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For Nikoletta
“I am of those bigots who thinke malice a deeper sinn than poore frailtie of flesh.”
—Charles II
Muffled horns bellowed on the Thames. Big Ben, like a chocolate tower iced above frosting clouds, tolled midnight.
Fog and city lights mixed in pale green. Lamp posts at the embankment were beacons in the haze. A woman roamed by Westminster Bridge. The fog scattered in her path but soon reshaped behind her as a protective veil. Rain started to fall and she stopped under a lamp post. Light etched her features in the swirling mist. The chalk blue hues that Degas used tinged her pallor, sculpting her little nose, smudged cheekbones, and high forehead into an odd beauty hidden under dirt and sorrow.
A shawl’s remains were threadbare around her concave shoulders, mildew stained her shredded skirt, and her feet were wrapped in rags. She moved close to the lamp. Tears welled in her eye sockets and joined the rain to wash away the dirt. She swiped her face with bony knuckles and moved once more. The fog paused; shamed by its neglected duty it raced to hide her again. The rain stopped. An illumining moon broke through the fog, exposing her beneath the spires of Westminster.
She passed into the Abbey, a fragment in its vastness. Her skirt left a moist trail as she glided towards the Lady Chapel. The monarchs whose bones rested there, under prone effigies that in places had crumbled but were still regal, retained the privilege of a living guard. An old watchman made his rounds among them and augmented the dimmed main lights by scanning various areas with a flash light. He came to a standstill but couldn’t hear her; and didn’t feel it when she gave his arm a kind pat. Then her hand slipped away, and she shuffled toward some stones above a burial vault. There she gazed down and there dissolved.
Sad but dogged, she reshaped inside the cramped vault.
The chamber was dominated by a corroded lead sarcophagus.
A rusty plaque on the coffin read: DEPOSITUM AUGUSTISSIMI ET SERENISSIMI PRINCIPIS CAROLI II REGNIQUE SUI TRICESIMO SEPTIMO. She rubbed stiff fingers over the Latin, then stretched out her arms and grasped the box’s sides. Her cheek, icy as the object it touched, pressed against the lid.
“Charles,” she said, “awake.” her eyes impatiently darted over the sarcophagus and she pulled back. Then she made a fist and pounded the lid so hard the lead indented. No response. So she thought for a moment and changed tactics. Bending her head close to the coffin she asked, “No answer?” as if teasing a child behind some door. She stroked the lid. “Then let me tempt with a sweet caress, and cajole with so fond a touch that memory must needs awake. May it please my lord—arise.”
The sarcophagus quivered slightly and she stood up; a moan seeped out of the box and she beamed. Then she hugged it again. Tears streaked her ashen face, and she whispered, “Charles?”
“Nell?”
She slipped to her knees, with her brow tipped against the lid. “That very same who shared thy bed and a common fate.”
“Do go away. I rest in pieces, Nell.”
She grabbed the lid’s edge, then got up and leaned against it. “It’s been over three hundred years, that’s rest enough.”
“God’s fish, that long?”
“That long—so long.”
“Well, I always was accused of sloth. A King who never said a foolish thing. Nor ever did a wise one indeed.”
“Rise,” Nell softly demanded as she moved back. “I have need of thee.”
The coffin rattled again. The occupant was irked into action. The tremors increased in a furious back and forth and side to side dance till the sarcophagus burst apart and its sheared pieces flew. A thick cloud followed its break up and Charles II stood tall behind the dust. His features, that odd blend of ugliness and charm, of twisted nose and raven eyes, flew right off the coins and history books as he appeared over the carpet of debris that settled at his feet. But for their dulled dyes and mold spots his clothes were preserved, as if a royal command checked the foulness of nature’s course, though his plumed hat and periwig were wilted, and his spidery fingers clutched a rotted kerchief that extended from a decayed sleeve; but his star quality survived death which, on him, seemed less an absolute than a bother. He was annoyed but wide awake.
“Nell. You look dreadful.”
“You should see yourself, Charles. We have been dead, Sire. We are dead.” he scanned his arms and hands but didn’t react. Then he frowned, patted an arm, and wiggled his right hand. Dust rose. “Yes, dead. Quite dead. I forgot. So why the crude awakening?”
“Unlike you, I haunt.”
“You were no great sinner—why should you haunt?”
“Hear me. Those things so familiar to us in life now fill my nights in death. But things have changed. Royalty, once murdered, is now mocked.”
“Mocked?”
“I chanced upon this canard, this supposed play about us. You and me.”
“Charming!” he boomed. He found news of publicity so stimulating that all signs of decay vanished from them both.
Their bodies and clothes were renewed. His attire sparkled and the feathers on his hat were erect and purple once more.
Though plain, her clothes were no longer rags; her face was less pale and her auburn hair gleamed.
“Wait, Charles—”
“Remembered still?” His voice sparkled and cut her off. “Tell me then, sweet—there’s still an England? Did not my relations or dear, dear beloved parliament snuff her out?”
“I see your brains have yet to rot,” she replied; and actually grinned.
“I stuffed them back in,” he said. “And my brother?
Did he obey me? Let not poor Nellie starve, I commanded,” he said as he patted her cheek.
“He did obey you, I did not starve. But he destroyed your family.”
“As I knew Jimmy would; just as I knew I was helpless to stop him.”
“Enough of that,” she shot back. “Hear me, Charles.
This play sickens my restless soul. It’s filled with pure lies, making of you an ass whose carnality knew no limit, and me…a whore.”
“No truth at all?” His eyes nearly rolled.
“Perverse beyond need. You must stop this malicious fiction.” he rubbed his forefinger with a thumbnail. “Perchance I may petition the House on this issue; but then, it rarely recognized the pleas or rights of the living. Surely they wouldn‘t give ghosts a ghost of a chance.”
“You haven’t changed—all’s still wit to you,” Nell said. “Have you forgot all? Death dims your love so well?
Not mine. You had so many others, but you made Nell grand and you made her proud. Remember that, Charles. You askwhy I haunt. One reason is you.” Again her eyes moistened. He dabbed them with his kerchief.
“Me, my tigress?”
“We never had a parting,” she said, turning away from him.
“Nell,” he whispered, and embraced her from behind. His hands met over her belly. “Dear, dearest Nellie. You know I can’t abide a wench’s tears—much less those of such a grand lady. And how is it that I made you grand?
You made your grandeur, on the stage. I knew of it before we met; it compelled me to kiss you that first time behind the curtain, at Drury Lane.”
She gently pulled up his hand, and leaned her cheek against it. “Accompany me to the theatre. Pass judgment there.” he abruptly swung her around. A lusty gleam made his irises shine. “Before we do that—can we have a go?”
She moved back, her open hands against his chest. “We are no longer flesh.” he grabbed her waist and pulled her close. “Can’t we try? Come on then—be a good lass.”
“It’s not possible,” she said, shying away.
“And if it were?”
“Whenever my King commanded, when we lived, it was.” his brow raised. “Death, so chaste, chastens me. A kiss, then?”
They gently kissed and both smiled.
“Then His Most Gracious Majesty will please his girl another way,” he said in the easy and calming way he used when it pleased him to state his title as a description—four words he thought worth living up to else unworthy of use—or make pledges which rarely went unfulfilled once made, feeling as he did that sullied promises and dismayed courtiers were in the poorest taste. He put a gangly arm around her shoulder. “Have things changed very much, out there?”
“In some good and very bad ways,” Nell replied as they moved toward a wall and dissolved through it, then appearedin the Lady Chapel. He didn’t glance at the tombs of those who predeceased him or died after, and they glided towards the Abbey entrance. His arm remained around her shoulder.
“And who rules?”
“Not your family. Not even your German relations, who live in your palaces.”
“What? God’s fish—my German relations? You mean my cousins from the Rhine?”
She nodded. “You might not be pleased. History has not been kind, Charles.”
“It seems I have three centuries of catching up. Well, let’s begin.”
“Let’s end,” she said. “Let’s end these lies, so I can sleep.”
* * *
Two months before this, spotlights blazed. Stagehands crafted a scene from nails and props and lumber. A scene painter in crusted overalls coated a backdrop. Perched on a rickety ladder, a carpenter banged together a door frame and shook with each blow. The scene’s focal point emerged when a tiered dais was centered on stage, a throne topped it off, and a scarlet carpet cascaded from the dais to the floor. Disorder turned into form. Every object merged to reflect a long ago time.
An old stagehand shuffled through two antique doors. He took a pure breath. The air inside hung stale and old like a trunk opened after decades locked tight. His eyes darted over the theater’s tired façade. Restorations had begun. Cocoon like tarps veiled sections of her withered shell, which seemed entombed but eager for resurrection. He went to a display case near the domed box office cage, carrying a rolled up poster and a bag of tacks. He opened the case, unrolled and pinned up the poster, then shut the case. The old man stood back, then studied the poster to make sure he’d spread it taut and read:
“AJAX ARKEMIAN PRESENTS THOMAS POOLE‘S “THE PROTESTANT WHORE” NICHOLAS CASE…KING CHARLES II STEPHANIE CASE…NELL GWYNN OPENING SOON! TICKETS AVAILABLE NOW.
* * *
Two forty-six year old men relaxed on a couch. They gazed at a television set. A half emptied bottle and two glasses were on a table near their knees. Theirs was the body language of silence; of the comfort good mates share and is best enjoyed with no one else around. But Nicholas Case only pretended to slouch. The news made him edgy. He rubbed his belt and the growing paunch no one else saw and he tried his best to hide. Then Nick ran fingers through his wavy hair, which he greased and combed back to invoke comparisons, to remind audiences of other actors and boost his name. Tom Poole just slouched. The playwright’s dull clothes hung loose on his skinny bones. He didn’t care how he looked, and didn’t like comparisons.
Sluggish and transfixed, they stared at the teevee as the host of a tabloid show spouted celebrity gossip. The host’s cheesy toupee made him look like an aging baboon.
A cartoon comet, its tail throbbing lewdly, filled the screen’s corner.
“Now for the brightest item,” he squawked, all syrup and sarcasm. “Nick and Stephanie Case; yes, you heard me, the legendary duo itself, are starring in ‘The Protestant Whore’ by the oldest bad boy of the British theatre, Tom Poole. You, their public, knew they’d never make it apart.
And you never let them make it again, not the way they made it before letting you down by splitting up. Do they want your love again? Have they heard you at last? Antony and Cleopatra, Romeo and Juliet. And now, after a long wait, Nick and Steph.”
Nick threw the bottle at the set—a direct hit. The teevee imploded, the host became smoke. Both men were calm, as if nothing odd just happened, and they both wore the same glazed stare. “You want another drink, then?” Nick asked over the set’s buzzing.
“Have I ever said no?”
Nick fetched another bottle from a drinks tray. He twisted off the cap and filled Tom’s glass. “Bloody mess this; can’t afford it. Wonder what the hotel will charge.”
“The waste of liquor is much worse than money wasted on some idiot box.” Tom rubbed and eyed his glass. “The true essence of things. Tabloids are snapped up by every frigid dear, then placed between the eggs, the bread, the butter, and their backsides. Tabloids keep the press in business and television’s brown jam for this fetid toast.”
“I wasn’t expecting to hear that.”
“Why not?” Tom said. “Remember what the agency said?
An angle will put this one over. The public forgets like a fart is forgotten. You and Stephanie are—”
“Old farts? Well, at least I’m not too old. Ironic all this.”
“How?’
“I never got into this for what you heard on that thing.”
“Oh…please,” Tom said, then threw back his drink.
“Let me guess—you just wanted to be a good craftsman, an artiste. The thought of fame never entered your dear swollen head.”
“Not at first. But I do miss it…the fame. That, and that you wrote it, mate—are why I agreed to this. Deal with her again? She turned into something like your dear throbbing head when you wake up.”
“You think a hangover’s fun?”
“I never said that.”
“Be careful with words around me, Nicky. They’re what I do for a living. Now hand me that bottle.”
“I don’t know where you put the stuff—you never piss.”
Tom jumped up and grabbed the bottle. As if afraid of deprivation, he gulped fast. “Never need to piss, luv.
The stuff’s too precious to piss away. Some night I’ll be stiff from death, not drink, and you can find other things to discuss.”
Nick pulled back the booze. “This play could be a hit—and then I’ll need another. So ease up, will you?”
“I have eased up but not from any real desire. Poor playwrights, and by that I do mean broke, not bad, can’t afford the stuff.”
“I need a success but so do you. The ’oldest bad boy of the British theatre’ has vanished. So ease up.”
Sober energy seeped from Tom, who paced and fought his boozy glow. “But England’s bay boy slash has been is coming back, too. The play’s about the monarchy; something I never get tired of whipping. It’s going to be hated by the rich but swallowed whole by the snobs and working class. If the rich can’t identify with the show they love to crap all over it. And I’m not sure who’s more annoying: the royals or the the rich. Of course I am. The royals are more useless and bigger parasites than the rich—who are slightly less rich—could ever be.”
“Easy, man,” Nick said, knowing his friend would spit fire.
“They don’t know a bloody thing about need or hunger or poverty. I was raised in it, close to Hindus who used their cherished Commonwealth passports to come here only to clean some wealthy bastard’s loo and pray every night for a better life, something we automatically bestow on a group of inbred German parasites who drain us dry and—”
“Ease off,” Nick said. His Roman nose went up. “I need a knighthood, eventually; and with my talent, I can say inevitably.”
“No false ego there.”
“Knighthoods pay the grocer; title increases wage.”
“I knew you’d feel that way,” Tom said darkly, as if abetting some crime. “So I’ll only deal with dead royal pigs.”
“Remember. Nothing hateful.”
“Not to worry. You said it—I need a hit, too. But I am Tom Poole. My point will be there, the disgust hidden behind the comedy. And your skill.”
“Yes, my skill. She doesn’t have any.”
“You really believe that?”
“She did have a talent—for pulling me down.”
“Again: you really believe that?”
“She attached herself to me. She pulled herself up.
And me down. My weakness. My mistake. Holding on, then falling in—all because she was the best piece I ever had.”
“So she had some value?” Tom asked. He played with Nick’s distracted brain and nabbed the bottle.
Nick hadn’t heard a word. “She loved having her fans follow her when she shopped. You know that?”
“You loved her, I think.”
“What?”
“Loved her. You loved Stephanie.”
“Let’s just just say I caught her—like the flu,”
Nick answered.
They passed the bottle back and forth. Then they opened another.
* * *
Stephanie Case and Alice Bryte watched the same show.
Alice cringed. She inhaled smoke, but this time the screen remained intact. “They all killed themselves,” she sniffed.
She aimed a remote and clicked off the set. Then she killed her cigarette. She saw the host, toupee and tongue, smashed in the ashtray.
“Who?”
“Those shits he went on about. Romeo and Juliet he says—now they’re both fifty.”
“Isn’t it great?” Stephanie said. She hoped that joy was catching. She ignored her gatekeeper’s acid and didn’t fight her opinions, which caused earthquakes.
Alice fired up again. She sucked down the smoke and hot ash fell. Another hole joined other burns on her ugly paisley dress. “What?” she said, dangling her cigarette between deep drags and knobby fingers. “You mean together with him? The tabloids, the paparazzi, back to all that?
And him shagging about—what’s so bloody great about all that?”
Alice made Stephanie chafe. She shifted her bottom.
She touched her black curls, aware that some weren’t hers, relieved they didn‘t fall off. Then she rubbed her cheek, reassured that at her age it felt dewy and plump. “We’re not reconciling, Alice. He can sleep with anyone he wants, any time.”
“You two should never be in the same place. Never, I say. Why do it?”
“Business, Alice. For all his silly talk that man is correct. Professionally we’re nothing apart. The public wants us together, and won’t spend on us in a big way any other way.”
Alice’s face hardened. “You think everything will be just lovely, even if you’re not in the sack with him? I say I know you, both of you. You both demand top billing and do anything to steal a scene. And you’ll both fall back on the main thing you’ve always shared—passionately shared.”
“Yes?”
“Too much drama. Never enough, but always too much.”
“Listen to me,” Steph said. Her patience thinned and she stared at Alice. “We’ve been apart more than ten years.”
“Memory flares,” Alice said. “Give him the chance and he’ll make you sick, I say.”
“I have to take the chance. And why not? We’re both professionals. There’s no feeling there, not for me, not now.”
“Really?” Alice’s mouth stained everything. Smoke bounced off her severely parted hair.
“What was I making eleven years ago?”
“I don’t remember.”
“You do remember, and you know who I was with to make it all happen. I miss it. I know—the last years were hard but it was better then, even in the worst times. For my career, when he was there.”
“And you’ll shut up when he starts in on you? Won’t be easy, I say. Look how even now—without him even here—you perk up talking about him.”
“Why not? He’s the best actor I know even if he was a bad husband. I always loved that talent and I always will.” her eyes narrowed under lashes all her own. “But now, for me, business is my priority and Nicholas Case makes sound business sense.”
Alice wasn’t convinced. “No attachments?”
“None.”
“We‘ll see—I say.”
* * *
Sir Ajax Arkemian stared through an enormous window. His penthouse overlooked the Thames but his thoughts were on the clock, not the nice view. He sweated under a large suit tailored to hide his bulk and mopped his brow with a red hanky. His Wildean locks and wild brows were also red and ages since dyed. Old but no way elderly, he oozed the force common to Levantine men which, as life retreats, age asserts. Like the unseeing’s sense of smell, remote guile usually shrouded his face but now he scowled and eyed his Rolex. He lumbered behind his desk as Big Ben pealed four times. He winced at every chime. “Both late.”
“Of course,” Tom nearly bellowed. Twenty feet or more divided him from his host. He slouched again, this time on a long leather couch. Tom grinned. A snifter of brandy cradled in his hands warmed his guts. “They’ll put on an entrance—for each other. You know? Actors, Ajax.” He dropped the old man’s title, hoping to rile him. Then he twisted around and eyed a real Cezanne. Tom believed the owner had no idea of its aesthetic, but only of its resale, value.
“Huh,” Sir Ajax grunted, his expression of contempt for the drunken playwright; and everyone else in the theatre who hated the refugee whose genius merged show business with great business; the immigrant who never lost his accent, the showman whom their Queen knighted for his ability while they were unaware of his contempt. How could these theatre types with their pure diction not hate him? These were things Sir Ajax suspected; he wasn’t that wrong.
A door slammed. Nick’s heels banged as he marched in.
“Where is she?” he asked, and doffed his cocked hat. “She running late? Her new face lift fell and she’s got to pick it up?” He stomped toward the desk with much noise, which was his surest way to effect. He tossed his hat toward Tom, who stuck out his hand. The hat swirled like a horseshoe as it settled on Tom’s pointed fingers.
The door opened again, and this time so quietly it demanded attention. Stephanie lingered by it, careful to see and be seen. Then she walked in and measured each step.
She had to. Her once spouse, however blunt her best critic, was there. Years before she lessened his bite by accepting his impatient good taste, his lessons on charm, on makeup, and things that need the edge of effect. The lessons took.
She gained.
Nick spun around. “Stephanie, not a bang—not even a whimper.”
She put out a hand; she expected his touch. “You know something? It’s ten years. Ten since we worked together.”
Nick squeezed her hand. Too hard. Then he kissed it.
“And it really shows.”
“What?” She jerked her hand away. “Does it? Wasn’t your hair brown? Now it’s black—what’s that stuff on your head?”
“‘Gray Away‘. But at least it’s still mine—I don’t have to buy extra pieces of it.”
She smiled. “Miss me?”
“You make me drool. Just like a dog in heat. So hard to tell?”
“You bastard.” The memory of sarcasm, a remembered intimacy, soothed.
Sir Ajax grunted. He opened a folder on his desk and separated some papers. “The contracts were thrashed out by your agents. All we need is signings from you both to bring back our King and Queen.” The words almost gagged him but mocking flattery, like a bee stinging the rose, was Ajax’s style.
“‘Signings?’” Nick said like a knife. “The old windbag still luvs kissin’ arse, don’t he?”
“How nostalgic,” she added. “Even if he’s going to make a fortune from our names.”
“Ajax here took a whiff,” Nick said. “The leech smells the cash and it stinks so nice.”
“We could have gone elsewhere,” Steph said; the split couple, united, was formidable.
Sir Ajax’s jowl twitched. He held up a pen and smiled icily. “Can you just sign? It‘s getting late and I’m such old man, I need my rest.”
Steph moved back. “I have a problem—an issue with these contracts.”
Nick’s eyes darted. “Do you, now. I knew it—I knew it was coming.”
She ignored him. “He’s getting ten percent more than I am. Why?”
“He wouldn’t have it any other way,” Ajax said. “I had no choice—not right, Mister Case?”
“What do you mean—no choice?” Steph asked.
“I have a reputation,” Nick said. “By whoring around helping you, God knows how I’ll damage myself.”
“You arrogant shit—we both need this.”
“The first time—remember? When I made you? That sunk me enough. I must be compensated against further damage.”
“Fuck this,” Steph said. “What if I pulled out right now?”
“You wouldn’t dare,” Nick sneered. “You need this more than I do.”
“That’s a lie!”
“When’s the last time you worked?”
“And you? I know what your bookings are like.”
“Really? Eating up news about me, eh? So nice to know you still care.”
“But I’ll accept your bloody advantage,” she answered; and calmed down. “I’ll set the example and be the smaller person.”
“In your case that doesn’t take talent,” Nick quipped, always happy when she gave him an opening.
“Just sign the bloody contracts so we can get on with it,” Tom said. He bounced up and went near them.
“How are you, Tommy?” Steph asked; then kissed Tom’s cheek.
“In need of another drink. So please, just sign.”
Nick signed. He studied her moves as Ajax handed her the pen. “Yes, you do need this, don’t you? You even kept my name.”
“What?” Steph asked as she signed.
Nick slanted his face and looked down his nose. “After the divorce—you kept my name. I do understand. Yours just wasn’t good enough.”
“Bullocks.”
“Why then?”
“So I’d never forget such a deep pain in the arse.”
“But I never went in that deep.”
“You just don’t want to remember.”
“Why would I want to remember such a happy time?”
“Because we were both on top.”
“Well—you tried to be.”
“Thank you and good day,” said Sir Ajax. He shuffled the papers into a neat stack, anxious to get onto his next appointment and tired of noises he thought he escaped from long ago. But the actors seemed upset that their audience cut them off and annoyed that Ajax looked like an enormous just fed cat.
* * *
Tom Poole was deep in his element, commanding a small pub and surrounded by the play’s cast, whose voices were congenial and boozing zestful as its twenty or so membersgathered for the first time. Aware that as creator he was their god, Tom swaggered among them with one hand glued to a whisky and the other waving, all indolence gone, epigrams cascading from his lips, a mortal eddy as he hesitated here and there to make another comment and then ambled over to acknowledge one more hello, only to be distracted by another clique and slap other backs as he again recognized faces.
Tom would relish fulfillment, in the next few minutes, of what he knew was every playwright’s secret wish and a thing quite improbable: finding a stage and performing: acting.
Showing off his best work, himself. Tom thought that all writers were closeted or really inept actors who put down the real ones, their critiques in fact jealousy of a skill they did not possess. Tom’s venue was no stage even though he craved the spotlight; instead he got the obscure glow of smudged lamp fixtures in a setting quaint and old and none too clean.
A barman quickly poured liquor from bottles or beer from taps for his demanding customers. His sleeves were rolled up and in spite of his huge belly, which jiggled under an apron that brushed against the floor, he moved well. A louvered wooden panel arced around the back bar.
A dirty mirror adorned the panel; the barman’s fat back reflected between grimy streaks.
Tom picked up a spoon he found on a table. He got up on a chair. Then he stepped onto the table and inspected his glass, relieved that he hadn’t lost a single drop. Hebanged the spoon against his glass. “Children!” Tom said.
“Your attention, please.” but voices rose as alcohol flowed, and all were more aware of themselves than Tom. Annoyed, he gulped down his drink and threw his glass. The barman and those near him cowered as the missile shattered against the mirror, which made an ugly noise. Then there was abrupt silence.
“The author here has an announcement to make,” Tom, a calm but lofty inebriate, said. “I shall now expose the final draft our play. A work worthy, I hope, of your best efforts.”
The company, now attentive, applauded.
Tom almost pranced back down to the floor. He pulled two scripts from the inside pockets of his seedy coat and handed them to the stars. “Your copies,” he told the rest, “are in the theatre office. Our male lead is Charles II—a bored sex predator whose only care was his own ease and all the petty ways to sustain it. Mrs. Case is his gutter tart Nell Gwynn, who shagged a wide path to the King’s bed through Drury Lane. Throughout the play she uses her skill and considerable charm to gain titles for her bastard boys, and fend off lovers from the past who try blackmailing her with her sordid roots, which Charles knew—and couldn’t have cared less about.”
“But that’s not true,” Nick said.
“What?” Tom asked.
“That’s not what happened. I’ve read that Charles was a doting father. He had no problem giving titles to all his bastards. And that’s all he had—bastards.”
“A purist speaks?” Tom needled as he went closer to his friend. “Of course you’re right. But this is theatre —all lies and more lies, truth skewed to increase drama.
You know this.”
“In a good play nothing else matters,” Steph added.
“Exactly,” said Tom. “Damn the real people this is based on. They were just vehicles. They fed me with an idea that sprouted wings of its own.”
“Is it typical Tom Poole?” Steph asked. “Honest and pointed—”
“—and brutal?” said Tom, completing her thoughts.
“Can Tom Poole write any other way?”
Annoyed at being shot down, Nick said: “But your style’s gone out of style.”
“And so did I, so did I. But if you can come back so can I.” Tom’s endless thirst asserted itself. He spotted an opened bottle on another table. He grabbed it, shut one eye, and with the opened one peered into it like a chemist through a microscope, awed by the frantic dancing organisms a slide revealed.
“You’re a real optimist,” Nick said, “for a drunk.”
“What’s that old saying? Where there’s drink there’s hope? On the with party, boys and girls.”
Caught up in Tom’s glee the cast applauded him again. He took a deep bow and spread his fingers over his heart.
Then he slugged down too much booze. Everyone else went back to their chatter.
Nick gave Steph a long look. “Rehearsals begin next month. “You’ve got plenty of time to learn your sides.”
“What does that mean?”
“Have you forgotten? Like you always forget your lines—again and again and again?”
“Don’t you worry.”
“Odd you always remembered the unimportant stuff, the hair dressers, the clothes, the shopping sprees; but never your bills and, God forbid, your lines.”
“Shut up, Nick. Shut up or…”
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