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  CHAPTER I


  In 1938 Beatrice Bude was still known by her real name which, it is almost incredible to realise now, was Betty Smitheram. She had hated the name even at school where, needless to say, she had been known as “Smithereens.” It had taken a series of fortuitous circumstances to effect the change, indeed even to make a change necessary and as the reasons are part of the story of a remarkable woman they must be briefly told.


  In 1938 Betty Smitheram was just sixteen and possessed of an ambition common to quite a lot of young girls. She wanted to be an actress. This ambition had been conceived when she had been chosen to play a slave girl in a school production of Ben Hur and had lasted until she left school. Three months before she was due to leave school her mother had died. This hadn't been entirely unexpected even to a child. Her mother had been a martyr to asthma for many years and been confined to her bed for the last two years of her life. When she died Betty had to consider herself a half orphan as she had always understood that her father had died just before her birth.


  She had never seriously paid a lot of attention to her mother's widowhood. She had accepted their nice suburban home and her good education and the regular summer holidays to Italy or France, once to Greece, and never queried or even wondered at her mother's source of income.


  When the telegram had arrived at the school and she had made the post-haste dash half way across England to her mother's deathbed she had not even then worried for her future. It just hadn't occurred to her that there could be any difficulty. There never had been. Why should there be now?


  Her mother had died peacefully without a word or a sign that she knew that her daughter was with her and Betty found herself strangely unaffected by the realisation that her mother was dead. She rationalised this in later years by telling herself that she could not have wished anyone... let alone her own mother... a continued existence to which each breath was a Divine dispensation.


  The doctor was all sympathy and, strangely enough, action. He took the newly orphaned girl to his home and there she spent that night.


  The happenings of the next morning she was destined never to forget.


  She was at breakfast with the doctor and his family, his wife and son who was a boy some two years older than she. The maid announced a visitor half way through breakfast. Even the announcement itself was made in a conspiratorial manner, whispered in the doctor's ear.


  Betty, though silent in her reflections on her new life as an orphan, noticed the strange, startled look that the doctor shot her as he rose hurriedly to his feet.


  “Betty,” he said, “you must excuse me. Someone... someone wishes to see me.”


  She had nodded, wondering what this simple fact had to do with her and the doctor had left the room, still wearing a look of startled incredulity. A few moments later the maid had re-entered and told the doctor's wife that she too was wanted and she had also left them.


  Bruce, the doctor's son, wasn't sorry to be alone with his father's guest.


  He was a handsome lad of nearly eighteen, destined for medical studies the following year.


  “Probably someone having an unexpected baby?” he grinned.


  “It must be wonderful being a doctor,” she had replied.


  He shrugged. “Not too nice at three in the morning in a snowstorm. Still, I suppose it's all right. I'm going to study medicine next year.”


  “How nice.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I... I'd like to be an actress.”


  Bruce laughed. “I haven't met a girl for years who wouldn't like to be a film star. I've got a cousin...”


  “I don't want to be a film star!” she cried. “I want to be an actress—on the stage. I hate films!”


  “Oh.”


  “Of course, now... well, I just don't know what'll happen. I leave school in three months time. Oh, I just don't know what'll happen.”


  At that moment the doctor and his wife came back into the room.


  “Bruce, will you leave us for a few minutes?” asked the doctor. “We have to talk to Betty privately.”


  “Certainly,” Bruce had replied, and swilled his coffee down before departing.


  The doctor sat opposite Betty.


  “My dear, a man has come to see you but before you meet him he has asked me to find out whether you would like to see him.”


  “Who is he?”


  “My dear, you must brace yourself for a shock,” said the doctor's wife. “A shock?”


  “Yes. This man... this man is your father.” There had been a long silence while Betty had looked at her hosts in stunned disbelief.


  “My father?” she had gasped at last. “But my father is dead.”


  “No, dear. He is not dead. He is here to see you. He has been informed of... of your mother's death and he is here where, as he says, he should have been long ago... with you.”


  “That is, if you want to see him.” said the doctor.


  “Of course I want to see him!”


  “Very well, you shall,” said the doctor. “But he has asked me to tell you that if you feel that you'd rather not meet him, he will quite understand.”


  “I want to see him. Why has he always been... been away from us?”


  “He will explain all that to you,” said Jane, the doctor's wife.


  She got up and went to the door. The doctor followed her.


  “We'll leave you alone with him,” he said.


  “You needn't.”


  “It'll be better.”


  They went and left Betty sitting there in a state of trembling wonder and suspense.


  The door opened behind her and she still sat there, quite unable to turn and look at whoever had entered.


  The door closed.


  “My goodness. Quite a young lady,” said a rich and cultured voice.


  She was still unable to turn and just sat there rigidly, her hands twined convulsively in her lap.


  “Well, don't you want to look at me?” asked the voice. She slowly turned.


  Standing in front of the closed door was a handsome man of about sixty with silver hair, an aristocratic face and an impeccable pose. He held a black homburg hat in his hand.


  “You're my father?” asked Betty.


  “I am May I sit down?”


  She nodded wordlessly while she searched his face with passionate curiosity.


  “I must have seen you sometime, I know your face,” she said, watching him seat himself with careful deliberation.


  He put his hat on a chair and smiled sadly.


  “It is many years since I saw you,” he said. “But it is quite possible that you know my face. It is rather well known.”


  He watched her with an air of affectionate wistfulness.


  “Do you hate me?” he asked at last.


  “No... no, I don't hate you.”


  “I don't deserve that you shouldn't but I'm grateful that you don't,” he said. “Yes, you probably know my face. I am Lord Fellsmore and not, I fear, an obscure peer.”


  “Lord Fellsmore!” cried Betty. “Oh, I'm always seeing your picture in the papers. You make ships, don't you?”


  “Not personally!” he smiled. “But I am in shipping.”


  “Were you and my mother divorced?” He sighed and slowly shook his head. “Not exactly. You see...”


  “You mean that you were never married to her?” asked Betty in a hard voice.


  “I'm afraid not.”


  “Then I'm... ”


  “Don't say it my dear. I'm only telling you so that we can start knowing each other in the spirit of truth. It was your mother's wish that I never acknowledged you before.”


  He reached into an inside pocket. “I have a letter for you from your mother. She wrote it some two years ago and charged me to give it to you on... on her death.”


  He handed her a letter and watched silently while she opened it and read it. When she had finished it she let it fall into her lap.


  “I don't know what was in the letter, but I suppose I can guess. Does it explain things a little better than I have done?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Yes, it does. Mother thought that you might be ruined if you had married her. You were engaged to someone else at... at the time.”


  He nodded silently.


  “Your wife is dead and you asked mother to marry you many times. She refused.”


  “Because she thought it would draw attention to you. That brings me to the reason why she would never let me see you when you were grown up. She didn't want to complicate your life before it was absolutely necessary to do so.”


  “Which is now.”


  “Which is now,” he repeated. “Mind you, I didn't obey her injunction all the time. I have made it my business to see you on a great number of occasions. At school... I've been there on Founders day. I've sat behind you at the theatre... you love the theatre, don't you?... Yes, I've seen you many times. Not as many as I could have wished... but many times.”


  “Have you any other children?” she asked.


  Her emphasis on the word 'other' made him wince.


  “No, my dear.”


  “I never really wondered where my mother got her money from, she always seemed to have plenty. It was from you.”


  “The very least I could do.”


  “Do you want me to live with you?”


  “I am going to leave your plans entirely to you,” her father replied. “I will give you any advice you ask for but it is entirely for your wishes and desires to make the decisions. I would like you to live with me and let the world know that you are my daughter and that I'm proud of you. But that might be difficult for you.”


  “It might be,” she said, dryly.


  “You must think about it. Take advice from others. My advice is tainted with my love for you and my desire to have you near me. Ask Doctor Crane for advice. He has known you and your mother for many years and his advice will be entirely disinterested.”


  “Did he know of you?”


  “No. Your mother told no one.”


  He looked at her quizzically. “You are a very lovely young lady,” he said.


  This was the minimum of the truth. The rare combination of Betty's slightly slanting, almond shaped eyes and her brilliant red hair was to make her one of the most famous beauties of the day.


  “Mother was very beautiful,” she said.


  He nodded. “You get your hair from her. I believe yours is more beautiful. And at one time I would not have thought that was possible.


  “Would you like me to make all the arrangements?” he asked softly.


  “Please,” was her simple reply.


  He stood up and bent over her. “It's a long time since I kissed you, may I again?”


  She nodded and he kissed her thick hair. She suddenly rose and flung her arms around his neck and put her head on his breast and broke into a racking sob.


  He patted her and comforted her and she slowly regained her composure.


  “There, there,” he said. “Cry as much as you like, you'll feel better. Think as badly of me as you like but don't upset your dear, sweet self. It'll all turn out all right in the end. Nothing will ever keep us apart now, unless you want it to.”


  “Oh, I don't! I don't, daddy!” she cried.


  “Then that is that,” he sighed. “Perhaps I can make up to you now what I've deprived you of in the past. Anything I can do for you I will. Anything that will make you happy you have only to ask for. Now, come on, dry those tears.”


  He took out a large handkerchief and patted her tears away. He sat down and she sat on his lap.


  “You leave school soon, don't you. What do you want to be? Or haven't you thought about it?”


  “Well, I have thought about it, a bit,” she sniffed.


  “Good! We must look to the future. We live for the future and use the past to make our futures more reasonable and happy. What would you like to be? Mind you, I'm quite sure some rascal'll come along and snatch you up and marry you and... Oh, well, if that's what is to be, it will be.”


  “I don't think I'll ever want to get married,” she said.


  “Well, don't worry about it for the moment Your mother did tell me that you weren't too keen on your school and that was why you wanted to leave at sixteen. Aren't you happy there?”


  “It's all right.”


  “I mean if it isn't we can soon change that. The school I mean!”


  “I'm not very good at school.”


  “Nor was I!” her father chuckled.


  “I think I want to be an actress.” Her father stiffened.


  He put his hands at her waist and pushed her slightly away from him and surveyed in almost a troubled manner.


  “An actress?'


  She nodded. “Yes. A stage actress, of course.”


  “Why a stage actress? Why do you say that?”


  She shrugged. “Oh, because when you tell people you want to be an actress they always think you want to be a film star.”


  “Oh. I see.”


  “He did, for instance.”


  “He?”


  “Bruce Crane.”


  “Oh, the doctor's son.”


  “Yes.” She suddenly laughed. “You know, he's good looking enough to be an actor.”


  “But he's going to be a doctor.”


  “How do you know?”


  “His mother mentioned it. I don't know why, but she did.”


  “They're nice people.”


  “Very. Betty, wouldn't you just like to stay on a little longer at school, until you're eighteen at least? Then you could go up to a university. And then, if you wanted it, take up a career.”


  She wrinkled her nose.


  “Not really,” she said.


  “Then why not do the things a young girl in your position usually does. Go to balls, be a debutante, have fun and then...”


  “And then get married and have a load of kids? No... no, I don't think that's quite me. And anyway, what do you mean by 'a girl in my position'? I'm not being unkind, but what is my position?”


  He lowered his head for a moment.


  “Yes,” he said. “There are difficulties. I quite see that. Do you know anything about the theatre?”


  “I've acted in school plays...”


  “That's very different, my dear.”


  “I knew you were going to say that. You should speak to my headmistress. She thinks that I'd make a good actress.”


  “My housemaster thought I'd make a good mathematician because I could never be beaten at noughts and crosses! The theatre is a very... a very hard life.”


  “Oh, I know I'd have to work hard to get anywhere.”


  He looked at her and yearned for such innocence.


  “I didn't quite mean that,” he said. “If it were just a matter of hard work then I would say that you'd have to try to do the best you could but I'm afraid that isn't all there is to it.”


  “What else is there?”


  “Well...”


  “I think I've got talent.”


  “You probably have. It isn't...”


  “And I'm not bad looking.”


  “You're more than that... and that's one of the troubles. You see, Betty, the theatre...” He looked into her lovely eyes and broke off.


  “Well?”


  “Didn't you ever discuss this ambition with your mother?” he asked her.


  She nodded. “Yes. She was like you... not very keen on the idea.”


  “I'm not surprised to hear you say that. Betty, there are temptations in the theatre not met with in, well ordinary life.”


  “Go on,” she said, rather curtly.


  “Theatrical people have different standards of behaviour to ordinary people.”


  “What are ordinary people?”


  “Well, I mean non-theatrical people. They have... well, it's a different moral code. Some of them aren't very nice people, by yours and my standards, I mean.”


  “I don't know if I've got any standards yet,” she replied, coolly.


  He looked at her. “I may have asked for that. But it is my duty to give you my opinion. I've neglected my duty for a long time but now I shall not neglect it. For the early part of a career a young actress is subjected to many undesirable pressures... pressures that a young girl might safely go through her important formative years without encountering.”


  “I suppose that's true,” admitted Betty.


  “In some measure my position might protect you,” he mused.


  “You mean you'd see that I got my chance? Well, I don't think I'd like that and as a matter of fact I don't think I'd need it. I really do believe that I've got some ability.”


  “There have been cases of men and women with plenty of ability who have failed to achieve success because they would not conform to the morals of the theatre.”


  “I don't believe that. If an actor or actress is talented they can make a chance for themselves.”


  Lord Fellsmore sighed. “I wish that were true. I'd have less concern over this idea of yours of being an actress.”


  “Anyway. What do you know about the theatre? Have you ever met an actress?”


  Her father looked at her calmly.


  “Your mother was an actress when I met her. Did she never tell you?”


  

  CHAPTER II


   


  The upshot of Betty's deliberations on her future were decided on the basis of convenience rather than inclination.


  Despite her father's objections she determined to press forward with her ambitions to be an actress and as she wanted to study at a school of dramatic art in London it was more convenient that she accepted Dr. Crane's offer of hospitality than go to live with her father at his country house near Woking.


  Her father was quite agreeable to this arrangement as far as her staying at the Crane's house was concerned although he maintained his doubts as to the suitability of the stage as a career for his daughter.


  He was quite frank for the basis of his beliefs. He told her that he had met her mother as an actress and that he believed his conquest of her was facilitated by her connections with the theatre; in a phrase, that they had loosened her morals. With this opinion he told Betty, her mother entirely concurred during her lifetime.


  This didn't deter Betty and in September of 1938 she entered as a pupil at a school of dramatic art in Pimlico.


  It is thus here that we must bid farewell to Betty Smitheram and meet Beatrice Bude, a pseudonym chosen for her by the Principal of the school who had had a paroxysm of girlish shudders when he'd first heard her real name.


  “Quite out of the question darling! For a Music Hall act, perhaps. For the theatre quite impossible!”


  He had smoothed his pretty hair and promised to put his inspiration to work and dream her up a new name.


  The inspiration came at three o'clock one morning when he awakened the doctor's household to tell her that she was, from henceforth, Beatrice Bude.


  All in all it was a happy choice. Now a household name, it had from its inception, dignity, brevity and that alliteration so beloved by actor and actresses.


  She progressed rapidly at the school and was soon playing the lead in all their productions.


  She had been there about four months and it was getting near to Christmas. Bruce, the doctor's son, phoned her at the school one day and asked her if she'd like to go to a party that night.


  “It'll be a bit of a shin-ding. An artist friend of mine has just had a successful exhibition and he's having a party. Care to come?”


  “I'd have loved to but I'm going to another party tonight. I promised to go weeks ago and I can't very well back out now. I wish you'd have asked me earlier.”


  “I didn't know till an hour ago. O.K. See you tomorrow.”


  “Won't you be home tonight?”


  He chuckled. “It's not that kind of a party!”


  “Oh,” she said, and hung up. It was the first time that she had realised that Bruce might have designs on her.


  He had taken her out quite a bit at various times. It had never been anything but picnics river trips and the like but once or twice she had thought... She shrugged. Oh, well, she was probably imagining things.


  The party she had promised to attend that night was the usual theatrical party to celebrate the first night of a new play starring that aging matinee idol Garston Howes. The principal of her school, a great friend of Howes, had invited her.


  “He is what we all love. He is an actor's actor.”


  She knew what this meant. It meant that Garston Howes had mastered all the tricks of the theatre and could present them so convincingly that he could delude the fellow members of his profession that they were not, after all, tricks!


  It was part of her education to meet the famous and infamous, the successful and unsuccessful of her world and she was looking forward to meeting the fabulous Garston Howes because he represented success with a capital S.


  The party was to be held late in the evening, after the first performance of Howes new play. She was, of course attending the first night.


  She little realised how basic a part of her education meeting Garston Howes was to be.


  The play was so tenuous a thing, contrived in conceit, produced in a frenzy for realism and acted with the abandon of a Church theatrical group, that Beatrice felt a little jaded and hypercritical when she went back stage to meet Garston Howes and add her little tribute to the torrent of insincerity that was being poured on him.


  The dressing room was a seething mass of sycophants, fans and hangers on.


  Howes sat at his dressing table and gracefully accepted the tributes of his admirers, both genuine and feigned.


  Champagne was being handed around like water, which probably accounted for much of the attendance.


  Somebody yelled: “Speech!”


  Garston Howes rose to his feet, glass in hand.


  Beatrice wondered whether his remarks would do anything to justify the indifferent evening she had spent in the theatre. They did!


  “Thank you, darlings!” he began. “Thank you for applauding so loyally the worst play of the year, its last chance of success ruined by the worst performance of the year. I refer to myself. The rest of the company were excellent. Now, perhaps I'll see some of you later. In the meantime...”


  It was at this moment that his eye lighted upon Beatrice.


  “Well,” he said, “I hope you'll be along with the others.”


  Claude, Beatrice's school principal, hastened forward.


  “Can we wait for you?” he asked.


  “If you can get rid of the rest of this mob,” answered Garston, quite careless of whether his remark was overheard or not.


  While Claude assisted Howes' dresser in shooing the dressing room clear of the vociferous crowd Howes moved over and stood in front of Beatrice.


  “I don't think I've had the pleasure... in fact I'm sure I haven't. I'm certain I'd never have forgotten it.”


  “My name is Beatrice Bude.”


  “And so it should be.”


  She smiled and studied his handsome face. He was in his middle forties, with dark wavy hair and a lean, ascetic face and a long, mobile chin that made him the delight of the theatrical cartoonists. He had grey eyes and a sensitive, humorous mouth.


  “I'm at Claude's school.”


  “I see. You want to be an actress?”


  “Oh, yes. More than anything else in the world.”


  “Why?”'


  The abruptness of this disconcerting question stumped her for the moment and while she was pondering a reply Garston Howes let his eyes wander over her vital beauty.


  She was wearing a simple blue evening gown that set off her flaming red hair to brilliant advantage. But it was to the low sweep of the neck of the dress that Howes' attention wandered... to the neckline of the gown where her snow white breasts heaved out the blue organdie in twin hillocks of jutting glory.


  There is no flesh as white as a redheads' and the flesh of a redheads' breasts, Howes knew, defied description.


  She was about to answer his question when her eyes met his. She shrank from the encounter for a moment, then her eyes flashed in the way that was to become famous as the precursor of her wonderful smile.


  “I just want to be an actress,” she said.


  “You have the beauty for it,” he answered, softly.


  She knew that his eyes were undressing her but she might have been distressed if she had known what soft secret they had reached!


  His jaw muscles twitched as he imagined the soft red scar of her hairy triangle as it pushed at the crutch of her knickers. A delicious problem flashed across his mind.


  What colour knickers would best show off that brilliant daub of red hair shielding the soft, dauntless lips of that quivering little quim?


  Blue? No! White? Not quite! Emerald green? Oh, that was it! Emerald green panties snugged tightly to those tapering hips! To peel such a pair of drawers down those haunches and lay ones hand on the pointing bush that tipped down between such an alabaster pair of thighs that she must have! What was she saying?


  “I've wanted to be an actress for as long as I can remember.”


  “Mmm. I've wished I wasn't an actor also for almost as long as I can remember.” She stared at him. “Is that true?”


  He smiled and with an effort re-seated himself at his dressing table and began to remove his makeup. “No. No it isn't true.”


  “I think it must be the most wonderful thing in the world to be a great actor or actress,” she sighed.


  “Ah, you're speaking of greatness now,” he said. “That...
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