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KITCHENER ROAD, LONDON E7

‘This might shut your father up!’ Sylvie Filey muttered as she read the e-mail. ‘“Something positive”! Well, this’ll show him!’ She flapped the paper at her son.



From: Jenny Tongue

[jtongue@broadway.org.uk]

Sent: 06 June 14:31

To: s.filey@tiscali.co.uk

Subject: audition



Hi Mrs Filey – please pass to Paul.



Audition for you on Thursday. The Old School Rehearsal Rooms off High Holborn, 9th June, 12:15pm. Reading for son of a pirate! Take your cutlass (only joking) and your singing voice (not joking). Shame it’s half term and short notice or we could have worked on this. Ask for Martin Kent. Do your voice exercises. Get plenty of sleep, eat properly, go well!



Jenny



‘Yikes!’ That was more the response required, never mind showing his dad! Paul Filey read the e-mail three times while his mother stood behind him at the breakfast table. Students at the Broadway Theatre School in East London’s Bridge Road didn’t get many audition calls at home like this. Most of the jobs the younger students were seen for were the school-age ‘soaps’, and those came up regularly, coinciding with the school terms. For older kids like Paul the call-ups came ‘as and when’ – for black, white and Asian gang members and estate-spoilers, hoodies and druggies, whatever itch TV was scratching. Most juvenile work came through being ethnically authentic or white underclass, and Broadway specialised in both. The odd Palladium musical might come out of the blue, or a film that needed a London kid, perhaps a Dickens serial – and then the staff would twitter, because those jobs were big stuff. Either way, it was all dealt with at the school, not at home, at half term.

‘What’s the show?’ Paul’s mother asked. Sylvie Filey was an actor herself – usually only a line and a spit on The Bill or Eastenders – but if the phone in their house was ever allowed to give more than two rings it would jump off the shelf in shock.

‘Don’t know. Doesn’t say.’

‘I’ll ring her.’

‘You won’t. She’d say if she knew. Besides, she’ll only tell you who else is up for it, and I really don’t want to know.’ Stage school kids were like puppies at a breeder’s, all barking in the same cage; whereas adult actors didn’t see who else was up for a job until they got to the audition. And hope and confidence were everything – although talent helped…

‘It says it’s for the son of a pirate…’

‘Yeah – Short John Silver.’

Sylvie did ring someone, though – the Old School Rehearsal Room manager. Why make friends if you couldn’t ask a favour? ‘Dougie, love, what company’s auditioning on Thursday? Musical, by the sounds of it.’

‘Who’s speaking?’

‘Sylvie Filey. The “stroppy shopper”, Eastenders. Spotlight number – Yes, that’s me. Only, my son’s up for something at your place on Thursday and we don’t know what…’

Paul could hear the rustle of paper through the telephone earpiece as his mother held it away and mouthed ‘Dougie’s looking’. He knew why she was ringing; it was in the hope that this show could be something big – significant enough to edge him towards his father’s idea of doing something with his life. Sylvie and Alex Filey were separated, Paul choosing to live with his mother, nearer to his drama school, but his father was no distant figure – in fact, he was a hell of a lot too involved in one way. Alex Filey was a probation officer, living in Wandsworth, over in south London. And he wanted Paul to do some sort of public service job – get a good degree and go into teaching or one of the other caring services. ‘Acting? Where’s that going to take you? Look at your mother…!’

He had reluctantly agreed to Paul going to the Broadway Theatre School – but then regretted it, and until Paul was eighteen, Alex Filey was going to need constant reassurance that one day he’d see his son in the West End, at the very least. He wanted excellent reports, top-student-of-the-year stuff, or financially he could hook Paul off the boards at any time. He wrote the termly cheques as if they were in some ex-prisoner’s blood. But an audition with a top company would help persuade him to get that pen out of his leather jacket for next term…

‘“White Ensign Productions”,’ Dougie was telling Paul’s mother down the phone. ‘New to me.’

‘What’s the show?’

‘Doesn’t say – but they’ve booked the room with the best piano. The rest are all straight plays.’

‘Thanks, darling.’ Sylvie flipped her mobile shut and stared at her son. He was just above average height for his age – good for an actor – with his father’s thick auburn hair and blue eyes. She squinted, as if to see him with an eye-patch and bandana. ‘What do you know about pirates?’ she asked.

‘Not a lot. Skull and crossbones, walking the plank, hanging about at Execution Dock…’

‘Then get on the internet and look them up.’ She walked round the small table, came back to lean against the sink. ‘It won’t be Peter Pan, there’s no pirate son in that – and this is June, a bit early for Christmas…’

‘So?’ Paul got up and moved his mother aside while he rinsed his cereal bowl. ‘It’s my voice they’ll be interested in, and whether I can act or not. I’ve got my speeches and my song. It doesn’t matter what show it is.’

‘No? It does, Sunshine! It matters how you stand, walk, present yourself, how many buttons you have undone on your shirt. Pedro the pirate boy’s going to be very different from Bertram, the half-wit baronet who’s run away to sea. Get into those Wellington boots! Swish a kitchen knife! Stomp on the deck, swagger around the cabin—’

‘Swarm up the curtains…’

‘Now you’re getting it! Think Spanish Main!’

‘Aaaar!’

‘And dry that bowl before you go upstairs.’



Paul stared at the e-mail again – and the sight of it rolled his stomach with scare, and thrill. He’d had his half term days all mapped out; a fishing trip with Brett from along the street and a midweek Bobby Moore, Cancer Fund match against Spurs at the Hammers, with a bit of revision thrown in, plus his daily voice work and singing. Now it was going to be all voice work and singing, and a few long bashes at his audition speeches. And he could forget West Ham because he couldn’t risk his vocal chords: which was a muzzle that always flipped his stomach.

The actor’s life! Well, that’s where he was heading, his choice against his father’s wishes, so he’d better be good. The man couldn’t pull the plug if he was in work, could he? Yes, he’d better be very good, or making a difference loomed.

‘Where’s the Wellingtons?’

‘In the cupboard under the stairs.’

He stared at his mother. ‘Oooer!’ It could just be a TV advert, Pirate Popcorn, or something – and derision from his dad. Or it could be the chance of a lifetime. In the acting game you never knew where anything might lead.



ZEPHON TELEVISION

INTERNAL MEMO




	DATE:

	5th June




	FROM:

	Kath Lewis




	TO:

	Ben Maddox








Please report to me as soon as you arrive.

Kath Lewis



On his first day back Ben Maddox found the memo Sellotaped over the front of his computer screen. He wasn’t meant to miss it. Since returning from the assignment in Lansana he had looked for clues as to how his boss Kath Lewis would greet him. This wasn’t in his own words, but he had been a bit of a hero. He’d helped to save a life, and not just any old life – he’d helped to save the life of Jonny Aaranovitch, Zephon’s star cameraman, so Kath Lewis would have to be a bit grateful for that. But since flying back to London there had been no clues to her mood, no case of wine delivered to the flat, no letter, e-mail or text of any sort, no reference on Zephon TV to anything more about the Lansana story. When he had rung the newsroom to ask how Jonny was he had been told ‘OK’ by Kath Lewis’s secretary: no ‘putting you through’ or ‘wear your flak-jacket’. Bloom Ramsaran, his best friend at Zephon, told him that Kath had been ‘incandescent’ over him not obeying her orders – the real trouble being, when the press and TV interviews had been done at the end of the affair, it was the BBC’s News 24 that had scooped all the rest – and this had been supposed to be Zephon’s story – so Ben hadn’t expected any e-mails or texts to give him a warm glow. Kath Lewis had been unusually quiet – no, she had maintained absolute silence: it had been the personnel manager who had given Ben a few days off, with today slated for his return to work.

So, with his heart treating the occasion as if he were hearing the countdown to a live news broadcast, he went into her office, hazel eyes ready to twinkle, his six feet of athleticism ready to sit, or stand, or kneel.

She didn’t look up. She didn’t look at him. Her eyes were fixed on the monitor showing Zephon’s live transmission. She knew he was there, he knew she knew he was there because her secretary had announced him. But she didn’t look up from the broadcast. Bad start: he’d once been her favourite reporter, the one who could joke with her, who had even got to drink a glass or two of her bottom drawer Bordeaux, but today she was giving him the full ‘executive and employee’ routine.

He stood there: twenty-six years old, dark hair neatly cut, eyes trying not to blink. Linen summer jacket and chinos, Ecco ankle boots in mid brown. In his top pocket he sported a designer-rumpled orange handkerchief – the favourite choice of his hero Frank Sinatra. He needed to show all the bounce he could muster – but he still felt like a six-year-old in front of Mrs Pront, head of infants.

The news item was routine stuff. Faisal Chandrah was reporting live on the arrival at court in Leeds of two young white men in expensive-looking suits, their eyes blazing straight ahead, their arms swinging like soldiers as they ignored the shouts of a knot of bystanders carrying Anti Racist League banners. Escorted by bodyguards, the two men marched in through the doors of the Crown Court while Faisal, for Zephon, spoke quickly and fluently.



FAISAL CHANDRAH (TO CAMERA)

Into Leeds Crown Court go Jake Whitstead and Brian Roberts, the White Supremacy members charged by the Crown Prosecution Service with the alleged murder of a young Asian footballer in a local park. Sixteen-year-old Abu Iqbal was found dead in the toilets of a changing room when he failed to appear for the second half of a local amateur league match. We have yet to learn what evidence the police will be presenting, but I spoke earlier to the accused men’s solicitor, who claims that her clients are innocent and that there is no case for them to answer.

FAISAL CHANDRAH LOOKS DOWN. THE INTERVIEW PACKAGE BEGINS



A young, white, female solicitor looked earnestly into the camera as Kath Lewis clicked the ‘mute’ button on her remote. ‘First-rate journalism, Faisal!’ she said to the monitor, and swung to face Ben.

‘You disobeyed me.’ She stared at him, icicle voice to go with the glacier look.

‘Kath, I had to…’

‘Had to nothing! I run this operation, and I run you. When I say “Jump!” you jump, and when I say “Piddle!” you piddle – and when I say “Return at once to London!” you return at once to London.’

‘Kath— ’

She waved his interruption aside. ‘There is nothing to say. You…disobeyed…me!’ She ground the words out slowly in an angry growl.

‘I couldn’t—!’

‘You could, and you do!’

‘I couldn’t piddle to order, no man can.’

He could see in her eyes that she wanted to throw something at him. She stood up, as if that might control her frustration; she laid her hands flat on the desk – the claw coming into her fingers. ‘You can’t resign, don’t think that, not without paying a fortune in legal fees. You’re contracted to Zephon, and I’m not going to sack you. You’re not going anywhere else to put your mug on a TV screen.’

Ben frowned. What was she going to do with him?

‘So you’re going to work in the film library. You bring the tributes and obituaries up to date, from A to Z.’

Ben slumped inside, but for Kath Lewis and his own pride he stayed upright. The picture library! Stills, film, digital and video, it was the graveyard for the lively journalist. It was a backroom job, and he was a front line reporter. Of course, he knew how it worked, he’d got a degree in journalism. Whenever anybody died, if they’d been of any note in life – politicians, actors, so-called ‘personalities’ in every field – there had to be a picture clip ready to go out with the death story. But these clips needed constant revision – some great achievement or sleazy scandal might have happened between the last update and the final gasp. In every television company’s office there was somebody with good contacts who kept the ‘sick list’ – those people likely to be departing this world from old age, or illness, or accident – and these ‘most likely’ candidates’ clips were refreshed daily. For the rest, it was a plod from A to Z through the picture library, pulling out the recent footage, just in case…

‘Great!’ said Ben. ‘I’ve always really wanted to do that.’

Kath eyed him across her desk. ‘You’ve got eighteen months on your contract. You can do that until you go. Time for your love of the job to grow beyond all reward.’

‘Cheers.’

She sat down again, losing eye contact for a few seconds – in which time Ben took a quick look around. He wouldn’t have cause ever again to come in here, he would be working for Zephon at a very different level.

‘Do I get a car allowance?’ he asked.

The snap of Kath’s look up nearly cricked her neck. ‘Travelling back into the past?’ She stared her hostility at him, a punishing sight in itself: to be on the wrong side of such a great TV operator was unbelievably sad. ‘I won’t sack you for impertinence, not now, and not in the next eighteen months.’

Ben knew that his contract was binding. He’d need a king’s ransom to take on Zephon with a legal challenge. So she’d got him screwed to the hardwood flooring. He wanted to ask whether she’d be happier if he’d let Jonny Aaranovitch die back in Lansana; but he wasn’t going to stand in here and whine.

‘Thank you, Ms Lewis,’ he said. He knew she hated that feminist title. And he walked out, not slamming the door but leaving it a crack open.



The STAGE

FLAME REKINDLING

New departure for rock legend

By Alistair Thomas



One-time Irish rock favourite Flame is to come out of retirement to star in a new musical. More used to a thumping arena than a conventional ‘house’, Sadie Baker – professionally known as Flame – will tour She-Pirate to European theatres interspersed with dates in Bolton, Bristol, and Cardiff, announce management Rusel Hudson Inc.

The flame-haired singer with the strongest female voice in rock history is signed to a run-of-the-tour contract, taking in Germany, Holland and France – culminating in the Phoenix Theatre, Paris, in September.

Flame has been absent from recording and concert dates for three years now, and had been described by her management as ‘retired’. But now, in her forties, she says she will find the adrenaline of a tour just what she needs ‘to keep my hair from turning grey’.

She-Pirate, the story of the legendary Bristol pirate Meg Macroo, is written by a new partnership, Martin Kent and Nick Cannon for White Ensign Productions. It opens at the Cambridge Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue in late July before its European tour.

SOUTH BANK, LONDON SE1

Bloom Ramsaran put down her Thursday morning reading and looked around the Zephon newsroom. It was the look of a Trinidadian schoolgirl who’d been left out of a secret in the schoolyard. She was Zephon Television’s show-business correspondent, she with her ear close to the ground – so why was she reading this story in The Stage? She regularly read the trade papers to see what sort of a slant other correspondents had put on stories she’d covered, but not to discover something as big as this. These sorts of stories usually came after a press conference or a press release, not out of the blue. It hadn’t even been flagged-up on an actor’s website or by gossip. Had Rusel Hudson Inc. given The Stage an exclusive – and if so, why?

She rooted in her desk drawer. Was there an invitation to a press call in here that she’d lost? No. She flicked through her book and phone calendars diaries – but she’d missed nothing so far as she could see, and there’s nothing worse for a journalist than to feel ‘out of the loop’. She was about to ring Rusel Hudson – because an interview set up with Flame would make a great item for Zephon – when Ben Maddox came through the newsroom, on his way back from seeing Kath Lewis.

His face said everything. He looked very close to tears.

‘Naughty boy?’ Bloom Ramsaran made it sound sexy.

Ben nodded, as if he couldn’t trust his voice.

‘Smack on bottom?’

Ben groaned. ‘Punch in the face! Kick in the privates!’ He came over to Bloom. He wasn’t going to share his misery with all those newsroom eyes that were carefully not looking at him. A colleague’s success is often to be applauded, but their downfall is always to be celebrated. Quietly, of course.

But Bloom was different. They had joined Zephon at the same time, and while Bloom hadn’t received the acclaim he had, she hadn’t ever done other than support him. If it was possible to have a true partner outside the home, Bloom was Ben’s.

‘Picture library, obits and tributes!’ Ben said.

‘What? The woman’s crazy!’

‘No dispute about that. And I’d need to win the lottery to walk out on my contract.’

‘Get buyin’ those tickets!’

‘There’s no problem. I can do it. And it won’t be for long, she’ll soon come wanting the old BM for something…’

‘There speaks Mr Confident!’

‘…I saw her desk.’

‘You noticed? She’s running a new regime – no clutter, know where everything is. You should see some of her memos while you were away.’

‘Not that.’ Ben leant to Bloom’s ear like a man about to kiss her neck. ‘No wine glass. No red rings on her papers…’

‘She’s on the wagon.’

‘And suffering. It won’t last, she’ll fall off it. I’ve never seen her the worse for it; her glasses of red keep the machinery working. She’ll soon see BM in a different light. Claret.’

Bloom shook her head. ‘Don’t soak your seeds for sowing, might not be this season. But, obits and tributes – is that really the strength of what you’re on?’ She clicked in her throat.

‘Yup.’

She stared up at him, about to say something significant. ‘Then do a job for me? Dig out some stuff on Flame – Sadie Baker? And some Bristol pirate, Meg Macroo…’

‘Don’t hold back, woman! Don’t delay yourself, weeping and wailing!’

‘Get your jacket off, boy! We’re back together.’

‘Flame the rock star?’

She held out the Stage piece. ‘I didn’t know about this,’ she said. ‘It’s like it’s not of British interest…’

Ben frowned. ‘It says she opens at the Cambridge – there’s hardly a bigger theatre in London.’

‘But she’s not there for long, the Cambridge has got the new Lloyd Webber going in on September the third. This She-Pirate’s for Europe, and a couple of provincials. It’ll be all action and thumping tunes to bridge the language gap.’

‘So what’s the problem with that?’

‘Flame, back on stage – imagine Robbie Williams or the Stones, they’d play the Cambridge for a season, or Wembley for three nights – Flame could do the biggest box office ever. Yet they’re just playing-in the show then scuttling off to Europe. Are they mad, or what?’

‘I’ll dig her out,’ said Ben. ‘Find her latest interview.’

‘It’ll be a year or so back.’

‘I’ve got time. God, have I got time!’ And Ben walked past his empty desk and off through the door out of the newsroom – heading for history.



ZEPHON PICTURE LIBRARY TELEVISION SCRIPT TRANSCRIPT SERVICE

ITV Evening News 04/02/2003



JOHN BAILEY, NEWSREADER:

You know her face, you know her hair, you know her powerful voice. But Flame, the first lady of rock, has announced her retirement. June Lafferty reports.



Shots and sounds of a Flame concert, flashing coloured lights, a sweating rock band, and a standing, arm-waving audience.

Flame, rocker-red hair in long tresses which she flourishes like a scarf as she twists and shakes her head, belts out Rock My Socks Off!



JUNE LAFFERTY (VOICE OVER):

This is the Flame familiar to us and to millions of rock fans the world over. But that world is over for the woman behind the legend, Sadie Baker.



Sadie Baker, formerly ‘Flame’, thirtyish, in a summer dress walks towards the camera, down a garden path from the doorway of a stone cottage.



JUNE LAFFERTY (VOICE OVER):

Somerset – and gone is the long red hair, gone is the strut. What has made Sadie Baker give up her rock career?



Sadie Baker, medium shot, sitting at a garden table, seen over the shoulder of June Lafferty:

I wasn’t on the skids, I wasn’t into drugs or drink, God, no, I wasn’t. I had everywhere to go, and we had stuff lined up till Doomsday. (She runs her fingers through her now short, unremarkable light auburn hair.) We hadn’t had a barney, the band; they’re still my best friends. Wizz Burton was round here at the weekend…



JUNE LAFFERTY (OFF-CAMERA):

But?



SADIE BAKER (CLOSE-UP, LOOKING AT JUNE LAFFERTY): There’s other things in life. We couldn’t be private, and the audiences were (long pause) not always what you want. Getting… (she waves her arms dismissively and wrinkles her nose)



JUNE LAFFERTY (OFF-CAMERA):

What? Badly behaved?



SADIE BAKER:

Very mixed. Now (waves her arm at the cottage) I’ve got peace, and the people around me – the local folk – that I want.



CUT-AWAY TO JUNE LAFFERTY:

You’re at home here?

SADIE BAKER (OFF-CAMERA):

So much so. My Somerset.



JUNE LAFFERTY:

You said there were other things in life. Your life, I presume. What are those things?



SADIE BAKER (EXTREME CLOSE-UP):

Personal things. But not people, not a person…



JUNE LAFFERTY (OFF-CAMERA):

Religion? (Sadie Baker shakes her head) Politics?



SADIE BAKER:

Not in a…mainstream…way. No, it’s about me living a private life among people I want to live with. (Pause) Rock, and noise, and touring, and giving everything to people you might not want to give it to – it’s a life of great commitment. You’re public, everyone’s property, and you can only give so much. Or take so much. (Looks away, comes back, smiles banally.) I’ll maybe write a book…



CUT-AWAY ON JUNE LAFFERTY:

Ah. The ‘Flame’ story will be told…



SADIE BAKER (MEDIUM SHOT, OVER JUNE LAFFERTY’S SHOULDER):

Possibly. In God’s due time.



JUNE LAFFERTY (TURNING TO CAMERA):

Well, we all wish Flame a peaceful and well-deserved retreat…



SADIE BAKER:

Retreat. You’ve got it, that’s the word. Like a prayed-out nun, I’m on retreat…



JUNE LAFFERTY (TO CAMERA):

So… This is June Lafferty for ITN in Claverham, Somerset.



PACKAGE ENDS



THE OLD SCHOOL REHEARSAL ROOMS, LONDON WC1

Sylvie Filey had prepared Paul for what to expect. She went with him on the Underground to Holborn, and walked him to the audition venue. She kept everything business-like and focused on the day, no talk of anything except what he was about to do, and how he looked, of course. Without Jenny Tongue to advise them she had chosen what clothes he should wear – a ‘grandad’ white shirt with uncreased chinos, and his black ‘movement’ shoes. She had given his neck a shave and put a light touch of gel on his hair, which had been cut not-too-long and not-too-short by Pasqual at Stratford. Now, on an overcast June morning – typical heavy, examination weather – she pointed out the old London School Board three-decker, sold off after businesses had bought-up the area.

‘Forget your father – do your best for you!’

‘Yeah,’ he husked. He’d have to find a better voice than that, thanks! He cleared his throat as she gave him a hug, before briskly disappearing along a busy pavement; leaving Paul to walk across a small car park and into the audition rooms’ reception area.

He expected to find a desk or an office, but he was directed into a very informal space, more a cafeteria, where sealed slices of cake and muffins sat on glass shelves next to pre-packed sandwiches. There were hot and cold drinks machines, and small tables where groups and individuals sat. It could have been the Broadway canteen, Paul thought. He looked around for someone in charge – perhaps this Dougie whom his mother had phoned – but he couldn’t see anyone official-looking. There, across the room, though, was a blackboard and easel – how old was this place! – and on it was today’s date and a chalked list of companies and rooms.

White Ensign Productions – room 16

It was a good job his mother had phoned Dougie, or Paul would have been totally lost. But before seeking out room sixteen, he took a good look around him. And anyone could see that this place was theatrical – the droop of an arm over the back of a chair, the tilt of a head, the straightness of the backs, the ubiquitous bottles of water, the short skirts and the all-in-the-same-wash T-shirts with faded logos. You could hear theatre, too: murmurings of ‘cut’ and ‘third speech’ over a script, a brittle laugh, loudish talk of ‘the tour’ and ‘my agent’. And the accents, either ‘received’ or ‘London’ – they didn’t audition for Coronation Street or Liverpool Nights down south. In all of which, what Paul was looking for were boys of his own age, competitors for the same son-of-a-pirate part.

And his insides rolled as he saw one – a boy sitting at a table in the corner with an older woman. But why should his insides roll, he expected to see other boys here, didn’t he? Only the top stars didn’t have to read for a part, and then not always. All the same, sight of the competition suddenly gave him that old gripe in the bowel and he looked away.

Paul had seen straight off that the boy was everything he wasn’t. Paul Filey was auburn-haired, grey-eyed, a few freckles; he was ‘natural boy’, ‘unspoilt good sort’ – but that kid there was dark-brown-silky-haired, with a slight tan, a perfect nose and big eyes. He had ‘young hero’ written all over him – Jim Hawkins, David Balfour, Tom Brown. Paul’s heart went down to meet the turmoil below. If he and this boy were both up for ‘pirate son’ he knew very well who would get it on looks – matey over there, sitting sipping coffee with all the poise of Oscar Wilde.

Straight off, Paul went to find room sixteen. Seeking it out he went up brown-tiled staircases and past old classrooms. There was someone sitting at a table outside most of them, and actors were bent over scripts along the corridor. Auditions were timed, and it was bad practice to have actors lining up to read. They would only meet each other going in and coming out. There was always someone waiting outside each room. The company names were pinned on the doors, English Touring Theatre, Watermill, Enter Left; and at last he found White Ensign Productions – number sixteen the only door on the second floor, once a school hall.

A blonde woman of about fifty was seated at a small table outside. As he approached her, Paul could hear a piano playing inside, and a boy coming in on a voice entrance.

‘Yes?’ The woman was looking up at him. ‘Are you for She-Pirate?’

‘“Son of a pirate”’, Paul said, showing the woman his e-mail. There had to be some mistake – he wasn’t doing drag, thank you very much!

‘Paul Filey?’ she asked.

‘That’s right.’

The woman ticked his name on the list: God, it looked a list from here to Nottingham.

‘What do you know about the show?’

Paul shook his head. ‘Nothing, really. I’m at Broadway and it’s half term. I’ve only had an e-mail.’

The woman shrugged.

‘She-Pirate?’ Paul prompted.

‘Your part’s Ardal, the son of Meg Macroo, famous female pirate. A musical. Opens in London, tours Europe. Eleven weeks. How old are you?’

‘Sixteen.’

She nodded. ‘Good. No tutor required,’ and made a note. ‘Have you brought your music?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ready with a speech?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then wait along there. I’ll call you.’

Paul went to sit on one of the two chairs provided. She hadn’t given him a script to read, so he guessed it was his voice that mattered most, at this stage. His mother had warned him that even if they thought he was good enough today, he wouldn’t walk out with a contract in his pocket – there would be ‘recalls’ when other aspects of the job would be tested. So he opened his music score and looked at it, made sure of words that were already cemented.

‘Oh the shark babe, has such teeth dear, and he shows them pearly white,

Just a jack-knife has old Macheath babe, and he keeps it out of sight…’

Mack the Knife by Bertholt Brecht, music by Kurt Weill. It was good, dramatic, punchy stuff, not some sixteen-year-old boy singing about missing his lover.

‘Paul?’ The voice shot him up straight, his music fell to the floor. ‘Go in now, please.’

He gathered himself up. He had been trained for these moments – by the school, and by his mother. Don’t rush. Compose yourself. That first look at you as you walk in the door is the first look an audience will have – the director knows that. Hold yourself upright and don’t sit until you’re invited. But smile – a smile is your first audition piece – and make eye contact with everyone there, even the producer’s dog. Deep breaths, and show how you can control your nerves for a first night. Which this will be like…

And taking his training with him, Paul Filey walked into the audition room.

Paul Filey, Paul Filey, Paul Filey, he said in his head, which he was holding very high…Paul Filey, son of Sylvie Filey…

SOUTH BANK, LONDON SE1

Ben was sitting at a table under an awning outside the National Theatre on London’s South Bank. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to take his Sadie Baker research through to the Zephon newsroom for Bloom. He’d have only got sympathy from some and loud talk of a breaking story from others. But Bloom often took her lunch by the Thames at this time – she was one of those need-to-swim-outside-the-rock-pool people – and that suited Ben, too, working solo in the picture library. He could take his break when and where he wanted: one thing was certain, Kath Lewis wasn’t suddenly going to call him in for an assignment. And the picture library was even more stifling than the newsroom at lunchtime; a couple of men in matching cardigans who liked to share a packet of homemade sandwiches over a raspberry smoothie.

He’d bought a tuna and sweetcorn baguette with a large filter coffee, which he ate as he read the free ‘lite’ evening paper – he would never sit at a table staring into space, even when the words weren’t going in.

Kath Lewis’s reaction had been predictable – at least, her displeasure had. He was tempted to think she was the hard sort of woman who would rather Jonny Aaronovitch had died and a township been flooded than have her instructions ignored. Just a roasting, that’s what he’d thought he was in for. He had come to the office smart enough to go out on any assignment anywhere, expecting a couple of weeks on local news and then reinstatement to the adrenaline rush of top broadcasting. But had he misread her! Ben Maddox had transgressed and, like some jumpy prime minister, Kath Lewis had made a showy sacrifice. Ben Maddox had become a name in the business – but she was letting the industry know that she was bigger than anyone at Zephon News.

For himself, Ben could have taken the demotion; he was still working for Zephon, friends and family could think he was working undercover on a big story if they wanted, he could be vague about that. And the picture library was research. But telling the truth to Meera when she got in from her publishing job, that was going to be hard. His partner of four years had told him to come back to London just as strongly as Kath Lewis had; things in Lansana had turned very ugly. But for the best of reasons – for Jonny Aaranovitch – Ben had defied them both, and now he had to face the flak. And from Meera it had been heavy already. Of course she was pleased that he’d helped to save a colleague’s life; of course she was delighted that a township had been saved from destruction. The trouble was, the look in her eyes said she strongly suspected that it had been Bloom Ramsaran who had bumped him up to stay and be a hero.

This all went over and over in his mind as his lunch went down seagull-fashion. But, anyway, where was Bloom? She should have shown by now. He had sent her the transcript of the Sadie Baker interview, an internet article on Meg Macroo was in his jacket pocket, and he had said that he’d be having a bite here. The invitation was clear. And she had chosen not to come. Was he less interesting all of a sudden because he wasn’t buzzing in the newsroom – the man of a previous moment? There was nothing sadder…

Suddenly his mobile phone rang.

‘Hello?’

‘Ben?’

‘Yup.’

‘Bloom.’

‘Oh, hi Bloom.’

‘You missing me?’

‘Oh, sure!’ Said with the sarcastic tone called for.

‘Sorry, Superman. I’m at an old school…’

‘I thought you knew your tables.’

‘Auditions. For the Flame thing.’

‘You’ll never make it – you can’t sing, and you haven’t got an Equity card…’

‘I found out where they’re being held, and Flame’s here, apparently. I’m outside, but I’m going to try for an interview.’

‘Good for you.’ Ben looked out wistfully over the Thames. He could feel the tingle of trying for an exclusive against the odds. ‘Hold on! I’ve got some Meg Macroo stuff in my pocket. I’ll read it over if you like; could give you a leg-up.’

‘You are the best!’ Ben heard the click of a pen-cap. ‘Shoot, darling!’

And Ben read to her what he’d got off the internet, cutting and paraphrasing as he went.




Pirates and Privateers

The History of Maritime Piracy

MEG MACROO



Meg Macroo was born April 2, 1705, in Bristol, the illegitimate daughter of a prominent judge and his wife’s maid. The disgraced judge fled to the Caribbean, where his daughter grew up.

At fifteen Meg ran off from an oppressive home with a sailor, a matelot who was later killed by a landowner who found him housebreaking, so when she discovered that she was pregnant Meg went home to her father.

Here she captured the attention of Felix Lawes, one of the wealthiest slave-owners in the Caribbean. With her young son Ardal, Meg ran off with Lawes, first having to fight (and win) a duel with his current lover, a violent Spanish beauty. But she was disgusted when Lawes paid too much attention to a negro housegirl. Meg remonstrated with him; a slave was an inferior being, and she left Lawes, taking her son Ardal with her.

She next caught the eye of Ned Smart, a pirate of renown. She lived and sailed with him, and when Smart was killed in a raid, Meg took over the leadership of the pirate band, and made her son Ardal her lieutenant. At first she dressed as a man and never gave up an opportunity to show her fighting skills, but as her crew came to respect her she reverted to women’s clothing, except when engaging other vessels. Her crew was sworn to secrecy, and she sailed the seven seas, gaining a reputation as the ruthless ‘Cap’n Macroo’, with a crew that obeyed her implicitly because for the smallest offence – and spilling her secret was a big offence – they were put to death.

But as she dallied too long over the brutal punishment of a black pirate who had questioned a decision, the rival buccaneer Roarin' James in the Bartholomew crept up on her ship under cover of sea fog and attacked. In the skirmish, Roarin’ James killed many of Cap’n Macroo’s crew, but he spared Meg herself, who knew the whereabouts of three merchantmen laid up for storm repairs in Sierra Leone. Still seen as a man, she pleaded also for her son’s life, challenging Roarin’ James to a duel when he refused. By pirate code – and his powerful quartermaster knew this – James had to fight her, or grant her request.

He turned it to his advantage. Against the life of her son he forced Meg to write the location of the merchantmen on a parchment and tuck it into her shirt. If Cap’n Macroo died, the boy would be taken with Roarin’ James, and die a terrible death if the ships and the booty were not found there.

The two pirate captains, with Ardal and a pirate to guard him, were rowed ashore with the quartermaster onto a deserted coastline. Armed with both cutlass and pistol, the combatants obeyed the duelling code, which was to pace from back-to-back to fire their pistols once. If necessary they then fought on with cutlasses. The first to draw blood would be the winner.

Each missed with their pistols. Now the odds were in Roarin’ James’s favour. He was the bigger of the two and likely to cut the first wound, but Cap’n Macroo was nimble. She retreated with Roarin’ James pursuing her, when he stumbled on a tree root as he lunged. She immediately seized the opportunity – ripping open her shirt, revealing not the parchment but herself as a woman.

Roarin’ James gawped in surprise for a crucial second, when Meg Macroo slashed his throat with her cutlass, first blood and last blood, killing him.

The man guarding Ardal ran off into the sea. But the ship’s quartermaster took the triumphant Meg Macroo and her son off the beach.

She was now cheered as the new leader of the ship, openly female – the captain of a dreaded and dangerous band.

Cap’n Macroo lived a long and successful life at sea, but in 1740 the governor of Jamaica, hearing of her presence in his waters, sent an armed sloop to capture the Bartholomew and her crew.

The crew were celebrating a previous victory in rum, and the ship was easily taken.

At her trial Meg Macroo was found guilty of piracy on the high seas and sentenced to hang, but she escaped the rope by dying from fever while in jail.

Her fame lives on as an uncompromising Bristol woman in a violent men’s world, one who believed in her own superiority all her adult life.



Bloom whooped down the phone. ‘That’s great! What a question for me to ask her at the end!’

‘Why the end?’

‘Because by then it won’t matter if she goes all moody on me.’

‘What the hell question’s that?’ What question would Bloom ask that was so dynamite?

‘What she does at the end. Will Flame flash her boobies at the audience, when she shocks old Roarin’ James?’

Ben thought about it. ‘Yeah, good question,’ he said: and it was, because he would really like to know the answer.

Which was what good journalism was all about. And to think Ben Maddox used to be part of all that…




WHITE ENSIGN PRODUCTIONS

AUDITION CALLS

DATE	9th June

SHOW	SHE-PIRATE

PART	Ardal, Meg Macroo’s son

ACTOR	PAUL FILEY

SONG	Mack the Knife



A good crack at this, started nervous, song didn’t test his upper range – but good masculine voice. Gave him some scales to do and top register is sound. Breathing needs attention, prob. nerves. Overall, gd strong voice – would need some coaching.

READING	Romeo’s balcony scene

Nice interpretation, the boy in love, gd poetic delivery, a bit sing-song, but gd rapport with us as if we're friends hiding in the shrubbery. Clear voice, odd London vowel, not a problem.



NOTES

Liked him. Intelligent, wd take direction. Gd reports from Broadway.

No attitude. Mother acts. Sadie liked him.



CONCLUSION

Poss. see him again.



CALL-BACK Y / N

Wait till Friday afternoon – might see others as good or better.

Martin K



THE OLD SCHOOL REHEARSAL ROOMS, LONDON WC1

Paul came out of the audition not knowing how he felt. One of his mother’s great virtues was that she was always honest about an audition. If it had gone badly, if she hadn’t done herself justice, she always said so – I won’t get that, I was worse than Walter Plinge’s aunt!; which also meant that when she said she’d done well, Paul knew that she had. If she didn’t get the part it would be other physical factors that failed her. So it had to be the same with him. When you kidded other people you started kidding yourself, and right now he wanted to know honestly how he felt he’d done.

But this was what he couldn’t do. The song had gone OK, but he was going to have to work on some other piece that tested his higher range, they’d said that. Jenny Tongue had said Mack the Knife was playing to his strengths, but today, in the real, cut-and-thrust world outside Broadway it had shown up as a weakness. Which he hadn’t got: he could hit top F and hold it, thanks very much, which he’d proved with the scales they’d asked him to do.

The Romeo speech he reckoned they’d liked: he’d kept their attention, and their polite smiles came off their faces as they really listened when he interrupted his musings with a teenage flick of his fingers to say, ‘See how she leans her cheek upon her hand! O that I were a glove upon that hand, That I might touch that cheek!’ Yes, he was happy with that bit. The interview at the end he wasn’t so sure about. They didn’t seem to ask him the stuff that got them to know him, more just his sort. They were keen to know his interests, what he did in his spare time, who his friends were, did he belong to anything, like a political party? The only time that they made a note was when he said he supported West Ham. They looked at one another, and smiled. Well, a lot of theatricals are failed footballers…

And he thought about who they were. The director, Martin Kent, was a smallish white man with a tight England rugby shirt, corduroy trousers, and black trainers, who finished most sentences with a dominating stare. The person with him – who said nothing – was a middle-aged woman wearing granny glasses. Martin Kent did the talking while she did the staring; relentless, burning off a layer of skin.

At the end, Paul couldn’t credit it: the man had actually said the dreaded words: ‘We’ll let you know’. Which Paul knew from his mother’s experience was a lie – they never did, unless you were getting a recall. That was one of the worst parts of the job. He’d seen it so often: she’d hype herself up for an audition, do it, come home and wait for the phone to ring from her agent – all the first day, all the second day, then a weekend usually plonked itself in, and by the third working day she knew that it wouldn’t happen. And it didn’t. If the telephone rang it would be an offer of a free mobile phone.
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