presents. I can remember many of them, tall and smiling, some in uniform, calling me a little princess, saying I was pretty. But the thin, brown-faced man with the flaxen hair seems special. I think he was my father.

      My mother, Lucille, wouldn’t talk about my father. She said we don’t need him, we three, we’ll manage without him. Lucille, Gloriana and Antoinette, my baby sister. There are plenty of better men than Peter Mayall, my mother said, and we’ve got our share and more.

      There was an American who used to take her dancing in the evenings. He came in a big car, and his driver stayed in the house, reading and smoking, until they came back in the early hours of the morning. He was supposed to look after us, but if I came down in the night he would growl that I should get up the stairs right now, hear?

      Antoinette never came down the stairs when Lucille was out in the evenings. She stayed in her room. Sometimes I’d go into her room, and she was always awake, looking towards the door as I opened it. I’d snuggle into bed beside her and go to sleep. She was always awake before me in the mornings. I hardly ever saw Antoinette asleep. Even when she was a baby, when I looked into her cot her eyes were nearly always open. Big, dark-brown eyes. She and I would stare at each other. My baby sister.

      I had dolls, and a Little Miss Clever sewing set, and some other toys. There was a red wooden fire engine in the toyshop window, and I said I wanted it. Lucille was annoyed. That’s a boy’s toy. Don’t try to play with boys’ toys, they don’t like it.

      I remember Lucille talking about what boys, or men, didn’t like almost as soon as I could understand her. I asked why I couldn’t climb trees, like the boys from the house down the road. I was standing in the garden watching them, and I wanted to try. I think I was about three, Antoinette was still in her pram. One of my first memories, standing in that garden, watching the two boys in the apple tree, one of them reaching tentatively for a branch above his head, the other perched in a fork of the tree almost at the top. I said I wanted to be in a tree too, and Lucille forbade it. Girls don’t climb trees. Men don’t like it.

      Antoinette had a doll, too. It was very pretty, in a red velvet dress, and it said ‘Maa maa’ and closed its eyes. She put it on the table and looked at it. She didn’t cuddle it. I cuddled my dolls.

      I had a party dress made of real silk. The American man bought it for me, he said it came from Louisiana because I was a little Southern Belle. I kissed him to say thank you, climbing on to his lap pressing hard up against him and swaying the way I had seen my mother do it when he bought her presents. He laughed, but she was annoyed, and said I mustn’t do that.

      By the time I was five Antoinette was taller than me. My baby sister, I used to call her, but Lucille said I shouldn’t call her that any more, not now she was bigger than me. Antoinette was only three. She was very dark, not like me and Lucille. She was quiet, she hardly ever laughed, she didn’t speak much. I went to school in the mornings, and she watched me putting on my school hat and waiting for the doorbell to ring, Miss Merton on her way to the office, taking me to school for five shillings a week. Kind Miss Merton, who’d been hurt in the Blitz, and had a big white scar on her face that we weren’t allowed to look at or ask about.

      I didn’t like school very much. I didn’t like wearing the grey gymslip and the white shirt, I didn’t like the red tie, and the black lace-up shoes. I hated the hat. I had to sit next to a dark, scornful girl who wore glasses and who said she was going to be a famous doctor when she grew up, like her father. When I came home in the afternoons I’d throw my uniform into the corner, and put on a pretty dress. When I told my mother about the scornful girl she laughed, and said I’d never have to worry about being clever. My face would be my fortune. My face, and my figure.

      There were two men in army uniform, smart and brisk, clipped voices, trim and crisp, brass and brown leather shining, khaki smooth and flat. My mother danced away between them, her arms linked in theirs, her chiffon dress drifting like smoke around her slim legs, her laughter sparkling in the air around their smooth, bent heads.

      Antoinette was away, staying at the forge with Aunt Ruth and Uncle Henry, and I was lonely. I sat on the stairs and waited for them to come back. I grew cold as the grey dawn light crept in through the windows, cold, and stiff, and sleepy, and when the car pulled up outside the house I woke suddenly from a doze, and I slipped and fell on the stairs. I hit my face on one of the treads, and cut my lip.

      Here’s a pretty ring for a brave little girl, silver and amethyst from Scotland, a present from the handsome soldiers. Smile and say thank you. There won’t be a scar this time, but be careful, Gloriana, take care of your face. Stay in your bed at night, sleep through the night, don’t wait up, don’t listen.

      Antoinette lay awake at night. Sometimes I crept into her room and she would be watching the door as I opened it, awake, listening. But Antoinette was very quiet. I think she listened. She went to school by then, walking between me and Miss Merton, and one day she asked, what happened to your face? and Miss Merton didn’t mind. She told us she’d worked for the fire service in London during the Blitz, driving a van to take hot meals and drinks to the men who were fighting the fires. One night part of a roof had collapsed, and some of the lead on the roof had melted in the fire, and splashed against her before she could get out of the way. She had scars on her stomach and her legs as well. She said it didn’t matter. How could she think that? She would have been pretty. Of course it mattered.

      A man from London in a shining black car, grey-haired and handsome, black evening clothes, and my mother in a dark dress that showed her shoulders, an orchid pinned with a gold brooch to her breast, her hair smoothly piled on her head, new jewels gleaming. I was frightened of him, and shy, and I stayed in my bed and pulled the blankets over my head and wanted him to go away.

      Antoinette was good at school. She listened. Even when she was a baby she listened. Once, when I was still taller than her, she told me that if she listened very carefully she could hear the air breathing. She liked school, she liked knowing about things. She told Miss Merton she wanted to know how everything worked. Miss Merton said that would be grand, knowing about how things worked. I couldn’t see why, except if you had to mend them.

      A man brought me a pearl brooch, and said it came from the South China Seas. I asked him to pin it on my dress for me, and he said I was a little flirt, just like my mother. Lucille laughed. He’d brought her a pearl necklace with a diamond clasp. Worth hundreds, she said after he’d gone.

      Antoinette grew very tall, and Lucille was upset. She took her to doctors, and she wouldn’t give her very much to eat. Men don’t like women to be too tall, Antoinette mustn’t grow too tall. Lucille was angry with the doctors, she said they were all fools, there must be something wrong with Antoinette, it wasn’t natural for a girl to be so tall. Antoinette wasn’t very pretty, but she was clever. In the school holidays she went to the forge, to stay with Aunt Ruth and Uncle Henry. She said she liked it there. I was lonely when she was at the forge. I liked Antoinette. I asked her why she went away to the forge in her holidays instead of staying home, and she said it was because Aunt Ruth and Uncle Henry loved her. I love you too, I said.

      I went to a party with Lucille. There was supposed to be a baby-sitter, but she didn’t come. Lucille said I’d be all right on my own, but the man in the black evening clothes said something quite sharp to her, so she dressed me in my white party dress and took me with them. There was a piano at the party and I sat on it while an old man played music, and everybody danced. They all said I was a beautiful child. I was tired, and I started to cry, so somebody put me on a bed in another room. There were coats piled up on the bed. I fell asleep, but a man came into the room in the dark, and when I woke up he was kissing me and pulling at my legs. He smelt nasty. He frightened me, but the light went on and the man in the black evening clothes came in. He took me and Lucille home. He was angry. I thought he was angry with me, but when I was in bed he came in to say good night, and he said I could forget about the smelly man, he was just being silly. He told me that if somebody tried to kiss me and I didn’t want him to, I should punch him on the nose. He was nice. I never saw him again.

      I didn’t like school, it was boring. Lucille said it didn’t matter. I quite liked reading, and I liked painting too, but we only did painting twice a week. I liked painting shapes, I liked the way the paint swirled off my brush on to the paper, making shapes and colours. Miss Lawrence said I had a talent. When I’d finished and the others were still working she’d give me another piece of paper and say I could paint my patterns while I was waiting. That was the time I liked best.

      An Australian, a sandy man in brown clothes, off to the races with Lucille, loud and laughing, bring the kids next time, why not? Come on, beautiful, don’t keep the gee-gees waiting. Will the sprogs be okay on their own? You sure?

      When I was nine we went to boarding school. Lucille took us on the train the first time. She was angry about it all. Our school uniforms had cost over two hundred pounds each, she said, and God knows what the fees were, just to stuff our heads full of useless nonsense, there were better ways of spending money than that. I asked her why she was sending us to school if it was so expensive, and she said it wasn’t her idea, it was the trust fund, nobody asked her, she was only our mother. When we got to the school there seemed to be dozens of people, parents and other girls, and teachers writing names on lists. I was told to go and stand with a group of girls, and Lucille kissed me and said, ‘For God’s sake, don’t turn into a bloody thundering English rose.’ Two of the teachers stared at her in astonishment, and one of the mothers raised already arched eyebrows and watched down her nose as Lucille walked back to the taxi.

      Antoinette was in the baby class, and I didn’t see much of her. I’d stopped thinking of her as my younger sister, she was so much bigger than me, and cleverer, too. She wanted to learn. I wanted to have fun, and there wasn’t much happening at school that I thought of as fun. I envied her sometimes. She never had to do her homework again, sitting in the classroom with the other dunces with a prefect on the dais at the teacher’s desk while everybody else had free time, reading or playing table tennis in the common room. She was never at the bottom of her class, nobody called her lazy and inattentive.

      But I was popular, and pretty, and schoolwork never seemed worth the trouble.

      Most of the other girls had parents in the armed forces, some of them came back to school from foreign countries, Africa and the Far East. I was no good at schoolwork, but when we had the dancing class I already knew the dances we were taught, and more besides. Lucille had taught us, and she had sent us to dancing classes. Men like girls who can dance well, even if they can’t dance themselves. Mrs Hill took me as her partner to demonstrate the foxtrot, and then told me to help the others. One of the girls whispered:

      ‘I suppose you think you’re really clever.’

      ‘Clever enough to teach you to jive, if you want to learn,’ I answered, and some of the others heard. That evening in the common room I showed them, and the Charleston and the Black Bottom too, which they thought was hilarious, they’d never seen it, it was well out of fashion by then. After that I had friends, and I was quite happy at that school, even though I never learned very much. I could never see the point.

      Antoinette could make things. She told me, she made things when she was at the forge, staying with Aunt Ruth and Uncle Henry, but it was a secret. She made things out of hot iron, and she mended things, too. I didn’t like the forge, it was dirty, and there were animals. I don’t like animals very much, they smell, and they can be dangerous. But Antoinette liked it at the forge, she spent most of her holidays there. I spent them with Lucille, going to parties, meeting people. Learning how to handle men. Learning about lipstick and mascara, about not sitting facing a strong light because it made my eyes look small. Thinking about my silhouette against the light behind me. Learning about listening with my lips slightly parted. That a hand, just touching a man’s wrist, would make him notice how slim and white my hand was against his broad, strong one. Little tricks, Lucille called them. Useful little tricks. I learned them. I accepted them.

      I used them.

      Every day there were men at our house, and Lucille was never at home in the evenings. Sometimes she’d take me to parties with her, but usually I was left behind. Do your nails, darling, she’d say. Don’t grow them too long, talons are vulgar. Or wash your hair. Don’t stay up too late, be sure you’re asleep by the time we come home.

      Sometimes there were presents from the men, especially if I was asleep by the time they came home. A silver good-luck token for my charm bracelet, a dressing-table set, and once a gold chain with a little sparkling stone.

      My first diamond.

      I was ten years old.

      I won a beauty contest, Miss Golden Days. It had been organised by a small publishing company, Lucille told me, and it was very professional, just like the Miss World competitions. We had to wear swimming costumes, and then party dresses, and walk on a stage. Lucille taught me how to walk like a model, throwing my hips forward, turning my head high, my hands and arms graceful. A man measured us, and as we walked on to the stage he read out our names, and our ages, and our vital statistics. There was a golden crown and a sceptre, and the man gave Lucille a cheque and said she must be very proud of her beautiful, sexy daughter.

      After the contest I had my photograph taken in the publishing company’s studios. First in my party dress with my crown and the sceptre, then in my swimming costume. Then in a pair of knickers. Turn your back to the camera, darling. Yes, good, now pout. No, darling, purse your lips, try to look cross. Don’t frown, sweetie, just your lips, lovely, that’s lovely. Now face me, one foot on that chair. That’s right, sweetie. Now, hips forward, legs a little apart, good girl. Pout again. Now try a smile. Lovely, darling, good girl. Now, just slip those knickers off and sit on that chair.

      But I wouldn’t. I hadn’t been happy about the knickers, but I’d been swimming like that on the beach the summer before, so I supposed it was all right. The man with the camera told me not to be silly, having my photograph taken was part of the contract, my mother had signed the entry form. It was against the law, to break contracts.

      I began to cry, at first as Lucille had taught me, just two teardrops sparkling on my lashes, stop before your eyes get red, and the man was there with his camera immediately, clicking and whirring in my face, muttering to himself.

      ‘Knickers off,’ he ordered. ‘That’s the contract, that’s the law. Or I’ll call the police.’

      Then I really began to cry in earnest, and to scream. I heard Lucille calling my name outside, and she threw the door open and came into the room. She was very angry with the man, she tried to take his camera away, but he pushed her off and told her to take her dreary little cream tartlet home, he’d finished anyway.

      Lucille helped me dress, as quickly as I could, and then she hurried me out of the building and we went home in a taxi. She was hugging me all the way home, saying she was sorry, so sorry, darling. She’d thought it was just going to be photographs of me in my party dress with my crown and my sceptre, a nice photograph to put in a frame on the mantelpiece. So sorry, darling Gloriana.

      She was even more upset than I was. She made us tea when we got home, and she telephoned the man who was taking her out that evening and told him not to come. We’d have a nice evening together, she told me. We’d have chicken salad, and jelly and ice cream, and we’d watch television together. And we did, and she hugged me and kissed me when she said good night.

      When I was back at school a week later I told my best friend about the beauty contest and the photographs, and I said it was a deadly secret. The next day everybody knew about it, and I told Rosalind I’d never speak to her again as long as I lived.

      ‘My God!’ said Carol Burnett, who lived in Berkeley Square and thought herself very sophisticated. ‘Glory’s been photographed for a porno mag.’

      That afternoon I was called in to see the headmistress.

      ‘Sit down, Gloriana,’ she said as I went in. ‘Do you know why I asked to see you?’

      ‘No, Miss Oakroyd.’

      ‘School rumours, my dear. Sometimes I have to look into them. A beauty contest? Photographs?’

      In the end I told her all about it. She said I wasn’t to worry, I’d done nothing wrong, but she would have to write to my guardian. My Uncle John.

      I’d never met John Mayall. Lucille was dismissive of him, she said he was a typical London solicitor, a dried-up, sexless old stick, but he controlled the purse strings, which meant he ran her life and made it a misery.

      He came to the school the next day, a tall, thin man with grey hair, and a grave, formal manner. My housemistress introduced us in her sitting room, and then told me to sit down and not to worry. She stayed with us, sitting beside me on the sofa while Uncle John sat at her table, writing.

      He knew what had happened. He asked me questions about the contest, whether all the children had been about my age, whether I could remember who had been in the audience, what had happened to the other children afterwards, the runner-up and the girl who’d won third prize.

      And where Lucille had been while I was in the studio.

      ‘There was a party,’ I said. ‘They had champagne and things. They said they wanted to interview her. They wanted to take some photos of her, too. The man said they’d take my photos in the studio while they were interviewing her, then we could all enjoy the party. She didn’t know.’

      ‘Of course she didn’t,’ he agreed. ‘You were both the victims of a trick. She’s very upset and angry about it. There won’t be any more beauty contests, Gloriana. Not for a few years, anyway.’

      Mrs Russell patted my shoulder and smiled at me before turning to Uncle John.

      ‘Will that be all, Mr Mayall?’ she asked. ‘Gloriana should be in class.’

      I stood up and walked to the door.

      ‘Uncle John?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Will I ever see my father?’

      He was startled, and so was I. I hadn’t realised I was going to ask the question. It was several moments before he answered.

      ‘Your father’s in China, Gloriana,’ he said gently. ‘He has responsibilities there, and he doesn’t want to disturb the family. You and your mother and sister. But he’s interested. I give him news of you all when I write.’

      And then, when I still hesitated, he added, smiling:

      ‘He would like you to work rather harder at your studies.’

      For a little while I did try harder at school, but it was all too difficult, and boring. I was top of my class in art, and my work was quite often pinned to the studio wall. I liked to draw patterns, angles and lines and curves, and then fit my picture into the pattern so it became a part of it, and you didn’t notice the pattern, just that the picture seemed right. Some of the people I drew and painted were very strange, but if they fitted into my patterns I liked them, even though the other girls said they were weird.

      Uncle John sent me a paintbox for my eleventh birthday, not just school paints but real artist’s colours, and two sable brushes. The colour was smooth and deep and even, and it glowed on the paper. I spent all my free time that weekend in the studio, painting my swirling patterns and my weird people, and when I wrote to thank him my letter was genuinely enthusiastic. I loved my paintbox and my brushes.

      I didn’t tell Lucille. Somehow, I didn’t think she’d like me having a present from Uncle John.

      She didn’t mention the beauty contest and the photographs, not even in her letters. We had to write home once a week, on Sunday afternoons, sitting at our desks with our writing cases, dutifully listing the week’s happenings and asking for new gym shoes or fountain pens. It was a chore. I certainly never expected Lucille to write to me once a week, but she did send letters sometimes, addressed to both of us, me and Ann. They were written on thick creamy paper in light blue ink, and her writing was wildly scrawling. Sometimes I couldn’t read it at all.

      On visiting days she usually came with a man. Lucille could drive, quite well in fact, although we never had a car. Sometimes she hired one for a day to take us to Brighton. For some reason she loved Brighton. But on visiting days she would nearly always arrive at the school in a smart car with a smart man at the wheel. She felt herself at a disadvantage without a man beside her. With somebody good-looking and well dressed to open doors for her and to give her his arm, Lucille was confident, and comfortable.

      I overheard two of the teachers talking about her and her men. They were standing at the window in the gallery over the entrance hall, looking out at the cars.

      ‘Mrs Mayall,’ said Miss Costick. ‘A Jaguar this time. Another new man. Do you suppose she keeps them tied up in a stable and takes them out at need?’

      ‘She is very beautiful,’ commented Mrs Bayer.

      ‘My dear, successful tarts usually are.’

      I felt my face suddenly hot, and I went quietly out of the gallery back to my dormitory. A tart. I’d always thought Lucille was lovely, and charming, and popular. A tart, she’d said.

      Matron came into the dormitory a few minutes later and found me sitting on my bed.

      ‘There you are. Come along, dear, your mother’s here. She does look nice, always so well groomed, isn’t she? Now, have you got a clean hankie? Come along, then.’

      So I followed her down the stairs to greet my well-groomed mother. And her new man.

      That time she took me aside, leaving Ann with the new man in the hotel dining room where we were having lunch and sitting me down in an armchair in the coffee room.

      ‘Darling,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to swot a bit. For God’s sake, don’t strain your eyes or get frown lines, promise me, but these exams, you know. You’ve got to pass them or you can’t go to Storrington. You’d have to go to some dreary little second-rater. Do you think you could, my pet? I mean, maths, and English, and all that stuff? Just for a few months?’

      As we went back to the dining room she remarked that she hoped there’d be men at the school interview. I felt my face growing hot again, and I turned on her.

      ‘I’m not a tart!’ I said.

      She stared at me, aghast.

      ‘Darling, of course not! My God, my pet, what on earth do you think I’m suggesting? Men like you, my sweet, they always have. Please God they always will.’

      I did work a bit harder for the remainder of that term, but it was an unhappy, restless feeling. I wanted to leave Harts Hill, where the teachers thought Lucille was a tart, and start again somewhere else. In a bigger school, maybe nobody would notice that she always came with a new man.

      I passed the exams, and I got a place at Storrington, but nothing changed. It was a big school, and I missed Ann. Lucille still came on visiting days in smart cars, with new men, and I listened, alert to remarks, but nobody said anything.

      I had extra art tuition, where I learned about perspective, and how to paint in oils. I thought perspective was boring, like geometry, but suddenly I saw my pictures standing out from the paper, real and deep, as if they’d come alive. I stared at what I’d done, the street scene, the shops and doorways, the car at the corner. I could walk round that corner, there was something behind it. I could step off that kerbstone into the gutter. Somebody might come out through that shop doorway.

      Miss Elphick stopped and looked over my shoulder at my drawing. She laughed.

      ‘Yes, my dear,’ she said. ‘I think you’ve got it. That’s very good. Well done.’

      There were oil paints from Uncle John for my thirteenth birthday, and two art boards. Miss Elphick showed me how to prepare them, and she put them in the store room to dry. At the weekends I was allowed to use the studio with the sixth form. Only prefects had keys, but I had permission to go in on Sunday afternoons when they could use it, unsupervised. I painted my street scene on one of the art boards. No people, just the car in the road, and the buildings.

      The head girl, Phoebe Corbett, looked at it as it stood on the easel.

      ‘That’s creepy,’ she remarked. ‘Has everybody died?’

      I said I didn’t know. I looked at it again. She was right, it was a bit creepy.

      ‘Gives me the shivers,’ she said. ‘But it’s good. You should frame that.’

      Miss Elphick made me a frame, and showed me how to mount an oil painting. I sent my street scene to Uncle John for Christmas. He wrote to me to thank me. He said he’d hung the picture in his office, and several people had asked who had painted it.

      I didn’t mention it to Lucille, and I left my oil paints in the studio when I went home for the Christmas holidays.

      There was an actor, Lance Allodyne, suave and graceful, but friendly, a practised smile, an angle of arm and shoulder, a profile. Lucille was tense, manoeuvred out of the chair she had set in the most flattering light on to the sofa, while it was the actor who bore his silhouette in mind, the hard, lean jawline, the wide shoulder, the long leg. But the talk of famous names, the locations, the travel, the casual invitation to a party on a film set. The magnificent white Lagonda. Two signed photographs in silver frames, mine inscribed to the loveliest of fairy princesses, Lucille’s consigned to the waste-paper basket with an angry comment about fairy princes, the silver frame discreetly taken to the jeweller’s for repair, never seen again.

      But I liked him. He was friendly, and he made me laugh. Once, when he was waiting for Lucille, he acted for me, different characters he’d played, and I was fascinated. A moment’s pause, a little frown as he thought, and then suddenly he was somebody else, as if he had reached down deep inside and moulded himself into a different shape. Shylock, he said, and avarice gleamed from his cringing lips. Long John Silver, violence only just hidden behind the jolly laugh. Scaramouche, and Cyrano. I begged him to teach me.

      I told Ann about him. She asked me to call her Ann, not Antoinette, at least when we were alone. Ann listened, and asked if I wanted to be an actress. Yes, I said. Yes, yes. And I practised, in front of the long cheval glass, turning and posing and looking at myself, dissatisfied, and Ann watched and listened as I read plays, and sometimes she read the other parts for me. I was Juliet, gazing rapt at an Eastern sky as she obediently read the part of Romeo. I remember her reading Othello, Troilus, even Macbeth, but I can’t remember myself as Desdemona or Cressida, and my last memory of the final week of that Christmas holiday was Lucille coming into my bedroom and finding me wringing my hands and declaiming, ‘Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?’ She said it sounded disgusting, and that Shakespeare should have known better. She couldn’t see that he had meant it to sound disgusting, it was a play designed to shock.

      That Christmas we went to a pantomime, and then my life changed.
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      We’d been to the theatre before, of course, but this was the first time I’d really looked at it. It was Aladdin, not a very good production, a back-street theatre in a Midlands town with a pantomime designed to last through December and not much further, but this time I was, quite literally, on the edge of my seat. I was trying to see how the scenery was hung, and how the genie swooped across the stage. When the comedian took half a dozen children from the audience to do a few conjuring tricks and hand out balloons, I was clamouring to be one of them, and I suppose the blonde curls did their trick because I found myself on stage, by far the oldest; the other children were mostly about six or seven, I think.

      Not that I was a great success. I was far too interested in the people standing in the wings, and in the dazzling lights overhead, to listen to the poor comedian’s patter, and I’ve always hated balloons. I was back the next day, snooping around the courtyard behind the theatre and begging the bad-tempered man who was sweeping it to let me in. He saw no reason why he should, and was impervious to the blonde curls, the blue eyes, and even the pleading smile. I was on the point of giving up when three girls huddled in winter coats scurried around the corner from the street into the courtyard. Two of them ducked straight in through the door, hardly sparing us a glance, but the third stopped. She sneezed, swore, and then looked at me.

      ‘What does she want?’ she asked the man.

      ‘Wants to come in,’ he answered. ‘Reeve doesn’t like it, not in the mornings.’

      She sneezed again, and wiped her nose on a dirty handkerchief.

      ‘Tra bloody la,’ she muttered.

      ‘You’re Aladdin!’ I exclaimed, suddenly recognising her. ‘Louise de Vere, aren’t you? I saw you last night. You’re beautiful.’

      ‘Let her in,’ said the girl.

      ‘Reeve doesn’t like it.’

      ‘Oh, fuck Reeve,’ she said. ‘Bloody old tart. She said I’m beautiful, let her in, she can have the royal box.’

      The man shrugged and turned away, saying he wasn’t letting me in but he couldn’t see what happened behind his back. Slightly shocked at her language, I followed her. Only the night before she’d been so glamorous, shining and long-legged with flashing eyes and white teeth, and she’d danced and sung and cracked jokes with the children, and now she was swearing, and she had a runny nose and red eyes.

      But she was friendly to me. She took me down to a dressing room, which was full of other women, smoking and chatting and trying on different costumes, and she explained, grinning, against a background of jeers and catcalls, that although she was the star she had to share a room with the herd, because her proper dressing room was full of bits of old scenery.

      Somebody told me to park my fortune on the end of a grubby plush-covered sofa, and I was handed a cup of black coffee. Nobody took very much notice of me, apart from smiling if I caught their eye, and I was content to sit and listen and watch. People came and went, and I recognised some of them from the performance.

      When the man came in saying second act, chorus, on stage in five minutes, I left. I didn’t want to be told to go, and I knew I might be in the way.

      But I was back the next day, let in by the girl who’d given me the coffee, and this time I wandered around, looking and listening. I could hear somebody playing the piano from the stage, and then a crashing angry chord and a man shouting.

      ‘For God’s sake, girl, can’t you kick higher than that? Swing your bloody arse.’

      And the piano started again, with somebody else chanting:

      ‘And one, two, three and kick, and one, two, three and turn.’

      I crept away, and found myself in another corridor, green paint peeling off the walls, doors closed, one with the legend ‘Sod off’ sprayed across it, and from behind another the sound of a man reading loudly in a monotone, laying an exaggerated stress on some of the words.

      It was like a rabbit warren behind that stage, little corridors leading off each other, all the doors looked the same, and the acoustics were strange. In some places I couldn’t hear anything from the stage, and in others I might have been standing right beside the piano, even though all I could see were painted brick walls. Along most of the corridors there were big cupboards with labels on them with the names of plays, and there were stacks of props, a skip full of top hats, a wooden wheelbarrow, a grandfather clock.

      I heard the piano again, quite close, and the man who’d been playing it said that would do, back at two please, and then there were footsteps. I found the stage again, dark and deserted now, and I stood in the wings looking at it, imagining what it would be like to be standing there waiting for my cue, with the auditorium full and all those brilliant lights blazing down.

      I listened carefully, but I could hear nobody near, and so I stepped out on to the stage.

      Immediately, a big bank of lights over my head came on, white and dazzling, and a voice from above me called down.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’

      ‘Gloriana Mayall,’ I answered, startled, and squinting up into the lights to try to see him.

      ‘Well, Gloriana Mayall, bugger off.’

      Even though he had sworn at me he didn’t sound unfriendly, so I raised my head and called back to him.

      ‘I’ll remember you when I’m famous!’

      He laughed.

      There was a huge space off to that side of the stage and it was full of big pieces of scenery. There was a complete cottage, with doors and windows, mounted on a platform with rollers, and there were trees, real wood with dark green cloth leaves. There was a strong smell of paint and of new canvas, turpentine and linseed oil, a little like the art studio at school.

      I heard footsteps, and I turned to see a man walking towards me, trailing a length of electric cable.

      ‘Gloriana Mayall again,’ he said. It was the man who’d been up in the flies when I’d gone on to the stage.

      I nodded.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘Just looking.’

      ‘How old are you?’ he demanded.

      ‘Thirteen.’

      ‘Thirteen,’ he echoed, busying himself coiling the cable over his arm. ‘Gloriana Mayall, thirteen years old, wants to be an actress, doesn’t she? All normal thirteen-year-old girls want to be actresses. Film stars. Wealth and glamour and handsome men falling all over them and kissing them. Looking for autographs, were you?’

      ‘No, I wasn’t,’ I shouted. I was furiously angry. ‘I wasn’t looking for autographs, why are you being so silly? I don’t want autographs and I don’t want to be a film star. Yes, I want to be an actress. I wanted to see what it’s like back here. I want to learn how to act.’

      He was surprised by my outburst. He stood looking down at me, and then he turned away and hung the cable over a big hook on the wall.

      ‘Did you say “learn”?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You don’t think you could…’ he gestured in the direction of the stage, ‘… just, sort of, walk out there and do it? Because you’re pretty, and you fancy yourself in a love scene with the current heart-throb? You don’t think it’s just learning the lines and saying them and moving around?’

      ‘No, of course not. Of course you have to learn, I’m not stupid. I’ve pranced around in front of a mirror enough to know I can’t act yet. But I think I could learn.’

      There was a look of mild admiration on his face, but not the sort of admiration I’d been used to. He’d noticed I was pretty, but it didn’t matter, not to him.

      ‘Well, Gloriana Mayall, you’re a refreshing change, aren’t you? What made you decide you wanted to be an actress?’

      ‘Lance Allodyne. My mother knew him. He acted for me once, in our living room, it was wonderful. He changed himself, right from the inside, just by thinking about it.

      ‘Do you know, when he was Long John Silver, you’d swear he was about seven feet tall, honestly! You would, he was huge.’

      He was nodding at me, and smiling.

      ‘I remember him in that part,’ he agreed. ‘He played it well.’

      A telephone rang, the bell sounding faint and far away, and he cocked his head and listened until it stopped when somebody answered it. I noticed things about him, he had very arched eyebrows, like semi-circles over his round eyes, and when he raised them there were deep, wavy wrinkles on his forehead. There were deep lines on his cheeks too, his face seemed to be made of wavy lines. I found myself thinking of how I would paint him, one of my pattern pictures, he would fit into one of them quite well.

      I suddenly realised he had asked me something, and I hadn’t heard.

      ‘Sorry?’ I said.

      ‘Like to go out on the stage and act something now, would you? There’s nobody using it.’

      ‘Are we allowed?’

      ‘You’re not. I am. I’m the stage manager. Jim Priest. Call me Jim. Like to try, would you?’

      I didn’t know what to say. I thought I’d be stupid to refuse, a chance to act on a real stage when I’d said I wanted to be an actress, but I found the idea baffling. Act what? How, act? It didn’t make sense. I made a helpless gesture.

      He smiled. He seemed to be considering me, his head was on one side. I noticed there were hollows under his cheekbones, they made crescent-shaped shadows. I was getting the idea for a pattern. 

      ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked, and I jumped. I realised I’d been staring at him.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and he shook his head, dismissing my apology, still smiling, waiting for an answer.

      ‘I was thinking about how to paint you.’

      ‘Were you, now? And did you come to a decision?’

      I was embarrassed. I didn’t want to mention how the wrinkles on his face made a wavy pattern, it seemed rude. Lucille had told us since we were tiny children that it was rude to make personal remarks, particularly about people’s appearance. I felt myself blushing.

      He looked at his watch.

      ‘Things to do,’ he said. ‘Got to go.’

      ‘May I stay and look around?’ I asked.

      He hesitated, half turned away from me, and then looked back.

      ‘Keep off the ladders,’ he instructed. ‘And don’t touch anything electric, this place needs rewiring.’

      After that I went back to the theatre as often as I could. I became a sort of stray cat around the place, tolerated, sometimes sworn at for getting in the way, but usually treated kindly. I ran messages, found lost props, passed hammers and screwdrivers to the stage hands, and was made responsible for cleaning and washing the paintbrushes, a job I could do well.

      I made up some story for Lucille about having met the daughter of one of the producers at dancing class, and she was quite relieved that I had found something to do to keep me out of the house. One of her men had asked me to go to the fair with him, and she had not been pleased. I was allowed to borrow her make-up, her bath salts, even her stockings, but her men were hers alone, and Gloriana was perhaps becoming a problem.

      So Lucille decided I might well learn things to my advantage in a theatre, and agreed to my spending my days there.

      What I learned, in and out of the dressing rooms and up and down the stairs and corridors, was often explicit and scandalous. I learned that Terry had got herself in slightly darker print in the programme by going down to the printer’s and giving a blow job to one of the typesetters. Two days later, I managed to persuade Louise to tell me what was meant by a blow job, and I was horrified and disgusted. I learned that a certain well-known actor, famous for his magnificent physique, had taken so many body building pills that his genitals had shrunk to almost half size, and I learned that it didn’t matter, because in that relationship it was his butler who was the stud, even though the butler was a skinny little wisp and twice his age.

      But I also learned to check the lists for the props table, and how to hang costumes so they didn’t crease. I learned I must never whistle in the dressing rooms, nor quote from Macbeth. It’s better to say ‘break a leg’ than ‘good luck’ to an actor.

      I did my pattern painting of Jim Priest, and I gave it to him, the day before I went back to school. I wasn’t sure if he’d like it, but he found a frame for it, and hung it on the wall of the Green Room, alongside a tinsel picture of Henry Irving.

      Back at school in the special art classes I asked Miss Elphick to teach me about scenery painting and stage design. She told me to concentrate on perspective, she said it was extremely important on stage, and she ordered two books for me to study.

      On the first day of the Easter holidays I was back at the theatre. Two of the stage hands welcomed me with broad smiles, and told me Jim would be pleased to see me, we were rushed off our feet. He was in the paint store. On the way there I met Louise, who hugged me, and said it was good to see me back, time I stopped skiving off at school and got on with my work.

      It was warm in the theatre, enclosed and exclusive. And I was part of it.

      Then I bumped into somebody, who told me sharply to look where I was going, fool brat, and some of the happy excitement died. Raymond Clancarron, one of the actors, a nervous man with pale eyes and a long, thin neck.

      ‘Opening night tomorrow,’ said Jim, ‘better get your skates on, hadn’t you? Things to do. Right, four bouquets of carnations from Springtime, give them to Mrs Pasmore, then get back here. Brushes to clean, aren’t there?’

      It was as if I’d never been away.

      Opening night came and went, and reviews were read in secret with the usual anxious avidity. It had gone far better than anybody had expected. The notices were good, all except those for Raymond Clancarron, whose performance was described as ‘wooden’.

      ‘You brought us luck, darling,’ said Mrs Pasmore. ‘And we’re very, very glad to have you back.’

      Raymond Clancarron apologised to me.

      ‘I was nervous,’ he explained. ‘You’re not a fool brat, sweetie, I’m sorry I said that. Lovely to have you back.’

      And so I got my reputation for being lucky for the theatre. I felt sorry for Ray, the only one who’d been left out, and I painted a picture of a black cat for him for a mascot. He stuck it to the mirror of his dressing table, and said I was an absolute darling. I hope it brought him luck.

      We were frantically busy. There were rehearsals for two more productions going on, and every minute of the day seemed to mean heavy scenery to shift. I was learning. The massive coils of rope and cable that at first had seemed untidy muddles took on a pattern. I knew which ones raised and lowered which of the long metal racks that carried the heavy canvas backcloths. I knew how to dim the house lights, and how to lower the iron, the safety curtain.

      Most importantly, I knew where to find things.

      Once or twice, I even acted. Only in rehearsals, and only when somebody was missing. None of the actors ever missed rehearsals if they’d been called, but sometimes there was an impromptu run-through of a bit that hadn’t been scheduled, and then I might hear my name shouted into the scene room, or up into the flies, wherever somebody had seen me last.

      The ban on climbing ladders and touching anything electric had long been lifted. Normally I hate heights, but when I was fifty feet over the stage on the metal grid catwalks I was always thinking of something else, and it never occurred to me to be scared. I was forbidden to carry anything when I was in the flies, the safety rules were very strict and everybody observed them, tools were attached by light nylon lines to the stage hands’ belts.

      But when I came home for the Christmas holidays that year, there was a late fourteenth birthday present on the table of the Green Room. My own tool belt, with some tools, from everybody in the theatre.

      I never took it home. Sometimes I worried a little, not telling Lucille about what I was really doing in the theatre, or about the presents Uncle John sent me to help me with my painting. I’d come home in the evenings to find her preparing to go out, sitting at her dressing table carefully applying her make-up, or staring censoriously at her reflection in the mirror. Faint lines had begun to appear at the corners of her eyes and her mouth, and she would touch at them with the tips of her fingers, dismayed. There were jars of cream and bottles of lotion in the drawer under the glass-topped dressing table, all of them guaranteed to smooth away the signs of ageing, and Lucille was trying them, one after the other, looking for magic.

      She’d call out as she heard me in the hall, an affectionate greeting, a question about what I’d been doing, and I’d go into her room, and kiss the proffered cheek.

      ‘Helping the wardrobe mistress. Mrs Pasmore, I think I told you. There’s a gorgeous blue velvet gown for Louise to wear in Lady Windermere’s Fan, you’d love it.’

      And we’d talk for a while about velvet, and how difficult it was to clean, how it showed every mark, but, oh, my darling, there is nothing, absolutely nothing more flattering, if you’ve got the figure for it. But blue? For Louise? Yes. Yes, perhaps, but tricky, with those green eyes. With the right make-up, yes, perhaps.

      And all the while I’d be wondering what she’d say if she knew I’d spent the afternoon fifteen feet up a stepladder, dressed in a man’s old shirt and a pair of running shorts as I painted the moulding on a plaster cornice.

      ‘Now!’ she’d say as she put her earrings on and carried out one last critical inspection of herself in the long mirror. ‘Come down and have a tiny glass of sherry while I wait for Clifton, and tell me some stage gossip.’

      And I would make something up.

      Stage gossip that day had been that Terry had had to go to London for yet another abortion, and Queenie, her understudy, was actually much better in the part than Terry, so Terry had better be careful. Ray had had a dreadful row with Tony, and Tony was threatening to move out of their flat and find somewhere on his own. Ray had accused Tony of being heterosexual. Anton, one of the stage hands, had told a particularly filthy, but very funny, joke about a Spanish fighting bull and an American tourist without realising I was in the dressing room next door and could hear every word. Every time he’d seen me since then he’d turned bright red.

      But I told Lucille what truth I could, that Sue, whose face was round, had shown me how rouge applied low on the cheeks made it look thinner, and Lucille was interested, although her own face was an almost perfect oval and needed nothing to improve its lovely shape.

      ‘And have you been learning any acting tricks?’

      ‘But why “tricks”?’ I asked. ‘Darling Lucille, they’re techniques, they’re not dishonest, it’s not tricks.’

      The beautiful eyebrows rose a fraction.

      ‘Oh, my! I’m sorry if I’m not quite au fait with the words. Well, then, techniques.’

      Reeve had suggested only that afternoon that I should try harder to project my voice so it would reach to the back of the auditorium, something he had told me about before, but the paint had been drying on my plaster cornice and I had been anxious to get back to it, so I had just smiled, and nodded, and run back into the wings and up the stepladder as soon as he could spare me.

      At home I was fragile, and delicate, and a little helpless, at least if there was a man in the place. If I dropped something I would look down at it with an expression of faint dismay, until he picked it up for me and earned a grateful and admiring smile. At the theatre I could carry a thirty-pound counterweight, and if I was asked to do so I would, with difficulty admittedly as I wasn’t very strong, but at least without complaint. At home I had to be helped from a car, I rarely opened a door for myself if there was a man in the house. At the theatre I swarmed up the ladders into the flies, I helped fix the rings that held the heavy canvas on the long bars, I pushed scenery around, and, if it was heavy, I braced my shoulder against it and dug my rubber-soled running shoes down on to the floor and pushed harder. Like the other stage hands, I would swear at awkward flats, ‘Come on, you bloody cow, move!’ and nothing I heard in the way of obscenities or blasphemy at the theatre shocked me any more. At home, if anyone of whom Lucille did not approve uttered a swear word she would turn on them an amazed stare, leaving them in no doubt that they had committed a grave social crime.

      During school terms I grew more and more exasperated with any lessons that took me away from the art studio, with the exception of English literature, provided we were studying a play of some kind. Foreign languages bored me to distraction, and I spent the lessons staring out of the windows, mathematics was simply incomprehensible and not worth the time I wasted on it, the sciences tedious, and often unbearably smelly.

      But there was the school play, Macbeth, and Miss Malcolm, the English teacher who was to direct the play, asked me if I’d like to play Lady Macbeth, since I’d said I wanted to be an actress. But Miss Elphick said she hoped I’d help her with the scenery, and I certainly couldn’t do both. I wanted to play the fiend-like queen, I could see myself tearing at my hands, frantic at the sight and the smell of the blood, but I could see myself as Lady Macbeth against the background of the stark black rectangles I had in mind as the scenery for the castle, and I had to make the choice.

      I tried to play the part, but it was difficult. I knew what I wanted, I knew how I thought her voice should crack, but my voice wouldn’t do it, it sounded squeaky and rather silly. I knew how I wanted to urge Macbeth to murder, the way I would change from persuasion to scorn, from caressing to goading, but saying the lines to Naomi Beech, who was to play Macbeth, and who was so far chanting the dreadful words as though she were reading a shopping list, I began to feel self-conscious and rather silly.

      So I thanked Miss Malcolm, and said if she didn’t mind I would prefer to help Miss Elphick with the scenery, and Isabelle Renton played Lady Macbeth, looking and sounding like a Dutch doll, and making the task of murdering the king as horrible and awe-inspiring as building a set of kitchen shelves.

      I showed Miss Elphick my drawings for the sets, and she liked them, but she pointed out that our school stage only had a row of footlights and four spots mounted on a rail. I would have to think of shadows, where the light would be blocked off.

      ‘It’s not like the Royal, dear,’ she said. ‘You’re going to have to tame your imagination a little.’

      I did persuade the bursar to invest in two more spotlights on stands, but Miss Elphick was right, it was no good building my great stark blocks to stand as silhouettes against a lit sky if there was no way of lighting the sky. Nor was there the big space at the side of the stage to store the sets, there was only a little room with the grand piano in it, which took up nearly half the floor space and had to be protected against possible damage, and could not have anything put on top of it.

      But we worked together, she and I, and our blasted heath was a place of bleak and wind-blown ghastliness, with a rotting body hanging from a gallows, the rope creaking in the wind, against a dirty yellow sky, and Miss Malcolm shuddered when she saw it, and asked if perhaps we weren’t going a little too far, for a school play.

      I thought she was stupid. It was she who had chosen Macbeth, if she wanted something mild and placid she should keep her refined little hands off Shakespeare. Macbeth is still the best horror story ever written.

      Miss Elphick was sharply reproving when I voiced my opinion, but I saw her smiling to herself as she worked on the weathered grey stone of the castle walls.

      On the programme our names appeared side by side, Stage Settings by Patricia Elphick RA and Gloriana Mayall. And we were called on stage and the audience of parents and visitors rose to its feet and cheered us. We bowed, and backed modestly off the stage, leaving it to the cast and to Miss Malcolm, but at the party afterwards, sherry for parents and staff, orange juice for us, we found ourselves treated almost like celebrities.

      Lucille had come with someone she introduced as Lord Chendar, who said he looked forward to seeing me in the West End, yes? Lucille said of course she was tremendously proud of me, but darling, did it have to be so dreadfully gruesome?

      Ann had helped make the props, the weapons and the armour, and her name was on the programme too, but she didn’t come to the party. She said she was ill, and Matron let her stay in the sanatorium. Ann was never ill. She was over six foot tall, and she hated school events, she said people stared at her.

      Lucille said, oh dear, poor Antoinette, but if she’s ill we’d better not disturb her. She was relieved Ann wasn’t there. She didn’t want to introduce her to Lord Chendar as her daughter.

      ‘Don’t forget to give Antoinette my love, will you, darling?’ she said as they left. ‘Lovely play,’ she added vaguely as Lord Chendar’s chauffeur handed her into the car. ‘Pity it’s so…’
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      Aunt Ruth died, and Ann went to the funeral. Lucille said she couldn’t go to the forge any more, it wasn’t suitable. Ann and I didn’t often talk together when we were at school, she was two years behind me, but after Aunt Ruth’s funeral I spent a few hours with her. She’d wanted to stay on and help Uncle Henry, but Lucille had forbidden it, and had sent the police to fetch her away from the forge. We sat together in the Quiet Room, and Matron brought us a pot of tea.

      ‘I won’t be allowed to go there any more, will I?’ she asked, and her voice was desperate. ‘I won’t be allowed to stay with Uncle Henry. Why not? Why not, Glory? Other people stay with their uncles. He’s family, why can’t I go there?’

      I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t seen Uncle Henry very often, but I knew I looked a little like him, Aunt Ruth had said we had the same high cheekbones and the same smile. But Ann didn’t look like Uncle Henry. Ann’s face is broad, and her skin’s dark and creamy. Her eyes are brown. I didn’t think Ann and I had the same father.

      ‘I can’t live with Lucille,’ she said. ‘Not all the time. I can’t wear dresses all the time. And try to be feminine, and smile, and all that. I’m not pretty, Glory. I can’t be like that.’

      I hadn’t realised before, hadn’t seen how it must have been for Ann. Lucille bought us dresses, and pretty shoes, and took us to hairdressers. She sent us to dancing classes, and we had to learn deportment, and elocution. I hadn’t minded, had quite enjoyed the dancing and the attention from the dressmaker, and Pierre the hairdresser who had told me he came from Newcastle, not Versailles. But Ann had endured it, silently and stoically.

      Lucille usually left us at home when she went out. I was used to this, and anyway, since I’d been at the theatre there was always something to do, either there or in the evenings at home, costumes to finish for Mrs Pasmore, or something to paint for Norman Jack, the property man. But if there was a party we were often invited too, and I enjoyed them. Parties were fun, there was music, and we danced and laughed.

      At parties boys had crowded around me since I was about twelve. And men, too. Sitting in that room at school, looking at Ann, I thought about it. Dancing, and talking, and laughing with the boys and the men, and Lucille doing the same, and sitting somewhere else, in a corner if there was one, Ann, in dark blue taffeta, smiling and quiet. No boys, no men. Sometimes I had wondered, briefly, why she didn’t join in, but then somebody would ask me to dance, or raise a glass to me, and the thought would fly away, unexamined, unanswered.

      What, I wondered, would I do if I went to a party and nobody talked to me? If the boys and the men did not crowd around me, if there was no admiration in the eyes, no invitations to dance, no happy laughter wherever I happened to be? How would I manage if I was ugly, and taller than anybody I ever met?

      Ann isn’t ugly, not really. But she is very big, and very tall, and she doesn’t like meeting strangers. She does as Lucille tells her, she smiles, and she shakes hands, and she listens, very politely. We all three listen politely when men are speaking. They like that, they like women to listen when they talk. I’ve known that since before I can remember, and that what men like is important.

      I had a boyfriend. His name was Nigel Carter-Riley, and his father was an architect. I can’t remember much about him, except that Lucille approved of him, and that I got him to write his name and a sloppy message across an agency photograph of a young and relatively unknown actor. That photograph was pasted inside the lid of my desk at school, and since the actor was very good-looking the other girls in my class were respectful to me. Nigel had no interest in the theatre, and I had none in aeroplanes, which were his passion, but he and I used to go to the cinema together, and sometimes to parties, which pleased Lucille.

      Ann hadn’t been to many parties with us. She’d spent most of the holidays at the forge. I could only remember one or two, and I’d been having fun, I hadn’t wondered whether everybody else was, I just assumed they were, because parties were fun.

      At Christmas there were lots of parties over the holiday season. I’d gone with Lucille for the last two years. That meant Ann would have to come too. I didn’t know what to say to her. I remembered Lucille doing up the zip at the back of Ann’s dark blue party dress, and then standing back to look at her as Ann obediently turned to face her, and the look on Lucille’s face as she begged her to try to be a little more feminine, and Ann helplessly trying to smile, her big hands clenching and unclenching at her sides.

      ‘I’m only happy when I’m at the forge,’ she said. ‘Only really happy. Glory,’ and there was a look of horror on her face as she looked into her future, ‘Glory, I’m never going to be happy again.’

      Matron came back about an hour later, and told us she’d saved some supper for us, we could have it in the staff pantry by ourselves. I wrote to Uncle John.

      ‘Can you do something?’ I asked. ‘You’re our guardian, aren’t you? Ann’s very unhappy.’

      He wrote back and said there wasn’t anything he could do if Lucille refused to allow Ann to stay at the forge, but they knew the situation at Storrington, and would help Ann.

      I spent a bit more time with her that term, and Miss Elphick tried to help. There was a handicraft class for Ann’s year, and she bought a welding torch and a mask, and Ann made figures from sheets of steel and mounted them on wooden blocks. Lucille heard about it, and forbade it. When I wrote to her I said Ann liked working with metal, and Miss Elphick said her figures were good, but she wrote back a very sharp letter. Metal-working was not suitable for girls. It was time I learned to mind my own business; she, as Ann’s mother, would decide what Ann could and could not do. Storrington was a good school, and we weren’t there to learn to be metal workers.

      We went home together on the train for the school holidays, Ann and I, and she sat in the corner, staring out of the window at the passing fields and houses, her face blank. For the last week at school there’d been excitement, with trunks being packed, and Christmas cards exchanged, and the common rooms had been bright with paper streamers and branches of evergreen. There’d been carol services, and the junior school Nativity play, and everybody had been happy, with the holidays coming and Christmas only a few days later. I hadn’t seen much of Ann. Sitting opposite her in the train, looking at her expressionless face, I wondered what she thought about the Christmas holiday ahead.

      Lucille gave her a dressing table set, silver gilt. Hairbrush, comb, hand mirror, clothes brush. Ann smiled, and kissed Lucille’s lovely cheek, and said, thank you, they’re beautiful. Thank you, Lucille. I gave her a new fountain pen, and she smiled, and said, thanks, Glory. It’s a good one, I needed a new one.

      There was a party on New Year’s Eve, and Ann wore her dark blue taffeta, and Lucille lent her a silver necklace and did up the clasp for her. Ann stood as Lucille stepped back to look. She was huge and quiet, her hands clasped around an evening bag, waiting for Lucille to sigh, to tell her to be more feminine, to smile.

      I thought the silver necklace looked silly.

      I remembered Ann in the art studio annexe, working on the weapons for Macbeth. She’d been standing, concentrated on her work, a pair of metal shears in her hand, two leather straps over her shoulder, the sleeves of her smock rolled up to her elbows. She’d looked right. She’d been working, competent and relaxed. That was how Ann should be, with tools in her hand, not a tiny silver lamé evening bag. I wondered why Lucille couldn’t see this, couldn’t understand that Ann could only be ridiculous playing the part of a pretty young girl.

      Lucille sighed.

      ‘Antoinette, darling, please try to be a little more…’

      Nigel came with us to the party, and kissed me under the mistletoe out in the hall during the party, clutched painfully at my breast and tried to put his hand up my skirt. I hit him on the nose, and made it bleed. He was furious with me, he was wearing a suede jerkin and blood would stain it. We sat on the stairs together, and he said he needed ice on the back of his neck, but when I got some he complained that it dripped down inside his collar. He said I was a frigid lesbian. He’d been expecting to have his face slapped, which would have got him a reputation for playing fast and loose, but when I asked him to explain what that meant he said I was stupid. After that I sat beside him in silence while he mopped at his nose with his handkerchief and muttered and sniffed, wondering why I had to be so polite to him just because he was a boy, and how far he would have gone if I hadn’t hit him. I decided to go and find myself another boyfriend, so I stood up and walked across the hall towards the big drawing room.

      ‘Where are you going?’ he demanded. ‘You can’t leave me here like this.’

      ‘I think I can,’ I said. ‘I like parties, I don’t want to miss this one.’

      I spent the rest of the evening dancing with an articled clerk from Maidstone, but all he could talk about was how much money he would earn when he joined his father’s firm, so I gave him a false telephone number and made some excuse when he offered to take me for a drive in his sports car.

      I wondered if I really was a frigid lesbian, as Nigel had said. At school, the other girls boasted about how far their boyfriends tried to go, and how they had to fight them off. I tried to imagine what it would be like to kiss another girl, or to have sex with one, but I didn’t know how you could do it, and it seemed a bit ridiculous, as well as rather disgusting. There was a rumour at school that one of the games mistresses was a lesbian, and that a junior teacher had had a nervous breakdown and left because of her, but although we all enjoyed the idea of such a scandal I don’t think any of us really believed it.

      I decided I might be frigid, but I certainly wasn’t a lesbian.

      There was to be a party at the theatre a few days after New Year, and I wanted to go. It wouldn’t start until eleven, and was likely to go on all night. I was usually supposed to be home by eleven, midnight on special occasions, and I couldn’t see Lucille agreeing. And I wanted to go alone, not with Lucille, who might learn what I really did at the theatre, and might hear the sort of stage gossip I’d not repeated.

      ‘Can you come to a stage party?’ I asked her. ‘It’ll be great fun. Somebody said John Gielgud might look in.’

      ‘Lovely, darling. When?’

      ‘Don’t know yet,’ I lied. ‘Depends on how long this pantomime runs.’

      Ann spent her days in her room, reading. She’d brought some of her school books back. I asked her if she’d like to come to the theatre, but she smiled, and shook her head. She didn’t like meeting new people.

      The pantomime season at the theatre meant Cinderella that year, with two of the stars from a television series about the police playing the Ugly Sisters. Some of the actors hated pantomimes, even though it was the one time of the year when almost everybody could find work. It seemed to me that the production was designed less for children every year, most of the jokes were political, and that year they were changing almost every day. That meant rehearsals all the time, and backstage we were working as hard as we could preparing the scenery for the next production, a new play by a young writer who Reeve said was headed straight for the top, so we’d better use him as much as we could before somebody else spotted him. There was a scene with mirrors, and it was very difficult because of dazzle from the spots, the angles had to be exact and we had to set them up on stage. So we had the Ugly Sisters capering to and fro snapping doubles entendres about power cuts at each other while behind them half a dozen of us shouted instructions and swore and adjusted angles. It’s just as well they were professionals, it must have been almost impossible.

      We were wedging the mirrors at the right angles, and measuring distances, and making notes about the lights, and trying not to get in the way of the rehearsals, and Reeve sat as usual, in the darkness of the auditorium, calling out his instructions, and I heard my name.

      ‘Glory, come and be Buttons for a moment, would you, dear?’

      I ran down to the footlights, and I peered into the darkness, and I called back to him.

      ‘Reeve, please get somebody else, we’ll never get this damned thing right if you keep calling me off it!’

      And I looked round at the two men, at faces I’d seen so often on the television screen, now they were smiling at me, and for a moment I remembered how I would have felt three years ago standing next to them on a stage with the lights blazing down on us, and I almost laughed.

      I didn’t want to be an actress any more.

      Every night, when I got the opportunity, I’d open Lucille’s handbag and take out her diary and look. And at last, against the date of the party, I saw something pencilled in, with an exclamation mark after it. Lord and Lady somebody, in Mayfair, with Andrew Tyrrell.

      It couldn’t have been better. A local cocktail party she might have dropped, but Mayfair, and titles, and Andrew Tyrrell, would certainly take precedence over anything I might have wanted.

      I brought it up the next day when I came in, feigning excitement and running up the stairs to her room.

      ‘It’s the sixth! It’s been fixed, and John Gielgud is coming, at least for a little while, and it’s going to be on stage with the mirror scene, so wear that silver thing, you’ll be a…’

      And I let my voice die away at the dismayed expression on her face.

      I was brave, and I was cheerful, and I said of course she had to go to Mayfair, there’d be other parties, it didn’t matter a bit.

      Within half an hour Lucille had decided I should go on my own. I was, after all, sixteen, and quite responsible, and it was a special occasion. If it meant coming home with the milkman, then so be it. We’d just have to hope that prissy old fusspot John Mayall never heard about it.

      The next day I saw Peter Clements for the first time.

      It had been errands, errands all day, it seemed. Telephone calls to the paint shop for more burnt umber, deliver this afternoon without fail or else, run down to Fabrics and see if you can match this red cotton sheeting, back to Springtime for flowers, tell Dave he’s wanted for another rehearsal of that sword fight scene this afternoon, get Sue and Terry to come for a fitting at three.

      I seemed to spend the whole day running around with messages.

      He was walking along the passage, his head bowed as he rubbed the back of his neck, hunching his shoulders as though it hurt. As I approached I heard him muttering to himself.

      I stepped to one side to give him room to pass, but he didn’t see me, and he brushed against me. He stopped immediately.

      ‘Sorry!’ he exclaimed. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going.’

      Tall, with floppy brown hair falling over his forehead, wide shoulders and very long legs. I felt suddenly shy.

      ‘It’s all right,’ and I hurried on down the corridor. I glanced back as I reached the corner. He was standing at the other end, watching me. I went on, quickly.

      ‘Sue and Terry, fitting this afternoon at three,’ I chanted as I went into the dressing room. ‘Who’s the new man with the brown hair?’

      ‘Wow!’ said Louise, carefully smearing eye shadow into the little hollows at the corners of the sockets. ‘Isn’t he just? He’s called Peter Clements, don’t those legs go on for ever?’

      The room was blue with cigarette smoke, and I coughed. I wished they’d open a window sometimes.

      Terry was smoothing a pair of skin-tight trousers over her hips.

      ‘Who’ll bet me I’ll have those jeans off him before opening night?’

      I was remembering dark brown hair falling over a pair of dark brown eyes, and I answered without thinking.

      ‘I think they’d be too big for you.’

      They all screamed with laughter, and suddenly realising what she meant, and how naïve I’d been, I joined in. Sue smiled at me, her nice face kind and amused, and Louise reached back and punched me lightly on the arm.

      ‘Well,’ said Terry, shrugging herself into a fur jacket, ‘if I come in here one day in a pair of Levis, rolled up, and a bit baggy, you’ll know I did it. No takers? I’ll offer five to one?’

      Sue rolled a sardonic eye at Louise as Terry left.

      ‘She’s getting herself a nasty reputation, that girl.’

      Louise blotted her lipstick with a tissue, and considered her reflection with her head on one side.

      ‘That’s her business,’ she answered. ‘But I hope she doesn’t get Peter Clements. A reliable source has it that her last little fling gave her victim the clap.’

      I threw myself down on the sofa and snuggled up against Sue. I really loved Sue. She was in her thirties by then, and saying she looked like a mother hen, but she still had the body of a girl, and she could dance as well as anybody, except Louise.

      ‘It’s not just her business,’ Sue retorted, giving me a hug and smiling at me. ‘Not when you find stinking drunk riff-raff around here asking for her. Is that true, Louise? Has she really got the clap?’

      I can’t remember what Louise replied, but I knew Sue was right. There’d been two men in the courtyard the week before asking for Terry, and the new security man had called the police. They’d started throwing bottles at the door when he refused to let them in.

      ‘I’m coming to the party,’ I whispered in Sue’s ear. ‘All night! She’s going to be in London, and she said I could. I told her John Gielgud was coming.’

      Sue grinned as she gave me another hug.

      ‘You artful little cow! What are you going to wear?’

      Before I could reply, Jim’s voice came over the loudspeaker.

      ‘Glory, will you please get back here to the paint room, wherever you are.’

      ‘I’m coming to the party!’ I told Jim as I squeezed detergent solution out of the brushes and swirled them around in a bucket of water.

      ‘Good. Hurry up with those.’

      ‘Who’s Peter Clements?’

      ‘Actor. Will you get on with those damned brushes?’

      There was one stage hand I didn’t like. Donald Flint. He was younger than most of them, a little overweight, and there was something furtive about him, like a snigger. If ever I had to speak to him his eyes used to slide down over my body, and then when he looked me in the face again there’d be a smirk, as if he could see through my clothes. Louise used to say she felt the palms of her hands itching every time he came near her.

      He came into the paint room as I was leaving, and he stood against the door frame so I had to squeeze past him to get out. There was a sly look on his face. I turned my head away as I walked into the corridor, so I couldn’t be sure I heard him correctly.

      ‘Hello, Cindy,’ he whispered.

      I told Ann about the party, how I’d tricked Lucille into letting me go alone, and had said that John Gielgud was coming. Ann was looking tired. Lucille had put her on a diet again to try to stop her growing, even though all the doctors had said it wouldn’t make any difference and might damage her health. Her hands and wrists were looking bony, and there were dark shadows around her eyes. I wondered if I should write to Uncle John, if there was anything he could do.

      ‘Is John Gielgud really coming?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t suppose he’s ever heard of us. Do you believe in love at first sight?’

      We were in her bedroom. She was sitting at her desk, reading, making notes in pale pencil in the margin of a thick textbook, and I was lying on her bed, rolling to and fro on the eiderdown and wondering what on earth had induced Lucille to have it all decorated in pale blue and white when it was obvious to anybody with a quarter of an eye that Ann’s colours were browns and creams and dark yellows.

      Ann didn’t know if she believed in love at first sight, but she listened attentively to my account of my meeting with Peter Clements, and said he sounded wonderful. No, she answered in reply to my question, she’d never been in love. She didn’t suppose she ever would be. She tried not to think about things she knew she couldn’t have.

      But the book she was reading was about metal working, and Lucille had said Ann would have to go to secretarial college and learn shorthand and typing and book-keeping.

      I took my party dress and my shoes and make-up to the theatre and left them in Sue’s dressing room. She’d got three changes in that play and Reeve had said she had to have her own room, so Jim and Alan and I had cleared one of the small dressing rooms of old scenery and boxes of forgotten junk, and Alan had dumped it in the courtyard and arranged an accidental fire for the benefit of the insurance account. I painted Sue one of my lucky black cats, and she stuck it in the corner of the mirror, and said I was their very own black cat. She promised to help me with my make-up for the party.

      ‘Knock their eyes out,’ she promised, and, because she was perceptive and nice, she added, ‘And we’ll leave Terry nailed to a cushion, she can just weep. Peter’s much too good for her, you get out there and drive him wild, sweetie.’

      I’d seen him once or twice in the meantime, at rehearsals, waiting in the wings or hurrying away afterwards. He was in a television series and always worrying about being late.

      ‘Stunt man,’ Louise explained as I wrote down the measurements Mrs Pasmore called out to me. ‘Giving it up, he’s too tall.’

      ‘Thirty-seven,’ said Mrs Pasmore.

      ‘It’s never thirty-seven! You’ve got the tape twisted.’

      ‘Thirty-seven,’ repeated Mrs Pasmore firmly. ‘Stand still.’

      ‘Bugger it! Is it really thirty-seven? Bloody bleedin’ hell.’

      ‘Louise! Language, in front of the kid.’

      ‘Thirty-six and a half,’ I said. ‘Stunt man?’

      ‘You write down what I tell you, my girl, never mind stunt men. Thirty-seven, I said, and what’s more, Louise, you’re getting just a tiny, tiny spare tyre.’

      ‘I hate you, Lindy Passion-Flower Pasmore! Oh, God. I’ll be in corsets before I’m thirty.’

      ‘Don’t you call me Passion-Flower, I’ll not have those rumours starting up again. Twenty-five. Glory, are you listening?’

      Louise screamed.

      ‘Twenty-five. Stunt man, Louise, please tell me.’

      ‘Fights,’ said Louise, eyeing the tape measure as though it was a poisonous snake. ‘And falls and things. The taller you are the more there is to break. Or so I’m told. Is that thing accurate? Lindy, please.’

      ‘It’s the one I’ll use to cut out. Thirty-eight, I’m sorry, dear, but that’s what it is. Thirty-eight. “Curvaceous” I think the Argus said last time, didn’t they?’

      ‘You bitch! I’ll have to starve. It’s no good making the thing, I’ll be thinner by then.’

      ‘Yes, dear,’ said Mrs Pasmore placidly, ‘then we’ll take it in. Don’t worry.’

      ‘Worry! Of course I worry, I’ll have frown lines to go with the spare tyre. Oh, fucking hell.’

      ‘Language, dear. At least it hasn’t reached your ankles.’

      ‘You’re still the best dancer in the Midlands,’ I offered. ‘I think you’re beautiful.’

      ‘Love you, Glory,’ said Louise absently, staring at the mirror and looking genuinely distressed. ‘I’m already dieting. Why am I getting fat? I can’t be, I should be getting thinner.’

      ‘Are you on the pill, dear?’

      ‘Of course I am.’

      ‘That might be it. Takes some of them that way. Better come off it, dear.’

      ‘I can’t. Mark won’t use anything else, he’s a Catholic.’

      ‘I thought they were against the pill,’ I said.

      Mrs Pasmore puffed herself up like an angry hen.

      ‘Men! Catholics are the worst. Oh, yes, I know. Keep the women barefoot and pregnant, sweating over a hot, hot kitchen stove. If it was the men that has the babies it wouldn’t be communion wafers they’d hand out, it’d be lots and lots of little pills. And there’s some other religions I could mention, it wouldn’t stop with circumcision, it’d be…’

      She caught sight of me and stopped herself, red in the face with indignation, and patted Louise on the shoulder.

      ‘Don’t you worry, my lovie, I’ll make you a beautiful, beautiful frock that’ll have them saying you’re thin as a rake. Men, all they’re good for is sex, and there’s not many that’s much good at that, either. The times I’ve faked it just to stop myself falling fast asleep from sheer boredom.’

      ‘Haven’t we all?’ Louise sighed, and turned away from the mirror with a rueful shrug.

      ‘Barley water, dear. Flush yourself out, it’s all fluid, that’s the problem. Barley water, that’ll help.’

      I didn’t want to talk about the pill, or barley water, or even why Mrs Pasmore was called Passion-Flower and what the rumour was. I wanted to talk about a stunt man who had grown too tall. I wanted to know why he was here, in fleeting glimpses, standing in the dark shadows in the wings, alert and still, and then, only moments later, or so it seemed, hurrying away as if he were late. None of the other actors did that, not even the ones who’d been taken on for one production only, in fact they spent more time around the theatre than any of the regular cast, hoping to be in the right place at the right time.

      And sometimes they were. Ray had been taken on like that, and he’d been at the Royal for seven years now. But he still worried. 

      ‘Tell me about Peter,’ I begged, and Louise looked at me blankly as though she couldn’t remember who I was.

      Mrs Pasmore ignored me.

      ‘You chuck him, my dear,’ she said to Louise. ‘No man’s worth your career, let alone your health.’

      I gave up, and went back to the paint room, wondering what Lucille would have said about Mrs Pasmore’s advice.

      She’d been quite calm about Nigel, I’d thought she might be upset. All she’d said was I’d have to find myself another boyfriend, women on their own were a social nuisance.

      I didn’t go into the theatre on the day of the party. Lucille had said I should rest, as I was going to be up all night. Nigel telephoned, sulky and belligerent, and asked me to go to the cinema. He said he was having a rotten holiday. I told him I was going to a party and he asked if he could come, too. It seemed he hadn’t found another girlfriend, as he had said he would do when I left him sitting on the stairs. He had said all cats are black in the dark, and you don’t look at the mantelpiece when you’re poking the fire, but I don’t think he knew what the comments meant. 

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘You can’t come, it’s theatre people only.’

      ‘Oh, you’re a theatre person, are you?’ he sneered. ‘Don’t theatre people have friends?’

      I hung up on him, and I never heard from him again. I can’t remember what he looked like, or why I got him to write that message across the agency photograph. I could have written it myself.

      I got to the theatre halfway through the performance, and I went straight to Sue’s dressing room. I was over an hour early, but I was excited, far more than I had ever been about any other party. I was in my own world here, with the people I liked, and we were going to celebrate. I listened as I sat, listened for the applause at the end of each scene. It was good, the play was going well.

      Sue came in, planting a quick kiss on the top of my head as she stripped off her dress, with Mrs Pasmore bustling in behind her to help her with the lacing on the next one. She was intense and concentrated, and I kept quiet so as not to distract her. It was a difficult part she was playing, but she loved it, and Reeve said she’d got right down to the bones of it.

      When she went out again I sat at her dressing table in front of her mirror and looked at the make-up, all laid out in rows on a folded white towel. Sue was always neat with her make-up. In the main dressing room the tables were a mess, with half-empty coffee cups and bottles of soft drinks lying around, ashtrays overflowing, stockings and tights hanging across the mirrors. The main dressing room was filthy. The men’s dressing room was much tidier, but, as Louise said, they didn’t have so many costumes to cram into it, let alone need to wash out their tights between performances and hang them up to dry. Even so, they could have kept it better.

      I hadn’t noticed at first that the door was open. It had closed behind Mrs Pasmore, she was funny about doors, pulling them shut until they clicked, and then pushing against them to test them. I sat at the dressing table and looked at the reflection of the door. There was a shadow on the frame, and it moved.

      I felt uneasy. There was something furtive about that shadow, about the quiet way the door must have opened for me not to have heard it. Somebody was there, behind the door, watching me.

      I turned on the stool, and looked. In the background I heard a burst of applause, and then voices backstage, footsteps thudding on the coconut matting, and the shadow on the door frame moved again, and disappeared. A voice, sharp in the corridor.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      A mumbled reply, and then more footsteps, several people in the corridor, and Sue came back, smiling, so I got off the stool and stood aside for her.

      ‘Who was that in the corridor?’ I asked.

      ‘Everybody,’ she answered briefly, reaching for the powder box. ‘Why?’

      ‘Oh, it was a voice I didn’t recognise,’ I lied. I wasn’t going to disturb her concentration just before her main scene. But the quietly opening door, and the furtive shadow, worried me. I didn’t want to stay in the dressing room alone.

      ‘Put on a hairband, darling,’ she said as she touched at her mouth with a crimson lipstick. ‘You’ll find some in the drawer.’

      She looked at her face with critical, narrowed eyes, and then glanced back at me.

      ‘You could put your dress on if you like, you don’t need make-up on your neck. Tuck a towel round the collar.’

      She stood up, smoothed her hands down over the waistline of her costume, smiled at me, and was gone, her footsteps light and hurrying on the corridor matting.

      I went to the door and watched as the cast came out of the dressing rooms, speaking softly to each other and smiling as they went back to the stage. They were all tense and excited, riding on the response from the audience, alert to the reactions. It was a good play, a good cast, an intelligent audience, there was triumph and a high-strung excitement in the air. I caught it from the way they moved as they went back to their places, in the lift of their heads and in the nervous hands, and I felt my pulse beating faster.

      I closed the door, and pulled at it as Mrs Pasmore did. I wished there was a bolt, or a key, I felt nervous. I kept watching the door as I changed into my party dress. I’d thought she’d want to put the make-up on first, as she always did herself, I found I was fretting about that. Something seemed to be wrong.

      I sat at her dressing table, and took several deep breaths to calm myself. I told myself I was being stupid.

      There was a pile of stretch hairbands in the drawer, and I put one on, carefully settling it above my forehead, pulling it back over the temples. And a towel, she’d said I should put a towel around the neckline of the dress. There was one in my bag.

      I was trembling.

      I didn’t hear him, but I saw the door opening, the dark line by the frame growing wider, and then light from the corridor, and the shadow on the white wood, and a pale blur of a face. As he saw me watching in the mirror he hesitated, but then the door swung wide, and he came in and closed it behind him, leaning against it and smiling, his eyes moving up and down over my body.

      ‘Hello, Cindy.’

      Why did he call me that? I wondered. Everybody knew my name. I stared at him in the mirror, thinking how disgusting he looked, fat and sly, and his tongue slid over his lips, and he smiled and moved towards me.

      ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ I said.

      He was standing close up behind me, and I could hear him breathing, quickly, as he looked down over my shoulder and he smiled again.

      ‘Nobody’s going to come in,’ he said. ‘Not for a while.’

      ‘Go away. You’re not allowed in the dressing rooms.’

      He licked his lips again, and his hands hovered over my shoulders, and then he was stroking them, and sliding his thumbs under the towel I’d put over my dress.

      ‘My, Cindy, what a big girl you’ve grown into.’

      I stood up quickly, and turned to face him, pushing him away.

      ‘Get out of here! Don’t touch me, you slug.’

      He didn’t seem to hear me. I backed away from him and he followed, until I was against the table at the back of the room and he pressed himself against me, soft and disgusting, and his thick lips were against my neck and his hands were on my shoulders pulling at the towel.

      ‘I could teach you things those two never dreamed of, Cindy,’ he whispered, and his voice was slurred, as if he was drunk. ‘I could teach you, Cindy. You could learn how all over again, Cindy, little Cindy.’

      He had an erection. He rubbed against me and nuzzled his lips into my neck, his hands were on my back, fumbling with the zip on my dress. I felt as if I couldn’t move, I was disgusted and horrified, paralysed with fright, and he was mumbling, Cindy, little Cindy, come on, little Cindy, I’ll teach you how, little Cindy, and I heard the zip opening, and suddenly I could move again.

      I hit him, just as I had hit Nigel, with my clenched fist, on his nose, and there was a spatter of blood, and he staggered back, his eyes wide and shocked.

      ‘Get out!’ I spat. ‘How dare you? How dare you touch me, you filth? I’ll tell Jim about this. You’ll never work here again, you’ll never work anywhere in the theatre again, you foul slug. Get out.’

      ‘You bitch!’ He had his hand to his nose, and there was blood dripping through his fingers. ‘You fucking bitch. You cunting little cock-sucker. You tell anybody, and I’ll show them, don’t think I won’t. I’ve got copies. I’ll show them, Cindy, little Cindy, I’ll show everybody.’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I said. ‘Cindy, all this Cindy, you filthy slug. I’m not Cindy, I’m Glory. Miss Mayall to you and dirt like you. Get out.’

      ‘I’ve got copies,’ he said again. ‘Oh, yes, I’ve got copies, Cindy, I’ll leave them around. Yes, I will, I’ll do that. I’d have kept quiet if you’d been nice to me. I might still. If you’re nice to me. Little Cindy.’

      ‘If you touch me again,’ I said, sliding away from the table as he moved towards me, ‘I’ll scream. And they’ll hear it on the stage. Maybe even in the auditorium. Reeve will skin you, if that happens.’

      That stopped him. He stood staring at me, his eyes narrowed, and he sniffed, and looked at his bloody hand.

      ‘Bitch. Dirty little bitch.’

      ‘Get out.’

      ‘I’ll leave you a copy. In the Green Room. The first copy, for the star, that’s right, isn’t it? That’s only right? And then I’ll leave the others. Where they’ll be found. You’ll wish, Cindy. You’ll wish you hadn’t done that.’

      He went out, and I sat on the stool in front of the dressing table, and tried to stop myself shaking. There was blood on the towel, splashed over my shoulder, and I took it off, and looked carefully to see if there was any on my dress. I looked at myself in the mirror. I was pale, and my eyes were staring and unnatural. I was very cold. After a moment I got up and went over to the gas fire, and lit it. I knelt on the rug in front of it, hugging myself, and taking deep breaths, telling myself I was calm, I was all right, everything was all right.

      I wanted to change all my clothes, and have a bath, but I only had my party dress and my jeans and sweater in my grip bag. I went to the basin and washed my face, and my neck, and then I took off the dress and washed myself as much as I could, everywhere Donald Flint had touched me, but I hadn’t got another towel to dry myself, and I didn’t want to touch the one with his blood on it, so I stood in front of the gas fire, and then I started to shake again and my knees gave way, I found myself sitting on the rug in my brassiere and knickers and stockings, and I was fearful that he might come back.

      I crawled across the carpet to the door, and sat against it, my back pressed against it, my feet braced to hold it shut. My teeth were chattering, and I clenched them. Shock, I told myself. It’ll go. It’ll go away in a minute. It would have to go away, the play was almost over, everybody would be back, I had to be normal.

      I stood up, and walked back across the room, slowly, deliberately, one foot, then the other, one in front of the other, a straight line, no wobbling, no shaking. Good. Now the dress.

      But I couldn’t. He had touched it. He had fumbled at it, had nuzzled his face against it, had scrabbled at the zip and almost pulled it down. I didn’t want to touch that dress.

      I took my jeans and my sweater out of my grip, and put them on. Then I bundled up the dress, trying not to touch the parts of it he had touched, and pushed it into the grip. I never wanted to wear it again. Lucille would be furious, it was wild silk.

      I opened the door, and I listened. I could hear the voices faintly, Sue’s, high and mocking, and Dave, a flat monotone in reply. Almost at the end now, and I’d never even seen it, just odd bits of rehearsal.

      I went back to the dressing table, and I wrote a note.

      ‘Sorry, Sue, not feeling well. Love, Glory.’

      I left it on the towel by her make-up, where she’d see it.

      There was nobody in the corridor. I walked along it, slowly and steadily, listening for footsteps, wondering where Donald Flint was, if he was watching me. If I saw him, I thought, I would scream. And then I told myself, I wouldn’t, I would not, I would not risk being heard in the auditorium, I had never done that and I never would.

      The door to the Green Room was open. I stopped, wondering if he was in there, waiting for me. Not many theatres have Green Rooms now, but the Royal was old, and there weren’t enough dressing rooms, they were crowded, so Reeve had said the cast should have the Green Room, somewhere quiet to sit. Donald Flint had said he would leave it in the Green Room. I remembered that. The first copy for the star, he had said.

      I stood on the other side of the corridor, and looked through the open door. The lights were on, but it seemed to be empty. Nobody sitting in the armchairs or on the sofa. The gas fire was unlit. But the lights were on, and there was something on the table. A book, a yellow book.

      I pushed the door wide open, and then I went in, looking around to make sure the room was empty. I picked up the book. There was nothing written on the cover, it was cheap cardboard, a plain cover, nothing at all.

      I opened it, at the first page, and my face stared back at me.

      It was one of the photographs that had been taken after the beauty contest. I was getting off the chair, backing away as the photographer came at me with his camera, I remembered. I was crying. There were tears on my cheeks, and my eyes were wide and frightened. I was wearing my knickers, and one hand was on the back of the chair as I stood up, the other reached out towards him, as if fending him away.

      There was a caption under the photograph, in blurred black print.

      ‘Little Cindy Learns How! And How!’

      I turned the pages. There were more photographs, I remembered him taking them. Sitting on the chair, standing, my hips thrust forward, one foot on the chair, and then the close-ups, a frightened face, tears. Captions. ‘Little Girls Shouldn’t Tease.’ ‘What are you Asking For, Little Cindy?’ ‘Time to Learn What It’s All About.’

      And then the photographs were of my face, frightened, and crying, and screaming, but it was only my face, the rest of the pictures were different, photographs I didn’t know, never knew, had never known could exist. My face, on another child’s body, and two men.

      And they were raping her.
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