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  Chapter One




  The old woman could hear him coming along the corridor. The sounds were very faint because the carpet was thick and the man, as always, careful in his movements. But her

  hearing was good; for an old woman astonishingly good; and she heard him.




  She glanced at the clock and half smiled at the superfluity of the action.




  It was his time for coming and he came on time. Everything in the house happened on time. It was the way it was run. The way he insisted on its being run. If it had ever irked her she had long

  since got used to it. Meals, for instance, were served with religious punctuality. The telephone – that perpetual telephoning – might make him late, half an hour late perhaps, but the

  meal had to be taken in on time.




  The doctor came on time. Every day between five and six Doctor Ewing called. Sometimes the man was too busy to see him, but nevertheless the doctor must call every day; not before five, not

  later than six.




  The just audible footsteps had halted outside the door now; the woman heaved the untidy bulk of her body out of the armchair, reflecting in a muddled way on a whole lot of things: that she had

  once been slim and active; that men, even the richest and most powerful of them, were often like children; that if her heart kept on giving her these little jabs of pain Doctor Ewing would have to

  see her, never mind anybody else. . . .




  ‘Come in’ – always that deceptively tentative knock, apologetic almost, as though he were afraid of asserting himself.




  When he came in he pointed to the small Regency pedestal table in the corner on which she kept her crystal.




  He didn’t always want her to consult the crystal. Sometimes for days together he wouldn’t bother about it, then suddenly he would want it every day. Usually when there was something

  new in the wind, some new venture, enterprise, investment.




  So she supposed that there might well be something new tomorrow. . . .




  ‘You would like me to look into the crystal for you?’




  ‘Please, Mrs Fitzroy.’




  She moved heavily across the room and carefully picked up the crystal with its thick black velvet cloth. When she used to get out and about more people would sometimes ask her, ‘but can

  you really see the future in a crystal ball?’ – most of them half believing, or at any rate half wanting to believe, that she could.




  She had always been wise enough to answer fools according to their folly, so her reply varied to suit her questioner; but the answer she gave herself was: no, you can’t really see the

  future; not as though you were viewing a film or a little TV set. You don’t even expect that. But staring into it fixedly; gazing into it; not letting yourself even blink, then somehow things

  happened, things began to swim, a milky opaqueness flooded the crystal, it began to play tricks with your thought pattern, it wasn’t that you saw things exactly, but you began to get

  feelings, thoughts, ideas. . . .




  ‘You can see something, can’t you?’ He always knew when the influence – she didn’t know what else to call it – was working.




  ‘Not see. No, not exactly see, but there is something – a feeling. . . .’




  ‘What sort of feeling?’ He tried to speak casually; as though he didn’t care; as though the whole thing were too childish to be taken seriously; but the woman knew better.




  He was clever, far cleverer than she was, but had she wanted to she could have fooled him to the top of his bent.




  She didn’t want to. The ludicrous thing was that this fat, wheezing, only half-educated woman with cardiac trouble had a sort of integrity.




  ‘It’s not at all clear. Nothing definite. I can’t be sure who it is but there is somebody —’




  ‘Threatening me?’ he asked quickly.




  ‘No, no, no.’ She knew his fears. ‘Not like that. The opposite. Somebody friendly. You’re going to meet, or have just met perhaps, somebody friendly, somebody who will

  help you. It might not be a person even, just things; conditions; a friendly influence. . . .     




  ‘So if I wanted to do something different tomorrow, go somewhere fresh, you would recommend it?’




  ‘The only feeling I can get from the crystal today is one of friendliness, of somebody, yes, a person helping you. . . .’




  

    The alarm shrilled mercilessly in the attic bedroom in Gerrard Mews, London, W.l.


  




  Hooky stretched an arm out into the cold air, killed the noise and picked up his bedside clock to consult its illuminated dial.




  What he saw made him doubt his own sanity. Five-thirty! Hooky scarcely believed in the reality of such a time. His usual morning routine was a reluctant half ear for the eight

  o’clock news; a less reluctant, slightly more attentive ear for the agreeable vagaries of the ‘Today’ programme; total immersion in near boiling water for a considerable period;

  then coffee, toast and marmalade round about nine-fifteen before facing the rigours and idiocies of yet another day of civilisation.




  In the name of God then, he wondered in the darkness, why had he set the alarm for five-thirty? . . .




  The mists of sleep swirled away and he latched on to the stream of consciousness.




  He remembered the previous evening; the Saloon Bar of The Bold Volunteer; Gavin Hailes (Gavin Hailes!) with no fewer than three long-legged, slinky, sexy-eyed charmers . . . Lady Caroline . .

  .




  ‘Nobody must drink too much tonight,’ Hailes had said. ‘We’ve one hell of an early start in the morning.’




  ‘Of course not,’ Hooky agreed. ‘What about another bottle?’




  So another bottle was brought and the slinkiest of the sexy-eyed charmers (knowing a good thing when she saw it) gradually detached herself from the ambience of Gavin Hailes and put herself in

  orbit round Hooky.




  Hooky was rather surprised – but relieved – not to find her alongside him at five-thirty a.m.




  ‘God, I’m a film star,’ he thought, throwing the bed-clothes off and energetically setting about the chilly business of getting ready for the day. . . .




  The meeting in The Bold Volunteer had been pure luck.




  And Hooky Hefferman had been in need of a bit of luck.




  That cavalier of bold living, that gentleman-ranker on the spree, had somehow fallen out with Lady Luck lately.




  She had dealt him a fistful of trumps to begin with: Eton (‘Never mind about learning anything,’ his uncle told him, ‘you’ve got yourself a club for life there,

  boy’); then Oxford where m’tutor at the House said, ‘You’re not a genius, Mr Hefferman – thank goodness; I can’t cope with geniuses; very tiresome people; but

  there isn’t the slightest reason why, with application,’ he looked over the top of his glasses at Hooky, ‘you shouldn’t end up with a good degree.’ It had looked

  possible for two years, then the fires of application waned; an extremely curvaceous blue-stocking appeared on the horizon and in no time at all was wafted from the horizon into Hooky’s bed.

  This agreeable arrangement necessitated entrances and exits in forbidden hours which Hooky accomplished by some spectacular mountaineering.




  You can do the drainpipe, gable, foot-on-gutter, fingertips on window ledge routine a certain number of times undetected, but ultimately you get caught. Hooky was caught. The man with him

  managed to get away unrecognised. Hooky was uncommunicative about his identity.




  There was disagreement with two polite proctors over the matter and Hooky came down from Oxford degree-less a year before his full time was up.




  ‘A pity,’ his tutor said, ‘fornication is an excellent thing in its way no doubt, but it seems to figure too largely in what I am afraid one has to regard as still in some ways

  a rather adolescent mind.’




  Not that Hooky cared much. The spires of Oxford could go on dreaming, the dons of Oxford go on cracking the laboured jokes in their little ivory towers till kingdom come for all he cared; he set

  about getting himself a degree in the university of life.




  A certain facility in writing plus a number of useful friendships (‘You’ve got yourself a club for life there, boy’) gave him a footing in the fringes of journalism.




  Hooky took to Fleet Street like an alcoholic to the pure malt mCoy. E Vino’s and the Press Club might have been created for him. He could drink with the best of them there; tell lies with

  the worst of them, and win the snooker championship every time he went in for it.




  At which point in history Hooky’s uncle, the Honourable Denvil Page-Foley, the advice giver, a pompous and extremely rich old gentleman, had the sense to contract double pneumonia and

  die.




  He left a great deal of money to his widow (Hooky’s Aunt Theresa); and, astonishingly, for Hooky had never disguised his dislike of the old bore, the tidy sum of two thousand pounds to

  Hooky himself. The boys in El Vino’s thought they were on free drinks for ever; but Hooky decided otherwise. Not because he was mean, the Recording Angel – that Traffic Warden of

  Eternity – could book Hooky Hefferman for a lot of faults but emphatically meanness was not one of them; but the first enchantments of Fleet Street were already wearing thin and Hooky decided

  to take a look at the world – ‘while it’s still there,’ he said a shade grimly.




  ‘But nobody goes to Australia,’ they objected when they heard his sketchy plans. ‘It’s a place people come from.’




  Nevertheless Hooky went there for over three years, which gave him time to work as a jackaroo on an outback station; fall violently in love, and out again, with a red-head from Melbourne who was

  very enthusiastic but needed coaching in the finer points; break three ribs and a collarbone trying to show that he was as good a horseman as any loud-mouthed Aussie; knock a man down in

  Jimmy’s Long Bar for calling him a Pommy bastard too often; do seven days in jug for it; have a short flirtation with the Australian newspaper world and end up working for a firm of private

  investigators in Sydney.




  When he came back to England Fleet Street didn’t look so attractive somehow. El Vino’s seemed smaller. The jokes which he had laughed at four years before were still being retailed

  and had lost their savour. There was still nobody good enough to beat him at snooker.




  He spent two years trying to get a footing as a racing car driver; he conducted a series of energetic and entertaining love affairs – he stood six feet tall and there was a chunky,

  rubbed-up-by-emery-paper look about his face which appealed to a lot of women – and, almost inevitably, he wrote a book about his Australian adventures.




  ‘A book! For God’s sake’ – a sardonic Press Club crony advised him. ‘Turn it up, Hooky!’




  ‘But there’s good stuff there: jackarooing; jug; love affairs; the Sydney water front – the lot.’




  ‘Sancta simplicitas.’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘How a man with a hunk of hickory for a face like you’ve got can be so naive I really don’t know.’




  ‘Don’t people read books then?’




  ‘It will take you six months to write it. Hooky —’




  ‘At least. I know what I want to say, dammit I went through it all; but somehow getting it down on paper is damned hard work.’




  ‘The first four publishers you send it to will reject it; the fifth will accept it, explaining that the miniscule advance he is offering will, of course, be made up for by the splendid

  sales.’




  ‘Well after all, that’s what matters.’




  ‘Which, of course, won’t accrue. When the book finally comes out, after three delays, you’ll get one single small type advertisement of it and if you’re lucky three tiny

  notices shoved in at the foot of the column to fill in. If it sells fifteen hundred copies you’ll be lucky; two thousand will be a miracle. Why don’t you call the whole thing off and

  become – what do they call dustmen these days? – a refuse collector?’




  Hooky was not much sold on the idea of collecting refuse so he stuck manfully to his book.




  Blood, tears, toil and sweat hardly exaggerated what it cost him to put down in writing what had been so comparatively easy to live in actuality.




  Eventually there the blessed word was – Finis, and the typescript could start on its travels.




  It came back promptly from the first two publishers who looked at it. The third sent Hooky’s spirits sky-high by accepting it, and only slightly dashed them by pointing out that for

  various reasons it was possible to offer only a moderate advance.




  ‘Moderate’, Hooky realised, turning over the page, meant what the Press Club realist had called ‘miniscule’ – only less so.




  ‘Never mind,’ he told himself, ‘I’m an author.’




  So he was. After being postponed from autumn to spring publication because some printers wanted eight pounds a week extra for looking after machines which, being fully automated, were quite

  capable of looking after themselves, the great work appeared and was duly advertised – once.




  The reviewers seemed to get along very well without noticing it, and fifteen months after it had been published Hooky saw a copy remaindered in the ‘6d. each’ box outside a

  secondhand bookshop in Charing Cross Road.




  He bought it feeling as a father might on coming across one of his children in an orphanage.




  Nine months with the firm of private inquiry agents in Sydney had convinced Hooky of the existence of a whole lot of people who want dirty work done; dirty work covered up; missing relatives

  traced; erring wives discovered in flagrante delicto (with a photograph if possible); or just help and guidance in all sorts of other ways. The one thing all this huddle of mendacious,

  muddle-headed and mischievous humanity agreed upon was that they didn’t want to go to the police.




  And by and large they were prepared to pay pretty handsomely for the convenience of not going to the police.




  Hence the old-established firm in Toomaloo Place, Sydney, had been a flourishing concern.




  Now, Hooky, the eternal optimist, managed to convince himself that there was no reason why the firm of Hooky Hefferman, Private Investigator – Every sort of Confidential Inquiry undertaken

  – of Regency House, Gerrard Mews, London, shouldn’t be equally flourishing.




  Through the heart of Soho runs Gerrard Street. Off Gerrard Street leads a minute crack, a cul-de-sac, called Gerrard Mews.




  Presumably horses were once kept there; ostlers hissed as they groomed; the polished leather of harness shone in the sunlight; the acrid tang of stables hung in the air.




  Now, and for long past, the Mews has been taken over by that picturesque shoddiness, that combination of elegant remains and garish modernity which is Soho. Regency House, at the end of the

  cul-de-sac, is misnamed; it was built in mid-Victorian days, a well-designed three-storied home for family life never dreaming – poor thing – that it would end its days cut up into

  four.




  The basement was leased to a printing firm as storage room; the ground floor was occupied by Roly Watkins who took in lodgers, did various odd jobs which Hooky was wise enough not to inquire

  into and intermittently acted as a sort of caretaker to the whole building.




  The top floor housed Miss Gloria Lefance’s Theatrical Agency. How it survived tucked away on the third floor of a decayed house in a not-easy-to-find cul-dec-sac Hooky didn’t know.

  Its great virtue as far as he was concerned lay in the fact that Miss Gloria Lefance – a hard-battler in life of faded beauty and immense courage – constantly stayed herself with cups

  of coffee and had the amiable habit of bringing one down to him just when he most wanted it.




  Hooky had the second floor to himself, living in the room at the back where his window miraculously looked out on to a tiny patch of grass and a struggling plane tree; using the front room as

  his office.




  Business deceived him by starting off with a bang. He was hardly settled into the Mews before he had the luck to be given a ‘missing person’ assignment which proved easy and

  lucrative.




  A second job, arising out of the first, followed; and for the first year Hooky was as busy as he wanted to be, collecting in the period a good deal of knowledge about the sordidness of human

  nature; an ugly cut on one cheek (from the jagged end of a broken bottle), and a reasonable amount of cash. He wondered why he hadn’t set up in the business before; but towards the end of the

  next twelve months he began to wonder why he had set up in it at all.




  Over coffee Miss Lefance commiserated with him, as one foot-soldier in the campaign of life with another.




  ‘That’s the way of it,’ she told him. ‘It comes and goes – and mostly it goes.’




  ‘You’re right there,’ said Hooky sadly.




  That was the day of The Bold Volunteer.




  Hooky’s current love affair had died the previous week. Except for the fact that the death of any affair is sad Hooky wasn’t too much put out. She had been an intellectual, but

  passionate type from Hampstead who, when she took off her glasses, stopped wondering about the trend of the modern novel and allowed Hooky to direct her attention to more serious matters,

  wasn’t bad fun.




  But fundamentally she wasn’t his sort; she knew it and he knew it.




  So in the end Hooky tipped his hat and left. No scenes. Hooky wrote that arrangement into all his affairs. It was a promise he laid down at the beginning. ‘I shall love you for ever and a

  day,’ he promised, ‘and when that time comes I shall tip my hat and go. And if you come running after me I shall knock you down flat.’




  A nice type this Hooky Hefferman; no wonder the women loved him!




  It was about eight o’clock when Hooky went into the Saloon Bar of The Bold Volunteer – that shining, warm, welcoming womb to which men could return to forget the harshness of the

  world outside.




  No fog in here, neither did it rain nor hail, nor did any winds blow.




  In addition to these climatic advantages there was also (or there should have been) Judy behind the bar, a splendidly upholstered lass with a sympathetic ear. Judy was mother-confessor to an

  astonishing number of lonely and unhappy people.




  When things got you down: too many bills; or you couldn’t face the bedsitter alone any longer; or the girl friend had walked out on you, Judy’s ample bosom was the recognised place

  for laying your head.




  Tonight, though, no Judy.




  In her place behind the bar a white-coated, thin-faced, fully paid-up member of the Barmen’s Guild.




  Highly efficient no doubt; but not Judy.




  He didn’t say ‘Oh, good evening, Mr Hefferman. Your usual is it?’ for the very good reason that he didn’t know Hooky from an old crow and hadn’t the vaguest

  idea what his usual was.




  Quite unreasonably, but nevertheless decidedly annoyed by this, Hooky was forced to order his usual himself.




  ‘Pimms Number One.’




  As Hooky was watching the drink being prepared and while his gastric juices were beginning to stir in agreeable anticipation the door opened and things brightened considerably.




  Even in his most downcast moments – and he was capable of moods of black dejection – the sight of an attractive-looking girl could be guaranteed to cheer Hooky up.




  So the appearance on the scene of three extremely attractive creatures all together was a very definite tonic.




  All three cut more or less to the same pattern: on the tall side; good-looking; slinky and highly impregnated with the deliciously disturbing ambience of sex. One in particular, the tallest and

  darkest, did devastating things to Hooky’s adrenalin.




  Then he saw their escort – Gavin Hailes!




  A Gavin plumper than he used to be, the light brown hair already beginning to recede from that brainy forehead, the air of confidence and success unmistakably upon him.




  A Gavin too busy ordering drinks to notice anybody else in the bar.




  ‘Climbed any good college walls lately?’




  Hailes spun round at the quiet question; stared unbelievably for a moment; then cried with delight, ‘Hooky, you old sinner!’




  The two men smiled at one another as men will who have been young in Oxford together, who have heard the chimes at midnight together.




  ‘Meet everybody, Hooky – left to right: Jenny, Miss Jenny Winn; Ann, Miss Ann Francis; Caroline, Lady Caroline Blaxton.’




  Lady Caroline was the tallest and the darkest of them.




  ‘I thought I heard a long time ago that you had gone to live in Timbuctoo or somewhere like that.’




  ‘Somewhere like that,’ Hooky agreed. Not much good saying ‘Australia’ to Hailes, who was a prime example of that most parochial of all creatures, a true Londoner.




  ‘Now back in the nest, eh?’




  Hooky nodded.




  ‘And making a fortune?’




  ‘Not so as you would notice it.’




  ‘Stock Exchange?’




  ‘Let’s say business.’




  ‘And how is business?’




  ‘The nymph Business has jumped smartly out of the window.’




  ‘Knowing your habits I’m astonished you didn’t jump after her,’ Hailes said, laughing loudly at his own humour.




  ‘What about you, Gavin?’




  ‘Before we go into that,’ Hailes said, ‘this calls for a bottle, don’t you think?’




  ‘Are you paying? Then nothing ever called more clearly.’




  ‘Moet & Chandon, would you agree?’




  ‘Two excellent fellows; I know them well.’




  So the first bottle appeared, and disappeared, while the Gavin Hailes story was unfolded.




  Everyone had assured him that the film world in England was dead and buried. He believed in its resurrection. Now after nearly ten years other people were beginning to believe in it, too. This

  was largely thanks to a rare combination of qualities which Gavin Hailes possessed and which weren’t obvious in a face, bearing and voice which you might at first glance have rather

  contemptuously dismissed as being ‘typically Arts Council-ish’.




  Hailes was intelligent, sensitive and tough, and, what was of infinitely more importance in the film world, he had an extraordinary facility for persuading people with money to invest a good

  chunk of it in the things he himself believed in.




  As he was now explaining to Hooky.




  ‘This character Rolffe, Waveney Rolffe, ever heard of him?’




  ‘Nobody can really be christened Waveney; it’s a river somewhere or other, surely?’




  ‘In East Anglia. Hence, as they say, the milk in the coconut. Rolffe’s father was a starvation-line parson in those parts. Born, bred and died in the Fens. Practically quacked his

  sermons I’m told. He called his eleven children after East Anglian rivers, lakes and towns.’




  ‘His how many?’




  ‘There’s nothing else to do in those parts; it’s the long foggy evenings. Someday somebody will write a thesis giving credit to the salutory moral effect of colour

  TV.’




  ‘Waveney Rolffe then – what about him?’ Hooky asked.




  ‘You’ve never heard of him?’




  Hooky shook his head. Waveney Rolffe. The name fascinated him; but he had no idea of how intimately he was to get to know its owner.




  ‘There you are,’ Hailes went on, ‘it proves one of my pet theories, that in this well-informed, daily paper-devouring, all wise democracy of ours the man in the street

  hasn’t got the faintest notion of who the really powerful people are. The people who kick him about.’




  Hailes’ exuberance and his trick of exuding an air of almost aggressive prosperity were, as of old, beginning to nark Hooky.




  ‘I’m not the man in the street,’ he said somewhat sourly. ‘I’m the man in Queer Street.’




  ‘We’ll soon put that right,’ Hailes beamed at him.




  ‘What makes this character Waveney powerful then?’




  ‘Money.’




  A reverent hush followed the utterance of this sacred word; at a sign from Hailes the barman turned to get a second bottle; over the rim of her glass Lady Caroline slightly lifted one eyebrow at

  Hooky in derisively humorous comment.




  ‘Money,’ Gavin Hailes repeated. ‘Waveney Rolffe is not just rich. He’s rich rich. He really is loaded. Stacks of it. Property; oil; a chain of hotels; a chain of

  garages; a group of restaurants; half a dozen gambling clubs; an air-line; half a dozen ships. You think of it, Rolffe owns it. If you spend a night anywhere; have an evening out anywhere; fill up

  your car anywhere, the odds are that a sizeable chunk of what you dish out ends up in Rolffe’s banking account – not to mention the fact that he probably owns the bank as

  well.’




  ‘He sounds a pretty objectionable sort of person,’ Hooky said, ‘but then a lot of your friends always were.’




  Lady Caroline laughed out loud; but Hailes, not one whit abashed, beamed again.




  ‘In my book no one is objectionable who gives me a million smackers – and is prepared to double it if necessary – to make a picture.’




  ‘What’s the picture?’




  ‘At present I’m calling it “Bride of the Sea”, but titles —’ Hailes shook his head. ‘God, the trouble they give me. How does “Bride of the

  Sea” strike you?’




  ‘Venice presumably?’




  ‘We shall have to go there of course on location for some of the big scenes, but a good deal of it will be shot in the studio here starting,’ he hardened his voice and looked at the

  three girls, ‘at seven-thirty tomorrow morning; seven-thirty made-up and on the studio floor girls, please.’




  ‘Seven-thirty?’ Hooky said. ‘What an hour to start work.’




  ‘It’s the hour for you, if you want the job.’




  ‘Me?’




  ‘Why not? You’ve been moaning about being hard-up. If a few days at twenty-five quid a day is any use to you you’re welcome. I’ve got ten extras dressed up like crazy

  Venetian nobles. I don’t mind slipping another one in. Ten or eleven, what’s the odds? You did me a good turn at Oxford, Hooky, and I’ve never forgotten it. Besides I saw you in

  the O.U.D.S. production “Romeo”, remember?’




  Lady Caroline cast a not unappreciative eye over chunky features and a scarred cheek. She raised an expressive eyebrow. ‘Some Romeo,’ she said.




  

    Which is why the bedside alarm rang in Gerrard Mews at the un-Hookyish hour of five-thirty.


  




  Three-quarters of an hour later, shaved, bathed and fighting fit, Hooky was urging his Jag XJ 628 along the pleasantly empty roads towards Claverley Park, which Gavin Hailes had made into the

  Mecca of the British film world.




  The morning was cold and clear; the air brisk; twenty-five pounds a day wasn’t a fortune, but in the present circumstances it was a decided help.




  Raising his agreeably unmelodious voice and innocently ignorant of the trouble ahead of him, Hooky opened his mouth and sang.




  







  Chapter Two




  In his short, but adventurous life Hooky had seen a number of odd things, been in a number of strange places, but as it happened he had never before been inside a film

  studio.




  The first thing that astonished him was the size of the whole place.




  Claverly Park had once been a minor country house, and traces of the original civilised lay-out could still be discerned.




  The house itself was there; administrative offices now, its first simple lines grotesquely distorted by ugly protuberances stuck on all round it.




  The lake and the boathouse remained, but the gardens and the once splendid parkland had been transformed into a monstrous complex of huts, studios and various hangar-like structures, the whole

  lot looking (as Hooky thought, surveying it) like an unhappy cross between an R.A.F. station and Slough Trading Estate.




  The watchdog on the gate (ex-Royal Marines, Hooky guessed) came out from his miniature guard room.




  He cast an approving eye on the Jag which, like its owner, although travel-stained and slightly battered, still showed its breeding.




  Hooky gave him good day. ‘Is there a film called “Bride of the Sea” being made here?’ he inquired.




  ‘If we’re lucky,’ the watchdog told him. ‘There’s talk about the electricians coming out because the tea wasn’t hot from the vending machine yesterday. They

  want compensation money for lukewarm tea. Don’t believe it,’ he went on, ‘it just happens to be true, that’s all. Everything’s true here. “Bride of the

  Sea”? You want Number Three Studio. You just visiting, or what?’




  ‘It may seem unlikely,’ Hooky said, ‘but actually I’m taking part in the thing. I am one of the cast.’




  The watchdog grinned. ‘Nothing’s unlikely in pictures, sir. Everything happens here. You’ll want to park your car then. Nice jobs these Jags, I must say.’




  ‘It’s my chariot of fire.’




  ‘Follow this main concrete road till you come to that signpost you can see ahead, sir, turn right there and you’ll find yourself straight for Number Three car park and

  studio.’




  The car park was already well filled and Hooky had to wait while a blue Mini inexpertly shunted backwards and forwards and finally ended up just about as badly parked as a car could be.




  Hooky was assembling a choice collection of remarks which more or less fitted the case, but the man who eventually got out of the Mini was so mouse-like in bearing that it seemed unreasonable to

  hold him responsible for anything.




  Hooky slid the Jag into position and Mini-mouse was standing there, waiting.




  ‘I wonder if you can direct me to Number Three Studio,’ he said in a soft voice.




  ‘I’m on the way there myself,’ Hooky informed him heartily. ‘Let’s see if we can find it together. Are you taking part in this epic?’




  ‘You mean acting? Are you?’




  ‘The very first day of my acting career,’ Hooky said. ‘I doubt if anybody will look back on it and say that day a star was born. But you never know. Meanwhile I am very happy

  to be an extra. One of the young layabouts of Venice as I understand it. At twenty-five smackers a day. Very welcome too, as far as I am concerned.’




  ‘I wonder if anybody will offer me a part as an extra,’ Mini-mouse said. ‘But I don’t know that I should be much good as a layabout.’




  ‘You need a certain ghastly panache for it,’ Hooky agreed.




  Studio Three was a vast echoing scene of disorder and confusion with Gavin Hailes in the middle of it, riding the storm. A different Hailes from the Moet & Chandon sipper of the night

  before. Watching him for a few moments Hooky began to realise how the man had become what he was.




  Since everybody else seemed to be worrying him with their problems Hooky thought he might as well join the queue.




  When a chance presented itself he asked about the drill for getting himself made-up.




  ‘Made-up? At this time of day? For heaven’s sake what for? You can’t possibly be wanted until two this afternoon at the earliest – if then.’




  Hooky was injudicious enough to inquire, ‘Why seven-thirty then?’




  ‘Because everybody comes at seven-thirty. Everybody. Get the lazy beggars out of bed and on the studio floor, it does ’em good. For Pete’s sake don’t go worrying the

  make-up people, they’re having enough trouble with that bastard Lucian Westlake as it is. Go away and lose yourself. I’ve quite enough to bother me without your troubles. Go to the

  canteen and get yourself a cup of what they humorously refer to there as coffee – everybody else does, all the time.’




  When obviously not wanted fade unobtrusively into the middle distance, was one of Hooky’s laws of self-preservation.




  The middle distance in this case was conveniently occupied by the studio canteen where to his relief he saw somebody he knew.




  She raised one quizzical eyebrow at him and said, ‘Welcome to the magic world of make-believe – God, this coffee’s lousy.’




  ‘Gavin Hailes said it would be.’




  Lady Caroline laughed. ‘Poor Gavin.’




  ‘He seemed in a bit of a flap.’




  ‘Good heavens, man, this isn’t a flap. This is just a normal, well-balanced first day with everything going smoothly.’




  Hooky wondered what it was like when things didn’t go smoothly.




  ‘Murder,’ Lady Caroline assured him. ‘But smoothly or not the strategy of the thing is never to let yourself out of the director’s view till you’ve landed the part

  you want, and never to let him cast eyes on you once you’ve got it – how did you come by that scar?’




  ‘A man gave it to me for asldng rude questions – it’s the sort of thing that happens to people who ask rude questions.’




  Not one whit abashed, Lady Caroline smiled sweetly at him and their eyes took wary stock of one another for a few seconds.




  Hooky very much liked what he saw.




  ‘Formidable, aren’t you?’ she asked quietly at length.




  ‘What part are you playing in this epic?’




  ‘I’m playing a high-class whore. Apparently they went in for them in a big way in eighteenth century Venice. And don’t bother to tell me that it ought to come natural to me; it

  wouldn’t be altogether true.’




  ‘I never supposed it would be.’




  Lady Caroline raised that expressive eyebrow; in amusement? doubt? thanks? Difficult to tell which. An intriguing lady this slender-legged, dark-eyed mocker.




  ‘Stick around a bit,’ she advised him, ‘and you’ll see why a picture costs a million.’




  Hooky thought this good advice and he spent the morning on the fringes of the turmoil, keeping discreetly in the background and thoroughly enjoying, indeed marvelling at, the idiotic activities

  of his fellow men.




  The electricians had apparently been appeased over the question of luke-warm tea for the huge studio blazed with fierce lights.




  Periodically a sad looking man with a thin dyspeptic face (the chief electrician? Hooky guessed) wandered around saying sadly, ‘Kill those two arcs for God’s sake. We shan’t be

  wanting them for hours’; the two monster devourers of current would hardly have died away before, from the midst of the frenzy, Gavin Hailes’ voice would be raised in despair,

  ‘Christ, what’s happened to the lights? Am I supposed to make this bloody picture in total darkness?’




  Grave looking men in white aprons passed to and fro continually carrying long planks of wood.




  There was an incessant din of hammering interrupted only when Hailes gathered all his strength to yell indignantly, ‘Can’t we have some god-damned quiet for a bit?’




  At the very centre of things one small piece of property, a baroque chaise-longue of incredibly vulgar design, stood against a background of purple hangings.
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