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				About the Book

				Kay Lockwood has always felt different. She just doesn’t get on with her mother, Thelma, and while she works to support her sister, she has no dream of her own. Then Thelma’s old friend, actress Lana Fontaine, leaves Kay a small inheritance, and everything changes.

				Kay leaves her Northern hometown and quickly becomes absorbed in the excitement of post-war London, and the new friends and opportunities she finds. But there is a deeper mystery: who was Lana, and why was Kay so important to her?

				As she starts to unravel the past, Kay begins to hope her handsome new friend Tom might offer her a brighter future, but is he keeping his own secret?
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				London, 1935

				The audience were on their feet. They clapped and whistled and shouted her name. Her co-star, Robert Spencer, tall and impossibly suave in his evening clothes, stood slightly aside and smiled good-naturedly. In his early forties, he was firmly established in the hearts of theatre goers and was generous enough to allow his co-star, Lana Fontaine, to enjoy her well-deserved ovation. The final act of Just Good Friends took place at a ball, so Lana, too, was in evening dress: a floor-length, crimson taffeta sheath which enhanced her slim but womanly figure.

				When the rest of the cast had withdrawn, Robert and Lana had stepped forward so that the curtains could close behind them. The pair were encircled by a spotlight – a magic circle, Violet thought, although she knew no magic spells had been required to ensure Lana’s success. Her friend from days gone by was blessed with supreme talent and had been prepared to work hard to gain her exalted place in the world of entertainment.

				The fire curtain began its slow descent and the audience groaned. Robert Spencer and Lana started to walk towards the wings. They smiled and waved until they vanished from sight. It took a while for the audience to accept that their darlings were not coming back and then there was the usual disorganised exit, accompanied by excited comment. In their seats in the front row of the dress circle, for which they’d paid the staggering sum of three and sixpence each, Violet turned to Eve and said, ‘Stay here. We don’t want to be crushed or trampled on. Let them all go.’

				Eve looked worried. ‘But don’t you want to go to the stage door and say hello?’

				‘Don’t worry. They’ll be a while yet. They have to take their make-up off and change their clothes. Remember?’

				Eve looked downcast. ‘I do. Do you think we’ll ever get to tread the boards again?’

				‘I fully intend to,’ Violet said. ‘But are you sure that’s what you really want? I mean, what about that gent in the pinstripe suit who makes eyes at you over the luncheon menu?’

				Eve flushed and looked away. ‘There’s nothing in it. Don’t tease.’

				‘I won’t. But I’m not convinced.’

				‘Can we go now?’

				Violet glanced round at the gradually emptying aisles. ‘Yes, let’s go.’

				There was an excited crowd of fans in the narrow street behind the theatre. They clutched their programmes or their autograph books, and thrust them at any member of the cast who emerged from the stage door. So far there was no sign of the two stars.

				‘Do you think we’ve missed them after all?’ Eve asked.

				‘No, I think they’re waiting to let the lesser mortals make their exits.’

				She had hardly finished her sentence before the crowd around them cheered and Lana Fontaine and Robert Spencer appeared together standing beneath the old-fashioned lantern above the door. It was impossible to get near them so Violet and Eve just had to wait their turn to approach them.

				‘We should have left the theatre when I wanted to,’ Eve said.

				Just then a taxi arrived and Robert Spencer turned to Lana and said, ‘It’s time to go.’

				‘Lana!’ Eve shouted. ‘Wait!’

				In her excitement she pushed a solid-looking woman aside and Lana turned to look at her just as the woman began to complain loudly. ‘Take your turn,’ she said to Eve. ‘I’ve been here longer than you have.’

				To everyone’s surprise Lana began to walk towards them. ‘Eve . . . Is that you? And Violet as well? How wonderful!’ She turned her head and said, ‘Robert, come and meet two of my old friends.’

				The crowd parted for the two stars and then listened avidly as Lana introduced Robert to her friends.

				‘Did you come to see the play tonight?’ Lana asked.

				‘We did,’ Eve said. ‘It was wonderful. You were wonderful!’

				‘I’m glad you enjoyed it. But Violet, what about you?’

				‘I thought you were marvellous. And I’m sorry that I was so beastly to you the last time I saw you.’

				‘Were you? I don’t remember that. But now, what are you both doing? Have you come to join a show in London?’

				‘No such luck,’ Violet said. We’re working as Nippies at the Strand Corner House.’

				‘Oh, I’m sorry. I know times are hard.’

				‘It’s not a bad sort of job,’ Violet said. ‘Although our uniform makes us look like housemaids in a French farce.’

				‘Oh, but the skirts are longer and much more stylish,’ Eve interjected. ‘And did you know hundreds, absolutely hundreds, of Nippies have married customers. Some of them real gentlemen!’

				Lana smiled and then Robert stepped forward. ‘We’d better go, darling. The party won’t get going without us.’

				‘Yes, I know. Well, you two, it was so good to see you. I might just pop into the Corner House for an afternoon tea one day.’

				Robert Spencer smiled at Violet and Eve, then put his arm around Lana and, to the disappointment of the remaining fans, guided her towards the taxi.

				‘He called her darling,’ Eve said. ‘Do you think . . . ?’

				‘No. That’s just the way they talk. There was no kind of electricity between them. I think they’re just good friends, like the title of the play.’

				‘Do you think she’ll pop in to the Corner House to see us?’

				‘I believe she fully intends to. But in any case, by the time she gets around to it, I’ll be treading the boards again and you will have walked down the aisle with your pinstriped gentleman.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Northridge Bay, October 1949

				Kay glanced out of the window and saw dark clouds gathering over the sea. The restless swell of the water matched her troubled mood.

				‘I don’t think the sun is going to shine today,’ Miss Bennet said. ‘Now take your coat off and sit down while I make a pot of tea. There’s my order on the table.’

				The elderly lady left the room, straight-backed but walking somewhat stiffly. Kay picked up the list. The handwriting, in old-fashioned copperplate style, was as neat as Miss Bennet herself and Kay had no problem reading and copying the items into her order book. It didn’t take long.

				When Miss Bennet returned with her best tea set on a tray Kay looked up and smiled. ‘Is this everything?’ she asked.

				‘Yes, that’s all. Unless you have any nice broken biscuits.’

				‘We have. Shortbread no less.’

				‘Then I’ll have half a pound. And I think I may have enough points for a jar of jam. If that’s the case I would prefer strawberry.’

				‘I’ll pack your box myself,’ Kay said. She slipped the order book and pencil into her shoulder bag.

				‘You’re a good girl,’ Miss Bennet said. ‘I’ll miss you when you’re gone.’

				Kay concentrated on stirring a spoonful of sugar into her tea.

				‘You are going, aren’t you?’ Miss Bennet asked.

				Kay sipped her tea before she answered. ‘I haven’t decided yet.’

				‘For goodness’ sake. What on earth is stopping you?’

				‘My mother . . . my sister . . . Tony . . .’

				‘Ah, yes, Tony Chalmers DFC, our very own war hero,’ Miss Bennet said dryly. ‘Good-looking, dashing, and the heir to a successful light engineering business. But you’re not actually engaged, are you?’

				‘I don’t suppose so.’

				‘Don’t suppose so? Has he asked you to marry him or hasn’t he?’

				‘Not in so many words.’

				‘And what does that mean?’

				‘Well . . . I think he just assumes that we will marry one day.’

				Miss Bennet shook her head. ‘That’s not good enough. It sounds to me as if he is just playing with your affections.’

				Kay burst out laughing.

				‘What has amused you?’

				‘Playing with my affections! That sounds like something from a Victorian novel.’

				Miss Bennet’s eyes widened and then she shook her head and smiled. ‘I know. I suppose to you I’m just an old fogey, someone left over from a former age. But, my dear, my sentiments are genuine. I don’t want you to be hurt.’ She paused. ‘Have you told him your news yet?’

				‘No.’

				‘Kay, you did me the honour of confiding in me, so I assume you won’t mind if I offer my advice?’

				‘Of course not.’

				Miss Bennet picked up the teapot and topped up both their cups; her slim hand trembling slightly with the effort. ‘I realise what a big step leaving home would be for you,’ she said, ‘but you know how disappointed I was when your mother took you away from school. You were one of my most promising pupils. I cannot bear the thought of your working in a shop while your younger sister goes to college. And now a trick of fate has offered you new opportunities. Please don’t let them slip by.’

				‘You keep asking me if I’m going,’ Kay said, ‘but where exactly do you think I should go?’

				‘Well, first of all London. That’s obvious. You have matters you have to sort out there, haven’t you? Then you could move on. Go abroad, even. Or stay in London and get a proper job.’

				‘What do you mean by a proper job?’

				‘One with training of some sort.’

				‘Isn’t it a bit late for that?’

				‘You are only twenty-two, and you are an intelligent young woman with a good speaking voice. No doubt you inherited that from your father.’

				Kay smiled reminiscently. ‘We used to read aloud together. He enjoyed teaching me to speak clearly – and my sister too. We used to make up little plays and perform them for our parents, but Julie didn’t enjoy doing that as much as I did. She was happier making tea parties for her dolls.’

				‘Your father gave you a great gift,’ Miss Bennet said. ‘I’m sure you would have no difficulty finding an occupation more suitable than working in a grocery shop.’

				‘I quite like working at Sampson’s. And I meet such interesting people when I’m out collecting the orders.’

				Miss Bennet tutted impatiently. ‘You work long hours. You’ve told me yourself that you don’t have much time to socialise with your old school friends. Surely you must be aware that you could do much better for yourself?’

				‘It depends what you mean by better.’

				‘Are you deliberately trying my patience?’

				‘No, I’m being serious. I need to think very carefully about what I should do if I am to leave home.’

				‘Kay, don’t you have any dreams?’

				‘Dreams?’

				‘Do you never dream about making a different life for yourself? Don’t you have any ambitions? If you have you keep them all to yourself.’

				‘Perhaps I have but only in the sense that no matter how much I enjoy my job at Sampson’s, I dream that somewhere, somehow there may be a different kind of life. I’m not being very clear, am I?’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry.’

				Miss Bennet relented. ‘Don’t be sorry, Kay. I know you well enough to be confident that you will make the right decision, and until then, I promise you that I won’t ask you again. I’ll wait until you are ready to tell me what you have decided. And, of course, your secret remains safe with me.’

				‘My secret . . .’

				‘You’re smiling.’

				‘Well, it is rather wonderful, isn’t it? Again, it’s like a novel. The poor but honest girl and the inheritance that changes her life.’

				Kay and Miss Bennet looked at each other and laughed.

				‘What a dear girl you are,’ Miss Bennet said. ‘But now,’ she glanced round at the clock on the mantelshelf. ‘We’ve spent so much time talking I wonder if you have time to do me the usual favour?’ She placed a hand on the folded copy of the local newspaper which lay on the table.

				‘Yes, of course I have.’

				‘I don’t want to cause trouble for you by making you late back for work.’

				‘I won’t be late. I whizzed round collecting my other orders in record time so I could have more time with you.’

				Miss Bennet laughed. ‘Honestly, Kay, I don’t know how you manage it.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Well . . . oh dear, I wish I hadn’t started this but now I must finish. I mean cycling so vigorously when . . .’

				‘When one of my legs is shorter than the other one? No, please don’t be embarrassed. My leg was injured when I was very small. I grew up learning to cope with it. I can’t remember what it was like not to have a limp.’

				‘Well, you cope very well.’ Miss Bennet paused then smiled broadly. ‘The way you zip around on that old bicycle reminds me of Miss Gulch in The Wizard of Oz. You know, when she’s pedalling furiously on her way to collect Toto.’

				Kay hunched her shoulders and raised her hands, her fingers hooked like claws. ‘I’ll get you my pretty,’ she croaked, ‘and your little dog, too!’

				Miss Bennet shook her head. ‘Amazing. You sound just like her.’

				Kay laughed. ‘Well I hope you don’t think I look like her.’

				‘Oh, no. Your face isn’t at all green.’

				‘Thank you very much!’ Kay laughed again.

				Miss Bennet paused and looked at Kay thoughtfully. ‘In fact you are very beautiful. But that’s enough. I have no wish to turn your head.’

				Kay reached for the newspaper. It had been opened and then folded at the usual page. ‘A TRIP TO YESTERYEAR’, the headline promised and then a sub-headline read, somewhat unnecessarily: ‘Our Town in Years Gone By’. Four photographs were arranged around the text, which was too small for Miss Bennet to read easily.

				‘It’s not just a matter of getting new spectacles,’ she had informed Kay when she had first mentioned her problem and asked if Kay had time to read something from the local paper to her. ‘It’s more complicated than that. I have no problem with the photographs, but even with my spectacles on I can’t manage to read print properly. I’ve tried using a magnifying glass but I’ve never mastered the way you have to squint through it. If I read for too long I end up with a headache. I depend on the wireless for news and information but that particular feature in the Chronicle is one I enjoy.’

				Ever since Miss Bennet had confided in Kay about her poor eyesight, Kay had made sure that she always arrived in time to read the newspaper feature to her. Thursday, the day the Seaside Chronicle was published, was also the day that Kay visited Sampson’s regular customers in their own homes, the ones who were elderly or infirm and could not get to the shop themselves, and did not have a telephone. Kay took their orders which would then be delivered by Mr Sampson, himself, the following day.

				Kay and Miss Bennet had fallen into the habit of having a cosy gossip over tea and biscuits and they had become so at ease with each other that when the letter had arrived which could potentially change her life, Kay had found it quite natural to confide in her elderly friend even though the only other person who knew was her mother.

				‘Kay?’

				Miss Bennet was looking at her enquiringly, and Kay brought her mind back to the task in hand. She examined the newspaper and was delighted to see that the subject this week was the Pavilion Theatre; her father had been an actor-manager at the Pavilion. She started reading eagerly.

				The building of the railway station at the turn of the century brought many visitors to Northridge Bay. These visitors liked to take the sea air, promenading along the seafront and then dining at the Waverly Hotel, Roberto’s Italian restaurant, or one of the excellent fish and chip establishments. Local businessman Mr George Waugh saw the opportunity to boost the local economy even more by providing entertainment for the visitors. He lost no time in having the Pavilion Theatre built on the new lower promenade.

				The Pavilion opened in time for the summer season of 1910 and Mr Waugh let it be known that the famous child impersonator, Lily Elsie, known on the stage as Little Elsie, would be taking to the boards on opening night. Unfortunately for Mr Waugh, one gentleman in the audience had recently seen the real Lily Elsie on the stage in London, and he rose from his seat and shouted, ‘Imposter! Get off the stage!’

				The hapless woman was indeed an imposter and was, in fact, Mr Waugh’s own daughter, who had theatrical ambitions. However, the audience was in a good mood and soon forgave her. The first night was an outstanding success and the Pavilion went on to stage first class variety shows for season after season.

				Henry Payne led a small resident orchestra, handing on his baton to his son Cyril when he retired, and many top artists appeared there over the years, including such household names as George Formby and Arthur Askey.

				During the Great War the theatre never closed, cheering the spirits not only of the local population but also of the wounded servicemen from the nearby convalescent home. Perhaps the theatre had its greatest success during the years between the wars, when Mr Jack Lockwood was the actor-manager there. However, at the start of World War II, when the beaches were closed, the government saw fit to close the Pavilion, and sadly it has never reopened.

				When Kay had finished reading, Miss Bennet suggested that they look at the photographs together, and Kay moved her chair round and spread the paper out on the table.

				The first photograph was an exterior shot of the Pavilion in its glory days. An elaborate façade gave it the appearance of a pagoda, and a couple of dragons sat on their haunches facing each other above the entrance.

				‘I wish these photographs could have been in colour,’ Miss Bennet said. ‘The outside of the theatre was painted green and red and the dragons were gold.’

				‘Yes, I think I can remember that,’ Kay said. ‘Although I was only a child when my father worked there.’

				‘I believe he was working there before you were even born,’ Miss Bennet told her.

				The next three photographs had all been taken inside the theatre. One was of George Formby on stage, smiling and playing his ukulele, captioned: ‘A famous star makes a guest appearance in Northridge Bay!’ Another photograph was of a line of girls in frilly blouses and short skirts, arms linked and smiling brightly as they kicked their heights. The caption underneath informed: ‘The Dolly Girls. An ever popular local dancing troupe’.

				The final photograph had been taken from the stage looking into the auditorium and showed that every seat was occupied and everyone was smiling. No matter that they were on holiday by the sea, the men and women in the audience were smartly dressed; their clothes almost formal. Kay wondered out loud if they always dressed like that when they were going to a seaside variety show, or whether they had known that they were going to have their photograph taken and that they would become part of the history of the Pavilion Theatre.

				‘People did dress more smartly then,’ Miss Bennet said. ‘No matter what your station in life, a night at the theatre was an occasion to look your best. When was the photograph taken?’

				Kay peered at the caption: ‘Full House at the Pavilion’. ‘It doesn’t give a date,’ she said. ‘But from what I can see of the women’s dresses and hairstyles, I guess it could be sometime in the nineteen-twenties.’

				‘Then, just think, your father was probably there the night this photograph was taken. His troupe played several summer seasons at the Pavilion and he must have liked the place so much that he decided to settle here. He fell in love with your mother, of course. Does she ever tell you about those days?’

				‘Never.’

				There was an awkward pause and Miss Bennet, sensing that Kay was reluctant to talk about her parents, changed the subject slightly.

				‘Of course, Lana Fontaine would have been there at the time. Do you remember her at all?’

				‘Yes I do.’

				‘But she was just a chorus girl at the time,’ Miss Bennet continued. ‘Then look what happened: she went on to be a film star leaving her old friends at the Pavilion far behind. But, obviously, she never forgot them. Particularly you. Your father was very talented, but he was content to stay here. He must have loved your mother very much. I know you’ve told me about your reading together, but what else do you remember about your father, Kay? No! Don’t answer that. I’m being personal again.’ Miss Bennet looked embarrassed.

				‘I don’t mind answering you. I remember quite a lot about him. He was tall and handsome, and such good fun. The house was always a happier place with him around. My mother and Julie and I all adored him.’

				‘How sad for you that that happy time was all too short.’

				‘I don’t think my mother has ever recovered.’ Suddenly Kay felt awkward. Her mother was a very private person and Kay knew she had revealed too much. She smiled at Miss Bennet, ‘But now, sadly, I really do have to go.’

				‘And you’ll be coming for my order as usual next week?

				‘Of course I will – why shouldn’t I?’

				‘There are two possible reasons. Firstly because I have annoyed you with my gossiping.’

				‘Of course you haven’t.’

				‘And secondly, you may decide to leave your job at Sampson’s and begin to enjoy your inheritance.’

				Kay stuffed her shoulder bag into the basket on the handlebars and turned up her coat collar before setting off. She couldn’t make up her mind whether it was raining or whether the spots of moisture landing on her face were part of the hazy mist that was rolling in from the sea. As she cycled along the seafront the tyres made swishing noises on the damp surface of the road. She turned and made her way to the town centre, up through avenues of respectable semi-detached houses, passing the house where she lived with her mother and sister on the way.

				She saw the glimmer of a fire in the front parlour and imagined her mother sitting by the hearth with her lunch tray and the local paper. Kay wondered if Thelma had read the feature about the Pavilion Theatre. If she had, would it have brought back happy memories? Whether it had or not, Kay would never know, because her mother never talked about the past.

				The sea fret turned into light rain, and by the time Kay got back to Sampson’s, her shoulder-length dark hair had twisted into damp ringlets and her face was gleaming wetly. She put her bicycle in the shed in the yard behind the shop, took her bag and hurried in through the back door. She hung her coat up on a peg in the dimly lit corridor and went into the shabby but comfortably furnished room where the staff took their tea breaks and ate whatever they had brought from home when the shop closed at lunchtime.

				Thomas Sampson and his wife Rhoda retired to their roomy flat above the double-fronted shop to take their lunch, but Kay and Beryl boiled a kettle in this little back room and ate their lunch whilst savouring the aromas of cheese, cooked meats and coffee which had seeped into the very fabric of the building.

				Kay and Beryl Walker had been in the same class at school. They had never been best friends but had always got on well together. Kay had always been at the centre of a lively group and Beryl had been content to watch them admiringly. Often Kay would find some way of drawing her into the group, not wanting her to feel left out. Beryl had been a plumply pretty child and now she was an overweight but still nice-looking young woman.

				She looked up when Kay entered. ‘You look like something the cat dragged in,’ she said.

				‘Thank you very much!’ Kay pretended to be offended and they both laughed.

				‘You’d better sit by the fire and dry off a bit.’ Beryl began to heave herself up from the only comfortable chair.

				‘No, it’s all right. You stay there. I’d rather sit at the table.’

				‘Thanks, you’re a pal.’

				Beryl looked relieved as she sank back gratefully. She propped her legs up on the ancient padded fender seat, far too near to the fire, but she didn’t seem to mind the heat marks on her legs, as long as she could raise her feet from the draughty floor.

				‘What’ve you got, then?’ Beryl asked, glancing curiously over to the table as Kay sat down and took a greaseproof packet from her shoulder bag.

				‘Sandwiches.’

				‘I can see that! What’s in them?’

				‘Carrot and mayonnaise.’

				‘Ugh!’

				‘No, honestly, they’re not bad. And better for you than the chips you eat day after day.’

				‘Chips are lovely and anyway, I read that fish and chips are good for you.’

				‘Perhaps they are, but you don’t have the fish, and you’re not supposed to eat chips every day.’

				‘Slipping round the corner to the chip shop is better than getting up early to make sandwiches. Want a chip?’ Beryl grinned as she held her newspaper-wrapped bundle out towards Kay. ‘Isn’t that hot vinegary smell lovely? There’s some batter in there. You can have some as long as you don’t take too much.’

				Kay took a couple of chips and a little bit of batter. ‘Thanks, Beryl. Would you like one of my sandwiches?’

				‘Not on your life. Be a pal and make the tea, will you?’

				Kay obliged, and soon they were sitting quietly in the dimly lit room enjoying their respective meals while rain slid down the soot-stained window and the clock ticked on the mantel shelf.

				When Beryl had finished her chips she rolled the newspaper into a tight ball and stuffed it into the already bulging wastepaper basket. It sat there for a moment and then toppled over onto the floor. Beryl ignored the mess and sighed as she rose and reached for the cinder guard.

				‘Back to work, then,’ she said wearily. ‘Give me the order book and I’ll start on the boxes, shall I? You know, sometimes I think I’ll be here at Sampson’s until they put me in my own box and deliver me to the graveyard.’

				‘Don’t talk like that, Beryl.’

				The other girl straightened up and turned to smile sadly. ‘No, seriously, I’m resigned to the fact that I’ll be here all my working life. Haven’t you noticed there’s a shortage of good men in this town? We can’t all be as lucky as you are.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Come off it, Kay. Tony Chalmers, that’s who I mean. As soon as he pops the question you’ll be out of here, and the next thing we know you’ll be phoning in your order – “just the usual, plus a few little exotic extras, Beryl” – and Mr Sampson will be delivering it to a posh house overlooking the golf course.’

				‘Is that what you think?’

				‘Of course it is. Doesn’t everyone? And when you’re Mrs Tony Chalmers that’ll be one up on that stuck-up sister of yours.’

				‘Beryl, please don’t talk about Julie like that.’

				‘I’m sorry, but she does put on airs and graces, doesn’t she? Oh, all right, I know you won’t have a word said against her, but just wait until you walk down the aisle with the best catch in town; she won’t be able to act so superior then.’

				‘And what if I don’t?’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘What if I don’t marry Tony?’

				‘I’d say you were crazy. But you’re kidding me, aren’t you? You wouldn’t be so stupid as to let an opportunity like that slip by.’ Beryl didn’t expect an answer. She made sure the cinder guard was in place and headed for the door.  ‘I can hear Mr Sampson coming down the stairs. Come on; it’s time to get back to work.’

				The girls grabbed their overalls from the row of hooks by the door and put them on, then Kay followed Beryl along the passage to the shop.

				Beryl was the second person that day to tell her not to let an opportunity slip by. Kay wondered what the older girl would say if she knew that marrying Tony Chalmers might not be the only opportunity she had to change her life.
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