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Round the corner is – sooner or later – the sea.
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One


THE WHITE SHED of the Theatre was separated from the fishermen’s huts at the west end of the beach by a squalid alley of shingle and tarmac. Scummy water sluiced down the alley, bubbling over shreds of discarded bunting, and a picture of the Queen on one torn triangular tooth stared up through the accumulating froth. The Hutchings family waited for ten minutes beneath an illuminated sign with letters missing that read ‘age d or’. It took four knocks before the door was finally thrust open by a thin man in his forties with cold cream on his face.


‘Yes?’ he said, not even looking at his visitors.


Ray Hutchings chuckled nervously, and jiggled the car keys in his pocket. He still saw Tony Glass every two years or so – usually when Tony had been without work for a while – but their rapport was never easy or instant. It had to be re-cued each time they met, and always, Ray felt, to the actor’s advantage. There were certain rules of engagement. Typically, for instance, Tony would be unable to recognize Ray in public until Ray had been forced to identify himself.


‘My God, Ray.’ Tony snapped his fingers and closed his eyes. ‘Ray, Ray. Christ. Forgive me – I was away with the birdies. Fairies.’ He laughed. ‘Well, hey. You got here. It’s good to see you. Look at you.’


Ray looked in the dressing-room mirror opposite and didn’t much like what he saw; wondered, briefly, who the tubby grinner with the eczema and the double chin might be. Next to him in the doorway stood a handsome, younger brunette with slightly hooded eyes, her arms around the shoulders of two girls.


‘And this is Lilian. How could I forget.’


‘And the girls.’


‘Of course. We’ve met. You won’t remember me, though. You were both very little.’ Tony paused, kindly. ‘I didn’t stay long – Lilian, wow. You always look fantastic. I say “look”, but what do I know? We only speak on the phone.’


Well, they would have done, Ray decided. Tony never asked to be put through to the workshop. He rang off quickly, a step ahead. If you rang back, he could be cross; sometimes you got someone else. Lilian smiled blankly. Her grip on the two girls tightened unconsciously as the thin man squatted in front of them.


‘And how old are you now, Princess?’ he asked the smaller, blonde one.


The little girl squirmed, smiling. Her lips moved, but the sound that escaped them was unintelligible, no more than the lisp of the sea inside a shell. Tony laughed indulgently, and at once she stopped smiling; backed a half-step to rest her head against her mother’s thigh.


‘You’re frightening her,’ said the taller girl.


‘Who, me?’ Tony looked shocked and put his hand to his chest. His frilly white shirt was still unbuttoned, almost to the waist, and up close you could see how grimy it was, stained orange-brown around the buttons and on the inside of the wide sequinned collar. Sweat-oiled hair covered his chest like a pair of sticky black wings.


‘Yes, you,’ the girl confirmed. Tony laughed again, and Ray laughed with him.


‘Don’t be rude, Alice,’ said her father. To the youngest, Tony probably did look alarming, his face smeared white and red, but that didn’t excuse Alice, whose grasp of situations, though she was only nine years old herself, exceeded the usual reflex candour of infancy.


‘They’re just a bit shy,’ Ray explained. ‘It’s the first time they’ve met a real actor, isn’t it, girls?’


‘Second,’ Lilian murmured.


‘As good as the first, then.’


Alice breathed in deeply before replying.


‘I liked it when you pulled the ribbons out of your hand,’ she ventured at last.


‘Ah, that’s magic. I can’t tell you how I did that.’


Alice frowned. ‘They’re in a special glove on your finger. Everyone knows.’ Her little sister looked at her in awe. ‘But you did it very well.’


‘Thank you,’ said Tony Glass, inclining his head. ‘Perhaps I’d better not ask you what you thought of my singing.’


Alice sighed, remembering the news that day and the pictures of a sad, fat man dressed a bit like Tony, who’d made lots of women cry.


‘It was a tragedy,’ she said. ‘Wasn’t it? The man you were being at the end. I heard it on the radio this morning. He was only forty-two and they found him on the toilet. I suppose that’s why – ’ she paused for effect ‘ – they had to ask you instead.’


Ray chortled with confused pride, and Tony made a witty remark about the fearless logic of childhood. His son was just the same! Lilian’s grip loosened and all three adults talked for a while as though the children were not there. Soon they were saying goodbye. Alice heard the chords of conversational farewell move faster as she led little Martha out of the dressing room into the briny August night.


‘So, where are you staying?’


‘The Anchor.’


‘Porlock, the Anchor.’


‘The Anchor in Porlock?’


‘That’s Porlock Weir we’re in, Lil, remember, not Porlock.’


‘I think I knew that.’


‘Porlock Weir? Just down the road …’


By the time they’d reached the car, Tony Glass had invited himself to lunch the next day on the beach, and Alice’s parents were exhausted without quite knowing why. As the children clambered over the seats, the stars that filled the top half of the windscreen bounced up and down. Ray watched them with distant professional interest. It was like sitting inside a huge pianola and looking through the holes in the music roll. Lilian snatched a length of orange peel off the dashboard, wound down the window an inch and poked it out.


‘Shush, Martha,’ she said. ‘It won’t harm. It’s not plastic.’


Two things stuck in Alice’s mind while the white Mini spluttered along the coast road. The first was that people who believed her no matter what she said were themselves a bit unbelievable.


The second was that Tony Glass had a voice like a duck.


*


‘Let me buy you lunch. How about that?’


The next day, the Hutchings stood in the hotel’s Artexed lobby, their way blocked by a figure in a leather blouson, cinched at the waist. Lilian put down a bag of picnic food and looked at Ray, whose legs had flushed pink.


‘That’s very—’ Ray jerked his head and swallowed ‘ – thoughtful. The thing is, we’ve got some sandwiches, so while it’s fine we thought …’


‘Tell you what,’ said Tony. ‘You go round to the Ship and get a table. I’ll put these’ – he picked up the bag of sandwiches – ‘in the kitchen fridge, here. They won’t spoil. Go on. It’ll be my treat.’


But the tiny Ship Inn Restaurant, when they got there, was fully booked, and Ray had to order bar snacks instead. There was cod, plaice, haddock or fish pâté – and, for the kids, less of the same.


From a sunlit corner of the smoky saloon, Lilian and the children stared reproachfully at the head of the household. Ray realized that he should have insisted on the picnic, and felt a watery resentment of life percolate through his sideburns. What if they just ran for it? What kept them inside on a day when other families were busy clambering over the harbour’s hot stones and slippery breakwaters? At the Ship, they couldn’t even sit under a parasol. The beer gardens, fore and aft, were closed for ‘works’, a sign said, and in joyless confirmation of the fact, above the thrum of old salts complaining about the tourists, there skirled the wide vibrato of a builder’s whistle.


‘Hey,’ said Tony, when he entered the room ten minutes later. ‘This is all right, isn’t it? Can’t have too many horse brasses.’


He made his way to the corner table, took off his jacket and looked for somewhere to put it. The Hutchings were comfortably accommodated by a pair of high-backed pews at right angles to each other, with room for at least one more adult next to Martha and Alice.


‘I’m so sorry,’ said an old man in a yellow cardigan, as Tony drew up a stool. ‘My wife was sitting on that. She’ll be back in a minute – she just went to the toilet. Do you mind?’


‘God.’ Tony sprang up. ‘Of course. Are you OK?’


‘Yes, perfectly, thanks,’ said the man, a little thrown.


Tony turned to look over the rest of the pub, still holding his jacket. There were two empty chairs by the door.


‘It’s always busy at lunchtimes,’ he said, and then, rubbing his chin, ‘Well – I don’t know – maybe if – Ray, if you move round – if you go next to the girls – I can budge in here on the end, next to … ? How’s that? That’s it. There we go.’


The meals arrived in tantalizing relay, one full plate replacing another empty one, with Tony’s last of all because he’d forgotten to order at the bar when he came in. The others ate quickly, but Tony took his time.


He seemed different today; even his hair was lighter. Listening to him reminded Alice of the feeling she had when a stranger tried to tell a favourite story. An overeager woman on Jackanory, say. Or Lilian, trying to do Aslan. None of it was right to begin with, and then you forgot to be upset.


Tony asked the barmaid if she had any mayonnaise, and she said yes, if he meant salad cream. That got a laugh – the chortle of experience – though he was unsure, when it came, of how to tackle the fish itself: a golden scabbard so glisteningly entire all he could do for a while was prod it, smiling.


Alice’s mother stuffed a crisp packet into a glass.


‘You wouldn’t believe it,’ said Tony, pointing at the dimpled window with his knife. ‘What this place used to look like. Remember, Ray?’


He spoke in a resonant whisper.


‘There was nobody here. See those cottages, on the other side of the quay? They were the only buildings on the actual shoreline between Culbone Wood and Hurlstone Point. Hardly any boats. The place was absolutely unspoiled


– if you can call deserted unspoiled.’ Alice glanced out of the window while Tony paused to swallow his last mouthful. Yachts leaving with the tide filled the harbour channel. On their decks, fleshy blondes held ropes at arm’s length.


‘And it was still like that when I used to come here after the war, which was a very long time ago.’ Tony winked at Martha.


It was only when they were outside the pub that Alice remembered she’d left her crab-lines and towel on her seat. She was met in the passageway by the man in the yellow cardigan, who handed her things over. He had beer foam on his upper lip and sharp, soap-shiny knuckles.


‘Here you are, my dear,’ he said brightly, and tapped the glass of one of the photos on the panelled wall. ‘This is the Weir when I was a baby.’


Alice nodded.


‘Thank you,’ she said, and turned to see how far the others had got. They were a few yards along the quay, just past the pink scumbled facing of the Anchor Hotel, ambling towards the wharf. Tony was chatting away amiably. Lilian was listening. Then Lilian said something in reply, and Tony leant nearer to her, as though her words were not quite audible. Every few steps, Alice’s father looked back to see where she might be.


Alice paused before bolting out of the dark. With a satisfying shiver, she realized that from where she stood, just shy of the triangle of light on the doorstep, she could see how the world went on without her.


‘Is that your daddy?’ asked the old man.


‘Yes,’ Alice replied. ‘Can’t you tell?’


*


The resemblance was clear enough. Like her father, Alice ran to fat (her best velour top had split under her armpits). Like him, she avoided eye contact when ordering chips, and enjoyed a healthy appetite, not least for self-deception. So that if lace-limbed Martha decided to vault the bollard on the wharf, Alice could well imagine doing likewise.


The ancient bollard was of course too wide and tall for a six-year-old to clear, but in Martha’s case it didn’t seem to matter. A row of pensioners on benches chuckled broodily as she pinged into the pillar and picked herself up, laughing. It was the charm of her failure they admired. Strange, then, that they seemed so much less taken with – even irritated by – Alice, who charged along on flat feet, her tongue sticking out. ‘Careful, dear,’ said one, as the big girl body-checked the bollard’s pitted head. Sliding off it, winded, Alice made an effort to smile.


‘Nearly,’ said Ray.


At the wharf’s end, father and daughter climbed down to the sloping harbour beach, where Alice felt her confidence return. The ore-streaked rubble and grey boulders favoured a ruminative approach which ill suited the lightweights in the family. She saw Lilian and Martha, yards behind, making their way towards her in the lee of the breakwater, turning their ankles on the stones, crying out. Alice shook her head and worked a finger beneath two slimy pebbles, where for a moment she thought she’d glimpsed a pair of feelers.


‘Dad,’ said Alice, as she got changed. ‘Where do all the bits of coloured rope on the beach come from?’


Ray faced the breakwater to put on his purple trunks.


‘Now that,’ he said, fiddling with the drawstring, ‘is a good question. To which I do not have a good answer. There are nets and fish-traps all along the beaches here, I suppose, or there used to be.’ He turned round and palped his chest. ‘But they’re hanks, not bits. A bit of rope is a hank.’


Alice had only asked the question to distract attention from a towel that refused to stay on. Wrapping the thing around her was the easy part. It was the fold-and-tuck of the loose corner she couldn’t master.


‘What are you doing?’


Lilian stood over her.


‘I’m getting changed into my—’


‘Like that?’ She snorted. ‘You don’t need to do it like that, not at your age. Take it off. Come on, no one’s looking at you.’


Alice sat down and drew in her knees. The holiday had gone sour. Her crab-lines were tangled.


Martha nestled between her mother’s tawny legs, while Lilian rubbed Ambre Solaire into her back. From the other side of the breakwater came the sound of children crunching across shingle and scrambling over the slumped stone hut – the pillbox – Alice had sheltered in last year. Last year, there had been a drought. People had collapsed from heat exhaustion on the beach. Roads had melted. Along the coast, the salt-grasses turned brown and burst into flame. This year, it was cooler. You could sit out all day, except when it rained. Or then especially; in rain, the wooded cliffs towards the headland steamed, like a row of quenched irons.


‘Lil,’ said Ray, after a bit.


‘What?’


Lilian shifted as Ray leant down, still patting his chest, to make a suggestion. ‘What, Alice? … She’s fine. No … no, I won’t … I’ve told her before …’ She flicked the pages of a magazine horoscope.


‘Bitch,’ whispered Alice, staring at the ground. The pages stopped turning, and the world’s longest car crash, or something like it, began playing on a nearby radio.


*


Tony arrived carrying four ice creams topped with clotted cream and chocolate flakes. Alice refused hers.


‘That’s not like you,’ said her mother. ‘Are you feeling well?’


‘I’m afraid it’s too soon after lunch for me,’ Alice deadpanned. ‘And besides, he’s only got four.’


‘That’s because I didn’t buy them for me. I bought them for you.’


They were all eating their ice creams now, except Alice – and Tony, still dressed, still acting, who held his out as a kind of peace offering.


‘Well, if she doesn’t want it, she doesn’t want it,’ Lilian said, licking around the rim of her cone. ‘There won’t be another this afternoon.’


Lilian turned her attention back to Tony and his career. He was considering becoming a full-time agent – a good friend needed help in that department, and since he had a flair for running things, he’d thought, why not? ‘The trick is support. You need someone good behind you in this game.’


‘Come on, Ally,’ Ray said, whose drive to get in the water had lost its momentum. ‘You can share mine.’


Fairness, not sarcasm, brought the tears to Alice’s eyes, and she was on the point of yielding – the ice creams from the sweetshop were one of the best things about Porlock Weir – when Lilian spoke up.


‘It’s very generous of you, Tony,’ she said, picking invisible crumbs off her swimsuit. ‘You bought us lunch, too, remember.’


Alice waited for Tony to correct her, or for Lilian to realize her mistake. But Ray said nothing, and Martha lay down, giggling, as Tony teased her, slowly won the little girl’s trust. He put his hand over Martha’s eyes, to shield her from the sun; then took it away. Put it back, took it away.


The radio flared up.


‘No he didn’t,’ Alice shouted above the noise. ‘He said he was going to, but he didn’t because he was late, so Dad paid for it. And we were going to have a picnic anyway.’


No one moved.


‘And he’s a liar. He makes everything up. Porlock has never been deserted. The Vikings were here. And one of their ships ran aground on a petrified forest, but it didn’t put them off. We did a project all about it at school.’


Alice beat an unsteady retreat to the open beach, where at low tide the exposed rocks stayed black. She was bewildered and ashamed. The truth seemed less vigorous for having been so vigorously expressed, and Tony’s offence less offensive. A little way behind her, she could hear her parents apologizing, arguing. Their exclamations faded in and out of all the other sounds: the gulls, the radio, the constant (now she listened for it) clink-clink of boats at anchor.


As she approached her daughter, Lilian, stumbling a little in flip-flops, adjusting her sunglasses, seemed almost to be smiling. It was the same expression she wore when she met other women in the street.


‘Not one word,’ she said, hoisting Alice by the arm.


When Alice got back to her towel, Tony Glass came over and started talking to her. He was interested, he said, in the project she’d mentioned. Was it the best in her class? No false modesty, now. (He explained the term.) It was, wasn’t it? She didn’t know. He thought it was, and asked her – in the same soothing, implacable tone – what she wanted to be when she grew up.


Alice, crying, told him.


* * *


When the tide is in at Porlock Weir, the thin tree at the entrance to the harbour channel is as far as most people dare to swim. Families cling to it, a wizened sapling, an alder, which has never in living memory put forth leaves or borne fruit, but which, because it is a tree, evokes landfall. When the tide is out, the same tree becomes upended driftwood, and swimmers ignore it, wading through a ticklish slick of sewer crabs and engine oil to the free waters beyond. These are inviting; the sea stays warm most days, and if you swim straight out into the bay, towards South Wales, it will be a while before you are out of your depth.


Only, think carefully before you enter the water. For the Bristol Channel is estuarial and its currents pull everything around and out. In their grip, even a strong swimmer, swimming in the sun’s path with the harbour entrance at his back, may turn a hundred and eighty degrees to hail his family, and find them gone. The shore, he soon realizes, has moved to the right; the pillbox is unfeasibly distant. There is no sign of the tree.


*


Water floods Ray’s ears, gulping and trickling digestively. He takes a breath and ducks under, thinking to hasten his return by avoiding surface wind resistance. But the salt blinds him, and it is a measure of the slippery nature of calm – a mood you cannot reinforce – that he chooses to head straight for the beach, cutting across the longshore drift. He knows that if he gave in to the drift, he would come ashore a little further down. Still, the nearest way is so near, it is surely worth the effort.


He swims with his eyes shut and surfaces, blinking, in the middle of a swell. Because eye-level is only a few inches above the water, the gentle incline seems severe. The water is black with shadow, its surface strewn with weed and open-sea litter. Things other than the dross of lazy picnics, the lollysticks and pots and peel, float past: dead kelp and worse, in gouts and ribbons which bear down on you, the melted aggregate of a mudslide. The swell passes, moves through Ray, or he through it, blindly. Its seaward slope reveals more sea, another swell boatless and sheer.


The land is behind him, and Ray, turning again, must fight a clockwise countercurrent, cranked up by shelves of submerged rocks, to keep the shore in view. (Where is he now? What are these cliffs and thundering coves?) Spray pimples the water, and underneath his pedalling feet an icy fume, the breath of depth, rises.


He is further out than before. Changing his stroke to crawl itself seems like defeat, the officer’s misgivings after the order’s given. To rest, he hangs in the water, holding his knees.


Ray’s body swings in the current, rolls with a surge. Hair lifts on his belly.


A rush of private thoughts experienced as cold: numb feet and cramp in both his calves, a lumbar ache, iron on lungs and chest.


Helen struggling. The man gulping. Unrelated punishments.


For an instant, the rip slackens. Our swimmer hesitates – looks down and sees, not far below the cysts of his toes, a mass of spikes. They cover the sea-floor, less than a fathom down, their forms treelike, with nests of sand and white untenanted shells filling the thicker forks. Are they alive, like coral, or do they merely recall life? There is wreckage, too, beyond. Rust, glass, netting.


Out of the eye of panic, Ray comes to in the surf. There are toys moving on the shore. One has a hand over her mouth. A round shape, with straight brown hair, in a green bathing suit, shouts and points. Another, thinner figurine sits dazed, her legs straight out, beside an overturned, abandoned rowing boat.


*


‘He had to go,’ Lilian explained, later, as they sat in the cafe-lounge of the Anchor. ‘He had a show to do.’


‘I’m hungry,’ Ray said, with a Bunterish shiver. The lifeboat men had given him tea, but now he craved bread and cheese.


Alice returned from the hotel kitchen, shaking her head.


‘They’re gone,’ she told her father. ‘Elvis ate them.’




Two


MUDLARKS TOOK some explaining. A few people in most groups knew what they were. Others looked at the pub sign behind them in Montague Close and put two and two together, while Dickens fans of course remembered the opening to Our Mutual Friend. But this afternoon’s party were kiddishly vague, unwilling to make an effort. They’d struggled with the concept of Christopher Wren as an amateur; chewed their lips beside Nancy’s Steps.


Alice asked the question anyway, and waited.


The tiny American woman in corduroy carried on scribbling while her beefy husband, chin up, scanned his surroundings. His name was Robert McCallister. He had introduced himself when Alice arrived five minutes late at Monument and been appalled to learn that the Great Fire began in a bakery. He was dismayed, too, by her suggestion that the vegetables left on the ground in Borough Market represented a bounty for enterprising scavengers. She said they had come out of the ground to begin with, so what difference did an hour on the tarmac make? He said he ran a food-distribution company in Vegas, that’s what.


‘Gaffer Hexam got his living along-shore. What does that mean? What did people like that do?’ Alice asked again. ‘Anybody?’


She glanced meaningfully over her shoulder at the river. Mrs McCallister scratched at her pages.


‘I guess they were beachcombers,’ said the distributor, hands behind his back. ‘Gettin’ down there by the riverside …’


He chortled.


‘On the right lines, Robert,’ Alice said, and pointed towards the Southwark shingle, which today showed mud glistening like receding gums. ‘Although’ – her face fell – ‘they weren’t quite that innocent.’ Mrs McCallister’s pen stopped moving. ‘Because apart from the pots and pans and bottles and hanks of rope, mudlarks used to fish dead bodies out of the Thames and strip them of their valuables. Coins, rings, bracelets …’


Alice thought the list dull.


‘… teeth,’ she added, with feeling.


Mr McCallister’s moustache twitched as he slid his shades further up his nose. At the end of the tour, in front of Cardinal Cap Alley, he gave Alice a £10 tip and shook her hand. He was sorry he’d been so terse.


The walk finished on time at six o’clock and there was a good hour before curtain-up, which Alice spent in the Festival Hall’s basement cafe. Unlike the chic franchises of the upper-level concourse, the basement cafe served a menu unembarrassed by choice. It boasted tea, coffee, tumblers of irradiated orange and slices of pork pie in dew-spotted clingfilm. Encore! was often empty. No one ate there much, except perhaps the staff when they were desperate, and Alice, who had nothing against pork pie. She counted her takings: ten walkers at £5 each, less 25 per cent to the Board, equalled £37.50. She had another two walks at the weekend and there’d be this evening and tomorrow night on top of that.


With half an hour to go, Alice made an effort to relax. If she got too tense, she might start ‘grinding’. At night, she ground involuntarily and had to wear a mouthguard. It was, her dentist explained, a psychological condition with its roots in ‘repressed inferiority’.


She’d asked him to say that again, and astonishingly he’d obliged.


Alice separated the American’s tip from the rest of the day’s cash. Robert McCallister had dry fingers that chafed. It was a while since anyone had held her hand and she resented the gesture. In the absence of love, she thought, let there be affection. In the absence of affection, professional regard. But anxious civility? What kind of substitute – what inadmissible revulsion – was that?


* * *


To give a performance had once been reward enough. At university, Alice discovered the ability to make an audience laugh and played comic roles, often en travestie – ‘The best Dogberry I’ve seen in years,’ said a woman with a glass eye from the Stage. She could do any accent – a prerequisite for the convincing performer – and found, so she thought, the art of pretence easy and satisfying. Other students agonized about their ‘craft’, but Alice had no time for them. They talked endlessly about truth and the removal of excess theatricality, when it was clearly theatricality their vanity craved. ‘Actors hide,’ said a genial Australian polymath on TV. ‘They wear masks.’ Rubbish, thought Alice. Real people wore the masks: the serial-killing car mechanics and pin-striped child-molesters. Whereas you only had to spot an actor shoplifting to see how constitutionally useless they were at hiding things.


Alice spent her three years at Sussex unhidden. In the space of one term, she was a sleepwalking Charlotte Corday in Marat/Sade, a corseted Doll Tearsheet, and a spoof Lady Macbeth (‘For I have given suck and know how pleasant ’tis’). She gave her Dogberry all summer at the 1989 Edinburgh Fringe, said hello to Eddie Izzard (who said hello back) and got a Pick-of-the-Fringe mention in the Scotsman. Her friends roared and clapped; encouraged her to think seriously about training. So Alice applied to the Central School, to Bristol Old Vic and to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, and was rejected by all three. The friends were puzzled.


No sympathy is without its portion of condescension, however, and for the first time Alice began to suspect that she was being indulged. On closer inspection, even the praise struck a false note. An unmasked, ‘instinctual artlessness’ (the woman from the Stage) returned to haunt her. After every performance of Much Ado, surely it was not the pretence – the distance between the illusory and the real person – that impressed her admirers, but rather the contemptible proximity? She was funny, she now saw, because she was fat.


RADA and Central rejected her straightforwardly: in corridors of marbled green linoleum, others were named and anointed. Bristol Old Vic, by contrast, made her work and wait.


Upstairs in a Soho pub, a minor cad from Poldark listened while Alice did Lady Macduff (‘Whither should I fly?’) and a page of Happy Days, for the contrast in mobility. The greying cad smiled graciously at the end and told Alice that Billie would have been impressed.


‘Billie Whitelaw?’ asked Alice.


‘Yes,’ said the actor, sleepily. ‘Do you know her?’


‘No.’


‘An extraordinary person,’ he whispered.


‘Oh,’ said Alice, her neck prickling. ‘Is – has—’


The actor cleared his throat. ‘I want you to go to weekend school,’ he said. ‘It’s very relaxed and non-competitive.’


When Alice walked into the common room of the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School, the lie was exposed. Her fellow applicants were already working, most of them – modelling, dancing, tennis-coaching. A number had Equity cards. They’d chosen the same speeches: Henry V, Hamlet or Portia. And they were beautiful: tall, muscular, slender, with poreless complexions and the slow gait of the infinitely eligible. When they spoke, laughed, scratched or lifted the flap of the drinks dispenser, there was silent applause. If you said anything, they smiled before answering.


Candidates were divided into three groups of ten and sent away. The audition consisted of three different ‘modules’: workout/gym, voice/singing and text/performance.


Two of the three classes held no fear for Alice, who sang well and had her extended metaphors on a leash, but the third she dreaded. To a certain kind of child, the gym remains a scene of primal distress in which it is discovered that no wit or human kindliness can break a fall. One look at the dancestudio brought it all back: the high louvred windows behind wooden bars, the ropes hanging from the ceiling, the chewed mats, the lopped horror of the horse.


‘Acting,’ croaked the martinet in charge, ‘is what you do to become who you are. It starts with your body.’


To illustrate the point, she punched herself in the stomach.


‘Acting,’ she confirmed, in a subtly different register, ‘is the most physical discipline.’


Lisa Lee – Ms Lee – stopped to light a cigarette. She was small and ill with fitness, sun-dried almost. Her calves gleamed, but the bronzed skin was slack at the elbows. Her back was so supple, it was bent. Her yellow hair, teased into a spray, looked sore.


‘You’ve heard about staying power? Yeah? Well, it’s not just a figure of speech. It’s about physical stamina. Excuse me.’


The instructress coughed something up and nodded to herself.


‘Stamina. OK. Let’s get loose.’


She hit a boom-box and the gonging chimes of the Jacksons’ ‘Can You Feel It?’ sundered the air. Where Ms Lee had been, there was soon only a whirling vortex.


‘You gotta be able to breathe,’ said the vortex. ‘And breathe. And kick. And stretch. And a-round.’


After five minutes, the music stopped and Ms Lee rematerialized. Nine out of the ten hopefuls adjusted their bandanas, did a quick shake-out. The other one simply shook. Her legs had gone into spasm, jerking backwards and forwards. Breath came in pants and squeaks, with cries intermingled. The T-shirt in which she did the housework clung to her like a collapsed umbrella. She gagged and swayed, cheeks aflame, gripping the perished hem of the Turkish slacks she’d put on, just that morning, for luck.


A girl in spandex brought Alice a chair. Lisa Lee took it away again.


‘She needs a rest,’ the girl remonstrated.


‘Don’t.’ Ms Lee held up a warning finger. ‘Not on my time.’


Stomach acids blurted into Alice’s throat. She swallowed quickly.


‘I can’t—’


‘What did you say?’


‘—can’t – too fast …’


Ms Lee slung the stack-chair into a corner.


‘OK. Up and downs. Ceiling, toes. Fifty times. And one. And two.’


At the end of the line of jack-knifing athletes, Alice retched and quaked. She’d put her back out with the first stretch, but carried on feebly splaying her arms, trying to reach over herself for fear of what might happen if once she stopped. An anaesthetic surge of terror bore her along. It was only when her torturer stopped the music for a second time and lit another cigarette that Alice realized she had been crying out in pain.


Lisa Lee slouched towards her.


‘What are these?’ she said, pointing at Alice’s slacks.


‘It said – it – the list said – casual clo—’


‘Do you do any exercise?’


‘Yes – no—’


‘Do you have any kit?’


‘—my back – I just need – to sit—’


‘You do realize that this is an aesthetic profession?’


Ms Lee’s eyes were grey and dim, as though in principle unexercised by any sight, however dazzling or piteous. Pain, pleasure: they couldn’t feel either. Only the pupils, like balled ticks, rocked with spite.


*


Alice moved to London when she was twenty-five and still a virgin. In a moment of involved weakness, she suggested to her sister, Martha, that they move in together. Alice was temping by day and finishing a post-graduate Acting Diploma at the Rudner–Beck Studio by night.


Martha, newly graduated from Bristol University, hadn’t thought of living as far out as Putney, but in days was forced to admit that the area exceeded her expectations. It had all the right shops, and the boathouses were a walkable distance. On her early morning run, Landor Consulting’s blithest trainee waved hello to the oarsmen and breathed in the odour of damp tarpaulin and linseed oil. The basement flat Alice had found was small, so Martha bought a mirror to make it look bigger.


Two weeks into her job, Martha confided in her elder sister that she’d had an audition at RADA and been given a recall. This was a surprise to Alice: Martha had shown no prior interest in the stage, with the possible exception of exotic cameos at student toga parties. In any case, the second audition was a disaster and Martha got a letter the next day.


Alice sympathized – told her not to be in too much of a hurry – but Martha said she wasn’t giving up that easily, and wrote back to the panel informing them they’d made a serious mistake. For her next recall, she cut her hair short, gelled it flat, wore a sleeveless black tunic with breast-cup seams and serenaded someone she dimly recognized from an Eighties cop show – Bergerac? – with ‘Everything Happens To Me’. She also did Hedda Gabler, and bustled about hitting herself on the forehead.


There was another letter in the post the day after. The panel had been impressed. In view of the breadth and vigour of her re-audition, it read, the directors of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art were pleased to offer Martha Hutchings late entry to the present nine-term Acting Course, or a deferred place for the academic year 1995–6.


‘But, how?’ was all Alice could say, when she got home. Her pulse bucked like the drum of a top-loader.


Martha sprinkled salt on half a beef tomato. She ate it with three fingers raised and fanned her other hand in front of her mouth.


‘Mmmm,’ she explained. ‘One of the girls in this year’s rep got kicked in the head last week. I don’t know. I don’t think she’s coming back.’


Lilian sent Martha flowers, and Ray mentioned the workshop’s Breitkopf & Hartel – the one with the white box veneer – which he could always sell … At the same time, he wondered if Martha mightn’t be able to squeeze fees out of the Academy itself? But she couldn’t, so away went the piano to Kennards, where it was bought by an actor.


‘That’s a good sign,’ Martha remarked.


*


Desire is an inference, badly drawn. It obeys a defective but inescapable logic. If one person wants a thing, Alice discovered, it means another must already have it. In order to have that thing, one must not want it; or at least not want it too badly.


Because Martha had never laid claim to the stage – to the carnival camaraderie of Leichner Nos 3 and 5, to the Drama Club’s clattering tea-urn, to a signed copy of Year of the King – it followed that her entitlement to it could not be in dispute. What she did not lack, by definition she had. As much might have been said of Alice, as Dogberry, though here the logic grew wonderfully twisted. The shy elder sister did not want to be a lumpen absurdity, after all – but by God that’s what she was.


At night in the bath, which seemed always to be overflowing, Alice sighed and played Wise Owl, the discreet enabler of youth, while Martha thrashed about next door with Jez or Jem or Jake. Alice pretended to remember what it was like and found that ‘it’ was unimaginable. She looked down at her breasts, slack in the water, with a vein or two already visible. She could easily have worn a bra in bed, like (yet how unlike) Jayne Mansfield. Once, she’d opened the bathroom door to find a teenager on the other side, waiting to use the loo. Alice was wearing a robe, loosely. The boy coloured, muttered, ‘Cheers,’ and dived past. His shoulders were buried fishhooks, his nipples two shells in the sand. She heard him scamper-spring back into bed and soon the noises started again, her sister’s smooth vowels ragged by lust into a scat of consonants.


A few weeks later, a third letter came – this time for Alice.


It was from the assistant to the producer of a new early afternoon programme for toddlers, and read in full:


Re: Higgledy-Piggledy Pop!


Dear Alice Hutchinson,


Thank you for coming to audition.


As you know, we are looking for a very special person to be Peggy Patch’s friend, and the competition has been exceptionally strong. However I regret to inform you that on this occasion you have been unsuccessful and so will not be pursuing with your application.


With all good wishes for your future career.


Penny Hills


pp Carol Kreisler, Producer.


Neither the rejection nor its pre-school grammar shocked Alice – she’d grinned like a death’s head all through the casting – but it came at a bad time. Size and isolation were beginning to tell against her; she’d lost two waitressing jobs (no reason given) and been sacked from a nursing home for getting into bed with a ninety-year-old. (He’d asked her to hold him. She’d given him a hug. Then he’d died.)


Finally, she gave in and, on her dentist’s advice, went to see a counsellor. Fees were charged on a sliding scale, Mr Donnelly told her, and Alice was amazed to hear herself say, ‘Oh, good,’ as if the hint that she had nowhere left to slide might be considered a reassurance.


Mr Donnelly’s consulting room was a converted privy in a holistic practice off the Kilburn High Road. It had a desk, two chairs and a wall-mounted electric fire. There were not enough curtain rings for the orange drapes, which sagged to one side of the streaky window. The counsellor sat in one corner of the room and Alice slumped opposite him, talking. Why, she wanted to know, would someone so underconfident even want to be an actor – to be in a profession which judges you constantly?


Mr Donnelly cocked his head.


‘Now, Alice, I don’t know if I follow you there.’


Alice ignored him.


‘Well, I suppose I know why – you know, rejection forming part of a confirmatory pattern and so on – but … but it’s incredible, isn’t it? It’s madness, and I’m still doing it. I still want to gamble—’


‘Ah.’ Mr Donnelly raised both eyebrows without opening his eyes.


‘It’s the appeal of the bet,’ Alice went on, quickly. ‘You can’t earn your living, but everything human and responsible in you wants to believe that you can. Persistence, you think, must surely narrow the odds, when experience shows quite clearly that it doesn’t. Because—’


Mr Donnelly coughed and looked at his watch.


‘—the dice have no memory.’


It was eight o’clock in the evening.


‘Dice and theatrical agents have no memory.’


‘Now there again, Alice, you see – you’ve lost me.’


Alice felt her jaws stiffen.


‘All right. I’m not saying that we should deduce a universal principle from my personal experience. Obviously not.’


‘No, indeed.’


‘But perhaps we can agree that in acting, and in auditions especially – insofar as they enter the field of observable human relationships – the laws of chance are not, in fact, laws at all. We just treat them as though they are. And that is a delusion. Because they’re not just, or even – or even mathematically describable. D’you see?’


Valleys formed in the high plains of Mr Donnelly’s forehead.


‘What’s that grinding noise?’ he said.


*


Sex with Brian Donnelly was a mistake, and Alice explained it to herself as she explained her weight – by treating it as an inconvenience. This sleight-of-mind covered the unignorable aspect of the affair (the fact that she had decided to have one) while minimizing what Brian might have called her agency, had he been a real therapist.


For six weeks Alice yielded, with some grace, to his hushed shuntings and whispered inanities. (There was a flotation tank on the floor below, so they had to be careful.) She was curious, of course, and duly unimpressed. The sticky filament Mr Donnelly teased to rigidity looked as if it should have ants on the end of it. Put it down to experience, Alice reasoned, and in this forgiving frame of mind found that it cost her nothing to listen to Brian as he wept, afterwards, into his pint of sweet cider. ‘Maybe you’re not ready for this,’ she said, ‘It’s difficult when work’s involved’; even ‘I think it’s me, I’m making you feel guilty.’ She was relieved to have lost her virginity – wondered if he had noticed – and slightly smug about her emotional detachment. It did not occur to her that such detachment was itself a marker of the rawest innocence. Or that its theft was imminent.


On Valentine’s Day, at last, Brian Donnelly came up with some advice.


‘Theatre is your passion, Alice. And you must find a way of being rewarded, not punished, for it.’


Exhausted by this insight, Brian spent the rest of the session in tears, crying even before the removal of his farmer’s shirt and trousers. But the next week, perhaps in guilty compensation, he cancelled therapy and presented Alice with a pair of tickets.


‘We’re hitting the town, you and me.’


He slid them towards her across the desk. She gave a quick snort, delighted by the suppleness of the gesture: surprised that it could be so tender and so shocking. She’d mentioned Cheek by Jowl only last week … Maybe it was something new at the Royal Court? Burned, was it, or Destroyed? Or the gay-evangelical thing everyone had been talking up, A Sceptic in Texas? Where was that on? In her excitement, Alice had that inkling of personal indelicacy which is the fat child’s hated familiar. Smiling, she lifted the dark hair that cupped one ear; let it fall back.


‘Go on,’ said Brian, grinning. ‘See what they are.’


Before she turned the tickets over, Alice said to herself, ‘Remember this feeling,’ lifted the Ticketmaster slips like a pair of aces, held them first to her chest and then set them down, face up.


‘Oh …’


She put her hand behind her neck.


‘There. What do you think?’


‘Oh. Yes.’


‘You’ve not seen it?’


‘Yes, of course. I mean, no. But I’ve heard. I’ve heard it’s really – they’re really quite amazing. Amazing, er, formations and … lines …’


‘Michael Flatley is a genius.’


‘Is he the—’


‘The genius of hard-shoe?’


Brian clenched his fists. He stood up and walked to the window. A draught whistling through the rotten frame flicked his long and thinning hair. He held himself strangely, one plimsolled foot pointing forwards and ahead of his belly, arms stiff at his sides.


‘It’s as if, watching him – watching Michael – it’s like you’re seeing this deep energy in the culture breaking surface. But not, you know, culture as some insular tradition. It’s not just a poky jig in Willesden. It’s more like … it’s like all the old ideas – the community, togetherness, rituals – reborn, revitalized. Am I making sense?’


‘ “O body swayed to music”,’ said Alice, who recognized enthusiasm even when it seemed to exclude her. ‘ “O brightening glance! How can we know the dancer fr—” ’


‘Sure, you don’t have to know anything. Riverdance is the language of action and being, Alice. Urgent, all-embracing.’


Brian turned and smiled. There was perspiration on his forehead.


They made love quickly but keenly, and for the first time Alice moved without thinking about moving. Her counsellor’s soap-white body – the body she had mocked privately – was not so unlike her own, she found, and its embrace made her feel – what? – unselfconsciously awake? Seriously calm. The memory of grief, unattributable to any one event, evaporated.


There were many pleasant surprises that week. Of them all, Alice treasured most her awakened sense of a lover’s dues: that shy confidence in the prospect of intimacy which forgives each subterfuge, every blunder. The day after the ‘cancelled’ session, Brian came to dinner in Putney and Alice suggested that he save himself the ordeal of a night bus home. At first unwilling to impose, Brian agreed when the lateness of the hour – eleven o’clock – had made imposition inevitable. He rang his flatmate (a worrier) to say he wouldn’t be back, and took out his contact lenses. Alice offered him a lens case but was impressed, even a little scared, to see that Brian had his own. At 2 a.m., she awoke to unconcealed whispers and liquid kisses in the hallway. They stopped, briefly, when Martha, back from another first-night party with the latest new friend in tow, saw the unfamiliar man’s coat, the unwashed plates, the empty bottle. In the doublebodied well of her bed, Alice savoured her sister’s silence and the pert evasions that succeeded it:


‘… don’t know … must be someone’s … get off …’


For once, Alice slept without her mouthguard, and soundly.


*


On the day of the concert, she arranged to meet Brian in the lobby of the Hammersmith Apollo. She spotted him, rubbing and chafing his hands, long before he saw her. He was wearing a suede bomber jacket and a green shirt. She wore – bravely, she thought – a buttoned dress of fawn crêpe.


‘Someone needs a haircut,’ Alice said, sparkily.


Brian laughed, hands pocketed. ‘Why’s that?’


‘Because you look like a – like a drummer.’


‘Ha.’


Even as he brushed the comment aside, Alice felt her smile slip; smelt her own make-up. How could she have been so rude? The defeated parental refrain hung in the air. Her jaw locked. ‘Wait! You don’t understand!’ she wanted to cry, as Brian merged with the crowd. ‘I’m sorry.’


She shut her eyes against the whickering pain in her cheeks, and opened them again to see Brian, above and beyond the melee, on the steps leading to the circle. In his hands he held the contents of a small sweetshop. Alice followed, avoiding the waving poster-tubes, trying to make allowances for the poor spatial awareness of the thin and hyperactive.


As she climbed the staircase, the din inside the hall acquired mass and definition. The stamping and shrieking reverberated through the walls, weighed on the gum-dotted floor. Nearby, you could hear the individual shrieks of children as they caught their first glimpse of the auditorium; further off, the braying of the stalls implied the Apollo’s chasmal depth and height. Ushers with long-dead eyes, dressed in over-large and vaguely runic T-shirts, greeted them at the double doors for rows A to F, and Brian, all slights forgotten, pulled Alice down the shaking aisle. Emerald lasers, launched from a swivelling nipple in the roof, fanned out over the audience, swiping it like an enormous barcode.


Alice was unsure how excited she was supposed to be. Everyone else in her row – everyone else in the theatre – was open-mouthed and either screaming or staring, in a stupor of anticipation, at the empty stage, onto which dry ice jetted periodically. A cyclorama of gold and green throbbed in place of a backdrop, and a wash of augmented tambours and uillean pipes inspired pockets of applause at the end of each drubbing cadence. When the live band answered the looped music with a louder, faster drubbing of their own, the audience seemed cowed by its actuality and perplexed by the fact that, after a relatively short while, it stopped. The renewed cheering, to Alice’s ears, had a dazed quality.


Of course, Alice wasn’t immune to the occasion, and enjoyed a lot of the dancing, especially the solos – which had as much flamenco in them as anything else. A while back, she’d seen the Christina Hoyos troupe at Sadler’s Wells, and thought she recognized some of the spin-kicks in River-dance from the Andalusians. Like most of her generation, she was vague about Irish history, though in the fug of textbook memory she could still recall the Ulster lords offering Philip of Spain ‘the crown of Ireland’, and something about Spanish involvement at Kinsale.


And what was it Brian had said about all-embracing gestures? At its best, Riverdance was truly synthetic, a hoedown of European traditions and Broadway know-how; but at its worst, the show’s Irishry – its appeal to Celtic pride – seemed bullyingly kitsch. All those harps. The torcs! That spirit-of-the-glade choir, wafting you beyond history and dissonance.


Alice worried, suddenly, that she was being unfair. It’s OK, she thought, as Michael Flatley returned to the stage, hair freshly bouffed; in fact, it’s perfectly good of its kind. I’m having a good time.


Far away, the star of the evening described another circle, arms outstretched, billowy black shirt open to the waist. He stomped about like a pirate chasing rats. Women screamed. Even Brian, pitching back and forth in a slew of sweet wrappers, responded with honks and bellows. What is wrong with me? Alice wondered, as the corps rejoined Flatley and the audience erupted. What gland am I missing? What gift for joy?


She worked another Murray Mint around her aching mouth.


A sentence began to form in her head: ‘With a fairytale décolleté not seen since …’ Since what? (Try again.) ‘His décolleté would make …’ What? Someone blush? Perhaps. (Who, though, and why?)


Before Alice could resolve the matter, applause broke in on her like sea through a window, and she rose to her feet. Moistness to one side of her breasts, where sweat had darkened the crêpe of her dress, confirmed the sense of deluge. Her own almost plaintive cries were swept away.


A sparsely toothed woman in the next seat screamed something at her, but the words buzzed unintelligibly in Alice’s ear.


‘It’s all bollocks!’ Alice yelled back, and the mad woman roared her approval. She was waving a home-made banner. The banner read ‘Be mine, Michael’. Her eyes shone.


*


‘No, well, you just don’t get it,’ Brian agreed, later. ‘I mean, you either get it, or you don’t. And you don’t. It’s all right. It’s a shame, but there you go. Don’t worry about it.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Brian sipped his pint, played with a lock of his hair.


‘Sorry? What is there to be sorry about? I don’t get Blur or Oasis. Britpop, is that it? Just a lot of noise. I’m not sorry.’


‘Actually, I can’t stand Oasis,’ Alice said, more to herself than to Brian, who refused to meet her gaze. ‘I’m still on Al Green.’


‘“Let’s Stay Together?”’


‘That’ll do.’ Alice smiled pleasantly. ‘Or “Take Me To The River”.’


It seemed like a good note on which to end the evening. Brian had a clinic the next morning, so they said goodbye at the tube station and Alice trundled home with her head in her hands.


When she next visited the West Hampstead Homeopathic Institute, there was a new woman at reception, greying black hair, late thirties, tired-looking. Alice gave her name and the woman made a very soft clucking sound with her tongue. She squinted at Alice as if trying to place a face.


‘No,’ said the woman. ‘I don’t think Mr Donnelly can see you today.’


Alice sighed. ‘Look, I’m a regular. I have a Tuesday appoint—’


‘I know.’ The woman placed both her hands on the diary. ‘But I’m afraid Mr Donnelly doesn’t think he can see you on Tuesdays any more, Ms Hutchings.’ She folded her hands just as an unfamiliar man, with shortish hair, opened Brian’s door at the top of the stairs. The door shut quickly.


‘And neither does his wife.’


* * *


Alice left Encore! and made her way through Waterloo Station to York Road and the Cut. In bars along the way she looked at the couples holding hands, the hip young blades strolling towards dinner and sex, the women with legs like tweezers; none of them looking at her.


This is not a random sample, she told herself. These people are not all better-looking, more successful and more talented than me. Bad things happen to them, too. They suffer; they fail; they pick themselves up and carry on. The probability of any one person possessing all the most desirable qualities of the group would have to be very small.


She stopped just short of the entrance to the Young Vic, where critics from the dailies milled about, audibly tolerating the white wine.


And the probability of that person being your sister?


Alice collected her ticket from the press desk, went into the theatre and sat down. The two-minute bell sounded, then the one.




Three


AT SEVEN THIRTY, the day ended. A last image of the street, of traffic reflected in glass, of open-mouthed, heat-dilated faces peering in, dissolved, and it was night. To the generality outside, the evening stayed warm and sunny, with a little of that burnt flavour of cities awaiting rainfall, but in the theatre at least, the light had gone.
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