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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain's oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language's finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today's leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      

      
      Eternity is in love with the productions of time.
      

      
      WILLIAM BLAKE: The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
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      Precisely because the idea made him nervous, Murray Douglas rang the Proscenium Restaurant and booked a table for lunch before
         going to bail out his car. The man who took his reservation was a stranger, by his voice, and there was no hint of recognition
         when he repeated the instructions he had been given.
      

      
      ‘Mr Murray Douglas – table for one – one o’clock. Very good, sir.’

      
      It had been a long time. It had been an eternity.

      
      His hand was shaking as he cradled the phone. To bring himself back under control, he drew a deep breath and let it out slowly,
         steadily, as though trying to sustain a level note on a musical instrument. For the twentieth time, he pressed the inside
         of his wrist against the front of his jacket, to verify the thick solidity of the hundred pounds in his wallet. Then he shrugged
         on his overcoat, picked up his travelling bag, gave a last look around the apartment, and went down to the street to find
         a taxi.
      

      
      The garage, at least, hadn’t changed. Tom Hickie was still in his little glass-sided office surrounded by stacks of grease-marked
         service sheets and continually ringing phones. The air was still full of crackling radio music and the bang of hammers. He
         picked his way between the ranks of cars, stepping over air-lines and wheeled heavy-duty jacks.
      

      
      Phone in one hand, papers in the other, Hickie glanced around as the door slid back. For a moment he was puzzled. Then he
         caught himself.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s Mr Douglas! It’s been such a long time, sir, I almost didn’t recognize you.’

      
      ‘You got my letter?’ Murray said roughly. He didn’t like to think about the long time or about people not recognizing him. The mirror had told him too much already. Last time he called here, he had already begun to lose the youthful handsomeness
         on which he had built so much of his reputation and following; his cheeks were fuller then, his eyes were growing watery and
         there were always pouches under them.
      

      
      But now he had really changed. There was slack skin along the line of his jaw. There were old-man’s furrows in his forehead.
         And he had a hat crammed low on his head because his scalp was showing at the crown and there was grey everywhere. Murray
         Douglas at thirty-two looked fifty and felt a hundred.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir – we got your letter, and the boys are bringing the car out now. We’ve looked after her for you, you may be sure
         of that.’ Hickie put down the phone he was holding and a glint of curiosity showed in his eyes. ‘I gather you’ve been ill,
         sir. I was very sorry to hear about it. I hope you’ve made a good recovery.’
      

      
      Abruptly Murray was sick of the polite fiction his agent had circulated. He said, ‘The hell! I haven’t been ill – I’ve been
         in a sanatorium to stop me from drinking myself to death.’
      

      
      Hickie’s mouth, opening to say something further, stayed open for a long moment. Then he looked uncomfortably down at his
         table of service sheets.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mr Douglas. I didn’t mean to be nosy.’

      
      ‘That’s all right.’ Murray felt in his pocket for his cigarette case; there were big NO SMOKING signs up, but no one took much notice of them. ‘Cigarette?’
      

      
      ‘No thank you, sir. I’m trying to give it up.’ Hickie essayed a casual laugh which turned into a croak. ‘Ah! Here comes Bill
         now to say your car is ready.’ He moved past Murray in the doorway.
      

      
      Bill, a tall West Indian in brown overalls, called out as he approached. ‘The Daimler’s ready, Mr Hickie. I just took the
         job sheet in to be costed.’
      

      
      ‘Good!’ Hickie said. ‘So we won’t keep you long, Mr Douglas.’

      
      ‘How is the car?’ Murray demanded.

      
      ‘Your Daimler, boss?’ Bill turned to him. ‘Well, we had a fair amount of work to do on it. Excuse my saying so, but you drive
         your cars damned hard.’
      

      
      ‘I used to,’ Murray muttered. ‘I used to drive myself too.’

      
      ‘Sorry, boss?’ Bill widened his eyes anxiously. ‘Didn’t hear that?’

      
      ‘Never mind.’ Murray felt for his wallet. ‘How much do I owe you for storage, Tom?’

      
      At first, being back in the driving seat and hearing the beautiful even purr of the V-8 under the downswept bonnet helped
         to mask even the painful knowledge that Hickie had literally not known who he was when he first appeared. He drove cautiously
         through the West End towards St Martin’s Lane and the Proscenium.
      

      
      But things had changed here, too. There were new one-way signs, and the pavements had sprouted parking meters. By the time
         he had wasted a quantity of petrol and a good half hour of time creeping around traffic-throttled side streets in search of
         a vacant space to leave the car, he was back in the mood of depression in which he had spent most of the past few months.
         What the hell was the point of going to the Proscenium, anyway? A silly theatrical gesture. A shout: ‘Murray Douglas is back!’
         To get what response? A few raised eyebrows, maybe, and a snide, ‘So what?’
      

      
      Blazes, but I’m going through with it. I’ve backed down and backed out too often. I’ve spent too long on the easy road.

      
      He finally found a place for the car and made his way, sullen-faced, to the restaurant.

      
      Emile, the head waiter, recognized him, but even his professional smile could not wholly hide his shock at the change which
         a year had wrought. And he had another reason for distress.
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry, Mr Douglas,’ he was saying. ‘But your reservation was for one o’clock, I believe. When at half-past one you
         had not arrived, I am afraid …’ And he made a gesture to complete the sentence.
      

      
      Now if you’d done that in the old days, I’d have created a scene. But you wouldn’t have dared to do it then. Now you think
            I’m washed up …

      
      Murray forced himself to swallow his resentment. He said, ‘I’ve wasted about half an hour looking for a parking place. I’m
         sorry if I inconvenienced you, Emile. Never mind – you can fit me in somewhere, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘Ah – There is only one empty table, Mr Douglas.’ Emile pointed somewhere towards the back of the crowded restaurant. ‘François
         will attend to you. François, show Mr Douglas to his table, please. Yes, Mr Crombie, I’ll be with you in a moment!’
      

      
      Puzzled glances (I’m sure I know who that is, but –!’) followed him through the restaurant. None of the people who looked
         up was known to him; there were several people here whom he did know, of course, but he was glad that every single one of
         his former friends was too busy eating or talking to notice his passage. The table he was given was blessedly inconspicuous,
         half screened by a bank of the luscious indoor creepers the designer of the place had been so fond of. At the next table,
         around a corner and in an alcove, were two men whose voices he immediately recognized – Pat Burnett, the drama critic of the
         Gazette, and Ralph Heston-Wood of Acting.

      
      They hadn’t noticed his arrival. They were deep in discussion of a rehearsal they had just seen. Murray sat listening with
         intense concentration, thinking himself back into the past.
      

      
      God, but he missed it all! Why had he been such a fool as to come here alone instead of calling his agent? Roger would have
         been glad to –
      

      
      No, probably he wouldn’t, and no use kidding myself. Not after the months of hanging around; not after the endless loans,
            the savage complaints, the moans of despair.

      
      Since coming out of the sanatorium, since hanging around and hoping when there was no hope, Murray Douglas had become far
         better acquainted with Murray Douglas.
      

      
      And I don’t like Murray Douglas very much.

      
      With as much delight as a man fresh from jail (and those abominable snack bars had been a kind of jail), he studied the menu and picked some favourites: avocado pear, truite au bleu.

      
      ‘And for wine?’ the wine steward asked.

      
      ‘Apple juice,’ Murray said curtly. ‘Chilled.’

      
      He lit a cigarette and leaned back, waiting for the food to arrive.

      
      Now the two critics at the next table had switched to a different subject. At first he only let his attention drift idly back
         to them. Suddenly, as Murray heard what they were saying, he was all ears.
      

      
      ‘What do you make of this man Delgado, Ralph – this Argentinian that Blizzard’s got hold of?’

      
      ‘Oh, he has something, there’s no doubt of it,’ Heston-Wood answered. ‘Didn’t you see the thing he did in Paris with Jean-Paul
         Garrigue? Trois Fois à la Fois, I think he called it.’
      

      
      ‘No, I didn’t see it, and from all accounts it wasn’t my cup of tea anyway,’ Burnett grunted.

      
      Heston-Wood gave a chuckle. ‘Yes, I remember what you had to say about The Connection, Pat! What was the rhyme they were passing around – “Hail, stale disciple of the tried and true” – something like that?’
      

      
      ‘That was one of Maxie’s. Nobody minds Maxie. Seriously, Ralph, what the blazes is the point of all this nonsense? If you
         have a play you have a play and there’s an author who put it together. But from what I can gather, this isn’t a play. There’s a fast-talking dago with an avant-garde label on him who’s conned Blizzard into vouching for him and someone
         else into putting up one hell of a lot of money, and a gang of no-goods, has-beens, and deadbeats scraped off the bottom of
         the barrel because no one in his right mind will touch the job.’
      

      
      Murray felt a thick constricting band of anger close around his heart.

      
      ‘Pat, you carry this theatre-for-the-masses pose a bit too far sometimes. You haven’t even seen Delgado’s work, and you’re
         condemning it out of hand.’ Heston-Wood drank noisily. ‘The one he did with Garrigue gave me the most stimulating evening
         I’ve had in a theatre since Godot.’

      
      ‘It didn’t run,’ Burnett said.
      

      
      ‘No. Well, there was Garrigue’s suicide, you know.’

      
      ‘Yes, but for heaven’s sake! Rest in peace and all that – that’s a publicity gimmick to end all gimmicks. Why didn’t it go
         on with a replacement?’
      

      
      ‘Because the piece was created around a specific cast, and a replacement would have destroyed it. There is a point to the idea, Pat. You just won’t see it.’
      

      
      ‘I know all about that. Saroyan was over here a few years back, remember? He tried the same thing at Theatre Workshop. I thought
         it was abysmal nonsense, and I said so.’ There was a sound of clinking glass as Burnett poured more wine. ‘You get your cast
         together and get a few basic suggestions, and you work up your dialogue co-operatively, and you call the result a play. But
         get a masterpiece out of this bunch of second-rate hams? You’ll never make me swallow that, Ralph. Why, there’s nobody better
         in the whole gang of them than Murray Douglas, and you know as well as I do he’s turned into such a gin-swilling sot there
         isn’t a producer in London who’d look at him. And he never had real talent anyway – just a pretty face.’
      

      
      Murray stood up. He didn’t bother to push the table away; its legs scraped, it half tilted and spilled a couple of knives
         off its edge before settling back on an even keel. With his face absolutely white, he went around the concealing screen of
         greenery.
      

      
      There was a clang as Heston-Wood dropped his fork on his plate. It was the last noise. A total silence seemed to have invaded
         the restaurant, lasting only heartbeats – but that was enough.
      

      
      Burnett, his lower lip visibly shaking, stared up at Murray as though at a ghost. He was a big, burly man with a ruddy face.
         His gimmick, carefully husbanded by his editor, was what Heston-Wood had called ‘theatre for the masses’, and the picture
         that ran at the head of his column showed him grinning around a Priestley-type meerschaum pipe.
      

      
      ‘Get up,’ Murray said.

      
      ‘Now – now look here, Murray!’

      
      Murray reached out and took him by the knot of his tie. His rage lent him strength he had never had and after the wreck he had made of his body was not entitled to. He dragged Burnett
         to his feet and sent his chair over with a crash. Then he hit him as hard as he could under the jaw.
      

      
      The burly man staggered backwards and collapsed on the table of another party, planting one hand in a plate of crème caramel.
         Ignoring the cries of alarm and shouts from waiters which now went up, Murray drew a deep breath.
      

      
      ‘Somebody ought to have done that to you years ago, Burnett. Hear me, you ignorant slob? You’re not a critic and you never
         will be. You’re a foul-minded gossip columnist with the morals of a baboon and the bad taste of a whole hen party of Aunt
         Ednas. I wanted to kick your teeth in a hundred times when I was on top of the tree, and I didn’t dare because of the power
         your dirty little column gives you. Now I’m back at the bottom, and you can’t hurt me. But you go on trying, don’t you? You
         called me a gin-swilling sot, isn’t that right? All right, now’s your chance to say it again knowing I can hear you!’
      

      
      Panting heavily, Burnett straightened up. He mouthed some sort of apology to the owner of the sticky sweet in which he had
         planted his hand.
      

      
      ‘Mr Douglas! Bon Dieu, what have you done?’ From the front of the restaurant came Emile, as agitated as only an interruption of his smooth routine
         could make him.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, Emile. I’m leaving. If I’d known I was going to be under the same roof as Burnett I wouldn’t have come in.
         The sight of him spoils my appetite.’ Murray spoke with the full resonance of his trained voice, the voice which had once
         been able to fill the monstrous volume of the Albert Hall without a microphone, and knew that everyone could hear every word.
         ‘Take that for any damage I’ve done to your property! ‘He peeled a five-pound note off the wad remaining in his wallet, and
         dug in his pocket as he continued. ‘And you can take this for your damage, Burnett.’
      

      
      He flipped a single penny contemptuously through the air towards the burly man. It landed on the carpet between his feet.
         He turned his back and walked slowly towards the door, aware that this time every customer in the place was watching him and
         nobody was any longer asking who that might be.
      

      
      The best exit I’ve made for a long while, he thought bitterly.
      

      
      ‘Murray!’

      
      He paused and glanced around. At a table near the door he saw Fleet Dickinson, who was more on top than anybody and never
         likely to be anywhere else. The full charm turned on high.
      

      
      ‘Murray, I’m damned glad to see you back in the land of the living, and congratulations on what you just did to Patsy-boy.
         What are you doing at the moment? Hardly heard a word of you since – well, you know.’ A twist of a graceful hand in the air.
      

      
      ‘Since they wrung the gin out,’ Murray said flatly. ‘Why, I’ve been resting. On doorsteps, mainly. I tried to get in to see
         you, too, and one of the doorsteps I rested on was yours.’
      

      
      A flicker of well-controlled embarrassment. ‘Well, Murray, you know how it is when something like this happens.’

      
      ‘I know only too intimately how it is. Don’t let me spoil your lunch, will you? So long.’

      
      ‘Just a moment – uh – Murray!’

      
      He paused and looked back.

      
      ‘Look, if you’re really in difficulties –’

      
      ‘Not any more, thanks. Blizzard picked me for this gang of no-goods, deadbeats, and has-beens he’s collecting for the new
         Delgado play, so I’m provided for. See you in the stalls when we open.’
      

      
      That was a childish sort of jab to end with, Murray told himself as he went back on the street. The damnable thing was, of
         course, that he was just as suspicious as Burnett of the whole Delgado project, and if his agent had been able to find him
         anything else – anything at all – he wouldn’t have considered it even for the fantastic rates of pay.
      

   
      
      2

      
      His mind clouded by what had happened, he picked his way north through London towards the southern end of the M1 motorway.
         He pulled up once in order to take the top of the car down – he felt that he needed some fresh air to blow Burnett out of his memory – and to buy a sandwich instead of the
         good lunch he’d left behind at the Proscenium.
      

      
      So far, he’d been driving cautiously; he hadn’t touched the wheel of anything but a slowpoke family saloon since the onset
         of his breakdown. Once he hit the motorway however, he deliberately took the car up to the maximum of its performance, holding
         third gear until the hundred and ten showed, then shifting to top and letting her roll.
      

      
      Even if it was only for advancing him the cash to ransom the car from storage, Murray was grateful to Manuel Delgado.

      
      He hadn’t disposed of the Daimler because in the end it had come to be a potent symbol to him. The registration plates said
         1 MQD for Murray Quest Douglas; people recognized it on the street, the white SP 250 with the black flashes down the sides
         – ‘There’s Murray Douglas in that car! I saw a shot of it on TV last week!’
      

      
      Once, held up beside him in a traffic jam, a taxi driver had passed a sheet of paper over from his cab asking for an autograph.

      
      Maybe he’d been bloody-minded about it. He could have raised seven or eight hundred on it, even though, as Bill the mechanic
         had said, it had been driven hard, and he wouldn’t have had to eat so many meals out of cans or switch to a brand of cigarettes
         that tasted of horsedung or wear an unpressed suit to useless interviews. Roger Grady had told him often enough he was a fool
         to let the car sit in store with the charges mounting week by week; he’d still been going on about it even when he broke the
         incredible news – that Sam Blizzard was putting together a cast for Delgado and wanted Murray Douglas if he’d accept.
      

      
      His mind roamed back over that curious talk with Roger.

      
      He’d heard of Delgado, naturally. The playwright was of Argentine origin. There had been a film, at a time when the only South
         American name to ring bells with the cognoscenti had been Leopoldo Torre-Nilsson. Murray hadn’t seen it – it had only been
         screened at a film festival, and no circuit would book it for general showing – but he knew people who had, and those people said it was phenomenal. A comédie noire to end comédies noires.

      
      He’d come to Europe on the strength of his reputation from that film, and last year Jean-Paul Garrigue, one of the finest
         young actors in Paris, had taken the leading role in the experimental production which Burnett and Heston-Wood had been talking
         about. Again, Murray hadn’t seen it; he’d already been in the sanatorium by then. But he’d read the notices, and some of them
         had been raves.
      

      
      Then there was Garrigue’s suicide, and a sensation, and for months on end, silence. As though Garrigue’s depression had been
         contagious, Delgado no longer seemed to enthuse anyone.
      

      
      And then Roger’s news.

      
      ‘Will I accept?’ Murray echoed, looking around at the sleek furniture of the agent’s office as though thinking on his awakening
         it might disappear. ‘Blizzard asks for me personally and I’m going to hesitate? Are you crazy, Roger?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I know some people who would,’ Roger said after a pause.

      
      ‘Why? For heaven’s sake, they were raving about Delgado in Paris last year!’

      
      ‘Yes, they were.’ Roger looked down at the end of his cigar with intent concentration. ‘You’ve been pretty well out of the
         swim since then, of course. Sort of not plugged into the grapevine, what I mean. I’m not saying I’m not delighted, mark you,
         and if the project’s a success no one could possibly deserve it more than you after the way you’ve pulled yourself together.
         But I wouldn’t be honest if I didn’t warn you that there are people around – I could name them – who wouldn’t take a part in a Delgado play if you paid them a thousand pounds a day.’
      

      
      ‘Why on earth not?’

      
      ‘Because Garrigue killed himself. Because Léa Martinez went into an asylum. Because Claudette Myrin tried to murder her baby
         daughter.’ Roger wasn’t kidding. His voice was level and his face was straight.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know about the girls,’ Murray said. ‘They were in the Paris production, weren’t they? But look, if I get you right,
         you’re saying that there are some superstitious folk in the business who think there’s a jinx on Delgado.’
      

      
      ‘More or less.’

      
      ‘Did you ever know me to be superstitious, Roger?’

      
      ‘No.’ Roger sighed. ‘Still, I had to warn you. Matter of fact, I was talking about this project with someone only yesterday
         and got a flat no before I made any offer at all. I wasn’t going to make an offer – Blizzard has some screwball idea of who
         he does and doesn’t want –’
      

      
      ‘Meaning me, Roger?’ Murray cut in.

      
      ‘No. To be honest, no. Did you ever know me to loan four hundred quid to someone I thought was really washed up? My business
         instinct wouldn’t permit it. No, I’m sure you have it in you to get back in the game – and maybe do even better because you
         won’t have your handsome juvenile face to cover your failings.’ Roger could speak more frankly to Murray than anyone else
         in the world. ‘But you’re the only one of the bunch so far who strikes me as being on the credit side. However, I’m not in
         charge, and Blizzard has a head as hard as anyone I know. Besides, even if the damn thing comes to town and folds after four
         nights, it’s giving you a chance to turn in something the critics will notice.’
      

      
      ‘What you really mean is it’ll stop me pestering you for a few weeks,’ Murray said sourly.

      
      ‘You’ve been a bloody nuisance, Murray, and you’ve run up a bloody sizeable debt with me. More than once, you’ve accused me
         of not doing my best for you, and I’d have kicked you down the stairs if I hadn’t known – well, what I do know. You don’t
         enjoy struggling, boy, and don’t you let other people see it!’
      

      
      ‘All right, can it,’ Murray said. It was true, what Roger was saying, and despite the agent’s light tone it hurt. ‘Give me
         the details. And the pay doesn’t matter. Right now, I’ll take a second standard-bearer at minimum rate.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll get a bit more than that. There’s money in this, boy Blizzard’s taken over a bankrupt country club called Fieldfare
         House, up Bedford way, and he’s planning to have the cast there – all expenses paid – until he brings the show into London.
         The idea is for it to follow Amaranth into the Margrave; you know Amaranth is getting pretty rocky. If there’s time, there’ll be a week’s pre-London try-out, probably at the New Brecht, but more than
         likely you’ll be at the Margrave four weeks from now.’
      

      
      ‘Did you say four weeks?’
      

      
      ‘No, Blizzard said it. You take it up with him, boy. You’ll have plenty of opportunity – you’re going to this club of his
         on Friday.’
      

      
      Friday, an hour earlier than expected because he had gone without his lunch, Murray swung the nose of the car past the faded
         sign indicating Fieldfare House.
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      A winding gravelled drive led from the narrow hedge-lined road up to the house. The grounds must have played a part in reducing
         the club to bankruptcy, Murray guessed. They were extremely elaborate, and even before he stopped at the front entrance he
         had seen a maze of carefully tended box, magnificent ranks of rhododendrons, beds of what looked like peonies set among neglected
         lawns. Around the corner of the house he glimpsed the high board of a swimming pool.
      

      
      The house was a rambling structure of grey stone and old brick, with dark red creepers reaching to the roof. It had an empty
         look; the windows were dirty, and one of the ground-floor rooms was shuttered. There was a gravelled stand for cars at the
         left of the front door, which boasted a pillared porch no less than seven stone steps of decreasing width.
      

      
      He pulled up, switched off the engine, and in the sudden silence had to repress a wild thought – that this was an alcoholic
         delusion, and Blizzard had never asked for him at all, and he had come to a deserted house to find nobody waiting and no hope
         for the future.
      

      
      He snatched the key from the ignition and jumped out. With as much noise as possible he slammed the car’s door and opened
         the boot. He reached inside for his travelling bag.
      

      
      ‘You will be Mr Murray Douglas.’
      

      
      The voice was as soft and unexpected as if the trees had spoken to him. He started violently and let the lid of the boot fall
         with a crash. At his elbow a man of indeterminate age and nationality, wearing a black suit and a black tie, had appeared
         like a conjuring trick. He hadn’t even made a crunching sound in the gravel as he approached.
      

      
      Conscious of prickly sweat on his spine, Murray said, ‘Yes, I am. You seem to be – uh – expecting me.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. My name is Valentine, and I am the head steward here. May I take your bag and show you to your accommodations?’

      
      The extraordinary Victorian phrase heightened instead of dispelling Murray’s sense of unreality. He stared at Valentine, taking
         in the pale, unlined, ageless face, with its dark eyes, the immaculate suit like a funeral mute’s, the high-sided black leather
         boots in which the legs terminated.
      

      
      ‘Your bag, sir?’

      
      ‘Oh – here you are. Is Mr Blizzard here yet?’

      
      ‘No, sir. You are the first to arrive. I expect Mr Blizzard at six o’clock and Mr Delgado with him. The rest of the company
         will be arriving at various times this afternoon or this evening. Please come this way.’
      

      
      He turned. Even the weight of the bag didn’t seem to make his footsteps grind the gravel. Feeling as though he was walking
         beside a ghost, Murray accompanied him up the steps, through a small vestibule inside the front door, and into a large – no,
         an enormous – hall. It reached up to an arched ceiling and a domed skylight, and a gallery serving the upper rooms ran around
         it from a curving staircase with a polished mahogany balustrade. There were the country club’s ornaments and decorations everywhere:
         old sporting prints, horse brasses, foxes’ masks and brushes, a pair of eighteenth-century fowling pieces with the barrels
         polished like silver, a tiger skin in front of the roast-an-ox fireplace.
      

      
      Valentine led him upstairs, but instead of turning along the gallery, opened a green baize door at the head of the staircase
         and went through it. Beyond stretched a long light corridor, with panels of fluted glass let into its ceiling and numbered
         doors on either side. This must be a new wing jutting from the back of the house, which Murray hadn’t seen as he drove up.
      

      
      ‘Your room, sir,’ Valentine said, putting a key in the furthest door. ‘Number fourteen.’

      
      There was a room thirteen adjacent, Murray noticed. He wondered idly whether it was going to be left vacant, in view of the
         number of theatrical people who were superstitious, or whether he was going to find himself with a doggedly sceptical neighbour
         for the duration of his stay. Then, as he followed the steward into his own ‘accommodations’, he forgot the question. He couldn’t
         prevent himself whistling.
      

      
      Many London hotels would be glad of a few rooms like this. Plain, square, low-ceilinged, it was panelled with maple and raw
         yellow pine. A low double divan with a smoke-grey candlewick cover on it was flanked by twin bedside tables, one of which
         bore a phone, the other a huge vase of flowers. A full-size Picasso reproduction was centred over the head of the bed. The
         windows, curtained with dark green hessian, ran the length of the outside wall and gave a view on to the lawn behind the house
         and dark woods beyond. The corner of the swimming pool was just visible. There was a TV set on a white iron stand, an easy
         chair, a shelf bearing a row of Readers’ Union editions and a stack of back numbers of Acting.

      
      Add one to the list of reasons why the club went broke. Murray gave an impressed nod and wandered to peer out of the window. At a half-seen movement behind him, he turned back;
         Valentine was opening his bag, which he hadn’t locked, as it was riding with him in the car, and had started to lay out his
         belongings.
      

      
      ‘No, leave that, Valentine,’ Murray said. ‘I prefer to sort out my own gear. Here.’ He felt for a tip, but Valentine raised
         a pale hand to prevent him.
      

      
      ‘That’s not necessary, sir. Mr Blizzard is giving me a very generous retainer.’

      
      ‘Oh. I see.’ Murray shrugged and dropped the coins back in his pocket. ‘Say, what’s the routine going to be – have you a timetable
         of some sort?’ He took the first few items from his bag and began to sort them into groups on the bed.
      

      
      ‘I understand that it will be up to Mr Delgado and the progress which is made with the play, sir. Tonight there is to be dinner
         at seven-thirty, after which Mr Delgado wishes to make the acquaintance of everyone present, and there will be some kind of
         an introductory discussion.’
      

      
      ‘I see. Are you left over from the country club they used to have here, by the way?’ Murray put socks and shirts into a handy
         drawer, picked up a spare suit on its hanger and went to the tall built-in wardrobe beyond the bed.
      

      
      ‘No, sir. I am specially retained by Mr Blizzard. I’m as much a stranger as yourself.’

      
      ‘Doing things in style, isn’t he – old Blizzard?’ Murray made to close the wardrobe door; in the act, he froze, staring down
         at something half seen on the lowermost shelf at the side of the cupboard. He barely caught Valentine’s reply.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t know, sir. I’m not acquainted with the world of the theatre. Is something wrong, sir?’

      
      Murray forced himself out of his trance. ‘Yes,’ he confirmed grimly. ‘This is wrong.’ He tugged open the other door of the
         wardrobe and picked up what had caught his eye. He handed it to Valentine – a full, unopened bottle of White Horse.
      

      
      ‘And this! And this! And this!’ One after the other, he snatched up bottles – Booth’s Dry London gin, Lemon Hart rum, Cognac
         Hennessy. There were glasses there, too, a syphon of soda and bottles of lime and orange squash – but those were safe. He
         was sweating as he faced Valentine again, whose arms cradled the liquor and whose features were carefully composed into an
         expression of polite inquiry.
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