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  We are so very proud to be the publishers of Lynda’s fiction. Lynda was brimful of ideas born of her lively imagination and her own experiences. She knew instinctively

  how people of every generation interact and had – of course! – a wonderfully keen eye for drama, and for emotion and love in all guises. She wrote of joy and sadness, conflict and

  union, old and young, past and present, with tenderness and wisdom. Tell Me Tomorrow, Lynda’s first novel, has three generations of women at its heart – a grandmother, a mother

  and a daughter – and Lynda dedicated the novel to mothers everywhere. These wonderful characters shone out on every page, to be joined, in The Boy I Love, by an equally memorable and

  delightful cast. On every page, in every description, in every word of dialogue, readers will hear Lynda’s voice loud and clear. How fortunate we are that Lynda completed her second novel

  this summer so that we can all rejoice in the talents of a truly gifted storyteller.




  Suzanne Baboneau




  Lynda’s editor




  November 2014




  





  




  The boy I love is up in the gallery,




  The boy I love is looking now at me.




  There he is, can’t you see, waving his handkerchief




  As merry as a robin that sings on a tree.




  George Ware, 1885, sung by Marie Lloyd
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              Oh, Mr Porter, what shall I do?




              I want to go to Birmingham




              And they are taking me onto Crewe.




              Send me back to London




              As quickly as you can.




              Oh, Mr Porter, what a silly girl I am!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  September 1982




  Sally Thomas swallowed hard and smiled bravely as the whistle blew and the train began to pull out of the station. She gave a final wave to her family, standing at the barrier

  and already a blur, and sat down with a bump as the train picked up speed.




  ‘Oh, Mr Porter, what shall I do . . .’ The old Victorian music-hall song rang in her ears as she gazed out at the beautiful cream stone buildings of Cheltenham, her home town. It

  looked so picture-perfect in the early-morning sun. Traces of autumn tinged the leaves in red and gold, and there were flashes of burnt orange from the creepers that draped themselves over the

  houses like garlands.




  The girl could not help but think how different the landscape would be in Crewe. From gold to grey. Still, she would learn to love the difference between the two and make it her home for the

  next six months. Her first professional job as an actress! In July, Sally had managed to get an early audition for the upcoming season by physically taking herself to meet the director in Crewe,

  rather than waiting in line down in London with hundreds of other hopefuls. Her temerity had gained her a place in the company, and now as she fell asleep to the rhythm of the train, she dreamed of

  bright lights and velvet curtains, and her first introduction to Crewe Theatre just two short months ago . . .




  July




  She was shaken awake as the train shuddered to a halt at Platform One, Crewe station. As she stepped down from the train, Sally was overwhelmed by the size of the place. High

  above her, steel girders rose in Gothic splendour just like a cathedral. Her ears were bombarded with a cacophony of noise: engines grinding, whistles blowing, brakes screeching and the endless

  rumble of humanity – a river of people flowing towards the exit or breaking through to platforms to find their trains. Sally began to think she might have misjudged Crewe as just a town

  ‘up north’. The station, at least, seemed to be the centre of the universe!




  She joined the other passengers and was swept along to the exit and out to the taxi rank, where things were much calmer and quieter, thank goodness. She hailed a taxi and asked for the

  theatre.




  ‘Is it far?’ she enquired, hoping the answer would be negative as her finances were tight to say the least.




  ‘No, lass, just up the hill. Hop in. You working there?’ asked the cab driver, looking at her in his driving mirror as she sat back in the seat.




  ‘I hope to be, yes,’ Sally replied shyly. ‘I have got an audition today, as a matter of fact. So – fingers crossed.’




  ‘Well, good luck to you, lass. You will do just fine.’




  No more than five minutes later, the taxi slowed and stopped outside a beautiful Victorian theatre. It shone like a beacon to Sally. No matter the street was a little shabby, and next door there

  was a very run-down Chinese takeaway, to Sally it was the gateway to all her dreams. She paid the driver and thanked him for his good wishes, then got out and turned to the front doors. Putting

  down her suitcase, she pulled on the handle, only to discover that it was locked. She pressed her nose to the glass, shielding her eyes with her hand to peer into the darkness. There were no signs

  of life.




  ‘Great,’ sighed Sally. ‘Now what?’




  She looked up the street and was greeted by grey stone terraced houses, and a stray dog checking out a lamp-post. Stepping back from the entrance, she told herself, ‘There has to be a

  stage door round the back somewhere.’ Sure enough, she spotted an opening at the end of the front of the theatre building, so picking up her things, she set off to investigate. The gap proved

  to be a narrow alleyway, and halfway down was a battered sign hanging from the wall: Stage Door.




  With a sigh of relief Sally pushed open the door and stepped into a dimly lit corridor. She ventured further in, expecting to meet a stage doorman – or woman, for that matter.




  ‘Hello? Anybody around?’ she called out. There was a small kiosk with a sliding glass window and an empty chair. It was lit by a table lamp with a red silk shade which had long since

  seen better days in someone’s boudoir. Sally thought it looked very incongruous, stuck in this little corner. A two-bar electric fire was glowing gaily and piles of newspapers lay on the

  floor – but nobody was there to answer her call.




  She followed her nose, and then the sign in big red letters painted on the wall leading down the stairs: to The Stage. Silence!




  The staircase wound round and down, and at the bottom there was a heavy wooden door. Sally pulled on the handle, opened it and stepped into the almost-darkness onstage. She could just make out a

  dim light in the far corner, presumably from the prompt corner. She tiptoed towards it, keeping an ear out for any sounds of life. She caught the odd word from someone whispering somewhere nearby .

  . . but could not quite make out who was talking. She moved between two black curtains and found herself right out on the stage. Suddenly a light hit her between the eyes like a laser, and she was

  completely blinded for a few seconds.




  ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she called out. ‘Is there someone there? My name is Sally Thomas and I have come for an audition. Please take the light off me as I can’t see a

  thing!’ She moved towards the front of the stage, trying to get out of the spotlight, and peered out into the auditorium – but could see nothing because she still had spots in front of

  her eyes.




  Then, as her vision slowly adjusted, she felt a presence up to her left – and there in the box, she could make out a figure standing just inside the doorway. There was a red glow burning

  in the dark and the faint hint of cigar tobacco – but before she could speak, a voice filled the theatre with liquid gold. Sally had never heard such an incredible voice.




  ‘Sorry, young lady. Didn’t mean to frighten you. We have trouble with the lighting board. Who did you say you were again?’




  ‘Sally Thomas. Are you Giles Longfellow, by any chance?’ Sally was regaining her composure and feeling ready to present herself. After all, she had come a long way for this audition

  and had no intention of messing it up.




  ‘Yes, indeed I am. Eric, are you still up there?’ Giles Longfellow called up to the gods, to where his lighting man was perched on a follow spot trying to adjust the bulb.




  A voice wafted out from the darkness. ‘Yes, guvnor. All sorted. Be down in a tick.’




  ‘Thank you, Eric. Now, young lady, what are you going to do for me?’ The man in the box leaned over the rail towards Sally and she felt she could almost reach up and touch him.




  Suddenly, all the house-lights came on and the full beauty of the theatre revealed itself. It was like a wedding cake of pink and white stucco. The red plush seats and the gleaming brass rails

  set off the intricate plasterwork on the walls and the boxes, rising to a ceiling that was covered in cherubs and flowers. A huge crystal chandelier sent shafts of light down onto the seats below

  like rays of sunshine piercing a dark forest.




  Sally gasped and looked back up to the box, from whence came Giles’s richly mellow voice again: ‘Young lady, did you hear me? You look like a frightened rabbit.’ He stepped

  back and sat down.




  Sally gave him her full attention at once and announced with as much aplomb as she could muster, ‘I would like to do Portia’s speech from The Merchant of Venice: “The

  quality of mercy is not strained . . .”’




  ‘Very well, continue.’




  The girl walked to the centre of the stage and took a deep breath. This was the moment she had trained for and lived for. Her first proper audition for the professional theatre.




  Sally had left drama school six months ago, and had spent the intervening time writing to dozens of repertory theatres throughout the country. Some responded but most never did. It had proved

  very disheartening in the main, but Sally was determined and driven, and was not going to give up easily. She had managed to get a job at the British Drama League in Fitzroy Square, London. It was

  an extraordinary place, a cross between a library and advice centre for foreign students, offering drama courses and training for stage management. It also had offices for various departments in

  theatre, from the technical staff to visiting directors, and was a popular venue for theatres to hold auditions. Sally manned the ancient telephone switchboard, which was like a puzzle for wiring

  aficionados. Each line had a connection, but oh! – how often did she put the wrong plug in the wrong hole!




  ‘Bear with me, caller,’ was her cri de coeur all day long. ‘I am so sorry, sir, you have been disconnected.’




  By the end of a busy day, Sally would be distraught – but her boss, a lovely man called James Langton, was ever ready to offer her encouragement. James had always been associated with the

  theatre in some way. Sally was never sure if he had been an actor himself, years ago. He certainly had theatricality about him – and great charm. James ran the Drama League like an historic

  institution and had taken Sally and another young actor, Jeremy Sinclair, under his wing. Every time a theatre booked the rehearsal rooms to hold auditions, he would ring down and inform them both.

  This meant that the two actors could ensure that at some point, they were able to insinuate themselves into a position to get an audition.




  Sally used to wait until the director had seen everybody, and then she would appear at the door and announce that – what a coincidence! She was an actress and not a telephone operator,

  after all, and would they please let her audition? Most of the time it worked a treat, but so far she had not managed to get a job. Then one afternoon Mr Langton had come down to her little booth

  and informed her that Crewe Theatre would soon be holding auditions for its new season, starting in September, and that she should write or phone. Sally wasted no time: she immediately rang the

  theatre and was told that the director, Giles Longfellow, would indeed be coming down to London to the BDL to hold auditions, but if she was able to come up to Crewe before then, he would be

  delighted to see her ‘in situ’ as it were. Seizing this opportunity to get in early, she made an appointment for the following week.




  Now here she was, standing on the stage at Crewe, launching into her audition piece with gusto.




  Halfway through, however, Giles Longfellow called down from the box, ‘Thank you, my dear, that will do. Can you sing?’




  Sally was completely thrown by this question. Not because she couldn’t sing, but because he had not let her finish her speech. She stammered a, ‘Y-yes, I can.’




  ‘Then away you go,’ came the response from above.




  Sally sang the Victorian music-hall song called ‘The Boy I Love’, made famous by the great Marie Lloyd. It was a good choice as she could sing it unaccompanied. Her strong, clear

  soprano voice filled the auditorium with the sweet, affecting melody, and was rewarded by a handclap from the director.




  ‘Well done! Delightful. Stay there – I am coming down.’ And Giles disappeared.




  Sally admired yet again the elegance of the box and noted that there was a coat of arms on the front. The Royal Box – how very appropriate for the flamboyant Giles Longfellow, she decided.

  Maybe one day she would be singing to Royalty in the box! Her daydreams were interrupted by the arrival of the Director.




  ‘You did well, my dear, and I am very pleased to say I think we can offer you a place in our company next season. You are not experienced enough to play leads, but depending on how well

  you adapt, and how hard you work, I can certainly promise you some decent roles – and thanks to your fine singing voice I see you in some of our musical productions. It does mean you will

  have to accept some stage-management work, but at least you will get your forty-two weeks in the theatre, which will make you eligible for your full Equity card. Do you have an agent, by the

  way?’




  Sally had not managed to attract the attention of an agent so far, but she had discussed this with Mr Langton and he had offered to advise her, should the need arise, on the financial side of

  things. So bearing this in mind, she replied, ‘No, but I have a manager called James Langton and he has said he will deal with the fee, if that is convenient to you, sir.’




  ‘James Langton as in the British Drama League?’ Giles looked amused.




  ‘Um, yes. Do you know him?’ asked Sally.




  ‘Absolutely, my dear! We are old friends. But what is his interest in you, may I ask?’




  Sally was not sure which way this conversation should be going, but decided that honesty was the best policy.




  ‘I work in reception at the BDL,’ she explained, ‘and Mr Langton very kindly helps me find auditions, et cetera, while I am working there. He has been so supportive, and told

  me that any time I needed advice, he would help me. So I just thought to mention him to you with respect of salary or whatever. I hope that is all right?’




  ‘Of course, no problem at all. I will talk to him asap. Thank you for coming all this way, dear, and I look forward to welcoming you to the new company in September.’




  ‘Oh, thank you so much, Mr Longfellow, I am thrilled to be working for you and I—’




  But he had gone. Disappeared like a magician, without the puff of smoke, although the smell of his cigar drifted across the footlights like a longlost memory. Sally’s heart was thumping.

  She had her first job! Going to the footlights, she took in the auditorium one last time from top to bottom. She loved it! And then she looked up to the Royal Box – and blew a kiss.




  





  Chapter 2
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  Giles Longfellow was ambitious, but he was also weak. He had talent, but lacked the iron will to pursue his dreams to their ultimate conclusion. All his life he had been led

  by his heart – well, his nether regions, to be absolutely blunt. He would fall wildly in love and indulge every emotional level of his intellect and physical need. This would last for months,

  or sometimes only weeks, but it drained him of all his energy and left him reeling. In his youth it had cost him a promising career as an actor because he would lose all interest in a job if the

  mood for love took him over, and employers soon realized he was a liability. Not only because his stagecraft suffered as his concentration wavered, but on one particular occasion his pursuit of

  happiness with one individual had led to accusations of rape and he had only just escaped jail.




  James Langton was remembering the incident now. He and Giles did not know each other that well, but had agreed to meet after James had rung Giles’s secretary to discuss Sally

  Thomas’s contract for the upcoming season.




  ‘You went through a very bad patch a few years back, I seem to recall,’ mused James over a very fine dinner at the Garrick Club.




  ‘Oh God, yes, it was a pretty close thing, but I was bailed out by the lovely Lord Graham. We have been friends ever since.’ Giles did not add that they were also lovers, on and off.

  After the police arrested Giles for indecently assaulting a young man, Lord Edward (Teddie) Graham had stepped in and paid off the boy and his parents and pulled strings with the Commissioner of

  Police. He and Giles had then had an affair, but unlike most of Giles’s romantic attachments it had not fizzled out or ended dramatically, but every now and then had renewed itself.




  Lord Graham was married to money and had managed to father three children, most importantly an heir and a spare, as they said in those rarefied social circles. This secured the marriage, and the

  family seat, which was a beautiful hundred-room stately home in Cheshire. Teddie was able, in the main, to keep his preferences under wraps, but when the need arose he would stay down in London at

  his club and seek out Giles Longfellow, who after his run-in with the authorities had also had to keep himself in check. Both men enjoyed each other’s company and although it was hardly a

  relationship based on passion it served them both well.




  Giles finally started to focus on his career as a director and was offered the post at Crewe five years ago. Edward Graham’s country pile was just up the road so it seemed the perfect post

  – for the time being, at any rate. As he became more confident as a director, thanks to his work at Crewe, so Giles’s ambition returned. This season he wanted to make his mark, and head

  for the West End and perhaps a post with the Royal Shakespeare Company. He had proven himself with several productions at Crewe, and surprisingly, run the financial side at a profit with the help

  of an Arts Council grant. However, in order to achieve the kind of production that would turn heads in his direction, he was going to need extra cash to lure some exciting talent up to Crewe. Lord

  Graham was his golden ticket. Teddie had become a patron of the arts, in particular of Crewe Theatre, and had pledged financial support to Giles for his new season. So, Giles was down in London to

  court a young actor called Rupert Hallam, who was making waves in theatrical circles, to persuade him to come to Crewe to do Hamlet. The rest of the cast would soon fall into place if Giles

  secured the young man. God knows, there were enough actors to choose from, and he had already chosen Sally Thomas.




  ‘I liked her because she showed pluck coming all the way to see me. She gave a consummate performance, maybe not glittering, but she has a good singing voice and I need that in the

  company, as I am hoping to do two or three music-based productions: a revival of The Boyfriend, a Victorian music-hall show, and of course, a pantomime at Christmas. I have told the girl

  that she will have to do some stage management at first until I can really see her strengths, but I promised her she would get her chance. And, of course, she would be official understudy

  too.’ Giles took a sip of very expensive Bordeaux. As James was paying the bill, he had offered to choose the wine!




  James couldn’t hide his pride and delight for his protége.




  ‘Oh, believe me she is thrilled, and quite understands the situation. I am very grateful to you, Giles. Actually I have another young actor I would be very pleased if you could audition

  and give me your thoughts. His name is Jeremy Sinclair and he works for me part-time in the reference library.’ James refilled Giles Longfellow’s glass.




  Giles regarded the other man for a few moments and then said, ‘Is it love, James?’




  James Langton blushed deeply and spluttered, ‘Good God, no! I am not like that, you know I am not. Whatever gave you that idea? I have a wife and I am a respectable married man. Giles, you

  are outrageous to suggest such a thing.’




  Giles burst out laughing. ‘All right, calm down, for goodness sake, man. It was just a thought. You don’t have to hide things from someone like me . . . ’ but James interrupted

  him.




  ‘Please, stop this at once. I will not tolerate such accusations. I try to help some young actors, male and female, because it is such a tough profession, and I see them every day

  at the Drama League struggling to survive. My interest is purely artistic patronage, if you will, nothing more.’




  ‘Fine, we will leave it at that, and I apologize if I have offended you, James. Now drink up, and let’s order another bottle and you can give me some suggestions for a

  drama.’




  Later that evening, James let himself into his neat, suburban terraced house in Finchley. He crept into his tiny study, closing the door behind him, and opened the bottle of brandy on the

  sideboard. He poured himself a large one and went to sit in his favourite armchair. Taking a generous sip of the golden nectar, he closed his eyes and daydreamed of young buttocks in rugby shorts.

  Jeremy was a beautiful specimen he had to admit. If only . . .




  Sally could hardly contain her excitement when she turned up for work at the British Drama League on Monday morning. She was the first to arrive after Geordie, the caretaker,

  who could be heard in the kitchen at the back of the building whistling a Beatles tune. She called out to him, ‘Geordie, did you pick up the post?’ She switched on the light in the

  hallway as it was always dark. The combination of Victorian tiles and dark green paint made the whole place very depressing, and a tad Dickensian. Sally imagined Uriah Heep appearing in a doorway,

  smiling unctuously at her and rubbing his hands!




  Instead, she was greeted halfway down the hall by the rather portly figure of Geordie in his russet-brown overalls and flat cap.




  ‘Morning, miss, how are you this morning?’ he asked her as he handed her the post. ‘You seem right chirpy, if I may say so. Good weekend, was it?’ He gave her a very

  theatrical wink and tapped the side of his nose. He looked so ridiculous Sally could not help bursting into laughter.




  ‘Oh, Geordie, you really are the pits. You have such a dirty mind!’




  Geordie feigned offence. ‘Now, miss, please – how can you say that to me? I mean no harm, just trying to be friendly-like, that’s all.’ He turned and disappeared into the

  gloom on his way back to the kitchen to put the kettle on, for the first of the many cups of tea and coffee, consumed throughout the day by the inhabitants of number 9, Fitzroy Square.




  Sally unlocked her tiny cubicle and found herself feeling quite nostalgic. No more early mornings on the number 13 bus to work. No more Geordie and his nudge nudge, wink wink greetings; from

  next month she would be a professional actress, working in repertory. She sat in front of her switchboard with her chin resting in her hands and dreamed of applause, and footlights, and bells

  ringing . . . ringing bells meant . . . oh Lord! She grabbed a plug and pushed it into the blinking light on the board in front of her.




  ‘British Drama League, good morning, how may I help you?’ The answer came rapidly and impatiently. ‘Yes, of course. I am putting you through now.’ Sally pulled out the

  plug and placed it in the appropriate connection. She breathed a sigh of relief as the connection was made and she could hear the recipients talking through her headphones on the desk. She had not

  even had time to put them on. It was going to be one of those Monday mornings, she could tell, but she did not give a hoot because life had turned a corner, and she was on her way up !
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  Sally arrived home with her assorted bags and boxes – and promptly burst into tears in the kitchen! Her mother, Patricia, swept her into her arms, plonked her down at

  the table and handed her a clean white cotton hankie. No tissues for her!




  ‘Whatever is the matter, my darling girl?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh nothing, Mum. I am just being stupid and dramatic.’ Sally hesitated before blowing her nose on the virgin square of crisp cotton. ‘It’s just, everything is going to

  change and I am scared and excited all at the same time, and coming home just makes me realize how much I will miss you all.’




  Sally’s parents lived in Cheltenham in an old Victorian terraced house. Patricia Thomas had always yearned for one of the Georgian houses in the city, but knew it would have to remain a

  pipe dream. Her husband, Douglas, was a teacher and part-time collector of antiques, and unless he suddenly discovered a masterpiece in an attic somewhere, they were never going to be able to

  afford such a property. Patricia had studied at the Slade School of Art in Bloomsbury in the 1950s, and had actually been rather good. When she married Douglas Thomas in 1950, she was still

  studying in her final year at the Slade. She had met him at one of the notorious Chelsea Art Club balls. Douglas was taking his finals in History at Oxford, but hoping to become an art teacher in

  one of the big public schools. He was a very confident young man veering on the arrogant, and saw teaching as a means to express himself in ways he could never have achieved as an artist, firstly

  because he did not have the talent, and secondly because his parents had refused to let him go to art school. Patricia thought him the handsomest man she had ever set eyes on, and as they danced

  the night away she fell madly, wonderfully, completely in love with him. Douglas was pleased and flattered. After all, she was very beautiful, and someone who would complement his image perfectly.

  The pair had spent the summer in passionate embraces, with wild parties at the Arts Club by night and picnics beside the Serpentine by day. Douglas took his young love to Oxford and showed her off

  to all and sundry. By the end of the summer they had announced their engagement, and life changed very dramatically for the young couple.




  Douglas had secured a teaching post at Stowe – a very prestigious public school in Buckinghamshire. He had been offered a small cottage in the grounds, and the newlywed couple set up home.

  All hopes Patricia may have had of a life as a carefree artist floated out of the tiny latticed window of the damp cottage in which she was now a prisoner. She was alone for long hours of the day

  while her husband taught privileged, but mostly untalented, boys how to wield a paintbrush. For most of the class it was a period when they could play up, chat and tell dirty jokes. Douglas very

  soon became disenchanted with the notion of his special calling as a teacher. His power was almost non-existent, and he soon turned his frustration onto his wife. Oh, they were still madly in love,

  and Patricia did everything in her power to make life easy and smooth for her darling husband, but he would often be quite patronizing and cold towards her.




  Slowly, over the coming years she learned to ignore his jibes about her intellect and abilities. She would laugh delightedly in front of guests as he berated her for some tiny misdemeanour or

  other, and he would eventually step down from his high horse and wallow in her adoration. It was a strange marriage but it somehow worked. They spent the school holidays travelling round Europe,

  and Patricia was in her element then, giving Douglas endless sermons on the History of Art. She became his part-time researcher, doing most of his homework for him. He would always return from one

  of their trips abroad full of information for his classes, and presenting the students with reams of slides and photos. He became quite renowned for his ‘out of hours devotion’ to duty.

  Obviously, Patricia had no idea just how useful she was to her husband. It was a mutually agreeable arrangement though, because Patricia loved feeling superior in some small way to her gorgeous

  lovely husband, who was so bright and witty. In turn, Douglas was more than happy to praise his eager young wife and accept all the teachings she threw at him while enjoying the respect and

  attention from his pupils and peers.




  The couple had a good life in many ways, and it was a few years before the idea of children entered their togetherness. Patricia was almost ambivalent to the idea. She was quite happy playing

  muse, mistress and even mother to her darling husband. Douglas, however, decided the time was approaching when they should try for a family. Two years later, in 1962, Sally was born – and two

  years after that, her sister Dora arrived. They were both dear little girls and Douglas loved them. In fact, he thrived, surrounded by all the female adoration. He gained a good reputation at

  Stowe, and was eventually head-hunted and moved to Cheltenham Ladies College as Head of Department. He loved his job and revelled in the attention from his young female students, feeling godlike as

  he strode down the corridors acknowledging the admiring looks from the girls. He also had more time to spare, and began to collect and deal in Fine Art.




  Patricia surprised herself and the family by completely falling in love with her babies. They filled every minute of her life; she gloried in their growth, and grasped every tiny morsel of her

  daughters’ love. She was a wonderful mother, and worked tirelessly to make their home a warm and welcoming place. However, as the girls grew up and their need of her grew less, so

  Patricia’s own need for self-esteem returned. Douglas was, as ever, completely self-absorbed, and although he appreciated how lucky he was to have such a seemingly perfect family, it never

  occurred to him that he should contribute anything more to the general well-being of his wife and daughters.




  Patricia yearned for another kind of self-fulfilment. There was a part of her that felt empty and unused. She would sometimes creep away when the children were asleep, taking her paints and

  easel outside, weather permitting, and she would sit and paint her frustrations away. Other times she grabbed a sketchbook and pencils, or charcoal, and as she watched her girls in the garden, or

  playing in their front room, she would draw them quickly and deftly, capturing precious moments. She loved her family with all her heart, but her soul was in her art. Very rarely did she dare to

  imagine what life might have been like if she hadn’t married so young and devoted her energies to her family. She sometimes thought that Douglas was so much luckier to have been born a man.

  He had another life outside the family. She knew he thrived on female attention, and she sometimes allowed a moment of doubt to creep into her thoughts when he did not come home till very late. She

  never questioned him – that would have been asking for trouble – and anyway, she didn’t want to know the answer. As long as he came home to her, and still made love to her, she

  was able to cope. She had known only her husband sexually, having been a virgin when they met. He had been a very good and practised lover. Well, that was how it should be, in her view. Men were

  very different animals – and boys would be boys, wouldn’t they?




  As the girls matured and Patricia had more time of her own, she decided to look for a part-time job as a teacher. Douglas found this highly amusing.




  ‘Dear God, Patricia darling! What could you possibly teach anyone? You haven’t painted for fifteen years. Who would have you, my sweet?’




  Much to Patricia’s delight, and Douglas’s amazement, the local council took her on to teach adult art classes. She proved a great success, and the job gave her a whole new take on

  life. She started to make new friends, and while Douglas was busy at the college Patricia now had a social life of her own. She ignored her husband’s little digs and put-downs, and filled her

  days with laughter and colour. She had hoped one of her daughters might have inherited her artistic talents, but it was not to be, although when Sally announced she was going to be an actress

  Patricia felt a tingle of excitement. Dora, who was two years younger and had just left school, was much more practical and had applied to do Business Studies at uni. Both girls had the security of

  a stable home background which gave them a certain amount of confidence with which to face life. Sally was sometimes critical of her father’s rather patronizing attitude to his wife, and

  would encourage her mother to answer back.




  ‘Oh, Sally dear, that is just his way. He doesn’t mean anything by it. I just ignore it.’




  ‘But, Mum, he has no right to put you down like he does. Where would he be without you?’




  Patricia would laugh her girlish laugh, toss her hair and gaily announce: ‘Oh, probably with some gorgeous woman with lots of money!’ She always tried to sound nonchalant, but deep

  in her heart she had always feared the day Douglas would announce he was leaving. Once the girls no longer needed her attention fulltime, her sole concern was keeping her husband happy. As she had

  grown older she knew that he wanted her to be the gay young thing he had danced with all those years ago. She kept her hair long and dyed it regularly to keep the grey at bay. She had retained her

  figure and knew she was attractive. Sometimes one of her pupils would make an advance towards her and she would laugh it off with a rebuke: ‘Don’t be so silly! I am very happily married

  to the man of my dreams!’ Patricia really did think that, and Douglas had no idea just how fortunate he was to have her.




  Sally always felt she was a bit of a disappointment to her parents. Her mother was very glamorous in her way, but a bit too girly for her liking, and certainly Sally had inherited none of that

  coquettishness. She was a good cross of her mother and father, and had strong attractive features, but she could not be described as beautiful. Her tutors at drama school had told her she would

  never play the young heroines as she was just not pretty enough. She had initially been upset, but commonsense had soon taken over, and Sally knew that especially onstage, a good actress could

  convince an audience that she was beautiful. It almost made her feel more confident, knowing she did not have to rely on her looks and would never have to worry about getting old. She would always

  be able to play the interesting characters until she fell off the twig. Dora was probably better-looking than her, but that was fine. There was no jealousy between the girls, and they had always

  been very close. Dora managed their father brilliantly, and could put him in a good mood with a click of her fingers. While she was still living at home Dora was a good foil for him, and their

  mother did not have to worry about his dark moods.




  Sally had been looking forward to spending time with them all over the month of August. Now here she was, feeling sorry for herself. She got up and gave her mother a hug, saying, ‘I am so

  stupid, really. I’m just so happy to be home. Come on, let’s get these boxes sorted out and then we can go and have a large glass of wine with Dad.’




  The two women attacked the bags, sorting the rubbish from the washing and from the ‘keep forever’ memorabilia that gathers through three years of college. It was a gorgeous

  summer’s day and all the windows were open. The sweet perfume of honeysuckle and mown grass wafted through the house, along with the call of a blackbird above the constant hum of buzzing

  bees. Sally was always caught unawares by the clarity of these sounds compared to London, where everything was lost in the general drumming of city noise, sliced through with the occasional siren.

  Here in her parents’ loving home, surrounded by trees and blue sky, she revelled in a sense of complete well-being. It gave her strength.




  ‘Come on, darling, stop daydreaming and get a move on,’ her mother urged. ‘It’s nearly lunchtime and your dad will be expecting a visit.’ She gathered all the bags

  ready to go and went to fetch the car keys, adding, ‘We can celebrate having our daughters home for the summer.’




  





  Chapter 4
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  There was a letter from Crewe Theatre waiting for Sally the next morning. It contained a digs list and a reminder that under the Esher Standard Contract issued by Equity, the

  actors’ union, the artiste (Sally in this case) was obliged to provide an evening dress for the season, and to use her own clothes as and when required. The management was only obliged to

  provide period costumes.




  ‘Oh my God!’ she gasped over her boiled egg and soldiers. ‘I have to wear my own clothes!’




  ‘What do you mean?’ asked Dora. ‘What does the letter say?’ She grabbed it from her sister and read the instructions issued therein. Then: ‘My God, Sally, there

  isn’t a play written that could possibly include your wardrobe,’ she said, and burst out laughing.




  ‘Shut up, Dora! What do you mean by that? There is nothing wrong with the way I dress, is there?’




  Dora laughed even louder and Patricia came into the kitchen to find out what all the fuss was about.




  ‘Mum, tell Sally what is wrong with her dress sense, please. Can one even begin to describe the lack of sartorial savvy?’




  ‘Dora, please stop cackling, it is very unbecoming. What is the problem here?’




  ‘I have had a letter from the theatre,’ explained Sally, ‘telling me I have to provide my own clothes, except where period costume is required – and I have to take

  an evening dress. I don’t own a dress, never mind an evening one!’ she wailed.




  ‘Oh dear,’ sympathized her mother. ‘I do see your problem. Dora, will you stop giggling! Sally dresses very individually, I will grant you, but she is not completely without

  taste.’ This response drew further sniggers from Dora.




  ‘Oh, do shut up, Dora!’ snapped Sally. ‘The joke wears thin, methinks. So what am I going to do?’




  ‘Well, we will have to sort you out. There is a fantastic vintage clothes shop in Cheltenham, and lots of jumble sales we can rummage through. If the worst comes to the worst, Dora can

  make you an evening dress, can’t you, dear?’ Patricia turned to her youngest daughter. ‘Let’s make a list of useful clothes you might need in a season. Do you have any idea

  what plays they are going to do? That would help enormously.’




  Dora jumped up from the table, saying, ‘Listen, sis, we can have a great time putting your wardrobe together. We will turn you into a style icon, don’t you worry.’




  ‘I don’t want to be a style icon, thank you very much,’ responded Sally rather grumpily. ‘I am an actress.’




  ‘We know, but there is no reason why you can’t be a smartly dressed actress. Come on, let’s get down the town and do a bit of shopping.’




  Dora was practically out of the front door. Patricia stopped her with, ‘Hold on, darling, just a moment.’ She went out of the kitchen and across the hall to the study, and came back

  two minutes later with her purse. ‘I want to give you both a little something to spend.’ She handed them both some cash.




  The girls protested but she went on, ‘I don’t often get the chance to spoil you, and now seems as good a time as ever. I actually sold a painting last month and I have another

  commission, so please let me share my good fortune with my beautiful daughters. And listen, if you can’t find an evening dress, Sally, get a pattern and Dora and I will make it for you. Dora

  knows where to buy gorgeous material, don’t you, darling?’




  ‘Oh yes, absolutely. Thank you so much, Mum, this is fantastic of you. Oh my God, I am so excited. Shopping – and with some money for a change.’ And she was off once more

  towards the front door.




  Sally picked up her bag and started to follow, then stopped and gave her mother a big hug. ‘Thank you so much for this. I will make you proud.’




  ‘Go on, you have made me proud already.’ Patricia kissed her and shooed her off, ‘Now get going or your sister will grab all the best buys first.’




  The girls made straight for the vintage clothes shop. Dora knew the owner, Jackie, who was the mother of a girl she had been at school with. Jackie was very interested to hear all about

  Sally’s job and the theatre.




  ‘Please take my number in case you need anything later in the season,’ she said to Sally. ‘Maybe the wardrobe department at Crewe will be interested in some of my stock. Do you

  know what plays you are doing yet?’




  ‘No, not yet, but I can certainly let you know,’ said Sally.




  Dora was already going through the rail of dresses. ‘Ooh, look. This is beautiful, Sal, and would really suit you. Come on, try it on.’




  The girls spent the best part of half an hour trying on dresses until poor Sally was bug-eyed.




  ‘I can’t remember what I have tried on!’ she cried. ‘It is exhausting.’




  Dora had narrowed the choice down to two dresses. One was a 1950s satin dress, very fitted at the waist with a low neckline and off the shoulder. The other was a simple satin dress cut on the

  bias, so very flattering for the figure, and rather sexy. It was black.




  ‘This one needs some sparkly jewellery to set it off,’ announced Dora, holding the black satin up.




  ‘I have no idea which one to choose,’ sighed Sally, who had really had enough and was thinking about a glass of wine and some shepherd’s pie in the pub.




  Jackie suggested they took both.




  Well,’ agreed Dora, ‘that is the obvious answer, but I don’t think the budget will stretch that far.’




  Jackie checked the tickets on both dresses and said, ‘Look, why don’t you buy the satin one and I will give you a twenty-five per cent discount? And I will let you have the other

  dress on loan, so take it up to Crewe with you, and if you decide you can use it, we will re-negotiate.’




  ‘Oh, that would be fantastic,’ said Sally. ‘If you are really sure?’ And when Jackie nodded her assent: ‘Thank you so much. Actually, it could be very useful

  for Crewe because we might well need some period stuff and we could liaise with you. That is brilliant, Jackie.’




  The girls were on a high as they left the shop and danced down the street.




  ‘How amazing is that?’ said Dora. ‘Come on, we will celebrate with a quick glass of wine in the wine bar, then onto more mundane attire like trousers and tops. I want to take

  you to this terrific boutique that has opened recently. They have really unusual stuff and it is cheap.’ With that she was off across the street, skipping towards the wine bar, followed by an

  equally excited Sally clutching her bag of goodies in her hands.




  By the end of the day, the sisters returned home worn out. They flopped down on the sofa surrounded by bags. Patricia made them a cup of tea and then sat down and waited for

  the fashion parade to begin.




  Dora took charge and explained about the two evening dresses. Much against her will, Sally made one last effort and modelled them for her mother.




  ‘Oh yes, girls, you have done well. They are both beautiful and so different. I remember having a dress like this for one of the Chelsea Arts balls,’ Patricia said softly,

  remembering the joy of dancing all night and feeling so beautiful in her dress. ‘The fifties one is gorgeous, Sally, and has a very flattering neckline because it shows off one’s

  shoulders as well as a bit of bosom.’




  Sally laughed at her mother’s rather coy choice of word for the old cleavage.




  ‘Bosom? Oh, Mother, that is so ladylike!’ she chortled.




  ‘Well, I suppose it is, but it was what we called it in my day. Now the black dress is very sexy, isn’t it? Let’s hope the theatre does some Noël Coward and then you will

  have the perfect outfit. It needs some jewellery though, doesn’t it?’




  Dora chipped in, ‘Exactly what I said, so we should go jumble-sale hunting on Saturday and pick up a bit of sparkle.’




  ‘Good idea,’ agreed Patricia. ‘Now show me what else you have bought, please.’




  Sally was secretly thrilled that her sister had sorted out her wardrobe for her. She knew she had no real flair and was not at all interested in fashion. She lived in a couple of pairs of

  trousers, a few shirts and jumpers, and a standard navy jacket for every occasion. Dora had found her some great-fitting jeans, and some lovely suede boots to go with them. ‘But also handy

  when it gets cold with some thick tights and a short skirt,’ Dora had suggested.




  There was a very useful three-quarter-length wool jacket which looked great over T-shirts, and also a couple of long tops which just covered the bum, and were simple yet attractive. Dora was

  able to mix and match and put several outfits together for Sally with ease.




  ‘I don’t know how you are able to see these things so easily,’ remarked Sally. ‘Thank you, Dora, you really have been an enormous help.’




  Dora turned to face her, and said in a deliberately casual tone: ‘Sally, I was thinking that maybe I could see if there was a job going in the wardrobe at Crewe. I would really love to

  come and learn all about costumes and design. I have already applied for uni next autumn to do Business Studies, and rather than take a gap year it would be great to actually earn some money and

  learn other stuff, you know? Who can tell: I may even decide to be a designer instead of an entrepreneur. Shall I telephone and see what the state of play is, do you think?’ Dora sighed

  happily. ‘It would just be so great if we could work together, and get a flat or something, wouldn’t it?’




  Sally felt a flicker of guilt. It would be lovely to have Dora with her – but then again, there was a part of her that wanted to have this adventure by herself. It was her first

  real job and there would be so much to learn. She wanted it to be her experience, her own personal journey. Dora was so different from her. She was extrovert and outgoing and up for anything. Sally

  sometimes felt outshone by her sister’s joie de vivre. But that was so selfish of her. How mealy-mouthed can I be? she rebuked herself.




  ‘Yes,’ she replied aloud. ‘Why not ring them and see what they say.’




  As it happened, things worked out rather well. Giles Longfellow’s PA, Susan Chambers, explained to Dora that there was a resident wardrobe mistress called Mrs Enid Weaver who lived locally

  in Crewe. However, Giles had decided that he needed someone younger for this season, so he had hired a lady called Gwendoline Stewart who would do most of the work while Enid would come in twice a

  week to supervise. It would have been very difficult for Giles to sack Enid as she was a stalwart of the theatre, so he was treading very softly. It had been suggested that for the beginning of the

  season, things should be left to Enid and Gwendoline to organize, and then perhaps a few weeks later there might be a vacancy for an assistant. Would it be possible for Dora to hang on and join

  later?




  Dora was thrilled, and as far as Sally was concerned, it was perfect because it gave her a chance to establish herself in the company and find her feet. She would be able to sort out her living

  arrangements with an eye to being able to offer Dora a home there eventually. But it would be her place. She needed to feel secure in herself, and her work, before her sister came and joined

  her. This way it was her territory.




  Sally had thought hard about all this, and decided it was natural to feel territorial. She and Dora were very close and rarely argued, but they had never lived together since school, and

  certainly never worked together in such a closed environment. Sally knew from her drama-school days just how insular actors could be. They were very cliquey, and could make outsiders feel very

  uncomfortable. She would obviously ensure that Dora did not feel like an outsider – but she could only do that successfully if she was in control of her own surroundings. By the time

  Dora arrived, Sally hoped, she would be Queen of all she surveyed . . .




  





  Chapter 5




  [image: ]




  Sally was determined to catch up with her best friend from school while she was at home. Muriel McKinney was a teacher in a school for handicapped children, and Sally admired

  her enormously. She was a rare and special person. The response to her telephone call was immediate and excited.




  ‘Sally! How fantastic to hear your voice. Where are you? How are you?’ Muriel screamed down the phone.




  Sally couldn’t help laughing. ‘God, Muriel, that voice could launch a thousand tugs! I am home for two or three weeks so we have to have a catch-up. When is a good time for

  you?’




  ‘Oh, there is so much to talk about. I am getting married in December,’ her friend announced out of the blue.




  ‘Well, that has shut me up for a start. Married? How long have you known the guy? You haven’t mentioned him to me.’ Sally was taken aback. It only seemed like a few weeks ago

  that she had been talking to Muriel and discussing a girls’ night out.




  ‘Sally, you are hopeless! We have not spoken for months. I feel terrible that I have not been in touch to keep you posted, but you know what it’s like with work and everything. His

  name is Dave and he is a folk singer with a band. In fact, he is doing a gig on Saturday night at the Hen and Chickens – remember where we always used to go? Well, he will be there doing his

  bit, so why not come with me and Mack. You remember Mack, don’t you?’ she teased.




  ‘Oh please, come on. How is your hunky brother?’ Sally recalled how she had always been a little flustered around her friend’s big brother. Mack had seemed very moody

  and mysterious to a young girl like Sally. She could picture him now with his incredibly blue eyes smiling down at her.




  ‘Doing really well. He is a successful photographer and sculptor. I know he would love to see you, Sal. Shall we meet up at the pub at seven on Saturday then, and you can vet my beloved.

  Not that I will listen to a bad word against him!’ Muriel said happily.




  ‘Great. I will see you there. It is so lovely to hear your voice, my dear friend. Bye!’ Sally replaced the receiver, beaming with well-being. Life was good.




  The rest of the week passed all too quickly as Sally put her house in order. She arranged with Douglas to drive up to Crewe on Sunday morning.




  ‘Is that a good idea?’ ventured Dora. ‘We are all going out on Saturday night, don’t forget. Do you want to be looking for digs with a hangover?’




  ‘Mmmm. You have a point, sister dear. But I don’t think I will have any choice. Dad won’t want to spend a weekday up there, will he? I will just have to practise

  self-control.’




  In fact, Saturday night proved very jolly, and not at all as raucous as it might have been. Dora didn’t join them at the pub in the end as she decided to go to the movies with an old

  friend. (Or a new beau, if the truth be known!) So Sally met Muriel and Dave and the lovely Mack in the Hen and Chickens by herself. It was strange to be back on her old turf having a night out

  like normal folk. Sally always distinguished people who were not in the acting profession as normal. Actors were a breed apart, and a group of them together was like a flock of starlings

  continually screeching and pecking and jostling for position. Sitting in the pub that Saturday night was pleasantly soothing, and Sally felt very relaxed. Mack was good fun and very attentive. It

  almost felt like a date.




  ‘So, what do you think of Dave?’ Mack asked when Muriel had gone to the cloakroom.




  ‘He seems very nice,’ Sally replied truthfully. ‘Why do you ask? And Muriel seems very happy.’




  ‘Well, he is my future brother-in-law, so I have a vested interest in the success of the romance.’ Mack got up to go to the bar. ‘Another cider?’




  ‘Yes, please.’ Sally passed him her glass and watched him lope off to get the drinks. He really was very attractive – and such a lovely man, she thought to herself. How good

  would it be to find someone like him to share things with? But she knew it was pointless even considering a relationship while she was pursuing her goals in the theatre. She was going to need every

  ounce of concentration to do a play every two weeks, and work on the stage management team. At drama school they had had a few classes on stage management, but nothing much. The biggest challenge

  had been to build a set to scale with all the scenery and furniture. It was fun, but no one took it very seriously. Certainly Sally herself had never expected in a million years that she would be

  employed as an Assistant Stage Manager, for goodness sake! Like most actors her ego was sufficiently healthy that she had assumed she would be playing roles, not making props.




  ‘Penny for them?’ Mack startled her as he sat down and put the drinks on the table.




  ‘Oh blimey, you gave me a fright. I was miles away,’ Sally told him.




  ‘In sunny Crewe, by any chance?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes, as a matter of fact. How did you guess?’ Sally asked, taking a sip of her cider.




  ‘Well, I do know you a little bit, Miss Thomas, and as I recall you are a very committed young lady. Therefore I would imagine that you are already trying to work out what it is all going

  to be like up there.’




  Sally grinned sheepishly. ‘Well, yes, I am a bit distracted. Sorry, but it is all rather scary.’




  ‘Of course it is, but you will be great. By the way, have you got a spare hour next week for me to do a photo and a piece about you? The local rag is very keen to support their first true

  celebrity.’




  ‘Oh, please don’t embarrass me!’ laughed Sally. ‘I am hardly anything near that status. But I would love to do the article with you. Thank you for putting it

  together.’




  Their conversation was halted by the opening number of the band and Dave’s voice filling the room. He was rather good actually, and Sally looked round to see where Muriel had got to. She

  spotted her at the front of the stage, joining in the chorus with great gusto.




  By the end of the evening, Sally was singing along to ‘Come On, Irene’ the big hit by Dexy’s Midnight Runners. It was the perfect end to a great night. They all ended up in the

  local Indian and then Mack offered to walk her home.




  ‘Shall I ring you Monday, to set up our photo opportunity?’ he asked as they reached Sally’s front door.




  ‘Yes, that’s fine, but could you make it at the end of the afternoon because we might not be back from Crewe?’




  ‘Sure thing. Maybe we could go and get something to eat afterwards if you fancied it?’




  Sally was suddenly very aware of Mack’s lips. They seemed very kissable. How much did she want him to kiss her? Before she could answer that question, Mack had pulled her to him and was

  giving her the answer. He tasted so good despite the curry and beer.




  She returned his kiss with more passion than she had intended. Finally they broke apart.




  ‘That was very unexpected,’ said Sally breathlessly.




  ‘Not for me. I have been longing to do that all night, Miss Thomas. However, I know you have to get up early so I won’t detain you. I look forward to Monday.’ He winked, then

  turned and walked away, leaving Sally in a bit of a tizz.




  She let herself into the house, went to the kitchen to make a cup of tea and sat at the table there to gather her thoughts. Why did this have to happen now, on the eve of her big adventure? Here

  she was, going off into the unknown to seek her fortune – and all she could think about was her next date with Mack. Maybe it was because he seemed so solid and secure and she was feeling the

  exact opposite. Sitting here now in the family kitchen, surrounded by all the familiar objects from her childhood, the girl was aware of just how much her life was about to change – and she

  had little choice in which way it would turn.




  ‘What will be will be,’ she sighed, as she switched off the lights and tiptoed up to bed. Roll on tomorrow – and let the play begin!




  Sally was up early on Sunday morning and doing breakfast for everyone when her father appeared in the kitchen doorway.




  ‘That’s what I like to see,’ he said, ‘enthusiasm. Good on you, girl. We will get you sorted you out in no time.’ He sat down and tucked into the eggs and bacon

  Sally had placed in front of him.




  ‘Is Dora awake?’ she asked. ‘I wasn’t sure whether she was going to come with us or not today.’




  Before Douglas could answer, Dora herself came bounding down the stairs, saying, ‘Course I am coming with you. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Ooh, breakfast! Did you make me some,

  Sally?’




  Sally smiled and presented her sister with a plate of eggs and bacon.




  ‘Oh, great! You really do cook the best “full English” in the world. If you don’t make it as an actress you could always open a café.’




  ‘Hmm, it’s good to know I have a talent for something,’ replied Sally, finishing her mug of tea and clearing up the pans. ‘Where’s Mother this morning? Is she still

  in bed?’




  ‘Good Lord no,’ snorted Douglas. ‘She has gone off to teach a water-colour class. She sent her love, wishes us luck and says she will see us back at the ranch. Come on then,

  girls, we had better get a move on or we won’t make it up to Crewe before lunch.’ He swiped his plate with a piece of bread, devoured it hungrily and then placed the plate in the sink.

  ‘Delicious. Thanks, Sally. See you outside.’




  The girls rushed round doing the final clear-up in the kitchen, and Sally made sure she had all her addresses and phone numbers, and the maps and sheets of theatrical info she had been sent, and

  then they were off.




  It was still early so the roads were clear, and by ten o’clock they were bowling up the M6 making good headway. It only took them about two and half hours and by ten thirty they found

  themselves outside the theatre.




  Thank God the sun is shining, thought Sally because Crewe was certainly not the most welcoming town on a Sunday morning. The street was deserted and the theatre looked very shut, although Susan

  had assured her when she had rung that the stage door was always open from 10 a.m. until 5 p.m. every day.




  ‘Let’s go round to the stage door,’ Sally suggested. ‘You can leave the car here, Dad. Come on.’




  Dora and Douglas followed Sally down the alleyway at the side of the theatre. The big red sign was still there, pointing into the doorway, and Sally pulled on the handle, relieved as it

  opened.




  ‘Hello! Anybody around?’ she called out.




  ‘Hello, dearie, you must be Sally Thomas. Susan said you were coming today. Welcome.’ The greeting came from a cheery, round-faced lady who filled the entire cubicle that was the

  stage-door entrance. ‘Lovely to meet you, pet. I am Mrs Edge – Gladys – and I am mostly front of house but I fill in – you know, when needed. We all muck in here.’




  Sally took her hand and shook it, saying, ‘Lovely to meet you too, Gladys. This is my sister Dora and my father Douglas.’




  There was no room to shake hands so Sally backed up to the outside door and let Gladys come out to them.




  ‘Now, dearie, have you got a list?’ Gladys went on. ‘I can give you some recommendations if you like, but the trouble is, most of the good stuff has gone. We have a couple of

  leading actors who come back every year, you see, and obviously they take the same places each time. Let’s look at your list.’




  Sally handed her the digs list which she had marked up herself with possible addresses near the theatre. Gladys peered at it.




  ‘Well now, I can tell you straight away, luv, none of these are any good because they are either taken or no longer available.’ She looked up and saw Sally’s face drop.

  ‘No, don’t despair. ’Cos I knew you was coming, I have had a ring round, and there are a couple of “possibles”. Would you like a flat eventually, do you think? Because

  there is a very nice two-bedroom up near the station. It’s only fifteen minutes’ walk away, and the lady who owns it is very decent and won’t overcharge, and she prefers females.

  She has got someone until October, but if we can get you in a room until then that would suit, wouldn’t it, dearie?’




  ‘That would suit perfectly, Gladys. You see, my sister Dora here is hoping to come and join me in October, so it couldn’t be better.’




  ‘Can we go and see it now though, do you think?’ chimed in Dora, who was hovering excitedly.




  ‘Well, I can ring her and see,’ said Gladys. ‘I have also got the number for a room in a house in the next road. I don’t know the people, but you could go and see it now

  while I sort out the flat.’




  ‘Sounds like a plan,’ joined in Douglas. ‘But before we set off, do you think I could use a toilet, Gladys? It has been a long drive this morning.’




  ‘Of course, dearie. Silly me, I should have offered you the convenience sooner. Go in and follow the passage down and round the corner. Do you girls want the Ladies?’ Sally decided

  she had better go in case the opportunity did not arise again, and left Dora to Mrs Edge’s administrations. By the time she returned, Dora seemed to have the whole plan down pat.




  ‘Right. The landlady of the flat can see us this afternoon about two, and the room round the corner is available to see now – so shall we do that, and then go and have a coffee or

  something and look round the town?’




  ‘Absolutely. Thanks so much, Gladys, for your help. What is the address again?’




  ‘Number 2, Stanley Terrace – it’s the next road on the left and the lady’s name is Mrs Blacklock. I have no idea what it’s like, mind. But if it doesn’t suit,

  come back here. I have got one more suggestion up me sleeve.’ She winked and went back to her guard duty.




  The Thomases set off for Stanley Terrace.




  ‘You can see this used to be a miners’ town, can’t you?’ remarked Douglas. ‘Rows and rows of back-to-backs. It is a unique landscape to Britain and completely

  different from the south, eh?’




  Sally was feeling a little apprehensive. These houses were so tiny. They could only be two up two down, and the thought of sharing with complete strangers was daunting.




  They found number 2 and knocked on the front door.




  A dog barked, and a second later the door opened and a short bald man stood filling the narrow doorway.




  ‘Aye?’ was all he said.




  ‘Oh hi, I am Sally Thomas. I believe Gladys at the theatre called you about me coming to look at a room here? I hope this is not an inconvenient time or anything. I mean, we can come back

  later if . . . ’ Sally was rapidly running out of steam as she met the relentless grimace of the man, and now behind him a huge Alsatian dog was panting eagerly. Sally was not awfully sure if

  it was panting with delight or hunger!




  ‘Oh, right. Aye, the wife said. She deals with all that. Come in, luv. Get back, Fred, out the road. Nora, come here.’ He stood back to let Sally in, and she tentatively squeezed

  between the doorjamb, and Fred’s dribbling jaws, into the front parlour. Dora followed with no qualms at all, and Douglas was left on the doorstep neither in nor out.




  ‘How do you do. I am Douglas Thomas – Sally is my daughter.’ Douglas held out his hand and the bald-headed man looked confused.




  ‘Eh, we don’t stand on ceremony here. Come in and sit thissen down. I am Arthur Blacklock. Fred – out to the back wi’ thee.’ He shoved the drooling dog through the

  parlour and out of a door on the other side of the room. Douglas inched his way into the room and joined his daughters on the hearthrug. They could just about all fit in the room. There was an open

  fire made up ready to go, and two huge chairs either side covered in an array of antimacassars. In the far corner under a 1950s standard lamp was a folding table with two chairs and a bowl of

  plastic flowers on top. The door leading to the kitchen was shut to keep Fred out, so it was very dark in the room, and the three of them could hardly make out Nora as she appeared at the bottom of

  the stairs to greet them.




  ‘Goodness, what a crowd! We have not seen the like of so many people in here since me mam’s wake.’ She laughed. ‘I shall put the kettle on and we can have a chat. Which

  one of you is the young lady who wants the room?’




  ‘Oh, that’s me,’ said Sally, holding out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs Blacklock. This is my father Douglas Thomas, and this is my sister Dora. I am sorry, we

  didn’t mean to invade you like this on a Sunday morning, but I am very keen to find somewhere to stay before the season starts.’




  ‘No worries at all. Why don’t you sit down where you can and I will get some tea. Arthur, where have you got to? Get the kettle on, will you?’ She opened the door to the

  kitchen and Sally could see through to a back yard, where Arthur was sitting with Fred smoking a cigarette.




  ‘Oh, you are useless! Stay out the road then and let me get on with it.’ Nora went to the sink and filled a kettle. There was an old-fashioned range affair for the cooker, red tiles

  on the floor and a fine example of a Victorian kitchen sink. Sally felt as if she was in a chapter of a D.H. Lawrence novel. Any minute now, a swarthy miner would appear and start to wash himself

  at the window. She should be so lucky! Thinking about baths though, where the hell was the bathroom here? And indeed, was there even one?




  ‘Um, Mrs Blacklock, before you go to all the trouble of making tea, would you like to show me the room? I don’t have much time today as my father has to get back to Cheltenham, so if

  we could see the room that would be great,’ she said politely.




  ‘Oh yes, of course, my dear. How stupid of me. Well, follow me then. It is not much, I grant you, but it is clean, and I am happy to cook you an evening meal as well as breakfast.’

  The kindly woman made her way back to the stairs and up they went to a tiny landing, off which were three doors.




  Mrs Blacklock threw open the far door with a flourish to reveal what could only be described as a large cupboard. There was the tiniest of windows, letting in a glimmer of hope for the

  inhabitant who would be sat literally under the window-ledge on the single bed pushed up against the wall. On the other side there was just room to squeeze between a pine wardrobe with no handle,

  and a bedside table only big enough to hold a single lamp. Sally’s heart sank. It was everything she had dreaded and more.




  ‘Is there a bathroom?’ she whispered.
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