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To George Arthur Hazel


Chapter One

‘Cinderella? I ask you? With feet the size of hers? Have you ever heard anything so ridiculous?’ Jon leaned back in his seat and waved his fork in Kirsty’s direction. ‘We’ll have to get a body double for the glass slipper scene.’

‘Well, sweetheart,’ said Kirsty. ‘It was you who cast me as Cinders in the first place.’

‘Would have been hell to pay if I hadn’t,’ Jon said with a knowing wink to one of the other guys at the dining table that night.

Kirsty smiled sweetly at her boyfriend of almost a year. Jon was usually very funny. He liked a joke. Kirsty told herself it wasn’t always at her expense. Still, she tucked her feet a little further beneath her chair as he continued to tease her for the entertainment of their friends. She had thought her feet looked pretty in her new red leather ballet flats. Until Jon called them ‘boat shoes’ because ‘they’re the size of small canoes’. 

‘Tell me more about it,’ said Jane, Kirsty’s best friend, who was among their dinner guests that evening. ‘I mean the pantomime, not your feet. I’m just glad you’re going to be in the UK over Christmas. I’ve missed you so much.’

Kirsty had recently returned from a season spent working as a singer on a cruise ship. It was thanks to being on that ship – The European Countess – that she’d met Jon. He stage-managed one of the on-board shows in which Kirsty starred. In the first flush of romance Kirsty felt like a goddess every time she stepped out into the lights, knowing that Jon was watching from the wings. He had so many good ideas about improving her performance and he was always full of praise. He made her feel like a proper star. Now they were an official double act and it seemed she was playing the straight guy. Ah well.

‘You’ll make a fantastic Cinderella,’ Jane continued. ‘Your voice is so good. You’ll carry the show.’

‘Thank you,’ said Kirsty.

‘She will carry the show,’ Jon agreed. ‘Newbay won’t know what’s hit it when Kirsty lets rip with that incredible voice. But we’ll have to get the shoes made at one of those transvestite outfitters,’ he continued, oblivious to the fact that Kirsty’s smile was slipping. ‘I’m sure both the blokes playing the Ugly Sisters wear a smaller size.’

‘We get the idea, Jon,’ said Kirsty. ‘My feet aren’t exactly petite. But then I am five foot ten and if my feet were any smaller, I’d topple over. Now, does anyone want second helpings?’

All six dinner party guests were enthusiastic and not just because they too wanted Jon to change the subject. Kirsty was a very good cook. She was looking forward to having some more food herself.

Jon followed Kirsty to the kitchen and put his hands on her waist as she fetched the remains of the lamb casserole out of the oven. He leaned his chin on her shoulder. ‘Thank you for cooking tonight,’ he said. ‘I can tell everyone is really enjoying themselves. How lucky am I to have a leading lady who’s also a domestic goddess?’

Kirsty melted into him, forgetting for a moment all those bad jokes about her feet. Jon nuzzled the side of her neck and she felt her insides fizzing. The chemistry that had brought them together on the ship was still amazing. But then he gave her muffin top an absent-minded squeeze as he planted a kiss on the side of her face.

Jon probably wasn’t even conscious of what he’d done but Kirsty felt her cheeks redden. She’d actually lost a few pounds recently, having put on half a stone while they were at sea, but Jon’s squeeze brought back the awful memory of having her costumes let out halfway through the summer season. It wasn’t unusual, apparently, for first-time cruise entertainers to put on a few pounds in the face of so much excess at the twenty-four-hour buffet, but Kirsty was still embarrassed. 

Unlike Kirsty, Jon had incredible discipline around food. He was the kind of person who could eat half a Twix. If Kirsty ever ate just half a Twix, the other half would call to her from inside the fridge. She would hear nothing but its chocolatey voice crooning ‘eat me, eat me, eat me’ until she caved in.

However, she did her best to find some of Jon’s willpower that evening. While Jon went back to the dining table with no idea of the thoughts he’d triggered in Kirsty’s head, she served everyone but herself a second helping of the casserole. What remained went into the fridge before she could be tempted to pick at it.

Later, she allowed herself just a couple of small spoonfuls of the tiramisu she had made with so much love that afternoon. Her tummy rumbled miserably as her friends praised her cooking to the stars and clamoured for seconds and thirds and even tossed a coin to determine who would be allowed to scrape the serving bowl clean. In that moment, Kirsty felt like she needed tiramisu as much as she needed oxygen. But since Jon had unwittingly drawn her attention to her fluctuating waistline, there was no way she could indulge. Everyone who ever dreamed of a career in the spotlight knew that sacrifice was part of the deal. That famous speech at the beginning of Fame – the series Kirsty had devoured as a child – just about nailed it. ‘Fame costs …’ Well, Kirsty was paying in calories.

‘I think that was a very successful dinner party,’ said Jon as the last of their guests left around midnight. Kirsty was relieved to hear him say so. It had been important to her to impress his best friends from his school days, whom she met for the first time that night. They were nice people and thankfully they seemed to like her too. They left promising they would all get together again soon. 

‘Definitely before Christmas,’ said Jon.

Likewise, because Jon and Kirsty had been on a cruise ship for most of their relationship so far, the dinner party was Kirsty’s first chance to introduce him to Jane.

Jane and Kirsty had been best friends for decades and were as close as any sisters. They’d shared ups and downs. They’d bonded over boy bands and beauty tips. But Jane had also seen Kirsty through the loss of her mother when they were in the middle of their GCSEs. Fifteen years later, Kirsty had done her best to pull Jane out of her seemingly bottomless grief after the sudden death of her fiancé Greg. 

It was Kirsty who persuaded Jane that she shouldn’t give up on love after Greg’s death. It was Jane who convinced Kirsty that she really should give up her safe job as an office manager for an accountancy firm and try to make a living from her voice at the impossibly ancient age – in showbiz terms at least – of thirty-two. For all those reasons and more, it was important to Kirsty that Jane approved of Jon. Just as Jane had been keen for Kirsty to like her new boyfriend, Rob.

Kirsty had no trouble assuring Jane that Rob was great because he was. He was funny and kind and wonderfully attentive. Most importantly, he was clearly head over heels for Jane. She hoped Jane felt the same way about Jon. 

Getting ready for bed in the little flat she and Jon were renting pending any wonderful job offers elsewhere, Kirsty paused to examine herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the wardrobe door. She stood sideways on, pulled her shoulders back and her stomach in to give herself the best possible profile. She even sucked in her cheeks. Then she slowly turned around, watching the curves of her body reassert themselves until she finally faced the mirror full frontal and beheld herself at her widest. Jon came out of the bathroom and caught her mid-appraisal. He gave his verdict.

‘Nothing a few weeks on the 5:2 wouldn’t put right.’ 

He also gave her what was probably supposed to be a reassuring pat on the bottom.

‘I’ll do it with you if you like,’ he continued. ‘Could lose a couple of pounds myself.’

He patted his own non-existent belly. Then he got into bed and was asleep within minutes, while Kirsty tossed and turned until three, tormented by thoughts of too-tight jeans and tiramisu. 

She knew she wasn’t Disney Princess perfect but isn’t every woman worthy of a fairytale ending?


Chapter Two

‘More tiramisu?’ Judy Teesdale nudged the bowl towards her son Ben. 

‘No, thanks, Mum,’ Ben patted his stomach. ‘I’ve had plenty. I always overdo it.’

Judy didn’t agree. ‘You don’t eat enough. You’re looking gaunt,’ she told her beloved only child. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’

‘I’m trying to stay fit,’ he countered.

‘You’re working too hard.’

‘I’m running my own business now. I have to.’

‘You’ve got to look after yourself at the same time. Thea needs her father to be healthy. And happy,’ she added.

‘I am happy, Mum.’

Judy merely raised her eyebrows at that. 

‘Come on,’ she said, as she gathered up the empty bowls. ‘If you’re going to refuse any more of my legendary pudding, you can help me with the washing up.’

Moments later, Judy and Ben stood side by side at the kitchen sink, looking out onto the garden where Ben’s eight-year-old daughter Althea – Thea for short – was playing with Buster, Judy’s Border Terrier. Thea was throwing a tennis ball for the little dog. Most of the time, Buster plucked the ball from the sky before it had time to bounce. But when the ball hit the shed and bounced back in Thea’s direction while Buster was still haring down the garden, Thea tried to catch it herself. She had no chance. As she made her valiant attempt, her glasses, with the thick lenses that made her eyes look enormous, slipped off her nose. Suddenly half-blind, she stumbled over her own feet. She missed the ball and somehow ended up tripping over the dog, who’d turned on a sixpence when he realised the ball had rebounded. Judy and Ben sighed as Thea completely lost her balance and sat down heavily on the muddy grass. Buster, realising that something wasn’t right, quickly dropped the ball and returned to lick Thea’s knees.

‘She’s just like you were at that age,’ Judy observed. ‘All legs. Thank god she got Jo’s brains.’

At the mention of Thea’s mother, Ben’s face fell. Judy put her arm around her son’s waist and gave him a squeeze. 

‘Jo would have known how to help her,’ said Ben.

Judy knew at once to what Ben was referring. They’d talked about it as soon as Thea left the table. Thea was being picked on at school. Her myopia and the enormous glasses that went with it had marked her out as a target from the start. She was sweet and bookish and trusting that people were essentially as good-hearted as she was. That made her gullible. At parents’ evening earlier that week, Thea’s teacher Mrs Griffiths had expressed her concerns to Ben.

‘How are things at home?’ Mrs Griffiths asked as though that might provide an explanation for Thea’s unpopularity in the classroom.

‘Fine,’ Ben had said. ‘We’re getting on OK.’

The truth was that things at home were sad and strange. Ben was doing his best but since Jo died of breast cancer, just over three years ago, he felt as though he had been living underwater. Everything was still muted. Numbed. It seemed to be getting worse with Christmas looming on the horizon. The world was getting ready to celebrate. Ben wasn’t. He knew he needed to make more effort. 

It didn’t help poor Thea that they’d moved right after Jo died. They’d been living in London but with Jo gone, Ben felt he couldn’t cope in the city on his own. He wanted to be near what little family he had. That was why he and Thea had moved back to Newbay to stay with Judy in the house where Ben grew up. It was meant to be a temporary move but, after a year, Ben admitted he was never going back to the job his employers had held open. He took another six months to figure out what to do before Judy came home one day with details of the empty shop that was now Ben’s PC repair business. 

‘Perhaps we should look into more after-school activities,’ Judy suggested, breaking into Ben’s reflection. ‘Broaden Thea’s circle. I know how it can be at school. You get on the wrong side of one horrible ringleader and suddenly the whole class is ganging up on you. A different group of children could boost her confidence and help her push back in the classroom. How about the Brownies? There’s a troop at the community centre. I loved Brownies when I was a child.’

‘And I hated Cubs,’ Ben reminded her. ‘Isn’t Brownies all campfires and hiking? That isn’t Thea’s style.’

‘Then how about cooking? There’s a children’s cooking class at one of the hotels. They do adult classes too. They’ve got a special on making the perfect Christmas dinner. I thought I might do that one myself.’

Newbay’s hotels were all diversifying and offering cooking classes and workshops in a desperate attempt to keep their kitchens busy through the off-season. 

‘We could do it together. All three of us. Then you and Thea can be in charge of the turkey.’

‘I’ll look into it, Mum, I promise.’

Though how Ben would find the time to work on improving Thea’s social life, he didn’t know. His business seemed to require his attention almost as much as a second child. He was in the shop nearly all the time. When Thea should have been having swimming lessons or learning to play the euphonium, she could be found sitting at the back of the store, reading or drawing. She said that’s what she liked to do and Ben believed her – as a child, he’d loved nothing more than reading – but perhaps Judy was right. Thea needed to be encouraged to move outside her comfort zone. Meet other children outside school. Make some real friends. She couldn’t go through her childhood sharing her secrets only with her grandmother’s dog. 

As Ben watched, Thea got up and brushed herself off. Buster, who seemed reassured by this that Thea had not been too badly hurt by her fall, retrieved the ball. He dropped it at her feet and assumed the position that told her he was ready to play. Head low to the ground. Bottom high. Much wagging.

Thea pulled her arm back as far as it would go, ready to hurl the ball right out of the garden. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration.

‘Ready, Buster?’ she asked the dog. ‘A-one, a-two, a-three …’

Thea almost left the ground with the effort of that throw and yet somehow the ball still fell straight down and landed between her muddy trainers. Even Buster looked disappointed. 

‘Oh, Thea,’ Ben thought to himself. ‘What am I going to do with you?’

Just then, she turned towards the kitchen window. She pushed her glasses back up her nose and beamed a huge smile. Ben couldn’t help grinning right back at her. 


Chapter Three

The Newbay Theatre Society – NEWTS for short – had been around for far longer than any of its members. That said, Trevor Fernlea, the committee chairman, was rumoured to be knocking on a hundred, though he still insisted he could play ‘thirty to sixty’ and, indeed, had just wowed the local critics with his portrayal of that hunky young thruster Mercutio in the society’s production of Romeo and Juliet. And not only because his trousers split during a sword fight.

The society was especially blessed in that it had its very own theatre, created in the shell of an old Methodist hall, thanks to a bequest from one of its early members, the sainted Miss Chorley (the NEWTS’ first Juliet). The conversion, which had taken place in the mid nineteen-eighties, was innovative and creative, turning the disused and almost derelict chapel into a two hundred and fifty-seat raked auditorium with a storage area for props, two rehearsal rooms, two dressing rooms, an enormous wardrobe, a box office and a tea-room/fully licensed bar. It greatly amused the players and their audience to treat themselves to an after-show tipple beneath a Victorian painting extolling the virtues of temperance. John Wesley would have turned in his grave.

Thirty years after the conversion, the theatre was looking a little shabby but goodness only knew when there would be time for a proper renovation beyond the annual dab of paint on the damp spots. The details of the bequest that allowed for the creation of the theatre in the first place stipulated that the NEWTS perform a programme of at least six shows a year. Thus the little theatre was always busy. 

Every single night of the week, something was happening somewhere in the building. There were performances, rehearsals, costume fittings, dance classes, committee meetings. Not to mention the Thursday Club – the group of pensioners who met in the theatre bar every Tuesday afternoon to discuss the arts. They originally met on a Thursday – hence the name – but in recent years the day had been changed because it clashed with the local cinema’s special senior citizen matinees. Trevor Fernlea’s lectures couldn’t compete with £2.99 for tea, a Penguin and Tom Hiddleston as Loki. Or Tom Hiddleston as just about anything. The Thursday Club was all a-flutter about his full-frontal nudity in High Rise for months.

The NEWTS drew its membership from a diverse section of Newbay society. The Thursday Club was at one end of the spectrum. At the other end, the children’s drama group was always busy. On a Saturday morning, the theatre was more like a crèche as forty or fifty under-twelves were put through their theatrical paces and the auditorium rang with their laughter and shouts. There was fierce competition for places in the children’s group because it was considerably cheaper than the local childminders’ services. Strangely, the parents’ enthusiasm for the group did not translate into enthusiasm for letting their children take part in any actual shows that might mean turning out of an evening when Strictly was on. 

The youth group, which met on Thursday nights, was renowned throughout the county as a hotbed of impressive talent. Several former NEWTS had gone on to drama school. One was a regular on EastEnders. News of her success had spread throughout Devon and made NEWTS’ youth group the place to be for aspiring actors from every corner of the county. If you were casting a show that needed actors between the ages of twelve and eighteen, the NEWTS provided a very rich seam of potential.

Unfortunately, what generally happened was that when they hit eighteen, the youth group members drifted off to other towns for college or university. A few might show up again at the end of their degrees, when fruitless job searches and shaky finances forced them back to the family nest, but it was a matter of time before they would find jobs and boyfriends and girlfriends and go travelling and get mortgages and be swept up by marriage and children. As a result, there was a dearth of NEWTS between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five. No matter how much effort the NEWTS put into recruitment, it was an age group that simply didn’t have the time. 

After that, it was a different story. Membership picked up again considerably for the forty-five plus group. People joined the society as something to do once their children left home. Or their spouses left home … NEWTS had an unfounded reputation as being a cosy alternative to Tinder. And once you were past retirement age, membership numbers absolutely rocketed. Especially among the women. If you were casting an all-female stage version of Cocoon – that film set in an old people’s home – you were in luck. If you weren’t …

The society’s demographics meant for some extremely interesting casting. Trevor Fernlea’s turn as swashbuckling young tyke Mercutio was far from unusual. In the NEWTS’ performance of The Graduate, the actress playing Mrs Robinson was younger than her supposed student swain by ten years. So Jon had his work cut out when it came to casting Cinderella. Especially since all the elderly regulars wanted to be in the Christmas show. It was always the biggest, brightest and most-fun-to-be-in performance of the year. 

Thank goodness it wasn’t quite so important to be realistic in a pantomime. There was comedy value in casting someone whose physical attributes were at glaring odds with the part. However, Jon was determined to assemble a cast with whom he could work in exactly the way he wanted. He didn’t want anyone too set in his or her ways. For that, read anyone in their eighties.

But needs must. The NEWTS was no Club 18-30. In late October, Trevor Fernlea popped a couple of extra statins and auditioned to play Prince Charming. 
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