
Acting Up 

©Nicola E. Kirk – 2010 
 

1

ACTING UP 
 

He couldn’t remember his lines.  Sitting in the dimly lit dressing room at the 

Theatre Royal, he gazed down at the pages of script that he should have learnt off by 

heart ages ago and sighed.  He leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling, 

which was slightly yellowing with age, and then closed his eyes.   

“My name, dear sir, is Joseph Grimaldi!  You may have heard of me … you 

may have heard of me… oh, for Christ’s sake!  What is the next line?”  He got up 

from his chair and began to pace around the room as he flicked through his script 

looking for the elusive line.  “Two lines into the first scene of the play and I can’t 

remember what’s next.  Not good, Tony, not good.” 

A knock on the door made him jump.  

“Rehearsals begin in five minutes, Mr Goodman.” 

“Yeah, yeah, be right there,” Tony called back.  If he went on stage with his 

script still in his hand the director wouldn’t be impressed.  Still, he was sure he could 

bluster his way through the rehearsal of “Grimaldi’s Last Stand” with a few apologies 

and promises to have his lines learnt to perfection in a couple of days.  A couple of 

days.  Now that would be a miracle. 

He checked his reflection in the mirror one last time, leaning carefully over the 

pots of face paint and other miscellaneous goodies on the dressing room table and 

headed for the door.  As he began walking down the corridor towards the stairs of the 

stage he shivered and cast a glance behind him.  The old theatre had a wealth of 

history behind it but it was in dire need of some renovation.  The corridor was badly 

lit and the wine red carpet was in desperate need of replacement.  He always felt 

uneasy when he walked around the theatre on his own.  There were so many stories of 
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various ghosts and shades lurking around the place – but it was all a load of tripe.  He 

picked up his pace and hurried to the stage where they were waiting for him. 

“Tony, what is that in your hand?”  The director picked up on Tony’s 

dependence on the script straight away.  Looking around Tony noticed that no one 

else was holding a script.  They were all word perfect.  Of course. 

“I’m really sorry, Martin, I’ve not been feeling quite right for the past couple 

of days and it’s taken its toll on me learning my lines.  Give me a couple more days 

and I’ll know it all off by heart.  Really.”  The director squeezed his eyes closed and 

pinched the bridge of his nose as if he were trying to control a bad headache.  

“Tony… everyone else has learned their lines.  They haven’t had them any 

longer than you have.  You’re the lead role for goodness sake!  If the lead role can’t 

learn his lines what chance do we have of getting this bloody production off the 

ground!”  The director’s words washed over Tony.  He turned off while the director 

had his little tantrum and concentrated on fighting the urge to yawn.  Eventually 

Martin ground to a halt and ushered the cast onto the stage for the first scene.  As far 

as Tony was concerned the rehearsal was little more than organised mayhem.  The 

cast may have learnt their lines but they didn’t have much of a clue as to where they 

should be standing at any given point.  Tony went through the motions of reading his 

lines out but his heart wasn’t in it.  He wanted to go home and sit in front of the 

television with a glass of whisky, but it looked as though he was going to be stuck at 

the rehearsal for the next two and a half hours.   

The wind howled away outside the theatre and even though they were in the 

heart of the building they could still hear the screeches and wails of the wind as it 

found a way through a half closed window or a partly open door.  It made the theatre 
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a very eerie place to be.  The lower and upper circles were shrouded in darkness and 

Tony couldn’t help his eyes wandering away from the stage and into the stalls. 

“Tony!” Martin snapped at him from the edge of the stage.  Tony looked down 

at him in surprise.  “I said it’s your line!” 

“Oh!  Sorry,” he began fumbling through the pages of his script.  “Really 

sorry, where were we?  I’ve lost my place.” 

“Oh, for goodness sake!  Go on, all of you!  Go and have a break.  Perhaps Mr 

Goodman might be able to learn a few lines while he’s hibernating in his dressing 

room. Back in twenty minutes everyone!”  Tony gave the director’s back the evil eye 

and then stomped off stage. 

“What a complete and total toss…” he opened the door to his dressing room 

and stopped in surprise when he saw a man sitting at his dressing table.  He was 

staring right back at Tony in the mirror.  “Who are you?” Tony asked, trying to mask 

the surprise in his voice. 

“Hello there, I see you’re all taking a break are you?” 

“Well… yes.  Uh… look, can I help you?  You’re… well, you’re in my private 

dressing room.” 

“Oh.  This is your room now, is it?” 

“Uh, yeah.” 

“How’s the play going?”  The man didn’t turn around to look at Tony directly, 

but kept staring at him in the mirror, glancing at the script Tony clutched in his hands. 

Tony began to feel a little uncomfortable.   

“Um… it’s okay.  Still got a few lines to learn.” 

“Sounds to me like you’ve got more than a few lines to learn.”  Tony frowned 

at the overtly rude remark but the man ignored him and began picking through the 
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face paints on the desk.  He shifted in his chair and Tony saw his face screw up with 

pain. 

“Are you alright?” Tony realised he was still standing out in the corridor.  He 

went into his dressing room and pushed the door to, not comfortable with the thought 

of closing it completely. 

“Yes, yes, I’ll be fine,” the man replied tartly.  He wasn’t a young man, 

probably in his late fifties, Tony guessed.  He had a mischievous look in his eyes as 

he glanced between the face paints and Tony.  “Too many years of tumbling around 

on that stage, that’s all.”  The man picked up the white face paint and popped the lid 

off with a grin. 

“Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” Tony tried again.   There was a hint of 

annoyance in his voice at the liberties the stranger was taking with his personal things. 

“I didn’t give it to you,” the man said as he wiped a sponge across the top of 

the paint block.  Tony watched in amazement as the man leaned closer to the mirror 

and began spreading the paint over his face in a well-practiced manner. 

“Like a bit of dressing up do you?” Tony remarked.  He’d bought those paints 

for his performances but, he thought ruefully, it wouldn’t hurt to humour an old actor 

for a while. 

“It’s like a second skin to me, wearing these paints.” 

“What productions have you been in?  I don’t think I’ve seen you around here 

before.” 

“Oh, you have, you have. You just don’t realise it.”  The man had swiftly 

covered his face with white now and was reaching for the black.   Tony began to think 

the strange old man might be missing a few marbles but he seemed harmless enough.  

He pulled up another chair and took a bottle of whisky out of his cupboard.  The man 
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noticed and stared longingly at the bottle.  “I don’t suppose I could presume…” he 

nodded at the bottle. 

“Sure, why not?”  Tony poured two glasses and sat watching the old actor in 

fascination as he took a sip from the glass and then began carefully drawing 

flamboyant markings on his white cheeks before beginning to colour them in with red. 

“So, this play you’re rehearsing,” asked the man as he started colouring his 

lips in with red.  “I couldn’t help but notice you lacked… I don’t know… motivation 

for the role.” 

“It’s a story about a dead clown.  How much motivation can I draw from a 

role like that?” 

The man hesitated for a moment before continuing to colour his lips in. 

“That’s no way for an actor to talk.  You should pour your heart and soul into 

a role.  If you don’t believe in what you are doing, how do you expect the audience 

to?” 

“I don’t need a lecture from you, whoever you are.” 

“Oh, I’m not here to lecture you, young man, just to advise.  Only to advise.” 

“Really.” Tony took another swig from his glass as he watched the man 

carefully draw lines across his eyebrows and down his cheekbones to accentuate 

them.  He was pretty good at the old make-up lark.   

Maybe I could ask him for some tips when we get to the dress rehearsal stage, 

Tony thought. 

“The director is thinking of cutting you from the show and using your 

understudy instead.” 

“He’s what?”  Tony almost choked on his whisky and he spluttered for a few 

seconds while the drink burned his throat.  “How do you know that?” 
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“I heard him talking to one of his people earlier.”  The man sat back in his 

chair and admired his handiwork.  “There.  How do I look?” 

“Yeah, yeah, you look great, what else did you hear him saying?”  Tony put 

his glass down and sat forwards on the edge of his chair while the man put the lids 

back on the face paints. 

“It doesn’t matter what else he said, isn’t that enough?  Now, why don’t you 

get out there and do me some justice?” 

A knock at the door made Tony jump.  

“Back on stage in three minutes, Mr Goodman,” someone called out. Tony 

looked towards the door. 

“Yeah, be right there.”  When he looked back, the old actor had gone.  He 

leapt out of his chair and stared wildly around the room.  “Hey!  Where did you go?”  

His brain raced as he tried to grasp the situation.  Old actors with their faces painted 

like clowns didn’t just disappear like that.  For goodness sake, he had disappeared as 

if he was … a ghost or something.  Wait, this wasn’t right.  He must have dozed off in 

his chair.  That’s what must have happened.  There was no other explanation.  He was 

about to settle with that idea when he noticed the glass of whisky sitting by the face 

paints.  The glass was almost, but not quite empty.  Tony swallowed hard and ran a 

shaking hand through his hair.  He felt sick.  And he didn’t want to be in this room 

any longer.  He snatched up his script and took off down the corridor, back to the 

stage. 

“Ah, glad to see you had the energy to make it back to the rehearsal, Tony,” 

the director remarked without looking up from his copy of the script.  “Shall we go 

from the beginning of the second act?”   
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Tony spent the rest of the rehearsal desperately trying to pull his role together.  

He threw himself wholeheartedly into the action scenes, at one point trying so hard to 

get a tumble right that he almost sprained his wrist. 

“Careful there, Tony,” Martin said from his seat in the front stalls.  “You’re 

doing really well so far, we don’t want you damaging yourself before you get to see 

the first curtain call!  Take a break.  The rest of you, let’s go from the top of page 57.” 

Tony slipped off stage, rubbing his wrist. 

“Hey, you’re really pulling out all the stops this evening, aren’t you?”  Tony’s 

understudy came up alongside him.  “Are you alright?”  Tony remembered the old 

actor’s words and nodded. 

“Oh yeah, right as rain, don’t you worry.” 

“Oh… good.  That’s good.”  The understudy went to walk away but Tony 

touched his arm to pull him back. 

“Do you …uh, do you know who the old chap is who’s lurking around here 

tonight?  I found him in my room earlier playing with my face paints.”  The 

understudy thought for a minute. 

“There’s no one else here tonight.  Just us.” 

“No, see, there is.  He’s about fifty or so, got a seriously bad back.  You must 

have seen him, he had a full set of face paints on.” 

“I’m telling you, mate, the theatre’s all locked up.  It’s just us.” 

“Then someone’s snuck in because I know what I saw!”  Tony could feel his 

jaw beginning to clench with anger.  The understudy took a step back in surprise. 

“Okay, okay, someone’s manage to get past security!”  Tony relaxed and 

rubbed his face wearily.  His wrist was still a little bit sore from where he’d landed on 

it awkwardly. 
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“Sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.  The old sod just freaked me out a bit.  

One minute he was sitting in my chair, slapping coloured paints all over his face and 

chatting away like we are now and then the next minute – poof – gone.  I can’t 

understand it.”  An expression of enlightenment began to creep over the understudy’s 

features.  He grabbed Tony by the arm and started to take him out towards the foyer. 

“Where are we going?” Tony asked. 

“I want to show you something,” was all the young man said.  The foyer was 

deserted now all the staff had gone home for the night.  Tony hurried after the 

understudy, wondering where he was taking him.  The understudy stopped abruptly in 

front of an old painting hanging on the wall lining one of the public staircases leading 

up to the seats in the upper circle. 

“Do you like this painting?”  the understudy nodded up at the picture, the 

colours now dull from centuries of dust and dirt.  No matter how old the picture was, 

the face in the picture was instantly recognisable.  

“But that’s him!  That’s the man!  Who is he? Why is there a picture of him in 

the foyer?” 

“You got a visit from old Joe Grimaldi, Tony.” 

“What?” Tony gaped stupidly at the painting.  “Don’t be so ridiculous.” 

“Let me guess,” the understudy continued unabashed.  “He said you weren’t 

doing your best on stage, is that right?” 

“You were listening in!” Tony snapped indignantly. 

“I assure you I wasn’t,” the lad replied evenly.  “It’s an old story I’ve often 

heard about this theatre.  An actor isn’t giving it his all and they get a visit from old 

Joey boy, telling them to pull their socks up.  Best listen to his advice, mate.  As 

you’re playing him in the production maybe his next visit won’t be quite as pleasant.”  
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The understudy slapped Tony on the shoulder and walked back down the stairs to 

rejoin the others in the theatre.  Tony just stood on the stairs and stared at the picture.  

He felt as if the eyes in the painting were staring straight down at him. 

“What productions have you been in?  I don’t think I’ve seen you around here 

before.” 

“Oh, you have, you have.  You just don’t realise it.”  And the old man was 

right.  Tony had seen him before, here in this painting on the stairs that he’d walked 

by so many times without giving it another thought. 

“Now, why don’t you get out there and do me some justice?” The old actor’s 

words drifted back to him and Tony had to swallow hard to shift the lump of fear that 

had settled there. 

“Don’t you worry, Mr Grimaldi,” Tony whispered up at the painting, “I’ll do 

you proud, I promise.”  He shivered violently under the painting’s stare and then 

turned and hurried down the stairs back to the theatre so he could read through his 

lines again. 

 


