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About the Book


Backstage nerves are fraying, and revenge is on its way. As Causton Amateur Dramatic Society prepares for the opening night of Amadeus, in the wings Esslyn Carmichael suspects his wife is having an affair with the leading man. And where better to settle scores than the stage?


Chief Inspector Tom Barnaby expects an evening of entertainment, attending only to show support for his wife. But when someone turns Esslyn’s final grand gesture into a gruesome coup de theatre, Barnaby’s investigation suddenly begins.
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Foreword by John Nettles


Twenty years ago, a producer came to see me where I was working up in Stratford-upon-Avon. He was clutching a bunch of books by Caroline Graham about the adventures and exploits of a Detective Chief Inspector Tom Barnaby who worked for Causton CID. ‘We want to make a television series out of these novels,’ he says, ‘and we would like you to play the part of the DCI. What do you say?’ At the time, I thought that after playing a policeman in Jersey, I was not about to play another one in Causton. But the producer, Brian True-May, had come a very long way to see me, so I politely agreed to read the books and get back to him with a decision.


Reading the books that summer in Stratford was my first introduction to the world of Caroline Graham and Detective Chief Inspector Barnaby. And what a happy experience it was! The books are wonderful. I found Tom Barnaby quite fascinating; he’s an ordinary, decent man who continually finds himself in extraordinary and often indecent circumstances, yet he still makes time to tend his garden and endure his wife Joyce’s appalling cooking with an almost god-like equanimity. And, of course, he loves his daughter Cully (the only girl with that name in the known universe) to distraction, like most dads love their daughters. He has no obvious faults or tics, injuries or addictions, depressive illnesses, failing relationships. He doesn’t even own an antique car, the usual badge of a television detective. Tom Barnaby is a four-square, well-mannered Englishman and I love him for that. After reading Caroline Graham’s books, there was no question. I knew that I had to play him . . .


There began Midsomer Murders, one of the most successful British cop shows of all time, shown in every country and every territory known to man. Around the world, Tom Barnaby is celebrated as the top English cop.


The television shows are great, but, good as they are for the viewer, they are not as good as the original books can be for the reader, because when you read the book you can make up your own pictures of the characters, and they are the perfect creations for you. But there is something else that makes the Barnaby novels better than their television counterpart: the variety and depth of the characterisation, to say nothing of the complex and satisfying plotting.


On television, because of the need to tell a story quickly, the novels have to be simplified; the characters are less rounded, and many fascinating details left out. In the books, Barnaby is a much more interesting character than we managed to convey in the television series. His style of non-confrontational, even conversational, interrogation that is so quietly absorbing in the books does not work on the box, which demands a noisier, more muscular approach from a copper. Likewise with Troy, the character you see on the screen is quite different from how he appears in the books. In the novels, Troy is an amazing creation, as far removed from Tom Barnaby’s character as the North Pole is from the equator. The character was softened and made more attractive to a TV audience. It is true there were hints of his original red-top attitude, but they weren’t ingrained or obvious enough to be character defining. In fact he became a lovable character in the television show and it must be said that, despite the simplification involved, Troy remains one of the best-loved characters in Midsomer.


In Caroline’s novels, unlike the television series, the size of the social canvas is vast, with a huge variety of characters from all social classes: the lords and ladies; the poor; the young; the old; the disadvantaged; the indulged; the psychotic; the deranged; the loved and the unloved. The lives of all these characters are intimately and entertainingly delineated and explored, the murder mysteries are character led, in a way that the television versions are, very often, not – the television plots concentrate almost exclusively on the exotic methods of murder rather than the character of those who commit them. They have succeeded on this level beyond all expectation, but there is always a price to pay for turning books into a television series. Very often, the human interest is lost in the pursuit of ever more lurid and sometimes ludicrous plot lines; and while the results of this chase can be as entertaining as they are popular, something essential to good whodunnit storytelling is undoubtedly lost.


But despair not! In Caroline’s books you will find that humanity restored, the drama therefore more real and the satisfaction absolute. Enjoy!


John Nettles


July 2016
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Curtain Raiser


‘You can’t cut your throat without any blood.’


‘Absolutely. People expect it.’


‘I disagree. There wasn’t any blood in the West End production.’


‘Oh, Scofield,’ murmured Esslyn dismissively. ‘So mannered.’


The Causton Amateur Dramatic Society were taking a break during a rehearsal of Amadeus. The production was fairly well advanced. The Venticelli were finally picking up their cues, the fireplace for the palace at Schönbrunn was promised for the weekend and Constanze seemed at long last to be almost on the point of starting to learn at least one or two of her lines, whilst remaining rather hazy as to the order in which they came. But the sticky question as to how Salieri should most effectively cut his throat had yet to be solved. Tim Young, the only member of the company to shave the old-fashioned way, had promised to bring his razor along that very evening. So far there was no sign of him.


‘You . . . um . . . you can get things, can’t you? That make blood? I remember at the RSC –’


‘Well of course you can get things, Dierdre,’ snapped Harold Winstanley. (He always reacted very abrasively to any mention of the RSC.) ‘I don’t think there are many people present who are unaware of the fact that you can get things. It’s just that I do try to be a tiny bit inventive . . . move away from the usual hackneyed routine. Comprenez?’ He gazed at the assembled company, inviting them to admire his superhuman patience in the face of such witless suggestion. ‘And talking of routine – isn’t it time we had our coffee?’


‘Oh yes, sorry.’ Dierdre Tibbs, who had been sitting on the stage hugging her corduroyed knees in a rather girlish way, scrambled to her feet.


‘Chop chop then.’


‘If you think Scofield was mannered,’ said Donald Everard, picking up Esslyn’s put-down, ‘how about Simon Callow?’


‘How about Simon Callow?’ shrilled his twin.


Dierdre left them happily rubbishing their betters and made her way up the aisle towards the clubroom. Dierdre was supposed to be the assistant director. She had been general dogsbody on dozens of productions until a few weeks ago when, fortified by a couple of sweet Martinis, she had shyly asked the committee to consider her promotion. To her delight they had voted, not quite unanimously, in her favour. But the delight was short lived for it seemed that her role vis-à-vis the present state of play at the Latimer was to be no different from that at any time previously. For Harold would brook no discussion (his own phrase) on points of production, and her few tentative suggestions had either been ignored or shot down in flames.


In the clubroom she took the mugs from their hooks and placed them very carefully on the tray to avoid clinkage, then turned on a thin thread of water and filled the kettle. Harold, quick to describe himself as a one-man think tank, found the slightest sound disturbing to his creative flow.


Of course as a director, Dierdre admitted sadly to herself, he had the edge. Twenty years earlier he had acted at Filey, produced a summer season at Minehead and appeared in a Number One Tour (Original West End Cast!) of Spider’s Web. You couldn’t argue with that sort of experience. One or two of them tried, of course. Especially newcomers who still had opinions of their own and hadn’t sussed the pecking order. Not that there were many of these. The CADS were extremely selective. And Nicholas, who was playing Mozart whilst darkly awaiting the results of an audition from the Central School of Speech and Drama. He argued sometimes. Esslyn didn’t argue. Just listened attentively to everything Harold said then went his own unsparkling way. Harold consoled himself for this intransigence by directing everyone else to within an inch of their lives.


Dierdre spooned cheap powdered coffee and dried milk into the mugs and poured on boiling water. One or two little white beads bobbed to the surface and she pushed them down nervously with the back of a spoon, at the same time trying to remember who took sugar and who was sweet enough. Best take the packet and ask. She went cautiously back down the aisle, balancing her heavy tray. Esslyn had got on to Ian McKellen.


‘So – quite against my better judgement – I allowed myself to be dragged along to this one-man effort. Nothing but showing off from start to finish.’


‘But,’ said Nicholas, his grey eyes innocently wide, ‘I thought that’s what acting was.’


The Everards, poisonous lick spittles to the company’s leading man, cried: ‘But I know exactly what Esslyn means.’


‘So do I. McKellen has always left me stone cold.’


Dierdre slipped in her question about the sugar.


‘Heavens you should know that by now, poppet,’ said Rosa Crawley. ‘Just a morceau for me.’ She dragged the words out huskily. She was playing Mrs Salieri and had never had such a modest role, but in Amadeus it was the only mature feminine role on offer. Obviously servants and senior citizens were beneath her notice. ‘You’ve been keeping us sustained through so many rehearsals,’ she continued, ‘I don’t know how you do it.’ There was a spatter of mechanical agreement in Dierdre’s direction and Rosa trapped a small sigh. She knew that to be gracious to bit players and stage management was the sign of a real star. She just wished Dierdre would be a bit more responsive. She accepted her chipped mug with a radiant smile. ‘Thank you, darling.’


Dierdre parted her lips slightly in response. Really, she was thinking, with a waistline like a baleen whale even one morceau was one too many. To add to her annoyance Rosa was wearing the long fur coat she (Dierdre) had bought from Oxfam for The Cherry Orchard. It had walked after the last-night party and wardrobe had never been able to clap hands on it again.


‘Oh my God!’ Harold glared into his mug, blue glazed with H.W. (DIR) on the side in red nail varnish. ‘Not those bloody awful ferret droppings again. Can’t somebody produce some real milk? Please? Is that too much to ask?’


Dierdre handed out the rest of the mugs, following up with the sugar bag, avoiding Harold’s eye. If real milk was wanted let someone with a car bring it. She had enough stuff to lug to rehearsals as it was.


‘I’m a bit worried about the idea of a razor at all,’ said Mozart’s Constanze, returning to the point at issue. ‘I don’t want a fatherless child.’ She made a face into her mug before leaning back against her husband’s knee. Esslyn smiled and glanced round at the others as if asking them to excuse his wife’s foolishness. Then he drew the nail of his index finger delicately across her throat, murmuring, ‘A biological impossibility, surely?’


‘One of the problems about a lot of blood,’ said Joyce Barnaby, wardrobe mistress/keeper of the cakes/singing noises off, ‘is getting Esslyn’s shirt washed and ironed for the next night. I hope we’re going to have more than one.’


‘Molto costoso, my darling,’ cried Harold. ‘You all seem to think I’m made of money. The principal’s costumes cost a bomb to hire as it is. All very well for Peter Shaffer to ask for ten servants all in eighteenth-century costume . . .’


Joyce sat back placidly in her seat, picked up Katherina Cavalieri’s braided skirt and continued turning up the hem. At least once during the rehearsals of any production Harold railed about how much they were spending, but somehow, when things were urgently needed, the money was always there. Joyce had wondered more than once if it came out of his own pocket. He did not seem to be a wealthy man (he ran a modest import/export business) but threw himself so completely into the theatre, heart, body, mind and spirit, that none of them would have been surprised if he had thrown his profits in as well.


‘I don’t envy Sarah the weight of that skirt,’ Rosa husked across at Joyce. ‘I remember when I was playing Ranyevskaia –’


‘Will my padding be ready soon, Joyce?’ asked the second Mrs Carmichael, collecting many a grateful glance by this intercession. When Rosa started on her Ranyevskaia everyone ran for cover. Or her Mrs Alving. Or even, come to that, her Fairy Carabosse.


‘And the music,’ asked Nicholas. ‘When are we having the music?’


‘When I get a forty-eight-hour day,’ came back Harold, whippet quick. ‘Unless’ – he positively twinkled at the absurdity of the idea – ‘you want to do it yourself.’


‘OK.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t mind. I know all the pieces. It’s just a question of –’


‘It’s not just a question of anything, Nicholas. The stamp of any director worth his salt must be on every single aspect of his production. Once you start handing over bits here and pieces there for any Tom, Dick and Harry to do as they like with you might as well abdicate.’ It was an indication of Harold’s standing within the company that the verb struck no one present as inappropriate. ‘And rather than worry about your padding, Kitty, I should start worrying about your lines. I want them spot on by Tuesday. D.L.P. Got that?’


‘I’ll try, Harold.’ Kitty’s voice just hinted at a lisp. Her Ds were nearly Ts. This pretty affectation plus her tumble of fair curls, smooth peachy complexion and exaggerated cupid’s bow created an air of childlike charm so appealing that people hardly noticed how at variance it was with the sharp gleam in her azure eyes. As she spoke her delicious bosom rose and fell a shade more rapidly as if indicating an increased willingness to please.


Harold regarded her sternly. It was always a complete mystery to him when anyone connected with the CADS declined to commit their every waking moment to whatever happened to be the current production. In deed whilst at the theatre and in thought whilst absent. Avery had once said that, had it been within his power, Harold would have ordered them to dream about the Latimer. And Kitty of all people, Harold was now thinking, had enough time on her hands. He wondered what she found to do all day, then realized he had wondered aloud. Kitty demurely lowered her glance as if the question had been faintly naughty.


Dierdre started to reclaim the mugs. Several still held coffee but no one insisted on their divine right to full rations. She looked elsewhere when collecting Kitty’s, for Esslyn had now stopped caressing his wife’s throat and had slipped his fingers into the neck of her drawstring blouse where they dabbled almost absentmindedly. Rosa Crawley also looked elsewhere at this evidence of her one-time husband’s insensitivity and coloured up, an ugly crimson. Harold, oblivious as always to off-stage dramas, called across to his designer: ‘Where on earth is Tim?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, you should know. You live with him.’


‘Living with someone,’ riposted Avery, ‘doesn’t give you psychic powers. I left him filling in the Faber order and he said he’d only be half an hour. So your guess is as good as mine.’ Although he spoke stoutly Avery was, in fact, consumed with anxious fears. He couldn’t bear not to know where Tim was and what he was doing and who he was doing it with. Each second spent in ignorance of this vital information seemed like a year to him. ‘And don’t expect me to stay late,’ he added. ‘I’ve got a daube in the oven.’


‘Daubes pay for a long simmer,’ suggested wardrobe. Fortunately Tom Barnaby was not present or he might well have choked to hear the casual way in which his wife, whose culinary disasters went from strength to strength, claimed kinship with a man whose cooking was legendary. Every member of the CADS had angled and wangled and hinted and nudged their way towards a possible invitation to dine chez Avery. Those who succeeded ate at humbler tables for weeks afterwards, re-creating their triumphs, and doling out gastronomic recollections a crumb at a time to make them last.


Now Avery replied crisply: ‘Long simmers, Joycey darling, must stop at precisely the right moment. The line between a wonderful, cohesive stew with every single item still quite separate yet relating perfectly to the whole, and a great sloppy mess, is a very narrow one indeed.’


‘Bit like a theatrical production really,’ murmured Nicholas, lobbing a subversively winning smile across at his director. Catching the smile but quite missing the subversion, Harold nodded pompously back.


‘Well . . .’ Colin Smy got to his feet and struck a no-nonsense pose as if to emphasize both his importance to and difference from the surrounding actors. ‘Some of us have got work to do.’ Having placed his banderilla he gave it a moment to sink in. Standing chunkily on slightly bowed legs, he wore jeans and a tartan shirt and had rough, wiry hair cut very short. Tufts of it stuck up here and there and this, combined with a great deal of snapping energy made it, someone had once said, like having a rather ferocious fox terrier charging around the place. Now he disappeared into the wings, calling pointedly over his shoulder, ‘If I’m wanted you’ll find me in the scene dock. There’s plenty going on down there if anyone’s interested.’


No one seemed to be and the hammering which shortly reached their ears remained aggrievedly solitary. Over their heads Dierdre turned on hot water and scrubbed at the mugs, clattering them crossly and adding yet more chips. Not a single person ever came up to give her a hand with the exception of David Smy who was often waiting around to drive his father home. She knew this was her own fault for not putting her foot down long ago, and this made her crosser than ever.


‘Well, I think we should give Tim five more minutes,’ the Emperor Joseph was saying back in the stalls, ‘and then get on.’


‘No doubt you do,’ replied Esslyn. ‘But I have no intention of “getting on” until we have this practical problem solved. It’s all very well to say these things can be left till the last second . . .’


‘Hardly the last second,’ murmured Rosa.


‘. . . but I’m the one who’s going to be out there facing the serried ranks.’ (Anyone’d think, observed Nicholas to himself, that we were going on at the Barbican.) ‘It’s horrendous enough, God knows, a part that size.’ (What did you take it on for then?) ‘But after all, Salieri’s attempted suicide is the high point of the play. We’ve got to get it not only right but brilliantly right.’


Nicholas, who had always regarded Mozart’s death as the high point of the play, said: ‘Why don’t you use an electric razor?’


‘For Christ’s sake! If this is the sort of –’


‘All right, Esslyn. Simmer down,’ Harold soothed his fractious star. ‘Honestly, Nicholas –’


‘Sorry.’ Nicholas grinned. ‘Sorry, Esslyn. Just a joke.’


‘Stillborn, Nico,’ said Esslyn loftily, ‘like all your jokes. Not to mention your . . .’ He buried his lips in the golden fronds tenderly curling on Kitty’s neck and the rest of the sentence was lost. But everyone knew what it might have been . . .


Nicholas went very white. He said nothing for a few moments then spoke over-calmly, picking his words with care. ‘It might not seem like it but I am concerned about this problem. After all – if Esslyn doesn’t have enough time to get used to handling what’s going to be a very vital prop, the whole business is going to look completely amateurish.’ There was a crescendoed hum and breaths were held. Harold got to his feet and fixed his Mozart with a rabid eye.


‘Don’t you ever so much as breathe that word in my presence, Nicholas – OK? There is never anything amateurish about my productions.’


In so boldly refuting the adjective Harold was being a mite economical with the truth. The whole company was proud of what it fondly regarded as its professional standards, but let a breath of adverse criticism be heard and suddenly they were only amateurs mostly with full-time jobs and really it was a miracle any of them found time to learn their lines at all let alone get a show on the road. Now Nicholas, having drawn blood all round, appeared mortified at his clumsiness. But before he could open his mouth to make amends the auditorium doors swung open and Tim Young appeared. He walked quickly towards them, a tall man in a dark Crombie overcoat and Borsalino hat, carrying a small parcel.


‘Sorry I’m late.’


‘Where have you been?’


‘The paperwork seemed to take for ever . . . then the phone started. You know how it is.’ Tim spread his answer around the group rather than replying directly to Avery, who then said:


‘Who? Who phoned?’


Tim slipped off his overcoat and started to undo his parcel. Everyone gathered round. It was very carefully wrapped. Two layers of shiny brown paper then two of soft cloth. Finally the razor was revealed. Tim opened it and laid it across his palm.


It was a beautiful thing. The handle, an elegant curve of ebony, was engraved in gold: E.V. Bayars. Master Cutler. (C.A.P.S.) Around this imprint was a wreath of acanthus leaves and tiny flowers inlaid in mother of pearl. The reverse side was plain except for three tiny rivets. The blade, its edge honed to a lethal certainty, winked and gleamed.


Esslyn, mindful of its reason for being there, said: ‘Looks bloody sharp.’


‘As it must,’ cried Harold. ‘Theatrical verisimilitude is vital.’


‘Absolutely,’ seconded Rosa, rather quickly some thought.


‘I don’t give a fairy’s fart for theatrical verisimilitude,’ enjoined Esslyn, holding out his hand and gingerly taking the razor. ‘If you think I’m putting this thing within six inches of my throat you can think again.’


‘Haven’t you ever heard of mime?’ inquired Harold.


‘Yes I’ve heard of mime,’ replied Esslyn. ‘I’ve also heard of Jack the Ripper, Sweeney Todd and death by misadventure.’


‘I’ll work something out by the next rehearsal,’ said Harold reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry. Wrap it up again for now, Tim. I want to get on with act two. Dierdre?’ Pause. ‘Where is she now?’


‘Still washing up, I think,’ said Rosa.


‘Good grief. I could wash up the crockery from a four-course banquet for twenty in the time she takes to do half a dozen cups. Well . . . to our muttons. Phoebe – you’d better go on the book.’ Everyone dispersed to the wings and dressing rooms with the exception of Esslyn who remained still studying the razor thoughtfully. Harold crossed to his side. ‘Pas de problème!’ he said. ‘You have to get used to handling it, that’s all. Look – let me show you.’


He took the beautiful object and carefully eased the blade back towards the handle. Suddenly it sprang to forcefully, with a sharp click. Harold let out a little hiss of alarm and Esslyn a longer one of satisfaction.


‘You don’t seem to have trained this very well, Tim,’ called Harold, giving Esslyn a smile of rather strained jocularity. Then he put the razor down and took the other man’s arm matily. ‘Now, when have you ever known me with a production headache I couldn’t put right? Mm? In all our years together?’ Esslyn responded with a wary look, rife with disenchantment. ‘Believe me,’ said Harold, spacing out his words and weighting them equally to emphasize the power of his conviction, ‘you are in safe hands. There is nothing whatsoever to worry about.’


He spoke with absolute sincerity, but his confidence was sadly misplaced. For wheels were already within wheels. And there were plans afoot of which he was, as yet, completely ignorant.




Dramatis Personae


In his room over the Blackbird bookshop Nicholas lay on the floor doing his Cicely Berry voice exercises. He did them night and morning without fail, however late he was getting up or getting in. He had reached the lip and tongue movements, and rat-a-tat sounds filled the room. Fortunately the neighbours on both sides (Brown’s the funeral parlour and a butcher’s) were past caring about noise.


Nicholas had been born nineteen years ago and brought up in a village midway between Causton and Slough. At school he had been regarded as just above average. Moderately good at games, moderately good at lessons and, as he was also blessed with an amiable disposition, moderately good at making friends. He had been in the upper sixth and thinking vaguely of some sort of future in a bank or on the management side of industry when something happened which for ever changed his life.


One of the texts for his English A level was A Midsummer Night’s Dream. A performance of the play by the Royal Shakespeare Company was booked to take place in the vast gymnasium of Nicholas’ comprehensive. Within two days of the announcement the performance was sold out. Several of the sixth form went, Nicholas more for the novelty of the thing than anything else. He had never been to the theatre and knew as much about acting as he did about farming, coal mining or deep-sea fishing. That it existed as a craft to be cultivated and practised had never occurred to him.


When he arrived there seemed to be hundreds of people milling about and the gym was transformed. There were rostrums and flights of steps, trestle tables, artificial green grass and a metal tree with golden apples on it. Scattered about the floor were huge cushions made of carpet material. Five musicians were sitting on the vaulting horse. Overhead was an elaborate grid of metal with dozens of lights attached. Then Nicholas noticed, on a dais at the other end of the hall, a stocky man in evening clothes with a broad red ribbon across his breast pinned with a jewelled star and medals. He was chatting to a woman in a dark green bustled dress wearing diamonds in her ears and a tiny crown. Suddenly he held out his arm, she rested her gloved hand on his wrist and they stepped down from the platform. The lights blazed white and hard and the play began.


Immediately Nicholas was enthralled. The vigour and attack and intense proximity of the actors took his breath away. The brilliant costumes, their colours blurred by the quickness of the players’ movement and dance, dazzled him. He was caught up in the sweep and power of emotions that defied analysis. And they changed so quickly. He no sooner felt the most intense sympathy for Helena than he was compelled to laugh at her incoherent rage and the scenes between Titania and Bottom were so sensual he felt his face burn.


He had to move lots of times. Red ropes were set up at one point and, standing just behind them, he was a part of Theseus’ court. Then he got bundled on to the dais to watch Bottom carried shoulder high by a shouting cheering mob to his nuptials. The ass’s head turned and the yellow eyes glared at him as the man went by braying and raising one brawny arm in unmistakable sexual salute. And in the midst of this seemingly unstoppable splendid flux of dance and movement and energy and rhythm were remarkable points of stillness. Oberon and Titania, each spinning casually on a climbing rope, silk robes fluttering, swinging nearer and nearer to each other, exchanging glances of passionate hatred, unexpectedly stopped and shared a chaste ironic kiss. Pyramus’ grief at Thisbe’s death expressed simply but with such pain that all the court and audience too became universally silent.


And then the wedding feast. After a great fanfare the court and servants threw plastic glasses into the audience, then ran around with flagons to fill them. Everyone toasted Theseus and Hippolyta. Balloons and streamers descended from the grid. Faerie and human danced together and the hall became a great swirling mass of colour and light and melodious sounds. Nicholas climbed a flight of steps and stood watching, his throat closed and dry with excitement and then, as if on the stroke of midnight, all movement ceased and Nicholas realized that Puck was standing next to him. So close their arms were touching. The actor spoke: ‘If we shadows have offended . . .’


Then Nicholas realized that it was coming to an end. That the whole glorious golden vision was going to fade away and die . . . ‘no more yielding but a dream’. And he thought his heart would break. Puck spoke on. Nicholas studied his profile. He could feel the dynamic tension in the man. See it in the pugnacious tightness of his jaw and the rippling muscles of his throat. He spoke with tremendous force, emitting a small silver spray of saliva as he declaimed the closing lines. And then on ‘give me your hand if we be friends’ he stretched out his arm to the audience in a gesture that was all benevolence and, with his right, reached out to Nicholas and seized his hand. For the space of one more line they stood, the actor and the boy whose life would never be the same again. Then it was over.


Nicholas sat down as the applause went on and on. When the company finally dispersed and the audience drifted away he remained, clutching his glass, in a daze of passionate emotion. Then one of the stage hands took the steps away. Nicholas emptied his glass of the last spot of blackcurrant, then spotted a red streamer and a pink paper rose on the floor. He picked them up and put them carefully in his pocket. The lighting grid was being lowered and he felt in the way so he took himself off with the deepest reluctance.


Outside in the road were two vast pantechnicons. Someone was loading the metal tree with golden apples. Several of the actors emerged. They set off down the road and Nicholas followed, knowing that tamely going home was out of the question. The group went into the pub. He hesitated for a while by the door then slipped in and stood, a rapt observer, just behind the cigarette machine.


The actors stood in a circle a few feet away. They were not dressed stylishly at all. They wore jeans, shabby Afghans, sweaters. They were drinking beer; not talking or laughing loudly or showing off, and yet there was something about them . . . They were simply different from anyone else there. Marked in some subtle way that Nicholas could not define. He saw Puck, a middle-aged man in an old black leather jacket and a peaked denim cap, smoking, waving the smoke away, smiling.


Nicholas watched them with a degree of longing so violent it made his head ache. He wanted desperately to overhear their conversation and was on the point of edging nearer when the door behind him opened and two teachers came in. Immediately he dodged behind their backs and into the street. Apart from feeling that he could not bear to be exposed so soon to the banalities of everyday conversation Nicholas felt sure that the enthralling experience through which he had just passed must have marked him physically in some way. And he dreaded what he felt would be clumsy and insensitive questioning.


Fortunately when he got home everyone had gone to bed. He looked at himself in the kitchen mirror, surprised and a little disappointed at the modesty of his transformation. His face was pale and his eyes shone but apart from that he looked pretty much the same.


But he was not the same. He sat down at the table and produced the glass, the flower, the streamer and his free cast list. He smoothed the paper out and ran down the column of actors. Puck had been played by Roy Smith. Nicholas drew a careful ring around the name then washed and dried his glass carefully, put the rose and the paper and the streamer inside, then went to his room. He lay on his bed reliving every moment of the evening till daylight broke. Next day he went to the library, asked if there was a local drama group and was given details of the Latimer. He went to the theatre that same evening, told them he wanted to be an actor and was immediately co-opted to help with the props for French without Tears.


Nicholas quickly discovered that there was theatre and theatre, and adapted philosophically. He had a lot (everything) to learn and had to start somewhere. He was sorry that none of the CADS, with the exception of Dierdre, had been to see The Dream but sensed very quickly that to attempt to describe it let alone mention its effect on him would be a mistake. So he made and borrowed props and ran about and made himself so useful that he was co-opted permanently. For the next play, Once in a Lifetime, he went on the book. He made a hash of prompting at first, bringing down upon himself Esslyn’s scorn and Harold’s weary disdain, but he took the play home and read it over and over, absorbing the quick-fire rhythms, getting to sense the pauses, making himself familiar with exits and entrances, and became much better. He helped to build the set for Teahouse of the August Moon and Tim taught him basic lighting, letting him share the box and patting his bottom absentmindedly from time to time. He did the sound effects and music for The Snow Queen and, in The Crucible, he got a speaking part.


Nicholas learnt his few lines quickly and was always the first actor at rehearsals and the last to leave. He bought a cheap tape recorder and worked on an American accent, ignoring the amused glances between certain members of the cast. He made up an entire history for his character and listened and reacted with intense concentration to everything that went on around him on stage. Long before the first night he could think of nothing else. When it arrived and he was cackhandedly putting on too much make-up in the packed dressing room he realized he had forgotten his lines. Frantically he sought a script, wrote them down on a piece of paper and tucked it into the waistband of his homespun trousers. Waiting in the wings he was overcome with a wave of nausea and was sick in the firebucket.


As he stepped on to the stage terror struck him with hurricane force. Rows of faces swam into his line of vision. He looked once and looked away. He spoke his first line. The lights burned down but he felt cold with exhilaration and excitement as one after the other the rest of his lines sprang to the forefront of his mind when needed and he experienced for the first time that strange dual grip that an actor must always keep on reality. Part of him believed in Proctor’s kitchen in Salem with its iron pots and pans and crude furnishings and frightened people, and part of him was aware that a stool was in the wrong place and that John Proctor was still masking his wife and Mary Warren had forgotten her cap. Afterwards in the clubroom he experienced a warm close camaraderie (‘give me your hands if we be friends’) which seemed fleetingly to surmount any actual likes and dislikes within the group.


In the pantomime he played the back legs of a horse and then was offered the part of Danny in Night Must Fall. Rehearsals started six weeks before his A levels and he knew he had failed the exams. The endless grumblings that had been going on at home for months about all the time he was spending at the Latimer erupted into a blazing row and he walked out. Almost immediately Avery offered him the tiny room over the Blackbird bookshop. It was rent free in exchange for dusting the shop every morning and cleaning Avery’s house once a week.


He had lived there now for nearly a year and subsisted (sometimes, superbly, on Avery’s leftovers) mainly on baked beans purloined from the supermarket where he worked. Nearly all his wages went on voice and movement classes – he had discovered an excellent teacher in Slough – and on theatre tickets. Once a month he hitched up to London to see a show, determined to keep his batteries re-charged by frequent injections of what he thought of as the real thing. (It was after an exhilarating performance of The Merry Wives of Windsor at the Barbican that he had chosen Ford’s Epicurean speech for his Central audition.)


He still didn’t know if he was any good. Brenda Leggat, first cousin to the Smys, reviewed the CADS productions in the local rag, and her perceptions were about as original as her prose. Every comedy was sparkling, every tragedy wrenched the heart. Performances if not to the manner born were all we have come to expect from this actor/actress/soubrette/ingenue/cocktail cabinet. And Nicholas soon understood the group well enough to know that any direct questions regarding his performance would receive anodyne if not gushing reassurances. Plenty was said in the clubroom about absent friends but it was almost impossible for an actor to get an honest opinion to his face. Everyone except Esslyn and the Everards (and Harold of course) told Nicholas that he was marvellous. Harold rarely praised (he liked to keep them on their toes) except at first nights when he behaved like a Broadway impresario surging about hysterically, kissing everyone, distributing flowers and even squeezing out an histrionic tear.


Nicholas finished his exercises, did a series of stretches and some more deep breathing, undressed, cleaned his teeth, climbed into bed and promptly fell into a deep sleep.


He dreamed it was the first night of Amadeus and he stood in the wings dressed all in black with wrinkled tights and a skull under his arm, having learnt the part of Hamlet.


Rosa Crawley’s husband was waiting up, having spent the evening in the Cap and Bells with some fellow Rotarians and their Crimplened spouses. He always tried to get home before his wife not only because she hated finding the house empty but because he looked forward to hearing the continuing saga of theatrical folk that started almost the minute she came through the door. She never accompanied him to the pub of course and Ernest basked a little in her absence knowing that his companions were aware that his wife had much more interesting fish to fry. Tonight he was home only minutes before her and had just made his cocoa when she arrived. Ernest plumped up the sofa cushions, poured a double scotch on the rocks so that his wife could unwind and sat back with his own drink, his face bright with anticipation.


Rosa sipped her whisky and watched Ernest pushing aside the wrinkled skin on his steaming cocoa a little enviously. Sometimes, especially on a night like this, she quite fancied a cup of cocoa but felt that it was surely, (Slippery Elm Food apart) the least sophisticated drink in the entire world. Starting to take it of an evening could well be the first step on the sliding slope to cosiness and a public admittance of middle age. Next thing she’d be padding round in a warm dressing gown and wearing vests. She slipped off her high-heeled shoes and massaged her feet. The shoes lay, vamp down, spiky four-inch heels stabbing the air.


She was a short woman, just over five feet tall with a gypsyish appearance which she nurtured to an extreme degree. The black of her dark hair was regularly intensified, her fine dark eyes ringed with khol and decorated with a double fringe of false lashes whilst her coppery complexion spoke of the wind on the heath and a star to steer by. Her nose was larger than she would have liked but she capitalized on this by hinting at a rather tragic immigrant Jewish background. A suggestion that would have horrified her grandparents, sturdy Anglo-Saxon farm workers from Lincolnshire. She nourished this vaguely semitic Tziganery by wearing dark clothes with accessories that were so dazzling they seemed to be going off like fireworks rather than making a fashion point.


Looking over at Ernest placidly sipping his nightcap she wondered anew at the strange fact of their marriage. It had been out of the question of course that she remain single after her divorce from Esslyn. Apart from the matter of pride she couldn’t bear to be alone for more than five minutes. She had assumed that, with her looks and personality, men would come flocking out of the woodwork once the word got round that she was available, but this had not been the case. Ernest Crawley, local builder, widower and comfortable had been the only serious suitor.


He was a sweet man who knew his place and she accepted him the first time of asking. He was shy of and a little alarmed by the CADS and, apart from going to Rosa’s first nights and the last-night party, kept well away, perhaps sensing that this would please her best. Occasionally Rosa gave the leading lights in the company lunch and then Ernest played mine host barricaded behind a trestle table and pouring out the Frascati. They all drank like whales it seemed to him and he was glad when it was all over and the hot-house atmosphere damped down to normal again. He asked how it had all gone.


‘Ach,’ said Rosa exhaustedly, resting the back of her hand against her forehead, ‘quite horrendous. Joyce still hasn’t done a thing about my costume, David Smy is like an elephant loose on the stage and the Venticelli are hopeless.’


Ernest finished his cocoa, picked up his pipe and tamped it in contented anticipation. He had his own dramas at work, of course. Complaints from the foreman, rows in the hut, occasionally a serious accident. But there was something about the activities at the theatre. Rosa relayed them with such panache that they rose far above the ordinary pettinesses of his working day.


‘Harold says he’s going to strangle them.’ (Rosa always opened her monologues with a flourishing bit of hyperbole.) ‘One at a time and very slowly if they don’t pick up their cues.’


‘Does he now?’ Ernest made his response deliberately noncommittal. Rosa’s attitude to her director was variable. Sometimes her loathing and jeers at his affectations knew no bounds; at others – usually when Harold had had a clash with some supporting actress – he had all her sympathy. Then they were coevals, talent burnished bright, swimming in harness in a sea of mediocrity. This was clearly going to be one of those nights.


‘The Venticelli open the show, right? Just the two of them . . . quick fire . . . non stop. Like Ros and Gil . . . you know?’ Ernest nodded sagely. ‘I mean they will kill this production . . . absolutely kill it before it even gets off the ground.’


Ernest nodded again and did a bit more tamping. He didn’t know who or what the Venticelli might be but the poor buggers had obviously better get their skates on if they wanted to survive the course. Rosa had now moved on to Boris who, she said, had painted his face up to the hilt and was playing the Emperor Joseph like a mad Bavarian hausfrau.


If it occurred to Ernest to think it odd that, never in the past two years, during which twelve plays had been produced, had Rosa’s tongue, so sharply dismembering performance after performance, ever alighted on the name of her first husband, he wisely kept this observation to himself.


‘Ruined, ruined!’ Avery ran through the carpeted hall pulling off his cashmere scarf and dropping it as he went. Gloves fell on the Aubusson, his coat on the raspberry satin sofa. Tim strolled along in the wake of all this turbulence picking up Avery’s things and murmuring ‘Bad luck for some’ when he came to the gloves. He stuffed one into each pocket of the coat and hung it up in the tiny hall next to his own, amused by the contrast between the tattersall check, with its garland of turquoise cashmere and little chestnut fingers sticking beseechingly up in the air, and his own sombre dark grey herringbone and navy muffler.


Avery, already wrapped in his tablier and wearing his frog mittens, was pulling the le Creuset out of the oven. He put it down on a wooden trivet and eased the lid off a millimetre at a time. Whilst hurrying home he had made a bargain with the Fates. He would not question Tim about the source and content of the previously mentioned phone calls if they would keep an eye on the daube. Avery, knowing the superhuman restraint that would be necessary to stick to his side of the agreement, had felt an almost magical certainty that the least the other party could do was to honour theirs. But, running up the garden path, sure that he smelt a whiff of carbon on the cold night air, his certainties evaporated. And, as he ran with quailing anticipation through the sitting room, he became firmly convinced that the bastards had let him down again. And so it proved to be.


‘It’s got a crust on!’


‘That’s all right.’ Tim sauntered into the kitchen and picked up a bottle opener. ‘Aren’t you supposed to break that and mix it in?’


‘That’s a cassoulet. Oh God . . .’


‘For heaven’s sake stop wringing your hands. It’s only a stew.’


‘A stew! A stew.’


‘At least we won’t be able to say there’s not a crust in the house.’


‘That’s all it means to you, isn’t it? A joke.’


‘Far from it. I’m extremely hungry. And if you were that worried you could have come home earlier.’


‘And you could have come to the theatre earlier.’


‘I was doing the Faber order.’ Tim smiled and smoothed the irritation from his voice. With Avery in this state it could be midnight before a morsel crossed his lips. ‘And the phone calls were from Camelot Antiques about your footstool and Derek Barfoot rang asking us for Sunday lunch.’


‘Oh.’ Avery looked sheepish, relieved, grateful and encouraged. ‘Thank you.’


‘Look. Why don’t we use this spoon with the holes in –’


‘No! You’ll never get it all!’ Avery stood in front of his casserole like a mother protecting her child from a ravening beast. ‘I’ve got a better idea.’ He produced a box of tissues and lowered half a dozen with slow and exquisite care on to the crumbling top layer. ‘These will absorb all the bits then I can lift the whole thing off with a fish slice.’


‘I thought it was in the topsoil where all the goodness lay,’ murmured Tim, going to the larder to get the wine.


The larder was really Avery’s domain but it had a deep quarry-tiled recess with a grilled window on to the outside wall which made it beautifully cool and the perfect place for a wine rack. The tiny room was brilliantly lit and crammed with provisions. Walnut and hazelnut and sesame oils. Olives, herbs and pralines from Provence. Anchovies and provolone; truffles in little jars. Tins of clams and Szechwan peppercorns. Potato flour and many mustards. Prosciutto, water chestnuts and a ham with a wrinkled leathery skin the colour of liquorice hanging from the ceiling next to an odoriferous salami. Tiny amaretti and snails. Tomato paste and marron paste, cured fish and lumpfish, gull’s eggs and plover’s eggs and a chilli sauce so hot it could blast the stones from a horse’s hoof. Tim moved a crock of peaches in brandy, took a bottle from the rack and returned to the kitchen.


‘What are you opening?’


‘The Chateau d’lssan.’


Chewing his full marshmallow lip (the tiny drop of reassurance re the phone calls having already vanished into a vast lake of more generalized anxiety) Avery watched Tim twist the corkscrew, press down the chrome wings and, with a soft pop, pull the cork. Avery thought it the second most beautiful sound in the world (following hard on the easing of a zip) whilst having a terrible suspicion that for Tim it might be the first. Now, looking at the flat dark silky hairs on the back of his lover’s wrist glinting in the light from the spotlamps, noticing his elegant hands as they tilted the bottle and poured the fragrant wine, Avery’s stomach lurched with a familiar mixture of terror and delight. Tim took off his suit jacket revealing an olive-green doeskin waistcoat and snowy shirt, the sleeves hitched up by old-fashioned elasticated armbands. Then he lowered his narrow, ascetic nose into the glass and sniffed.


Avery could never understand how anyone who cared so passionately about what he drank was not equally fastidious when it came to what he ate. Tim would consume anything that was what he called ‘tasty’, and his range was catholic to say the least. Once, stranded for an hour on Rugby station, he had demolished cheeseburger and chips, several squares of white, sponge-like bread, a lurid pastry with three circles of traffic-light-coloured jam, two Kit-Kats and a cup of pungent, rust-coloured tea with every appearance of satisfaction. And he did not even, Avery had reflected whilst toying miserably with an orange and a glass of lukewarm Liebfraumilch, have the excuse of a working-class background. (Tim had declined the Liebfraumilch on the grounds that it was not only likely to be the produce of more than one country but liberally laced with antifreeze to boot.)


So why, Avery sometimes asked himself as he leafed through his vast collection of cook books, did he labour so long and ardently in the kitchen? The answer was immediate and never changing. Avery prepared his wood pigeon à la paysanne, truites à la crème and fraises Romanof out of simple gratitude. He would place them before Tim in a spirit of excitable humility because they were his supreme attainment; the very best his loving heart could offer. In the same manner he ironed Tim’s shirts, chose fresh flowers for his room, planned little treats. Almost unconsciously when shopping his eye was alert for something, anything that would make a surprise gift.


He never ceased to marvel at the fact that he and Tim had been together for seven years, especially when he discovered the truth about his friend’s background. Avery had always been homosexual and had innocently supposed that Tim’s experience had been the same. Then he discovered that Tim’s understanding of his true nature had come painfully and gradually. That he had regarded himself as heterosexual as a teenager and bisexual for several years after that. (He had even been engaged for eighteen months whilst in his early twenties.)


The acquisition of this knowledge had thrown Avery into a turmoil of fear. Tim’s assurances and his reminder that this had all happened twelve years ago had done little to calm a temperament that was volatile by nature. Even now Avery would watch Tim without seeming to, looking furtively for signs that these earlier inclinations were reasserting themselves just as a showily coloured plant occasionally reverts to its more pallid origins.


Avery reasoned thus because he could never, ever, in a trillion zillion years understand what Tim saw in him. For a start there was the physical contrast. Tim was tall and lean with hollow checks and a mouth so stern in repose that his sudden smile seemed almost shocking in its sweetness. Avery thought he was like a figure in a Caravaggio painting. Or perhaps (his profile at the moment looked alarmingly austere) a medieval monk. Nicholas had said he thought that Tim, although emotionally lean, was spiritually opulent. This was not what Avery wanted to hear. He didn’t give a fig for spiritual opulence. Give him, he had replied, a nice filet mignon and a fond caress any old day of the week.


Avery knew he cut a ridiculous figure when compared to Tim. For a start he was tubby and his features, like his personality, were sloppy and spread all over the place. His lips were squashy and overfull, his eyes a washed-out blue and slightly protruberant with almost colourless lashes, and his nose, just to be different, was neat and small and seemed quite lost in the pale pink expanse of his face. His head was very round with a fringe of curls, butter yellow and softly fluffy like duckling down. He had always been agonizingly conscious of his baldness and, until he met Tim, had worn a wig. The morning after their first night together he had found it in the dustbin. It had never been mentioned between them again and Avery bravely continued to live without it, treating himself and his scalp to a weekly going over with a sun lamp instead.
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