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    Robert Barnard was a well-established crime writer. He won the prestigious Nero Wolfe Award as well as the Anthony, Agatha and Macavity Awards, was been nominated eight times for the Edgar Award and was the winner of the 2003 CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger Award for a lifetime of achievement. He also wrote crime novels under the pseudonym of Bernard Bastable. He lived with his wife in Leeds and had over 45 titles published in the UK and US. 


  

    

      1. The Saracen’s Head

    


    ‘Mad as a hatter,’ said Gillian Soames complacently, striding up the road from the Underground towards Ketterick High Street. ‘Stark raving bonkers. Up the wall. Round the twist to an unprecedented degree.’


    Peter Fortnum, legging it beside her through the town, was surprised to see on her face an expression of quite sunny anticipation. After all, she was talking about Jason Thark, the producer of the play in which they both were to appear. The two had met up on the Underground, having previously done no more than swap words when they were in different productions at the Sheffield Crucible. Thus they were still in the earliest stages of mutual discovery.


    Peter Fortnum was slim, fresh and twenty-three. Gillian Soames was rather plain, beginning to be dumpy, and was a stage veteran of eight years in small parts. She had had her share of theatrical disasters, and had gone on from them to other disasters, or to the occasional minor triumph. She knew that this was a festival production, which would run its allotted course of twelve performances and never be heard of again, quite irrespective of the merits or otherwise of the production. Peter Fortnum was a nice lad, she was saying to herself, but you could spot the wetness behind his ears: he still believed that stardom might be just around the corner. Gillian knew that what was around the corner was slog.


    ‘So be prepared to swallow your artistic conscience,’ she added darkly.


    ‘He’s got a tremendous reputation,’ Peter ventured.


    ‘Oh—reputation!’


    Gillian’s tone seemed to contain a limitless scorn for drama critics. Thus did Lady Bracknell dismiss cloakrooms at railways stations. Peter wondered whether Gillian wasn’t, perhaps, a Lady Bracknell in waiting. But if she meant that directors’reputations were gained over the bodies of actors who knew better, then Peter could go along with that.


    ‘People do say he does interesting things,’ he amended.


    ‘The sort of director who gets that said about him’said Gillian, still with the same unruffled composure, ‘is the kind to run a mile from. What does it usually mean? If the play cries out for a simple, direct approach, he decks it out with moving sets, Wurlitzer organs, and so many spots it looks like the Battle of Britain. And if the play is weak and needs a bit of gingering up, he puts the characters in body stockings and sets it in the Gobi Desert. That sort of director’s motto is: ‘Don’t notice the play; notice ME!’


    ‘Well, he can’t play about much with an Elizabethan stage,’ Peter pointed out.


    ‘That’s true,’ conceded Gillian, with all the reluctance of the born prophet of doom. ‘At least, you wouldn’t have thought he could. The critics will come down on him if he tries any modern tricksiness, that’s for sure. Still—’


    She stopped short in her stride as she and Peter noticed simultaneously a poster for the play in an arty little bookshop. They peered into the window, and Peter read out the title with a reverence the play hardly warranted:


    

      THE CHASTE APPRENTICE OF BOWE


    


    The poster was done in the form of a playbill—of the Restoration rather than any conceivable Elizabethan type. Peter and Gillian’s heads slowly dipped down as they read through the list of the players’names. There at the bottom they were: Peter Fortnum and Gillian Soames.


    ‘At least we got on,’ said Peter.


    ‘Which is more than the author did.’


    ‘It was published anonymously.’


    ‘Nobody willing to own up,’ said Gillian cheerily. ‘It does come rather into the “justly neglected” category, doesn’t it?’ They resumed their lithe stride in the direction of the High Street. ‘Actually, I’d do a walk-on part in the worst play of Robert Greene, just for the pleasure of working at the Saracen.’


    ‘It must be fabulous,’ agreed Peter. ‘Like getting back to one’s roots—starting again at the beginning of drama.’


    ‘Something like that,’ agreed Gillian, who distrusted enthusiasm.


    ‘And actually staying there too! I thought we’d be shunted off to some scungy bed-and-breakfast dive, with rooms at the Saracen’s reserved for the stars.’


    ‘That’s not how they do things at Ketterick. The theory is that there are no stars—which is bullshit, but useful bullshit. Of course a lot of the names have flats or houses in London anyway. Some of the rest prefer to take theatrical digs. I’ve got a poky room in North London, which I’ve loaned to a friend for the summer.’


    ‘And I’m living out of a suitcase at the moment. I could have got cheaper digs, but just the idea of staying at the place…’


    ‘Precisely. It has an aura. And at the Saracen’s Head somebodies and nobodies rub shoulders and swap pints. That’s something Arthur has insisted on from—oh!’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Dear old Arthur. The landlord of the Saracen. I’d forgotten for a moment that he’d died.’


    ‘Was he nice?’


    ‘The dearest old man. And one of the masterminds behind the Festival. He treated everyone alike, from Hamlet to Second Gent. I suppose the place must have been sold, or something. Anyway, we’ll soon see.’


    They turned a corner into a wide but not too busy street, and Gillian pointed histrionically.


    ‘There,’ she said, ‘it is.’


    As if they had but one mind, they set down their cases and gazed.


    Even from a distance, viewed through the clutter and bustle of an outer London suburb, the Saracen’s Head looked like something special, something rather out of the run of old English inns. You noticed first its long frontage, straddling a huge pair of gates. Through these, coaches had once rumbled to disgorge their passengers in the great yard beyond, for Ketterick had been a stopping-place between the North and Dover for fast coaches which had shunned the centre of London. As you moved closer you noticed that, apart from plaster over the half-timbering, it had been neither renovated nor tarted up, but had been left blessedly alone. The Saracen’s Head had benefited over the centuries from a family of landlords who were quite remarkably slothful, men who could just about bring themselves to pull a pint, but not much more. One of them, it is true, had in the mid-eighteenth century attempted something in the way of modernization, but fortunately he had died, and in his son the family inertia had reasserted itself. In the nineteenth century the railway had removed its principal function, and in the twentieth century hideous shopping precincts and malls had diverted a lot of traffic from Ketterick High Street. The Saracen’s Head had slumbered on, until it was rediscovered by architectural and theatrical historians. The sleeping princess had been reawakened by the kiss of the Ketterick Arts Festival.


    As Peter and Gillian approached, past the modern façades of video shops and Marks and Spencer’s, the great gates at the centre of the façade were pushed open.


    ‘Half past five,’ said Gillian, licking her lips with satisfaction. ‘Opening time.’


    Peter, seeing it for the first time, took in the details of the frontage as they stood on the other side of the road, waiting to cross. It was an untidy welcoming façade. To the left of the great gates were the Massinger Bar and the Webster Bar. To the right, Reception and the Shakespeare Bar.


    ‘The Shakespeare Bar’s ours,’ said Gillian authoritatively. ‘Not that the Festival ever does Shakespeare.’


    ‘No, we’re stuck with The Chaste Apprentice of Bowe.’


    ‘Anyway, they were just the Toby Bar and the Snug and so on, until the Festival started. Even dear old Arthur wasn’t averse to capitalizing.’


    They crossed the road, and from an unspoken wish they walked straight through the massive gates and into the great courtyard. Here they stopped, and Peter looked round with reverence at the open space within which they would be playing. Here the Lord Admiral’s Men and the Lord Chamberlain’s Men had played when forced from London’s south bank by the plague or the hostility of City aldermen. The Saracen was, at ground-floor level, the usual array of bars, dining-rooms and kitchens, and the other inevitable offices of a large hotel. But at first-and second-floor level, on three of its four sides, it had kept the balconies from which the better class of Ketterick spectators had watched the entertainments provided by the travelling players. On the fourth side the inn proprietor of the eighteenth century, in that brief and regrettable spurt of energy, had bricked in the balconies and enlarged the bedrooms behind. Enough remained, with the row upon row of seats in the great courtyard itself, to provide sizeable audiences for the Elizabethan and Jacobean revivals which were the staple of the Ketterick Festival.


    Even as they stood, silent, antennæ a-twitch to get the feel of the place, a couple of late workmen came out with two more sections of the stage. They began fixing them on to the section already set up, which was beginning to project out from the kitchens at the far side of the courtyard to form an apron stage. It was on this bare platform that the Festival company had performed The Devil’s an Ass, The Fair Seducer, The Roaring Girls of Cheapside and other minor masterpieces of our drama. It was on this platform that Peter and Gillian would perform lesser roles in The Chaste Apprentice of Bowe.


    ‘Our stage,’ said Gillian, with satisfaction in her voice, and reverence too. ‘You’re right. It’s difficult to see what Jason Thark can do to bugger that up.’


    They watched the workmen and the embryonic stage, silent and companionable, united in some powerful but indefinable respect for their own art and its beginnings. Their mood was brutally shattered by an interruption.


    ‘Would you be the operatic lady and gentleman?’


    The voice had an Australian twang, and when they turned they saw a bulky presence, now running to fat—an ex-rugby football player, perhaps, or the regiment’s champion middle-weight boxer. He was dressed in a suit of good cloth but baggy proportions, was balding, and his eyes were watery, shifting and ill-focused. But what was most immediately off-putting was his manner, which was unpleasingly ingratiating, yet oddly combined with something cunning, something almost threatening. He oozed up to them, it was true, but his manner had as its subtext something of the bully, as if he was itching to get them under his thumb.


    ‘I’m Des Capper, the landlord,’ he said.


    ‘Oh.’ Gillian Soames hardly bothered to keep the layers of meaning out of her voice. After a moment’s hesitation she shook his hand because she could hardly avoid it. She did it in a manner that suggested she had already made up her mind he was a lousy replacement for dear old Arthur. ‘No, we’re not the operatic lady and gentleman. We’re both in The Chaste Apprentice.’


    Des Capper’s face fell, and his manner lost several degrees of ingratiatingness.


    ‘Oh. Suppose I should have known. The operatic people tend to come larger, don’t they? It’s the lung capacity that does it, you know—it’s the lung capacity that makes or breaks a singer. You must be Miss Soames and Mr Fortnum, then?’


    ‘That’s right.’


    ‘Playing Alison Greatheart and Peter Patterwit.’


    ‘Right.’


    ‘Most of the principals have been here a week or more.’


    ‘The leads always come early. We are not leads.’


    ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll make something very nice of your respective roles,’ said Des Capper, leading the way towards Reception and making no move to help Gillian with her suitcase. ‘It’s not the size of the role that counts, you know. A good actor can make a marvellous thing out of a juicy little part. I’ve seen it happen.’


    ‘We know,’ muttered Gillian. ‘We are actors.’


    ‘Just so long as you speak up and speak out,’ Des went on, disregarding her. ‘You can’t get away with mumbling on this stage, oh dear me no.’


    ‘I have appeared in five of the eight productions here,’ said Gillian, acid-sweetly.


    ‘Then you’ll bear me out when I say speak up and speak out. The way some of these young actors produce their voices must have dear old Sir John Gielgud turning in his grave.’


    ‘He’s still alive.’


    ‘That makes it worse. Personally I think it’s all part of your mental approach to the part.’ Des, ensconced behind the reception desk, absently shoved little cards in front of them to sign as he continued to lecture them on their profession. ‘Have you tried Yoga? There’s many actors that do. I’ve got a terrific book of Yoga exercises I could loan you. Incredible. They’ve changed my life, I can tell you … What? Room numbers? Oh yes. Have you filled in the cards? Fine. You’re 227, Miss Soames, and you’re 234, Mr Fortnum. Close without being adjacent.’ He leered. ‘Can you find your own way? You should never pick up a heavy case like that, young man. You can do terrible damage to your dorsals that way. I’ve known people ruined by it, and an actor ought to be specially careful.’ He came round from behind the desk and put himself in a posture of demonstration. ‘What you should do is bend the knees slightly, go down to it, then lift it smoothly like this … Got it? Don’t mind me telling you, do you?’


    By now the nature of the new landlord of the Saracen’s Head needed no further defining in either of their minds. He was that most loathsome of God’s creations, the Australian know-all. They both gave him smiles that scarcely rose to the level of the perfunctory, and set off in the direction of their rooms.


    Or roughly speaking in the direction of their rooms. The old inn was a maze of corridors, obscure passageways that ended in blank walls, inexplicable open areas that must once have served a purpose, but which now seemed merely to be dumping places for unwanted pieces of furniture. The inn was innocent of lifts, which in any case would have been of limited use: the Saracen’s sprawl was not vertical but horizontal. Discreet wooden arrows pointed in the direction of room numbers, which were allocated with the same beautiful lack of logic or pattern as the general lay-out of the place.


    ‘I love it,’ said Gillian, as they toiled back along a passage which had led merely to a laundry cupboard. ‘Do you know, I’ve stayed here five seasons, and I still haven’t fathomed it. And I still expect to hear Tom Jones and one of his doxies from one of the bedrooms.’


    But it was not Tom Jones that they heard.


    ‘And if you upstage me again at the end of Act I, by God I’ll have your guts for garters.’


    They were in one of those inexplicable open spaces, and the voice came from the bedroom or suite that led off from it. It was a male voice that was clearly accustomed to making itself heard in large spaces—a traditional theatre voice. Gillian held up a finger and—still holding their cases, fearing they might have to make a hurried exit—they stood listening, with the telling stillness of stage actors.


    ‘Carston Galloway,’ whispered Gillian.


    ‘I did not upstage you. You seem not to want to acknowledge that there is anyone else on stage.’


    ‘I am perfectly willing to cooperate with real company players. They wouldn’t try to ruin each other’s performances.’


    ‘Oh God, don’t talk to me about your performance. Talk to your little backstage drab about that.’


    ‘Darling Clarissa,’ whispered Gillian.


    ‘I suppose that swoop to the front was something you arranged with dear Jason in bed?’


    ‘Darling, we have quite other things to think about when we are in bed.’


    ‘Crap. Sex may be important to you—God knows, I’ve reason enough to know that it is—but nothing is more important to you than the shoddy little theatrical victories you arrange for yourself. So don’t feed me that shit about sex being all in all.’


    ‘I love your exquisitely modulated guttersnipe language.’


    The Galloways were doing their daily exercises. They were famous in theatrical circles for the fearlessly open way in which they conducted their sex lives. The odd thing was that, for all their openness and honesty, their emotional lives were just as great a mess as if they had been secret about it.


    ‘I’ve always been so sorry for you,’ said Clarissa, in a lethal purr. ‘There are so few female directors. And the ones there are direct practically nothing but all-female plays. It does frustrate your instinct to pay back in kind. So you have to content yourself with ingenues and assistant stage-managers … nobodies. Still, I suppose they renew your youth, which heaven knows has lasted longer than most people’s youth.’


    ‘My God! Coming from you …’


    Gillian shook her head at Peter Fortnum, and together they stole down the corridor. A floorboard creaked under them, as floorboards could be relied upon to do at the Saracen when one was trying to be circumspect. It was unlikely that the Galloways in full flood would notice or care.


    ‘Par for the course,’ said Gillian when they were out of earshot. ‘We can expect a feast of that in the next week or two. Ever worked with them before?’


    ‘No,’ admitted Peter. ‘I’ve mostly been in pretty experimental stuff. Disused warehouses and upstairs rooms in pubs. That’s not really their line, is it?’


    ‘Oh dear me, no. The thought of Clarissa in a Hackney pub is practically lèse-majesté. Revivals of Lady Windermere or The School for Scandal—all powdered wigs and rustling taffeta—that’s the Galloways’line. I believe Rattigan was about to write something for them when he died, and they certainly created some minor roles in late Coward. They’re a practically extinct theatrical breed.’


    ‘The giant egos?’


    ‘Well, that particular form of giant ego. Nowadays it takes different forms. The day giant egos are extinct in the theatre we may as well all shut up shop and go home … Good Lord, we’re here. Do you think we’ll ever find our way here again—or find our way out, for that matter?’


    They put their keys in their doors and swung them open. Each discovered they were in unlovely little boxes, clearly furnished with cast-offs from other rooms.


    ‘It’s all right,’ said Peter cheerfully. ‘I never expected anything better.’


    ‘It’s not how dear old Arthur used to organize things. All the actors were given good rooms. Still—at least we’ve got a view of the courtyard and the stage.’


    They went to the window of Gillian’s room. At the far end of the courtyard the stage was a little further towards completion—that great projecting space that would so cruelly expose any faults in their techniques, any immaturities or imperfections. Peter drew his eyes away, almost in fear. Down in the front part of the courtyard, Des Capper was oozing forward again, this time to welcome a woman and two men, who had been disgorged from a taxi, and had come in to view the great space.


    ‘Probably the operatic lady and gentleman,’ said Peter. ‘And if so they’re not large.’


    ‘Have you ever known that sort of blow-hard to get things right?’ Gillian asked bitterly. ‘Is that young one Indian? He looks rather plump, an incipient fatty. No doubt Des Capper will put that down to his lung capacity. Actually the woman looks decidedly presentable. I say—just look at Des! Look at the way he’s fawning and scraping! It’s a fair bet they’re the stars of whatever it is, isn’t it? Isn’t he odious? Stomach-turning! Look, he’s even rubbing his hands. He’s one of the most ghastly men I’ve met.’


    ‘He doesn’t seem much of a replacement for your Arthur,’ agreed Peter. ‘I wonder why they appointed him.’


    ‘Appointed? I thought he must have bought the place, or something.’


    ‘Didn’t you see the plaque outside? It said the Saracen was one of the Beaumont chain of hotels. He called himself the landlord, but he must be some kind of manager.’


    ‘Really? Well, someone who’s appointed can be sacked. The Festival Committee ought to do something about it. There must be some way he can be got rid of.’


    She said it casually. Others, in the course of the next week or


    two were to say or think the same thing with more vehement


    emphasis.


  

    

      2. The Shakespeare Bar

    


    Gillian and Peter went out for their meal that evening. There was a little bistro called the Relief of Mafeking, Gillian said, where you could get a wholesome nosh-up for £2.95. In fact they found the price had gone up way beyond the rate of inflation, as it did with most good things once they caught on, but it was a satisfactory bargain all the same. Even actors in work—and Peter was only intermittently so—had to watch their pennies.


    ‘I never eat at the Saracen before I’ve got my first pay packet,’ Gillian explained over the chicken casserole, ‘and then only every three or four days. It’s very pricey, though the food is marvellous.’ She added darkly: ‘Mind you, it’s probably shark meat and kangaroo steaks nowadays.’


    She did not actually sing ‘Change and decay in all around I see’, but the dust of mortality was definitely in the air. She had hit on the phrase the Great Australian Blight, GAB for short, and she used it rather frequently in the course of the meal.


    Later, with an agreeable sense of wallet and purse hardly at all depleted, they dawdled back to the Saracen’s Head. They paused outside the Alhambra, a tiny theatre, Victorian Moorish in design, a thing of many domes and minarets, which had been rescued from the degradation of Bingo when the Festival first got under way. Here they inspected the poster for that year’s operatic offering at the Ketterick Festival.


    

      ‘Adelaide di Birckenhead,’ read Gillian, shaking her head. ‘Never heard of it. Not that that says anything. Since they did Anna Bolena five years ago I haven’t heard of any of them. They deliberately go in for the unknown, as we do on the drama side. The critics feel they have to come, if it’s the first performance for umpteen hundred years.’


    

      ‘Adelaide di Birckenhead has just got to be early-Romantic.’


    ‘I should think so. It almost always is. You’re right. ‘Opera semiseria di Gaetano Donizetti.’ I presume that means we only have to take it semi-seriously, which is a blessing. Who’s in it? Oh—a Russian-sounding lady. She’s never been here before. The tenor and baritone are old Festival stand-bys, but they don’t usually stay at the Saracen’s. The American tenor’s rather dishy, but the Mexican’s a nasty piece of work. God—I’m dying for a drink. Let’s get back and see if I can find anyone I know.’


    The fact that the Shakespeare Bar at the Saracen’s was the one used by the Festival people had nothing to do with any desire to pay tipsy tribute to the Swan of Avon. All the actors and singers who stayed at the inn had rooms on that side, the side where the balconies had been bricked in. The rooms on the other three sides had to be vacated for the duration of the Festival, on the orders of the Fire Chief, so that members of the audience seated on the balconies could have unimpeded exit in the event of fire (in which case they would undoubtedly have been lost and frizzled in the maze of corridors). The Shakespeare was a big, warm, scarlet-velvet bar, with sofas and easy chairs, and its only disadvantage, that particular year, was its closeness to Reception. Des Capper alternated between the desk and the Shakespeare, where he hovered from table to table like an unappetizing head waiter, determined to give more of his personal attention than anyone actually wanted.


    At the bar a gaunt, harassed woman with pulled-back hair was worked off her feet. As she waited to be served Gillian was delighted to see that there was someone she knew there. Ronnie Wimsett had been in two earlier Ketterick productions with Gillian, and his Theodorus Witgood in A Trick to Catch the Old One the previous year had been much admired. He was a rather plain young man, by actor’s standards, though wholesome and presentable in a middle-class sort of way. One’s first instinct on meeting him was to put him down as a bank clerk or a clothes store assistant. It was only after talking to him for some time that one realized this was the chameleon’s self-protection: he had a talent for imitation and dead-pan comedy that lit up his face and voice, and a rubbery looseness of body that made him wonderful in farce. He was well into rehearsals, for he played the chaste apprentice himself.


    ‘I shall say nothing of Jason’s direction, nothing of his interpretation, or of his understanding of my part in the play,’ he announced solemnly when Gillian and Peter had settled themselves down at his table. ‘Not because it’s dreadful, you understand. But because you should come to your first rehearsal tomorrow with no trace of bias or parti pris.’ He took a great draught of Saracen ale. ‘Let us instead while away the hours by ripping to shreds our fellow-actors in this little-known masterwork.’


    Gillian smiled evilly, leaned forward, and the two went at it. Peter Fortnum, sitting on the edge of this gory arena, was interested and amused for a time, but his short career in the theatre had left him with only a small circle of acting acquaintances, and after a time the names, their couplings and uncouplings, their tantrums and their delinquencies, began to pall. He was just beginning to wonder whether an obsessive interest in the marital affairs of the Galloways was not playing their game as they wanted it played when he heard muttered words of Russian from the table beside him. He pricked up his ears at once.


    Peter Fortnum was grateful to his minor public school for two things, and for only those two: these were the opportunities he had been given in the annual school play, and the chance to learn Russian. Quite apart from anything else, the latter had given him quite spurious claims on any small parts going whenever anyone decided to do a Chekhov or a Gorki. He swung his chair around, chipping in a few words, and in no time at all he was sitting beside the star of Adelaide di Birckenhead, and interpreting for her as she made her first real effort to communicate with the agent who had brought her to the West.


    Natalya Radilova was slim, dark-haired and beautiful. She was also very much at sea. It was only her second time in the West, and her attempts to discuss financial and other arrangements with her agent had been hindered by the fact that she had no more than twenty or thirty words of English. She had in all their preliminary communications pretended to a ‘competent’ knowledge of the language, but her letters to him had in fact been written by a friend.


    ‘I’ve arranged all this with your Ministry of Culture,’ her agent said, somewhat wearily.


    ‘Arrange it with me again,’ said Natalya.


    The agent, Bradford Mallory (‘Call me Brad’) was, like the Galloways, something of a theatrical throwback, though in his case, Peter suspected, it was much more of a conscious act, for it had the label ‘performance’stamped on it, as theirs had not. He wore a cloak, he said ‘dear boy’, and he occasionally patted the hand of the other singer on his books whom he had brought to Ketterick. This was the young man whom Mallory had apparently rechristened—‘rather witty, wouldn’t you say, dear boy?’—with the single name of Singh. He was an incredibly good-looking young man, whose Indian complexion had lightened from long, perhaps lifelong, residence in Britain. He said little, occasionally pouted, sometimes smiled abstractedly at Mallory’s affectionate advances. But what he did most often was to look at his reflection in the mirror on the wall behind Brad Mallory. When he had a clear, uninterrupted view of himself he would put his chin up to pose in his most attractive position, pat his immaculately-cut hair, adjust his tie, and then smile a cat-like smile when the image presented to him was at its most pleasing. He was, Brad Mallory said, the coming counter-tenor, and he was to sing in the concert on the opening night of the Festival.


    As Peter Fortnum translated between Natalya and her agent—yes, she did know the role, yes, she did realize that, small though the theatre was, the Festival held a unique position in British musical life, and success here could be a springboard for a very promising operatic career—he was conscious of a discordant presence in the vicinity, an intrusive note. The Australian voice has a cutting edge, admirable in the opera house, less well-adapted to the social hobnobbing of a Saloon Bar. Des Capper was giving someone the benefit of his curious store of knowledge and opinions, which meant, in effect, he was giving them to everyone.


    ‘Do you know that in Queensland they’ve got this new law forbidding hoteliers from serving sexual perverts?’ There was a dirty little snigger. ‘Be a bit of a problem here in Festival time, wouldn’t it? Couldn’t afford to lose half my custom.’ Peter half turned his head, and saw that it was the Galloways and Jason Thark whom Des was regaling with his muckiness. Peter’s glance caught him gesturing in the direction of Brad Mallory and Singh, and he immediately changed his tone. ‘Mind you, I’m tolerant. Live and let live, that’s my motto. I don’t know if you’ve read about it, but it’s been proved by scientists that sexual deviancy’s purely a matter of brain-damage during childbirth. Just like spastics. I know all about what causes spastics. Well, it’s just the same with poofs, only more minor. It’s like this …’


    ‘Dear God!’ breathed Mallory, raising his eyebrows to heaven with theatrical eloquence. ‘What have we done to deserve this antipodean clod-hopper clumping all over our private lives and our personal sensibilities?’


    He put his hand warmly on Singh’s, but Singh’s smile did not suggest that he had heard, or if he had that he had understood. He said in an English that was perfect yet oddly inflected, addressing Mallory alone:


    ‘Can we go up and watch the video? I’ve got Little Lord Fauntleroy. You said we could watch it later tonight.’


    ‘And so we shall, dear boy, after one more little drinkie. It’s my first chance to have a real talk to lovely, lovely Natalya, and she’s full of questions that only I can answer.’


    Singh pouted, but let himself be bought another sweet sherry.


    Over at the Galloways’table, the theatre’s most glamorous couple had been stimulated by the company—though Des Capper was not in himself stimulating—to stage a public version of their afternoon row. It was a cleaned-up version, much more elegant, suggesting that they carried the idea of rehearsals and trial runs into other areas of their lives.


    ‘We’ve never had any secrets from each other, nor from anybody else,’ Clarissa was proclaiming. ‘We take our pleasures when and where the fancy takes us. Of course it is a tiny bit unfair on Carston that all the people of real weight in the theatre are men. Hardly any female producers, and the only kind of heterosex most of them are interested in is rape, and they’re against it. And though Carston is not averse to men, as a variation, even he would hardly find the average impresario or producer attractive. Which leaves the balance of advantage very definitely on my side.’


    ‘And puts me very much in my place,’ said Jason Thark with a wide, untrustworthy smile. He was, in fact, a not unattractive man—broad-shouldered, commanding. But he was—and he let you know it—a man to keep on the right side of.


    ‘Darling, I’m honest with you, as with everyone else. You’re really rather attractive, and I’d have slept with you even if you hadn’t been our producer. On the other hand, that does add a sort of spice …’
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