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  The Present




  The Tarleton Music Hall was the ugliest building Robert Fallon had ever seen, and he fell instantly and overwhelmingly in love with it.




  ‘Since you’re the enthusiast when it comes to the old stuff, you’d better deal with this one,’ the senior partner of his firm had said, three days earlier.

  ‘It’s a disused theatre in Bankside and it’s just come under this new government directive about stricter monitoring of old buildings, so a full survey’s wanted. Nobody

  seems to know when it was built, but apparently it closed down in 1914 and never reopened. It’s regarded as a bit of a mystery locally, I think.’




  ‘However mysterious it is, if it’s been empty since 1914 it’ll probably be in a disgusting condition,’ said Robert. But he was pleased at the prospect of carrying out a

  survey in that part of London; he liked Bankside and Southwark with their echoes of Elizabethan theatre, and he liked seeing the newly renovated Globe and the Rose.




  He collected the keys from the managing agents who were called the Harlequin Society and who provided him with helpful directions, managed to park his car near Burbage Street where the Tarleton

  was and, with the sounds of the river on his left, walked along the street. Halfway along there it was: the exuberantly ugly Tarleton Music Hall.




  It was surrounded by buildings whose original purposes had long since become blurred or lost altogether, but Robert hardly saw them and he barely heard the roar of the traffic which thrummed

  along streets built by people who had never envisaged the internal combustion engine. He stared up at the peeling facade and the chipped stonework and was vividly aware of two emotions, both wildly

  different. The first was dismay at the enormity of the task ahead of him. The interior of this building would probably be divided and sub-divided, and rooms would be partitioned haphazardly with no

  regard to proportion or logic, let alone building regulations. There would be several kinds of dry and wet rot, rampant timber infestation and miles of ancient lead pipework. The walls would be

  festooned with rusting gas mantles, which meant Robert would have to track down defunct gas inlets and outlets, and if there did happen to be any electrical wiring it would date back to the

  coronation of George V, if not Edward VII. Once he got inside, he would have to test each step he took because the floor joists would be powdery with woodworm and likely to collapse under him.




  But none of this mattered because the second emotion was an instant and unreasoning passion for this tattered old music hall.




  He resolutely quelled both sentiments and went along the little alleyway at the side, which was called Platt’s Alley. It had begun to rain and the cobblestones were shiny and slippery. The

  old stage door was at the very end. Robert reached for the keys in his jacket pocket, then paused to read the inscription carved into the stone lintel over the door. It was worn, but still legible:

  ‘Please one and please all, be they great, be they small’. He did not recognize the quote, but it was so completely appropriate for a theatre that he smiled and stopped minding about

  the complexity of the work ahead of him. Unlocking the stage door, he stepped inside, and the scents of dust, old timber and sheer age closed about him.




  The electricity had not been switched on, but he had brought strong torches and battery-powered lamps on stands which he set up at strategic points. This took quite a while, and several times he

  found himself looking over his shoulder because he had a definite feeling of being watched. He didn’t think it was a living person who watched; just the lingering memories of the people who

  had stood on this stage and told jokes, sung songs, juggled, danced or recited monologues. After the first few moments he did not mind; it was not a threatening feeling, in fact it was rather

  friendly.




  He set the last of his lights in place, then began to work systematically through the building, making careful notes as he went. It was a remarkable old building. There was some surface

  dilapidation – several patches of damp suggested gutters needed attention, there was wet rot in the supper-room floor, and the electrical wiring was certainly dangerous – but other than

  this, the building was amazingly sound. It was almost as if the whole place had been trapped in its own little pocket of time, or as if a glaze of amber had been spread over it. Robert had checked

  several old maps of the area: the Tarleton was shown on one dated 1850, and he was inclined to think it had been built around 1830. His partner regarded this kind of research as unnecessary –

  too much attention to detail, he always said – but Robert liked detail and he thought a property’s history could provide valuable clues.




  Whatever the theatre’s true age, by the end of that first day he had identified several building styles and materials from different eras. In most cases these could be explained: a

  buttress shoring up a dubious section of the ceiling of the upper circle – probably put there towards the end of the nineteenth century – and a false floor in what he thought was the

  old green room, most likely meant to strengthen sagging joists. But when he began his examination of the subterranean levels he came across something for which he could find no logical

  explanation.




  Near the old doorkeeper’s room on the Platt’s Alley side was a small passage leading off at right angles, and at the end of this passage was a thick oak door, black with age. Robert

  opened it warily, wincing as the hinges shrieked in rusty protest, and pushed it back against the wall. Immediately inside was a flight of stone steps. He shone his torch cautiously, then went down

  them. The walls were of old London brick, crusted with grime, and Robert, who did not normally mind cellars which were an inevitable part of his work, was uncomfortably aware of the tons of brick

  and timber above him. The smell of dirt was almost overpowering.




  At the foot of the steps was a very large room. The tape showed it to be thirty feet long and Robert thought it was directly beneath the front of the auditorium and part of the stage. He moved

  the torch round, picking out shadowy outlines of old canvas flats and odds and ends of furniture: broken-backed chairs and tables. Against one wall were three wicker skips containing lengths of

  brocade and velvet, probably once stage costumes or curtains. They were faded to an indeterminate grey and smelt dreadful. Robert thought them rather sad, because it was as if the real costumes and

  curtains had gone and left these ghosts in their place.




  Mingling with the stench of dirt was an ominous dank aura. Sewage spillage? Robert frowned, trying to fix the Tarleton’s position in relation to the Thames and the old sluice gates. He

  would check the maps when he got back to his office, but he thought there was a disused pumping station in Candle Square.




  But whether or not there had been seepage coming in from London’s old drainage system, at some time in the Tarleton’s history – sometime long after its original construction

  – someone had built an extra brick wall, spanning the entire width of the cellars. Robert brushed the cobwebs away and shone the torch over the wall’s surface, frowning because it was

  so obviously of a later construction than the rest of the building: the bricks were machine-made, and the wall was so crazily out of true it had the effect of distorting the whole room. Whoever had

  built it had either been very unskilled or—




  Or what?




  Or had built it in a very great hurry.




  Robert considered the wall. Surely this was not going to be the classic scenario of a crumbling body behind a hastily built wall? Some ancient murder discovered a century after it had been

  committed? It was unlikely. But why would such a wall be built down here? Clearly it was not intended to shore up what was overhead. If the foundations had needed strengthening, steel struts would

  have been put in or, in an extreme case, cement pumped in to fill up these rooms. No one in his right mind would have built this amateurish wall.




  But perhaps it was someone who was not in his right mind, said a voice inside Robert’s head. Have you thought of that?




  He pushed this unpleasant idea away and shone the torch onto the upper sections. The wall bisected several ceiling joists which confirmed it had originally been one long room and this wall had

  partitioned it. So what was in the other part? What was on the other side? Robert spread out the ground plan he had made. As far as he could tell, there was quite a large space on the other side of

  this odd wall, including the under-stage void. That definitely ruled out any strengthening of the foundations. And if the under-stage area really was on the other side, there would have to be

  another means of access somewhere in the theatre.




  He went back up the stairs, closing the oak door, and crossed the foyer into the auditorium, his footsteps echoing in the emptiness. The stage had shallow steps on one side. Robert went up

  these, and began to search for access to the under-stage area. But although he checked and re-checked every nook and cranny, he could not find one: there were no doors, no flaps or hatches, no

  extra passageways or tucked-away stairs. But there must be a way down there, because the stage had the outlines of what looked like an old trap. He had researched this as well. Most theatres had

  apparently had at least one of these contrivances, mostly used for melodrama and pantomime. Victims of Sweeney Todd’s chair would have plunged down into the pie-making factory by this route.

  Demon kings and genii of the lamp would have used it as well. Robert smiled at his own childhood memories of wildly fantastical figures projected abruptly upwards, bathed in fiendish crimson or

  poisonous green light. Mechanical magic by the light of the limes. Taken to theatres as a child, he had exasperated his parents, who had not bargained for a son who came home from a pantomime and

  requested drawing paper and sharp pencils to work out how Captain Hook sailed across Never-Never Land.




  The Tarleton’s stage trap was rectangular: roughly six feet in length and three feet across, and Robert thought it was what was called a grave trap. According to the sources he had

  consulted, it owed its name to the graveyard scene in Hamlet. Had they been foolproof, these devices, or had it been a case of ‘Hamlet, I am thy father’s ghost doomed to walk the

  earth— Hell’s teeth, the stage manager’s forgotten to oil the hinges and I’m stuck . . .’




  The traps had worked on the principle of a frame of four uprights, with a floor inside which could be moved up and down, rather like a lift shaft. When in place, the floor of the trap was flush

  with the stage, when it was winched down, with the actor standing or lying on it, it would leave a deep opening – presumably the actors had to avoid the hole until the floor was brought back

  up.




  A section of wood had been hammered down over the trap and Robert knelt down to examine it. The wood was an irregular shape and the whole thing was clumsily done. The nails were ill-matched,

  several of the heads were broken off and Robert had the impression that whoever had done it either had not been used to this kind of job or had had to do it in a hurry. He remembered again the

  amateurish brickwork in the underground room.




  In an empty theatre it was probably a sound safety measure to seal up the trap, but Robert found himself thinking that at some time, someone in this theatre had wanted to be very sure that the

  under-stage was completely sealed off. Why? Would the Harlequin Society be able to tell him? How comprehensive was their brief in regard to this place? He wondered who the owner was, and why he

  – or she – had let the theatre stand empty for so long. Bit of a mystery, Robert’s partner had said about the Tarleton: closed down in 1914 and never reopened. Robert had supposed

  the outbreak of the first world war was the reason for the original closure, but it was still odd that it had stayed closed for so long.




  He came back to the stage. The lights he had rigged up cast sharp bluish circles, giving the impression of old spotlights trained on the stage, and Robert stood for a moment, looking into the

  dark well of the auditorium. Most of the seats were still in place, and he could see the shadowy outline of the dress circle and of the four boxes, two on each side of the stage. Wisps of almost

  colourless curtains still hung over the tarnished giltwork of one of the boxes.




  How would the Tarleton have looked in its heyday? On a Saturday night, with performers on this stage and a full house, how would it have looked and sounded and smelt? Hot and raucous, said

  Robert to himself. It’d have been crowded with people, and it would have smelt greasily of jellied eels, oysters and cigars. You’d have hated it.




  He looked about him again, trying to brighten the faded colours, trying to see what might lie beneath that thick layer of amber. This auditorium would have had the florid decor of its era

  – crimson and gilt paintwork and thick flock wallpaper, with glossy mahogany the colour of black treacle. I wouldn’t have hated it in the least, thought Robert, rolling up the tape

  measure. I’d have loved it.




  May 1914




  Toby Chance always found the Tarleton’s crimson flock wallpaper and dark molasses-coloured mahogany a bit overpowering in hot weather. He liked the theatre better in

  winter, when the stoves were lit and roaring out their heat, and the street sellers brought in bags of roasted chestnuts, and the hot-codling sellers handed round their roast apples, juicy and

  spiked with cinnamon.




  Crossing the foyer, he made a face at the fleur-de-lys and a rude gesture to the nearest of the blow-cheeked cherubs. He was early for the evening’s performance, but there were two reasons

  for this. The first was simply that he loved walking through the theatre when it was empty: it seemed to become his theatre more than at any other time. He liked, as well, the feeling of

  anticipation, as if the ghosts of audiences lingered, perhaps hoping for another show, perhaps another chance to see Marie Lloyd – getting a bit past her best now, of course, the great old

  girl, but still able to light up a theatre.




  She had certainly lit up the Tarleton a couple of weeks previously. Toby grinned, remembering he had lit up a few things himself that night. Alicia Darke was the name of the lady who had been

  with him, and she and Toby had been in the stage box for Marie’s act – the stage box was regarded as Toby’s own particular province and it was hardly ever opened for anyone else.

  Alicia had worn a dark red evening gown with a demure neckline and long silk gloves covering her arms. But as Marie embarked on ‘A Little of What You Fancy’ Alicia’s hand, still

  gloved, strayed to Toby’s lap. It was erotic to near explosion point to sit in full view of a Tarleton audience, with Alicia’s fingers exploring and caressing with such insistent

  intimacy. Her hand was just – but only just – out of the audience’s sightline, below the box’s parapet. On stage, Marie reached the line about, ‘I don’t mind

  nice boys staring hard . . .’ The irony of the timing of this was not lost on Toby.




  It would have afforded more privacy to draw the curtains across the front of the box, but half the audience would have noticed this, so they retreated to the back of the box. At this point

  Alicia removed the gloves, then she removed several other garments as well, and by the time Marie was reaching the climax of her act, Toby was reaching a climax of his own. They managed to be back

  in their seats by the time the lights came up, and had eaten a very decorous supper with the performers afterwards. Then they had a second, very indecorous, supper at Alicia’s house in

  Chelsea. Remembering all this, Toby winked at the framed photograph of Marie in the foyer as he went past.




  His other reason for arriving early was a practical one. He wanted to run through the new song, which was called ‘All Because of Too Much Tipsy Cake’. His pianist and music partner,

  Frank Douglas, had said they would put Marie Lloyd to rout with it, but Frank thought every new song would put somebody to rout. He was a happy-go-lucky Irishman from Galway, and he could play the

  piano by ear more skilfully than anyone Toby had ever known. He shaped his tunes to Toby’s lyrics, producing melodies the audiences loved – somebody had said quite recently that if you

  walked down any of the streets around the Tarleton you would hear at least one errand boy whistling a Chance and Douglas song.




  Toby was hoping ‘Tipsy Cake’ would be whistled tomorrow and also that the chorus would be sung by the audience tonight. He thought it would; most of them would pick up the sly

  bawdiness of the lyrics – the cook tippling the cooking sherry while making tipsy cake for the mistress’s grand dinner party upstairs.




  

    

      She’d just tipped up the bottle for the smallest taster




      When the butler said, ‘Let’s have another glass.’


    


  




  They would like that – they would like the implied suggestion that the butler and the cook had become so drunk on the cooking sherry that they had ended up in bed together. Toby thought he

  had managed to suggest this without actually saying it, which should keep him on the right side of the Lord Chamberlain.




  It was to be hoped it would keep Toby on the right side of his father as well. Toby had recently written a song, describing how the Kaiser had vainly tried to drill Prussian troops preparatory

  to taking over the world, and had flown into a temper over a hapless new recruit who was pigeon-toed and made the entire army look untidy. His father had found the lyrics and broken an almost

  unbreakable rule between them by asking Toby not to perform it.




  ‘But he’s such a silly posturing creature,’ Toby said. ‘You can’t help making fun of him.’




  ‘He might be a poseur, but he’s a very dangerous poseur,’ said Toby’s father. ‘Hardly anyone in Europe trusts him. For God’s sake don’t ridicule him

  publicly, Toby, you might come to grief in a way you don’t expect. If you don’t care about your own reputation, you might care about mine. I might come to grief as well.’




  It was not often his father referred to his position within the Foreign Office in quite this way and Toby had wavered, but in the end he had gone ahead and performed his song on the

  Tarleton’s stage. He had been horrified when quarrels broke out in the stalls where three Germans, deeply injured at the insult to their emperor, were sitting. One of them challenged Toby to

  a duel and in the end the police had had to be called to break things up. The next day four people were charged at Cannon Street with disturbing the peace. Toby had regretted the disturbance, but

  he had regretted even more the fact that his father had been proved right.




  As he went into the auditorium, he realized that after all he was not on his own in the theatre. Going up the steps to the stage, he heard a sound somewhere in the shadows. In the stalls, had it

  been? Perhaps it was Minnie Bean – she sometimes liked to prowl around the theatre, remembering the days when she had been dresser to Toby’s mother. But Minnie had been on door-opening

  duty at the Kensington house when Toby left, and she did not prowl – she was four-square as to build and inclined to clump. If she had taken a nip of gin in the Sailor’s Rest

  (‘Just two nips for a little bit of comfort, Mr Toby’), she clumped a wildly erratic path. For years Toby had longed to write a song about Minnie and the gin-nipping, but she was sharp

  enough to recognize herself and he was too fond of her to upset her.




  But when he looked out into the darkness nothing moved, and when he called out to ask if anyone was there, there was only the echo of his own voice. Probably it had just been one of the

  inexplicable sounds old buildings sometimes made. Or it could have been rain pattering down on a section of roof somewhere – thunder had been sulking its way in from the east since lunchtime

  and thunder-rain was usually very heavy.




  It might even be one of the theatre’s ghosts he had heard. When he was fourteen he had read A Tale of Two Cities and been entranced by Dickens’s concept of London having

  corners where there were resonances from the past and where footsteps echoed down the years. He thought Dickens might easily have been writing about Platt’s Alley and Burbage Street and

  Candle Square.




  But although Toby believed in the echoes and sometimes thought he heard them for himself, he was inclined to be cynical about the existence of actual ghosts. Still, most theatres were supposed

  to be a bit haunted – you had only to look at Drury Lane with its famous eighteenth-century gentleman who had been seen quite a few times over the years. The Tarleton was certainly old enough

  to have one or two spooks. There was a persistent legend of a man wearing a long cloak or coat and a wide-brimmed hat who was supposed to be occasionally glimpsed in Platt’s Alley. He was

  said to hide his face as he slunk through the darkness and to hum snatches of song to himself occasionally, although the legend did not tell why he did either of these things. Toby had no idea when

  the legend had begun; he had never seen the ghost and he did not know anyone who had, but the story was part of the Tarleton’s folklore.




  But even if there were ghosts he did not mind. There might even be a song to be written about them – something spooky but comic. Something about the ghost walking? Would the audiences

  recognize that as a theatre expression? Would they know that when actors talked about the ghost walking, they meant wages were being paid? It could be written as part of the lyrics and Frank could

  create eerie music that sounded like tiptoeing footsteps.




  Tiptoeing footsteps . . . The sound came again, exactly as if someone was walking stealthily through the darkness. He looked about him, but there was nothing to be seen. Imagination or creaking

  timbers. Yes, but supposing it really was the ghost walking again? Don’t be absurd! But the phrase and the idea had lodged firmly in his mind and he was already trying out lyrics.




  

    

      On Friday nights the ghost walks




      Rattling its chains to itself;




      Because that’s the night the ghost hands out the pelf.


    


  




  Not W. S. Gilbert’s standards by any means, but not bad as a starting point and presumably Gilbert did not write The Pirates of Penzance in five minutes.




  Toby, his mind full of this promising new idea, went into the green room to write it down, so absorbed that he did not hear the footsteps start up again. Nor did he see the figure that stood

  unseen in a corner of the auditorium, watching him through the darkness.
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  The Present




  Hilary Bryant had worked for the Harlequin Society for four years, and she still found every day a delight. The society was listed in most reference books as being

  specialists and consultants on early-nineteenth-century theatre – people said this was a massive generalization, but Hilary thought it described their work as well as anything could. She

  loved everything to do with Edwardian theatre and she enjoyed tracking down freelancers who would work with television set designers, and getting involved in research for early-nineteenth-century

  plays or documentaries. Last year they had helped set up a series of lectures for Open University summer schools, and after that had been an exhibition of music-hall memorabilia which The Sunday

  Times had told its readers was original and well worth seeing.




  Shona Seymour, Hilary’s boss, was pretty good to work for. She was practical and crisply efficient, and she dealt with the administration and budgeting for the society, and inveigled money

  or grants out of obscure government departments and arts councils. Nobody knew much about her private life, but it was part of the office folklore that she had started out as a lowly receptionist

  twenty-odd years ago and worked her way up to executive manager.




  ‘She’s like those exaggerated success stories about people starting in the post room and ending as chairman of the board,’ said Judy Randall, who was a freelance

  nineteenth-century food expert, regularly used by the Harlequin. Judy wore hand-woven cloaks like a psychedelic version of Margaret Rutherford playing Miss Marple, and rode through London on a

  bicycle, with long striped scarves trailing behind her like flattened rainbows. She had once invited Hilary to a meal at her flat and had served a complete five-course menu from 1880. Hilary and

  two of the other guests had had to walk all the way along the Embankment afterwards to work off the apple and mutton pudding and meringue glacé.




  ‘And you know, of course,’ said Judy, who on this occasion had called at the office to collect a brief for a TV programme and stayed to talk, ‘that she’s got a bit of a

  thing for young men. You’ve only got to see the glint if anyone under thirty comes into the office. In fact, I’ll bet she glinted at that surveyor who managed to get inside the

  mysterious Tarleton. Was he worth glinting at?’




  ‘I only spoke to him over the phone. He sounded rather nice though.’




  ‘Whatever he sounded like, I’ll bet Shona didn’t like him borrowing the keys to the Tarleton,’ said Judy. ‘She doesn’t like anyone going in there, does

  she?’




  ‘No, but to be fair that’s because the owner wants it kept firmly closed.’




  ‘Who is the owner?’




  ‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. There isn’t even a name in the file,’ said Hilary. ‘That’s one of the mysteries.’




  ‘I bet Shona knows who it is.’




  ‘If she does, she isn’t saying.’




  The mysterious Tarleton Music Hall was a bit of an on-going joke at the Harlequin. Every so often somebody came across a new reference to it and started up a line of speculation as to why it had

  been closed for more than ninety years and who the owner might be. Hilary was always meaning to borrow the keys when no one was around and take a look inside on her own account, but she had never

  got round to it.




  Judy wandered round the office inquisitively, keeping up a running commentary, mostly about the TV programme called The Edwardians’ Dining Table, which the Harlequin had helped

  research.




  ‘They’re just recording the episode on puddings. Tansy pudding and tipsy cake – Oh, that sheet music you found was terrific, by the way. Exactly right, and they’ll

  definitely use it as backing for that particular episode. Where on earth did you find it?’




  ‘All Because of Too Much Tipsy Cake,’ said Hilary, remembering. ‘Toby Chance wrote it in the early 1900s. He had some connection with the Tarleton, although I don’t know

  exactly what. I picked the music up in an old bookshop just off St Martins Lane.’ In odd moments when there was nothing else going on she was assembling a folder of pre-first world war songs

  in case they could interest a publisher in bringing out a collection. ‘It didn’t look as if it had been performed for about a hundred years.’




  ‘I don’t think it has, but it sounds marvellous when it’s played and sung,’ said Judy. ‘Saucy, but in a very subtle way. Oh, and they’re definitely going

  ahead with one of those TV-tie-in books for the programme as well. I’ll make sure the Harlequin gets a credit, of course.’ She found her gloves which were in one corner of the office

  and her scarf which was over the back of Hilary’s chair. ‘See you soon, Hilary. Don’t let Seymour get her hands on that surveyor and if he vanishes into the Tarleton’s

  mists, send in the SAS.’




  Hilary thought about the Tarleton on the way home that evening. It was a place that got under your skin if you wondered about it for too long, it made you want to find out what

  had plunged it into its long twilight. A violent death? A plot to overthrow the government? Somebody with a sleeping beauty fixation? The real reason was probably that the owner had gone mundanely

  bankrupt and the bailiffs had moved in.




  Her flat was warm and welcoming after the rush hour. It was the upper floor of an old house which had been divided up quite imaginatively, although the plumbing was sometimes a bit peculiar and

  if two people in the house had a shower at the same time the water was apt to run icily cold without warning. Occasionally they all said they would have to draw up a rota for showering and

  hair-washing, but they never did.




  As she switched on the lights and turned up the heating, she considered whether to phone Gil to see if he would like to share a pizza. It was not a very appealing idea; they had been a bit

  lukewarm lately and Hilary found herself remembering with annoyance his habit of finding an excuse not to go out if the weather was unfriendly. So instead she made herself a large and substantial

  sandwich, added a glass of wine, and carried the tray up to the tiny study and the laptop.




  One of the things she liked best about her flat was the little twist of six stairs just off the main bedroom which led to an unexpected half-attic room. The shape was too awkward to house a bed

  so she had all her books up here and a desk with the laptop. It was sufficiently removed from the rest of the house to be a small island of silence and isolation which was great if she brought work

  home from the office or had the occasional freelance project to deal with. At the moment she did not have any freelance work on, but if she was going to delve into the Tarleton’s past tonight

  – and she thought she was – it would be better to do so out of Shona Seymour’s sight and hearing. She would probably not find anything new, but it would be a lot more interesting

  than listening to Gil’s reasons why he could not make the one-stop Tube journey to Hilary’s flat and why Hilary need not make her own journey to his house.




  The desk lamp cast a soft pool of light over her desk and as the computer screen flickered, Hilary had the sudden feeling she was about to step out of the modern world for a while and reach back

  into the past. It was a good feeling; it was how research ought to feel and rarely did.




  She typed in a search request for ‘Tarleton’ and ‘Southwark’ and ‘music halls’ altogether, which yielded a few pages of more or less standard entries. Hilary

  worked her way diligently through them, but most were references to music-hall luminaries who had appeared there. This was not really what she was looking for although it was interesting in itself.

  Marie Lloyd had apparently given a couple of performances on the Tarleton’s stage, and several lesser-known names had appeared there over the years. A lady who had been known as the Flowered

  Fan caught Hilary’s attention: she had, it seemed, been one of the Tarleton’s stalwarts and had performed a dance involving a very large, feathered, flower-embossed fan and not much

  else. There was part of a review written about her in 1886 which referred to her dimpled charms and exuberant dancing. It also slyly mentioned that the Fan’s admirers had recently expanded to

  include an eminent Foreign Office official, and the writer wondered, a bit coyly, what Mr Gladstone might think of this.




  There was a rather arid reference from a dull-sounding catalogue of London’s theatres, saying that the Tarleton was one of the oldest theatres in Bankside, dating back to the late 1700s.

  It had, however, been closed at the outbreak of the first world war and never reopened.




  Hilary, who knew most of this already, was aware of vague disappointment, but she checked the last result, which merely said, ‘Theatrical memoirs published circa 1930. CDF, folio 210,

  University of Durham.’ It was probably another dull-as-ditchwater library catalogue with incomprehensible index numbers and no more than a half-line reference to the Tarleton, but it was

  worth looking at.




  The entry was not dull at all. It was a brief extract from memoirs of an unidentified actor and Hilary thought the estimated publication date of 1930 was probably accurate. Whoever the writer

  had been and whatever his talents as an actor, his writing was very dramatic indeed, and after the first sentence Hilary began to enjoy it very much.




  

    

      During the years immediately after the Great War, a theatre I often played in was the old Roscius on the Surrey side – a noble house and named for a noble tradition.

      One piece was The Suspicious Husband – a revival, but none the worse for that, and very good it was with My Public cheering me every night.


    


  




  The touch of unashamed egotism was rather endearing. Hilary, visualizing a fruity-voiced, dear-laddie gentleman whose heyday had been the florid 1890s, grinned and read on.




  

    

      But the piece closed after two weeks – we could have run longer but the money-grubbing Management had Bunstable [the Cockney Comic from Hoxton] booked to appear

      – to my mind a shocking waste of money for Bunstable had been past his best for years by then, and I always thought his notorious act with the kippers rather near the bone.


    


  




  There was the impression of the writer dismissing the ageing, near-the-bone Mr Bunstable with a gesture of superb and immense indifference.




  

    

      However, on the night after our final performance at the Roscius, some of the company suggested we go along to the Pickled Lobster Pot tavern in Southwark. I was still a

      comparatively young man in those days and always ready for a roistering night out, so I spruced myself up and joined them.




      Readers familiar with that part of London will realize that our way took us past the Tarleton Music Hall. A strange old place, that one, although I played there several times before the War

      (my Monologues), and always found it a welcoming and happy house. Mr Toby Chance was in management, I recall – my word, he was one who attracted the ladies – bees drawn to a

      honeycomb had nothing in it when Toby Chance turned on the charm! Still, I think it fair to say I gave him a run for his money on a couple of occasions! The ladies do not always want these pale

      young men; they often prefer the older, more experienced man and find a well-fleshed, well-tailored, well-groomed figure attractive. But I will allow that Mr Chance, though at times

      resembling a toff in need of a haircut [see photograph on facing page], was a talented young man, albeit given to booking the likes of Bunstable and the kippers for Saturday nights.




      It was after the Roscius company had supped, that the talk turned to the Tarleton itself. Several people speculated as to its continuing closure, and old Bob Shilling who was doorman there

      for many years, and who was somewhat flown on stout by this time, boasted he still had a key to the stage door, but said he would not go inside the place by night for a hundred pounds.




      ‘Why not?’ demanded several voices at once.




      ‘Because of the ghost, that’s why not,’ says Shilling. ‘Have none of you heard of the ghost?’




      Nobody had although several people pretended they had.




      ‘They say he creeps through the darkness, still clothed in the long overcoat and muffler he always wore in life,’ said Shilling, lowering his voice thrillingly. ‘Wearing a

      wide-brimmed hat pulled well down to hide his face. He’s not been seen for a while now, but he used to prowl the streets round the Tarleton regularly. He liked the dark and he specially

      liked the fog.’




      ‘Pea-soupers,’ said someone and there was a general groan.




      ‘London Particulars we called them in those days,’ said Shilling. ‘And there was nothing like a London Particular for hiding folks as didn’t want to be seen. People

      living in the streets around the Tarleton would warn their children not to go there. Misbehave and the ghost will get you, they’d say. I knew all about it for I lived nearby, just off

      Candle Street, and I saw the ghost – Oh yes, several times I saw him.’




      Well! From there, Shilling got firmly into his stride and it became difficult to separate fact from fantasy, and fantasy from the ale that was flowing (although not freely; I had paid for

      two rounds myself). But Shilling said some people maintained the ghost was a real man – maybe a soldier mutilated in the Great War who dared not show his face for fear of people running

      screaming from him.




      This was received with respectful, if incredulous silence.




      ‘But,’ says Shilling, clearly playing to the gallery by this time, ‘there were others who said he was a bastard of royalty – one of old Edward VII’s most like

      and the spit image of him, so that they’d paid him to keep his face forever masked, in case he might be used in a plot against the throne.’




      This time there were murmurs of ‘rubbish’ and one or two remarks about Dumas’ books and men in iron masks.




      ‘You may well laugh,’ says Shilling (several of the younger ones were doing so, very ill-mannered). ‘But I’ve always maintained he’ll be seen again one

      day.’ Here he nodded to himself, supped the dregs of his stout and set the empty glass down rather ostentatiously. ‘People in these streets have long memories and Candle Street has

      the longest memory of all,’ said Shilling. ‘And I saw him for myself several times, that gentleman in the dark overcoat. I saw him stealing through the streets after dark and each

      time I heard him humming quietly as he went – almost as if he was using a snatch of music to keep himself company. They say he liked to sing to himself, that ghost.’




      ‘Ghost song,’ said someone thoughtfully.




      ‘Whatever you call it, I heard it,’ said Shilling. ‘Although whether it was a ghost or a flesh and blood man I could no more tell than the man in the moon.’




      He paused and someone (I think it was one of the girls) asked about the closing down of the Tarleton. Hadn’t that been a bit of a mystery on its own account? Was it in any way linked

      with the ghost story?




      ‘I never knew that,’ says Shilling. ‘But there were folk who said there’d been a conspiracy of silence, and certain people had taken a solemn vow never to talk. But

      no one told at the time and no one’s told since, and I doubt there’s anyone alive now who knows the real story. And the Tarleton kept its secrets.’




      So, reader, there is my little ghost story for you! A trifling small banquet, but all mine own.




      But in the years that followed that night, I never walked along Candle Street, or went past that theatre, without thinking of old Bob Shilling’s story – even (I admit it!),

      listening for the ghost song. But I never heard it, and I never heard if there was an explanation for the ghost, either. And, as Shilling said, the Tarleton keeps its secrets.


    


  




  It was not really surprising to find a ghost story in the Tarleton’s history. Hilary thought there could not be many theatres that did not have an eerie tale or two to their name.




  But the images were remarkably disturbing, the more so because they were not horrific in the conventional, modern sense. The Tarleton’s ghost was a gentle one: a dark-clad man, prowling

  fogbound London streets, hiding his face as he went, occasionally humming a snatch of song, ‘to keep himself company . . .’




  Ghost song, thought Hilary. It was probably just an old doorkeeper or a props man who had a bad chest, and liked to totter along to the local pub for a nip of rum, singing a bit drunkenly on the

  way back! But for a moment she could see the swirling greyness of a London older than the one she lived in, and could hear the rumble of hansom-cab wheels and see the fuzzed discs of light from the

  gas jets. She could see the man’s silhouette, sharply black against the damp fingers of the mist.




  She printed out the extract from the memoirs in case the page should vanish into the erratic ether of the internet, switched off the computer and went back down to the main part of the flat to

  consider her findings. The unknown actor’s story unquestionably provided her with more information about the Tarleton – there was the stage manager’s name, and also that reference

  to Toby Chance and his being in management there. Hilary rather liked the sound of Toby. A toff in need of a haircut and attracting the ladies. She remembered the sly sauciness of the song written

  by Toby she had found for Judy and the TV programme.




  But there were no hints as to the ghost’s identity or origins, and no suggestion as to why the theatre had closed and had stayed closed for nearly an entire century. An ephemeral,

  musically inclined gentleman wandering through the fog was hardly a reason for putting what sounded like a fairly prosperous music hall into that twilight sleep.




  Yes, but that old stage doorkeeper, Shilling, had believed there had been some kind of conspiracy of silence. That people had taken a vow to keep a secret.




  Could that be true? And if so, what had the secret been? Presumably there was a logical explanation somewhere for all this, but at the moment Hilary could not think what it might be.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER THREE
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  Shona Seymour was annoyed to find herself disconcerted when Robert Fallon telephoned to request permission to explore the foundations of the Tarleton.




  It was his mention of the underground wall that had thrown her, of course. Underground walls were things to be treated warily: they could hide secrets, memories, things better left undisturbed .

  . . She had always known that ever since she was a child.




  She told Robert Fallon that the Harlequin’s instructions regarding the management of the Tarleton were specific and clear. On no account were the foundations or any part of the structure

  to be disturbed or tampered with.




  ‘Not by anyone,’ said Shona, preparing to end the conversation.




  But Robert Fallon did not let the conversation end. He was perfectly polite, but he said the wall had prevented him from surveying the place properly and he wanted to remove a section of it.




  ‘It’s closing off what I think is quite a large area of the foundations,’ he said. ‘My concern is that the Tarleton is near enough to the Thames and to some of Joseph

  Bazalgette’s original sewage tunnels to make the foundations vulnerable – in fact there’s an old Victorian pumping station in Candle Square that I think backs onto the

  Tarleton’s land. It’s possible that the river – even sewage – has leaked in without anyone realizing it. If so, it could be eroding the foundations. It wouldn’t be the

  whole wall we’d remove, of course, and it could be done quite neatly. Just a small section of bricks knocked out – a good builder could do it in a couple of hours, in fact I could

  probably do it myself. It would take half a day at the very most. I’d oversee the work and make sure it was properly rebuilt after I’d seen what was on the other side. But I can’t

  do something as radical as that without the owner’s permission. Or the permission of the owner’s agents – in other words, the Harlequin Society.’




  ‘We don’t need to contact the owner,’ said Shona at once. ‘I – in other words, the Harlequin Society – have complete authority. I’m so sorry.’




  ‘But surely if we explain the situation . . . I could write to the owners, or go to see them—’




  ‘I’m afraid that really isn’t possible.’ Shona paused, then said, ‘This wall – are you sure it isn’t just part of the building?’




  ‘Quite sure. It’s an old wall but was obviously built long after the original structure.’




  A wall built in an old building long after the original structure. An underground wall . . . Shona was aware of an old childhood nightmare stirring again, as if a forgotten bruise had been

  pressed. She frowned, and said, ‘I’m very sorry I can’t help you, Mr Fallon. We’d like to have a copy of your report though, if that’s possible.’




  ‘I think the Theatres Trust sends one automatically, but I’ll make sure,’ said Robert.




  ‘Good. It will be useful to have it on file. Thank you.’




  ‘Mr Fallon? My name’s Hilary Bryant and I work for the Harlequin Society,’ said the voice on Robert’s phone. ‘You’ve just surveyed the

  Tarleton and I wondered if I could possibly talk to you about it. It’s a genuine request and I’m genuine as well, but if you prefer to make a polite excuse about pressure of work or an

  urgent survey required at Highgrove House, and hang up . . .’




  Even without the introduction, Robert had recognized the voice as belonging to the Harlequin Society – it was the voice he had spoken to on the phone to arrange to borrow the keys. He had

  not met the owner of the voice, but he remembered he had assigned to her cropped hair, green eyes, and the kind of short upper lip that created a resemblance to an attractive cat.




  He said warily, ‘What exactly did you want to talk about?’




  ‘At the risk of sounding melodramatic, I’d rather not say over the phone,’ said Hilary Bryant.




  Robert remembered Shona Seymour’s icy politeness and supposed the call was being made from the Harlequin’s office. He said, ‘Well, I’m certainly interested in anything to

  do with the Tarleton at the moment. How about meeting for a drink after work? Would Linkman’s Wine Bar do? That’s fairly near your office, isn’t it?’




  ‘Linkman’s would be fine. I could be there about half past six.’




  ‘Good. I’ll see you then.’




  Hilary was not quite as Robert had imagined from her voice, but he had not been far out. She was a bit younger than he was – probably about twenty-seven or -eight –

  and he had got quite a lot right about her appearance. He had certainly got the eyes right – they were green, slightly slanting and fringed with black lashes, although that might be due to

  make-up; Robert never knew how to tell the difference which made it difficult to know when to make a complimentary remark. Her hair was fairly short and a pleasing shade of chestnut brown, and she

  had the air of expecting life in general to be entertaining. But when she sat down and accepted the glass of wine Robert offered, she said, quite seriously, ‘As I said on the phone, this is

  to do with the Tarleton. I expect you’re bound by professional discretion or the surveyors’ confessional or something, but I’m not bound by anything at all – I’m not

  really even bound by loyalty to Shona Seymour, so I can be as indiscreet as I like. But since you’ve just spent two days in there, I thought you might be someone I could talk to about the

  place.’




  ‘Well. . .’




  ‘I’d better explain that I haven’t got any hidden agendas,’ said Hilary firmly. ‘I haven’t so much as inherited a family vow to preserve the memory of an

  ancestor who sang saucy songs on the halls, but I like my work and I love old theatres and I think there’s something very mysterious about that one.’




  Robert did not say that he thought this as well. ‘Tell me about the mysteries.’




  ‘For starters, there’s an absolute taboo on just about everything to do with it,’ said Hilary. ‘You’re probably the first person who’s managed to get the keys

  and go inside – apart from cleaners who go in once or twice a year because the Harlequin Trustees think that looks efficient, and a very cursory inspection for the insurance of the

  building.’




  ‘I probably only got in because the Theatres Preservation Trust commissioned the survey,’ said Robert. ‘It’s not precisely Home Office controlled – it’s

  partly funded by the government and partly by things like lottery grants – but one of its responsibilities is to organize surveys of disused theatres. But if you’ve got the Home Office

  at your back, people don’t normally say no to you. Your cleaners do a reasonable job, by the way; everywhere was fairly clean, apart from the underground room – it didn’t look as

  if anyone had been down there for years.’ He regarded her thoughtfully. ‘Why are you so curious about it?’




  ‘The thing is, Mr Fallon—’




  ‘If we’re going to be on mystery and taboo-sharing terms you’d better make it Robert.’




  ‘OK then Robert, I’ve been looking into the Tarleton’s history, and the first thing I’ve established is that over the past ten years a number of organizations –

  perfectly genuine and respectable set-ups – have tried to revive its fortunes. To reopen it. They’re groups dedicated to the preservation of old theatres in the main, or development

  projects in this part of London. They’ve made all kinds of approaches and suggestions: a music-hall museum, rehearsal rooms, a restaurant with bits of memorabilia everywhere – old

  posters and framed programmes on the walls – even a small conference centre. And any of those things would be great. There’s such a buzz in Bankside these days.’




  ‘That’s true,’ said Robert.




  ‘But Shona’s blocked them all,’ said Hilary. ‘She’s done it politely and she’s used a whole range of excuses, but she’s successfully repelled every

  single approach. I don’t know if she’s the one doing the blocking or if it’s the owners. But if it’s Shona herself, that’s really odd, because the Harlequin’s

  whole reason for existence is supposed to be the preservation of theatre history in general and Edwardian theatre in particular. And if it’s the owners then it’s even odder, because

  anyone keeping a place like that standing empty all these years has got to be pretty flaky.’




  ‘Hasn’t anyone ever thought all those refusals a bit peculiar?’




  ‘No, because none of them would have known about the other approaches and refusals. They just accepted the fact that the owner didn’t want to negotiate at the moment, or there were

  other plans for the place, or there were planning restrictions on the street, and so on and so on, and they went away and found somewhere else.’ She grinned at him rather engagingly.

  ‘And although Shona had to agree to your survey, it was clear she wasn’t very pleased about it,’ said Hilary. ‘That added another layer to all the mystery, so in the end I

  thought I’d phone you, although I dithered for a whole day before I made the call.’




  Robert, who was starting to enjoy Ms Bryant’s mode of conversation and could not imagine her dithering in any situation at all, said, ‘You said that was the first thing you

  established. Did you find out something else?’




  ‘Well, I did, but I don’t know how relevant it is,’ said Hilary. Reaching in her bag she handed him two sheets of paper.




  ‘What’s this?’




  ‘It’s from some old actor’s memoirs. I found it on the internet. It’s 1930-ish, I should think. It’s a bit melodramatic in places, but very interesting. I

  don’t know who the actor was, although I’m hoping I can find out.’




  Robert read it carefully, pausing occasionally to go back to an earlier passage to check a detail. When he reached the end, he said, thoughtfully, ‘He’s saying something happened and

  there was a cover-up and the Tarleton was closed because of it.’




  ‘Yes.’ Hilary read out the quoted words. ‘ “A conspiracy of silence, and certain people had taken a solemn vow never to talk.” ’




  ‘It’s probably nothing more than an ageing actor trying to spice up his memoirs,’ said Robert. ‘In any case it’s so far back it can’t possibly matter

  now.’ But he went on studying the printout. ‘You’re right about it being intriguing,’ he said at last. ‘But don’t let’s get carried away. There’s a

  strange underground wall and it’s true Miss Seymour wouldn’t give permission for me to look behind it. I couldn’t overrule that. In any case, there were no indications of any

  ominous damage having occurred to the structure. And people do get jittery if you suggest knocking out sections of brickwork – they visualize roofs caving in and all kinds of disasters, so

  her attitude isn’t all that extraordinary. It just means I’ve had to put a carefully worded disclaimer in my report, explaining that part of the foundations wasn’t

  accessible.’




  ‘How old is the wall?’




  ‘The bricks were machine-made, so it’s certainly after about 1870. Until then building bricks were hand-made. I don’t like making guesses, but if I had to, I’d say it was

  built in the early 1900s.’




  ‘Playing devil’s advocate for a moment, don’t people build walls simply for relaxation?’ said Hilary. ‘I remember reading Winston Churchill used to do

  that.’




  ‘Yes, but I don’t think Winston Churchill built a wall in the foundations of a Southwark music hall,’ said Robert drily. ‘But I would have liked to check what was on the

  other side.’




  ‘The mummified remains of some old actor?’




  ‘Sewer spillage and sluice gates,’ said Robert repressively. ‘That could be potentially disastrous to the foundations. But what I did find odd was that the wall looked as if it

  been constructed by somebody who didn’t know much about building. Or,’ he said, remembering his earlier impression, ‘by somebody working in a great hurry.’




  ‘Was there any other means of getting behind that wall?’




  ‘No. At least. . .’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘There’s one of those old trap arrangements in the stage,’ said Robert a bit reluctantly. ‘At least, I think that’s what it is. For ghosts and things to suddenly

  appear or vanish. It would have to lead straight down to the under-stage area.’




  ‘Yes, it would. Couldn’t you open it and put down a ladder? Or even shine a torch?’




  ‘It’s got a length of wood nailed over it.’




  Hilary looked at him. ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes. A very thorough, but very amateurish nailing down. I’ve been trying to think it was done as a safety measure when the theatre was closed.’




  Hilary said carefully, ‘Could it be removed? Or levered open?’




  ‘It could probably be levered open,’ said Robert. ‘But it might result in damage to the stage itself. I can’t risk that, not without the owner’s permission. If you

  can’t get at certain areas in a survey, you just point that out and make appropriate recommendations.’




  ‘I’ve always wanted to go inside that theatre,’ said Hilary wistfully. ‘I’ve wanted to sneak the keys out and take a look for myself, but the thought of playing

  hide-and-seek with Shona all along Southwark Street and Burbage Street has always been too daunting, so I never have.’




  ‘Hilary, who really owns it?’ said Robert.




  ‘I don’t know. Obviously somebody does, but there’s nothing on the main file, because I’ve looked. All the accounts go to a bank, who pay up very promptly but very

  anonymously. Shona has a locked filing cabinet in her office though, so there might be another file there.’ She sipped her wine. ‘You know, Robert, we could get in tonight and take

  another look. We could even see if the cover of the trap could be levered up a couple of inches. There’s no security system or anything like that. Not even an old-fashioned night watchman who

  swings a bull’s eye lantern and talks in Cockney rhyming slang. It would just be a question of getting the keys from the office, and I’ve got my own office keys.’




  ‘Would anyone be in there at this time?’




  ‘No. It’s just on half past seven – we could be in and out by half past eight. Nine at the latest.’




  Robert thought: I’m contemplating entering a dark deserted old theatre – an historic London building – with a set of stolen keys and a female I’ve only just met, and

  hammering out part of a stage that dates back to the nineteenth century, if not earlier, and may have been trodden by some of the luminaries of the English comedy theatre. This is mad. But I

  can’t stop thinking about that place, and perhaps if I just have another look inside . . . I wonder how far I can trust Hilary Bryant? Still, she’s only just met me as well, and she

  seems to be trusting me.




  Hilary said, ‘I promise you I’m perfectly genuine about all this. I’m not setting some kind of peculiar trap.’




  ‘I didn’t think you were. I can’t imagine what the purpose of such a trap would be, anyway. To discredit me? To get me drummed out of the Royal Institution of Chartered

  Surveyors? I’m starting to sound like you.’




  ‘We’re only going to lever up a bit of worm-eaten timber.’




  ‘It wasn’t worm-eaten. And I’d have to have pliers and things.’




  ‘Have you got them?’




  ‘Well, as a matter of fact there are some in my car.’




  ‘Where is it?’




  ‘In that car park just off Burbage Street.’




  ‘Oh, quite near,’ said Hilary innocently.




  ‘All right, we’ll get them,’ said Robert, with the feeling of throwing discretion and sanity to the winds. ‘Let’s do it now before I change my mind.’




  It was raining when they got outside. The lights from the cars, shop windows and bars were reflected in the shiny pavements, and London was just crossing over the line that separated its

  daylight identity from the dark, sometimes sinister, face it wore at night. Robert had worked in London for three years now, but he still found it fascinating to see the change from the hurrying,

  business-suited persona of the city to the night-time mood. He liked seeing the way that people dressed and talked and even moved differently.




  Hilary had jammed a twenties-style velour hat over her bright hair. Robert wondered whether he should say it suited her, and then thought he had better not in case she misinterpreted it. She was

  not wearing any kind of ring but that did not mean a thing.




  They collected the small haversack Robert used to tote the impedimenta of his trade, and went along to the Harlequin’s offices. The building was in darkness except for a couple of dim

  security lights. ‘I won’t put the main lights on,’ said Hilary as they went up to the first floor. ‘They might be seen from the street. We share a security man with about a

  dozen other buildings in the row and if he sees lights he might come up to check. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t be here but I’d rather not have to explain. I’d certainly

  rather Shona didn’t find out.’




  ‘I feel like a house-breaker,’ said Robert as she switched on a shaded desk light.




  ‘Yes, it’s odd, isn’t it, how places change their personalities when they’re deserted and it’s dark? I sometimes think London itself does that as well.’




  ‘I always think it.’




  The dim green light fell across some of the hand-written labels inside the key cupboard. Empire Halls and Palace Theatres and Apollos and Playhouses and Theatre Royals. At the sight of them

  Robert felt the memories stirring again, as he had in the Tarleton. All of these places were empty or had been turned into bingo halls or cinemas or clubs, but all of them had once been rich with

  gilt and hung with red velvet, their cornices and caryatids bathed in the incandescent glow of gaslight, if not limelight . . . What would the ghosts think of strobe lighting and computerized

  number-calling, or the dazzling effects of the cinema-makers? Were they still even around, those ghosts? All those bewhiskered gentlemen, thumbs hooked in waistcoat pockets as they told slightly

  risqué jokes . . . All those girls with parasols and sweet voices singing about the boy they loved being up in the gallery . . . Older ladies with the formidable S-shaped silhouette of the

  Edwardian matron, thrusting bust and jutting bustle, majestically singing patriotic songs about Britannia . . . Acrobats and strong-men in leotards and tap-dancers with long shoes, and cheerful

  Cockney chars who stopped off on the way to have the old half quartern and could not find their way home . . .




  With the idea of keeping a hold on the practical world, he said, ‘Exactly how far-reaching is the Harlequin’s authority? Are you just agents for theatre owners or do you get a kind

  of power of attorney as well?’




  ‘I have no idea. I don’t really have anything to do with the legal side of things – I’m a researcher. But we do look after a number of theatres – most of them

  belong to big conglomerates. Faceless companies with so many subdivisions they hardly know what they do own. That’s why the buildings stand empty for years.’




  ‘No privately owned theatres?’




  ‘I doubt if many theatres are privately owned these days,’ said Hilary. ‘Not in London anyway. I do know the Harlequin’s got a few with long-running legal wrangles over

  lawful ownership – freehold and leasehold all mixed up together, and people denying ownership or trying to claim ownership. Or cases where title deeds were lost in the Blitz and nobody can

  trace the real owner. With those, the solicitors hand the caretaking to us while it’s being sorted out, although it often takes years. These are the keys.’ She dropped them in her

  jacket pocket and switched off the desk light. ‘Ready?’




  ‘No,’ said Robert, ‘but let’s do it anyway.’




  He followed her down the stairs, waited for her to lock the street door, and then said, ‘I don’t think we’d better use the main entrance, it fronts onto quite a busy part of

  the street and it’s a bit noticeable. There’s an alley along the side of the building, leading to the old stage door.’




  ‘Platt’s Alley,’ said Hilary. ‘Yes, I know it.’




  ‘I think it would be better to use that. It’s narrow, and it’s likely to be dark and a bit unsavoury, but—’




  ‘Unsavoury I can cope with,’ said Hilary. ‘And we’ve got a torch for the dark. Lead the way.’




  

     

  




  CHAPTER FOUR
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  At this time of evening Platt’s Alley was dark and very unwelcoming indeed. The rain lay in oily puddles everywhere, and little heaps of sodden rubbish lay in

  corners.




  ‘It isn’t anywhere near as unsavoury as I thought it would be,’ said Hilary, shining the torch.




  ‘It’d be very unsavoury if we were caught trespassing,’ said Robert.




  ‘We aren’t trespassing. This is a public thoroughfare and we’ve got the keys to the building.’




  ‘Good. Remember that argument when we’re in Bow Street, will you? The stage door’s at the far end.’




  ‘Yes, I see it.’ Hilary shone the torch. ‘There’s something carved into the stone over the door – can you see what it says?’




  ‘It says, “Please one and please all, be they great, be they small”.’




  ‘Nice,’ said Hilary approvingly. ‘I wonder where it’s from and who put it there.’




  ‘Your ghost, perhaps.’




  ‘Somehow I think it’s older than the ghost. Or are ghosts ageless?’




  ‘Whatever they are, let’s hope we don’t meet any tonight.’




  ‘What’s beyond the alley?’




  ‘A ten-foot-high wall. It separates this plot from Candle Square and all those little streets leading off.’




  As Robert opened the stage door, Hilary did not exactly shiver, but as they stepped inside she hunched her shoulders as if suddenly cold, and dug her hands deeper into the pockets of her jacket.

  He locked the door, and shone the torch into the swirling darkness. ‘The room on the right would have been for a porter or a doorman, I think,’ he said.




  ‘It was a doorman who told the ghost story to the old actor,’ said Hilary. ‘Bob Shilling. He said he wouldn’t come in here by night for a hundred pounds.’




  ‘I’d rather you hadn’t reminded me of that. Further along this corridor there’s a side passage with stone steps leading down to the cellars.’




  ‘Which is where the mysterious wall is?’




  ‘Yes. I’m assuming you don’t actually want to see it tonight?’




  ‘Well, perhaps we could do that in daylight,’ said Hilary, glancing to where the steps went down into a well of blackness.




  ‘We can get through to the foyer this way,’ said Robert. ‘It takes us along past cloakrooms and the old Oyster Bar.’




  ‘That’s evocative, isn’t it? Oyster Bar. Gentlemen in evening dress wolfing down oysters, and making a play for chorus girls. Very 1890s.’




  If the Tarleton’s ghosts had been mildly inquisitive when Robert carried out his survey, on a dark rainy night with only a couple of torches for light and semi-stolen keys for access, they

  were very nearly aggressive. They’re not liking this, he thought as they walked along, their footsteps echoing. They’re used to people coming in occasionally in daylight, but if

  they’re disturbed when night falls they close ranks because of guarding the secrets . . .




  ‘I thought the foyer would be bigger,’ said Hilary as they went through a heavy swing door, the torch creating a triangle of light. ‘But then Drury Lane’s foyer

  isn’t very big, so if it’s good enough for— What’s up there?’




  ‘Stairs to the dress circle. Over there, on the left, is the equivalent of the box office, and the door to the main auditorium’s straight ahead. Sorry if I’m starting to sound

  like a coach-tour operator.’




  Robert pushed the auditorium door open; it was on a swing mechanism which protested a bit but opened reasonably easily. Hilary went through, then stopped just inside, staring at the rows of

  tip-up seats still in place and at the faded gilt paintwork.




  ‘Is it as you imagined it?’ said Robert after a moment.




  ‘I don’t know. I don’t really know what I expected – well, other than finding the Glamis monster or Bluebeard’s murder chamber.’ This was said with a fair

  attempt at flippancy. ‘But that’s Shona’s fault, of course. “You can go anywhere you like in the castle, but whatever you do, don’t open the seventh door . . .”

  And so you instantly want to open that door more than anything.’




  ‘Or in this case demolish a wall.’




  ‘We aren’t going to do that, are we?’




  ‘Not yet,’ said Robert.




  ‘I hope that’s a joke.’




  ‘So do I.’




  ‘But now I’m here,’ said Hilary, still staring about her, ‘I don’t think the Tarleton’s got a monster to its name.’




  ‘No monsters at all,’ said Robert, and then, to see how she would respond, said, ‘There are maybe a few ghosts,’ and was absurdly pleased when she said, ‘Yes, the

  ghosts are definitely here, aren’t they? All those singers and musicians and dancers and backstage people . . .’ She glanced at Robert. ‘And the man who prowled the streets and

  hid inside the old London fog. Whoever he was, I have a feeling he’s still here sometimes.’ She frowned. ‘Can we get onto the stage from here?’




  ‘Yes, there are steps on the right. You’d better have the spare torch.’




  Hilary took the torch and walked down the centre aisle, occasionally reaching out to touch the worn surface of a chair. Halfway down she looked up at the boxes at the side of the stage, and

  stopped abruptly. Robert saw her expression alter, and said, ‘Hilary? Is something wrong?’




  Hilary was shining the torch onto the box. For a moment she did not speak, and then, in a low voice, she said, ‘I think there’s someone up there.’




  Robert’s heart skipped several beats and although he was not aware of having moved, he discovered he was standing next to her, holding her arm protectively. ‘There’s no one

  there,’ he said, peering into the shadows. ‘The place is empty.’




  ‘There is someone there.’ She moved the torch. ‘He’s stepped back, but he’s still there. He’s watching us.’




  Robert shone his own torch onto the box and for the fraction of a second thought he saw the shadowy figure of a man wearing a long coat and a deep-brimmed hat pulled well down to hide his face .

  . .




  He moved the torch again and then, with a gasp of relief, said, ‘It’s all right – it’s just the fall of the curtains inside the box. Can you see how they sort of bunch

  together on the right? It does look like a man’s figure. That’s what you saw.’




  They were not exactly whispering, but they were speaking in low voices as if afraid of being overheard. Robert was aware of a stir of unease, because when he left the theatre after his survey,

  those curtains had been pushed so far back against the wall they had been barely visible. He had noticed it particularly, because he had gone into the box to inspect the timberwork. But now those

  same curtains were in a different position: three quarters drawn and hiding most of the box’s interior. Had someone been in since the survey and moved them? But Hilary said no one ever had

  the keys.




  To say any of this would only frighten her, so in an ordinary voice, he said, ‘It’s an optical illusion. Like when you see faces in cloud formations or cracks in a ceiling that look

  like a map of the world.’




  Hilary said, in a very soft whisper, ‘But what about the shadow?’




  The shadow. Robert saw it then: a blurred outline fell on the wall of the box nearest the stage and was unmistakably man-shaped. Exactly as if someone really was standing there, looking down at

  them. And curtains, surely, did not cast shadows . . .




  To dispel the sudden apprehension, in a challenging voice he called out, ‘Hello? Is someone there?’




  The echoes picked up his voice and bounced it round the empty auditorium, and Robert waited, his eyes still on the box, but nothing stirred. It was impossible to see more than a small portion of

  the interior, but when he shone the torch again he thought there was a flicker of movement, as if someone might have dodged back out of sight. He remembered the boxes were quite deep; it would be

  possible for one person – for two or three people – to stand up there unseen. But whatever the shadow had been, it had vanished.




  ‘I’m sure there’s no one there,’ he said at last. ‘All the doors are locked, and we locked the stage door behind us when we came in – unless someone’s

  got another set of keys no one knows about?’




  ‘I don’t think that’s very likely,’ said Hilary, looking round a bit uneasily. ‘I think we’d know if anyone was going in and out and we keep a careful record

  of anyone borrowing the keys. We do have quite a lot of freelancers who come and go all the time, and there’re three or four locals who come in to help with mailings and exhibitions and

  things like that – mostly retired people who want to earn a few pounds and enjoy the contact. But I don’t think any of them would be able to take the keys without it being

  noticed.’




  ‘What about the owner?’




  ‘Yes, the owner must have keys, but I can’t see him – or her – creeping round the place in the dark,’ said Hilary. ‘Other than that, there’s no way

  anyone could get in here.’




  But supposing someone was in here all along? Or supposing what we’ve just seen doesn’t need keys to get in? Stop it, thought Robert, angrily.




  ‘I expect you’re right about it being an optical illusion,’ went on Hilary a bit shakily. She did not sound entirely convinced of this; she sounded more as if she was seizing

  gratefully on a just about credible explanation. ‘There’s also the point that this place reverberates like the inside of a drum which means we’d have heard doors opening or

  footsteps. I’m sorry I spooked you like that, Robert. It’ll teach me not to read melodramatic memoirs. I’ll bet he was a closet ghost-story writer, that old actor.’




  ‘This place is enough to conjure up any amount of imaginary ghosts anyway,’ said Robert. ‘Hilary, I was thinking – if this place was really closed in 1914, are you sure

  it wasn’t simply because of the outbreak of war?’




  ‘Not absolutely sure, but it’s not very likely,’ said Hilary. ‘People wanted the theatres to stay open, in fact the government took measures to keep them going as much as

  possible. It brought an air of normality to life and it was good for morale. Some of the theatres were turned into Red Cross centres or army clubs, but that was a good while after 1914. And quite a

  lot of the performers put on shows to encourage the young men to enlist. I’ve got a few recordings from that era – they’re on vinyl and dreadfully scratchy, but hearing them gives

  you the most marvellous feeling of touching the past.’




  Robert suddenly wanted very much to listen to these scratchy old recordings with Hilary. He said, cautiously, that he would like to hear them.




  ‘Yes, of course,’ she said at once, sounding pleased. ‘Are those steps safe?’




  ‘Yes, but they protest a bit.’




  ‘I don’t know about protesting, they creak like the crack of doom,’ said Hilary, going cautiously up onto the stage and peering into the dark void of the auditorium. ‘I

  wish I could see it as it was a hundred years ago,’ she said. ‘Lit up and filled with people and music and noise. Is this the trap? Oh yes, I see. I suppose it is a trap, is it? It

  isn’t just a makeshift repair over a bit of damaged stage?’




  ‘It’s a bit too contained for that,’ said Robert, following her onto the stage and putting the haversack down near the trap’s outline. ‘And there’s a pulley

  mechanism with a hand winch in the wings that I’m fairly sure would have operated it.’




  ‘It’s bigger than I was visualizing,’ said Hilary, still studying the outline at her feet. ‘But the name’s the clue, of course. Anyone being taken down by it would

  be lying prone. How are we going to get it open?’




  ‘It’ll just be a question of getting the nails out and then lifting it clear,’ he said. ‘Could you hold my torch as well as your own? Just shine both beams straight onto

  the section of wood.’




  He was aware of a mounting apprehension, but he laid out chisels and hammers and, without looking over his shoulder, applied himself to levering out the nails. It was more difficult than he had

  expected and it took longer than he had bargained for. The nails had rusted into place and several of them broke and had to be dug out with pliers. Robert swore several times and each time he did

  so the old building picked up his voice and bounced the words back at him as if mischievously enjoying them. He found himself wanting to look back into the box – they were much nearer to it

  here, of course – but when he did so there were only shadows and an old chair no one had bothered to tidy away. And the curtains, he said to himself. The curtains that somebody’s moved

  since I was here two days ago and cast that man-shaped shadow.




  In the end, he managed to get enough nails free to force the section of timber partly up and slide the chisel into place to form a lever. He was not sure he could have done all this on his own;

  the sound of the pliers scraping on the old timbers echoed eerily through the auditorium and several times Hilary glanced nervously into the darkness of the theatre. The ghosts really don’t

  like what we’re doing, he thought. If it comes to that, I don’t like what we’re doing.




  The wood came away suddenly, splintering slightly as it did so, showering fragments everywhere, and Hilary, who had been kneeling on the stage, holding the torches, crawled nearer to have a

  better look.




  For a moment neither of them spoke, and then Hilary said, ‘That’s not quite what we were expecting, is it?’




  ‘No,’ said Robert, staring down.




  Directly beneath the rectangle of wood was a heavy steel plate, almost flush with the stage’s surface. Robert tapped the steel with the chisel and the sound reverberated dully but the

  steel plate did not move.




  He said, ‘I thought we’d see a sort of wide shaft going all the way down below the stage.’




  ‘So did I. Won’t this be part of the trap’s mechanism? The floor – the bit the actor actually lay on before being sent down to the depths?’




  ‘I think it must be,’ said Robert, still frowning at the thing. ‘Yes, it would have to be, wouldn’t it? Like a long platform. They’d leave it up here in

  place.’




  ‘Is there any means of operating it?’ said Hilary hopefully. ‘Winding it down? You said there was a pulley or something?’




  ‘Yes, but . . .’ Robert took one of the torches and shone it onto the sides of the steel oblong.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘If you look closely you can see where an L-shaped bolt has been put on each side, and then hammered into place.’




  ‘Yes, I do see it,’ said Hilary, having peered more closely. ‘We can’t get that out, can we?’




  ‘Not without an oxyacetylene welder, or smashing up half the stage.’ He sat back on his heels. ‘At some time in its history somebody was very determined indeed to seal up every

  possible access to the vault below the stage.’




  At once there was the sensation that the ghosts had crept nearer and were peering over the shoulders of the two intruders, and were nodding their heads wisely to one another, saying, ‘Yes,

  that’s what happened all those years ago. The stage vault was sealed and never meant to be reopened. We saw it all, we know why it was done . . .’




  Hilary shivered. ‘Have we seen enough, d’you think?’




  ‘Yes. Wait while I hammer this back into place.’ He did this with new nails from the haversack, gathering up the original ones and putting them into a side pocket. It was not

  difficult to realign the splintered sections of wood: a close inspection would show the new nails and the slight damage, but anyone examining the trap would probably assume it was a small repair

  recently found necessary.




  They went back down the creaking old steps to the back of the auditorium. Robert had just reached for the handle on the foyer door when Hilary looked back. ‘Listen.’




  But Robert had already heard it. Footsteps. Somewhere in the empty theatre someone was walking about. The sounds were soft but unmistakable.




  Keeping his voice low, he said, ‘It’s coming from the dress circle.’ He opened the foyer door and they stepped out of the auditorium. The old mechanism of the door sounded

  shockingly loud.




  ‘Do we make a run for it or stand our ground?’ said Hilary softly.




  ‘It might be someone with a perfectly lawful reason for being here,’ said Robert, knowing they were both remembering the half-glimpsed figure in the box. ‘Are you sure there

  isn’t a night watchman?’




  ‘Positive. And anyway a night watchman would have challenged us by now. We’ve made enough noise for an army.’




  ‘True. Then I think discretion is the better part of valour on this occasion. But there’s no need for stealth, he already knows we’re here.’




  They crossed the foyer and opened the door leading to the stone corridors. As they went towards the stage door they heard the footsteps coming down from the dress circle. Keeping his voice very

  low, Robert said, ‘I’ll let you out and lock the door after you. He should hear that and he’ll assume we’ve both left. But I’m staying to see who he is. We’ll

  meet up at Linkman’s Wine Bar.’




  ‘I’ll stay,’ said Hilary at once.




  ‘No. Wait for me at Linkman’s. He might be drunk or on drugs. Even violent.’




  ‘All the more reason for me to stay. There isn’t time to argue. We can hide in the doorman’s room. Where are the keys?’




  Robert produced the keys from his jacket pocket. He unlocked the stage door and made a play of opening it and then banging it shut quite loudly and relocking it. Then he pocketed the keys and

  took Hilary’s hand, pulling her with him into the doorman’s room, leaving the door slightly ajar.




  The room was musty and there were no windows, but after a moment Robert’s eyes adjusted to the dimness and he made out the shape of a large desk in one corner and of an old-fashioned

  pigeon-hole rack for letters still nailed to the wall. He imagined the performers coming in here each evening, calling out to the doorman to know if there were any messages for them.




  The chink in the door gave a rather narrow view of the passage, but Robert thought he could see enough. His heart was pounding and he was aware of Hilary trying not to shiver. And then, as the

  footsteps came nearer, he became aware of another sound. A soft humming, was it? Singing? It is singing, thought Robert incredulously. He’s singing to himself. He glanced at Hilary and

  saw her eyes were wide with horror and he knew they were both remembering the words of the old doorkeeper again. ‘I heard him humming quietly as he went – almost as if he was using a

  snatch of music to keep himself company . . .’




  He thought he had never heard anything quite so eerie as this soft wordless singing. No torchlight showed anywhere and the footsteps were not hesitant or fumbling. Whoever this was, he knew the

  way without needing lights – he was walking surely and firmly. Robert tried to work out what they would do if the door was pushed open and the figure described in the old memoirs really was

  standing there.
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