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PROLOGUE

Imogen recognised her grandfather’s spidery handwriting straightaway. Still clutching her door keys, she tore open the envelope, reading the contents in the half-light of her shared hallway.

 

 1, The Flat

 The Cameo

 Tintown

 Near Truro

 Cornwall

Imogen Petticoat-Lane

53a Arden Road

Forest Green

London NW15 6LS

 12 November

My Imogen,

I am writing to you because your dear grandmother finally left us last night. We have a saying in Poland: ‘Let the dead live in peace.’ Brenda is gone, but she lives everywhere. You must not be sad.

So we will make a big ritual to say goodbye, many people will come from the town and many of the Tin Men from the old days also. It will be on Thursday when the moon is round.

I write to your mother too to tell her this news. New Zealand is far, but this time I am hoping Emma will be here. It is important. And the theatre too, decisions must have to be taken.

Imogen, all the years I know you, I love you. Be strong.

All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players.

Grandpa Stan

 

It was typical of Stan to write a letter, rather than call or send an email, even for something as important as this. He always had his own way of doing things. Stan Lafski had come to Cornwall from Poland in the early 1980s where he had fallen in love with local girl and single-mum Brenda, and never left. Together they set up a small rural touring company called the Tin Men Theatre Company, performing contemporary versions of Shakespeare in the local abandoned tin mines, and had gone on to become one of the best-known, ground-breaking touring theatre companies in the UK. It was he who orchestrated Brenda’s send-off, and as he had predicted, people came from far and wide to pay their respects.

That afternoon, old and young had gathered at the Cameo Cinema before processing through the town and up onto the cliffs beyond. Atop his beloved white horse, Ariel, Stan led the procession, wearing his ubiquitous cowboy hat, while behind him, Brenda’s body was in a woven willow coffin strewn with flowers. The late November evening was cold and clear, and by the time the procession reached St Cuthbert’s Cliff, the coffin-bearers’ hands were numb.

They placed the coffin carefully on top of the unlit pyre, and the Reverend Sherry Crumble stepped forward. Her usually twinkly demeanour was sombre today. As the wind whipped her cassock around her small frame, she looked as though she was in danger of blowing away.

‘I stand here today as a minister and a celebrant, but also as Brenda’s friend . . .’

She paused, struggling to stop her liturgical stole from flapping in her face.

‘She was a big part of all our lives and, like most of you here today, I will miss her enormously. Brenda sought truth and meaning throughout her life. For some it is God who shows the way, for Brenda it was Shakespeare. His words touched her soul, and it was through her words that she touched ours. Brenda’s productions were always in the spirit in which Shakespeare wrote them – first and foremost, to entertain . . .’

With perfect timing, and to the delight of the assembled crowd, a huge gust of wind blew her cassock upwards to reveal a pair of sparkly silver boots more in keeping with a cabaret act than a rural vicar. Sherry smiled and carried on unperturbed.

‘Yes, she certainly knew how to show us a good time, but she also helped us to open up our hearts and minds. Just as Shakey – as she called him – obviously did, Brenda also understood people. She had passion, empathy and imagination in bucket-loads.’

This elicited a cheer of approval from the crowd. Sherry grinned.

‘If Shakespeare was Brenda’s own form of religion, then the theatre was her church, and we are gathered here today to honour that. Over to you, Stan.’

She nodded in Stan’s direction, and the crowd parted as he made his way to the front, holding aloft a blazing torch. Ceremoniously, he lit the pyre, and the flames danced and licked their way towards the coffin.

Next, a striking figure with a green velvet cape billowing behind him stepped forward. There was a murmur of recognition among the crowd. Sir Simon McBreathwater was one of the original Tin Men, who had gone on to have an illustrious career in theatre and film, but in interviews always referred to his ‘formative Tin Men years’. He gave a sweeping bow in Stan’s direction, and then spoke Prospero’s lines from the end of The Tempest. His voice was deep and resonant, despite the wind.

‘. . . We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.’

He lifted his arms up towards the sky. All that could be heard was the sound of the sea crashing against the cliffs below. The pyre was burning fast now, the smoke rising high up above them. The Rev. Sherry Crumble stepped forward once again, and intoned ‘As the Lord taught us so we pray . . .’ just as a magnificent cormorant swooped above them, screeching loudly, before disappearing behind the cliff. Brenda had never been a big fan of organised religion.

 

Imogen helped herself to another sausage roll. It had been half an hour since she’d arrived at the Witches Inn for the wake, and she was only just getting the feeling back in her frozen hands and feet. She downed a second glass of Puck’s Punch. This was one of Stan’s special concoctions and consisted mostly of very strong Polish vodka, the effects of which Imogen was already beginning to feel.

The wake was being held in the pub’s function room. Monty, who had designed nearly all the Tin Men’s shows, had given it a theatrical makeover, with swathes of crimson velvet to soften the perfunctory blinds, and greenery on every surface, interspersed with photos of Brenda – invariably surrounded by a cast of actors – from throughout her life. The volume of chatter at the reception was deafening. Too many luvvies, thought Imogen. She spotted the Reverend Sherry Crumble in pole position at the buffet and sidled up to her.

‘Thank you so much for your amazing eulogy, Sherry,’ she said. ‘Brenda would have loved it.’

‘Imogen!’ The vicar nearly suffocated her in an enormous embrace. ‘Sorry, I’m on my fourth Puck’s Punch. But it’s so wonderful to see you, and looking so well too. So glamorous! London life must suit you! How’s the acting?’

Imogen couldn’t face explaining that after three years at a very expensive drama school, she had only acted in one student film and had a chorus part in a Vera Lynn tribute show touring care homes in East Sussex. ‘It’s going great, thanks. But I miss everyone here. What’s the gossip?’

Sherry looked surprised. ‘You mean, apart from the Cameo news?’

Now it was Imogen’s turn to look surprised. ‘What Cameo news?’

The Cameo was the old cinema on the High Street, which Brenda had leased from the council since the early 1980s for a peppercorn rent, in exchange for maintaining the place. It had become the Tin Men Theatre Company HQ, where they would rehearse, perform and party. The last Tin Men production had been over ten years ago now, but Brenda and Stan had continued to live in the flat above.

‘Someone wants to buy it and turn it into luxury flats . . .’

Imogen was shocked. She realised she had foolishly assumed that her grandparents and the Cameo would go on for ever.

‘But they can’t do that. Stan still lives there, and Brenda will come back to haunt them if they turn it into private flats and not social housing.’

Sherry laughed.

‘Apparently they can. Talk to Tim Dyer over there. He’s on the council – he knows all about it. We’re in dire straits.’

Tim was the local head of the district’s planning department, so got the final say on all planning applications. That was a powerful position to hold in a coastal town. Imogen marched over to him, with Sherry trailing behind her. He was tucking into a large plate of coronation chicken, and Imogen tried to ignore the dribbles of mustard-coloured sauce in his beard.

‘Is it true that the council are selling the Cameo?’ she asked.

Tim swallowed a large mouthful of chicken and looked confused.

‘I’m Imogen Petticoat-Lane, Brenda’s granddaughter,’ Imogen explained. ‘I can’t believe what I’ve just been told. Is it true?’ she repeated.

‘Yes,’ he replied flatly. ‘The bottom line is that the council needs the funds.’

‘But what about my grandad, Stan Lafski? He lives there,’ Imogen said defiantly.

Tim gave her his best ‘concerned councillor’ look. ‘I’m sure we can find somewhere to house the old man. There’s some social housing which has just gone up outside Truro, that’ll be fine for him—’

‘Truro?’ spluttered Imogen. ‘But people still use the space! What about the Zumba ladies, Ella’s art class, the Brownies – where are they all going to go?’

‘I’m sorry, love, but your grandma was on a good deal for a very long time. As far as the council are concerned, the building’s no longer officially being used.’

‘I thought the council was supposed to look after our community, not exploit it,’ said Sherry in her most sanctimonious tone.

‘God doesn’t pay the bills – not where I work, anyway.’ Tim gave her an oily smile, before adding, ‘I must say, though, you looked great in that cassock up on the cliffs, Sherry, with the wind blowing through your hair.’

Sherry, who wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of compliments and had had far too much to drink, preened at the compliment, but Imogen had had enough.

‘Well, you’re no longer welcome here, Mr Dyer. We’re here for my grandmother, whereas it looks like you’re just here for the free buffet. I think it’s time you left.’

Tim Dyer was the type of man who was well accustomed to being asked to leave, so instead of making a fuss he simply slipped his business card into Sherry’s hand, gave Imogen a patronising look and said, ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Petticoat-Lane, but the Cameo’s next to go, so you’d better get used to it.’

And with that, he left, sneaking a sausage roll into a napkin on his way out.

Imogen was incensed – the Cameo was a part of her history! Surely she couldn’t just stand by and watch it be ripped apart.

Suddenly, she remembered that she’d promised Stan she would make a speech. She’d worried all day about finding the right words, but now she had something to say. She drained her glass in one and climb onto a chair at the centre of the room. She gulped as a sea of faces turned around to stare at her.

‘Hello,’ she began nervously. ‘Welcome. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Imogen and I’m Brenda’s granddaughter. Thank you all so much for coming today. It means a lot. Thank you too to Billy and Bianca for hosting us here at the best pub in Cornwall . . .’

There was a loud cheer, and Billy, the red-faced Scot who ran the pub, gave her a thumbs-up from behind the buffet.

‘Oh, and Bianca for organising the delicious food. Thank you, Monty, for completely transforming this room, and the Muttons for their very . . .’ Imogen paused on this word ‘. . . generous donation of wine. Oh, and everyone at Pentilly Natural Burials for accommodating all Stan’s requests – well, nearly all: they drew a line at the wild horses.’

Laughter.

‘Which brings me to Stan – dear Stan – my grandfather and Brenda’s rock. You might be Polish, Stan Lafski, but you are made of granite.’

Imogen grinned at Stan, and she was rewarded with a rare smile.

‘I was lucky enough to be brought up by Brenda and Stan. As you all know, together they led the Tin Men Theatre Company for over thirty legendary years. Many of you are here today, and some of you have come from very far away. She would have been so happy. You were her theatre family. It was really wonderful to hear Simon McBreathwater speak Shakespeare’s words again today. Thank you!’

She paused as the flamboyant actor took another bow and waited for the round of applause to die down.

‘Brenda believed in bringing people together. That is why the Cameo is so special. I know it’s been a while since a Tin Men production was staged, but it’s still very much being used as a community space, and I would hate us to lose it. I don’t know if you all know, but planning is already under way to convert it into executive flats . . .’

Judging from the gasps in the audience, this was indeed news to lots of people.

‘Get in touch with Tim Dyer at the council, tell him why we need to keep it, why it’s vital for the community. Email, write – make your voice heard! It’s up to us to defend it, to keep it as a community space, and as a theatre too. That’s important!’

Imogen surprised herself with her fervour. Brenda had been a political activist all her life, so maybe it was hereditary? She decided to embrace it.

‘I don’t have my grandmother’s experience, but I hope I’ve got some of her passion. I know that theatre can change lives, and that is why I think we should put on a play. A Shakespeare play.’

Was this really her saying this? thought Imogen.

‘I know you all have jobs, families – lives! – but we could rehearse at weekends, and in the evenings. We’ve got a month. As Hamlet said, The play’s the thing. So, what do you say? Will you join me?’

These words were met by a resounding cheer, in response to which she tried channelling Henry V, but instead found herself doing a weird sort of Nazi salute, which she attempted to rectify by closing her fist.

‘Then raise your hands if you’re prepared to fight . . .’ she cried.

A forest of fist-clenched arms greeted her.

‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more! Cry god for Tintown, Brenda, and the Bard!’

They all roared back as one: ‘For Tintown, Brenda, and the Bard!’

And then there was a loud thud, as Sherry Crumble fell to the floor. One Puck’s Punch too many.
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