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ONE
"I saw him in the gym, Jon – where I find all my best material."
Aubrey laughed and picked up another grape. He winked at Jon across the table. "Don't trust him, Jonathan. It will be some poor white trash he's cruising."
Paul turned to him. "I'm telling you seriously, Aubrey, this boy was perfect – built just like him."
"What? A stocky little peasant with over-developed thighs?"
"It's what he was," Jonathan Delmore said reasonably. He picked up the decanter and topped up his glass, tilting his head at the other two in offering. Aubrey put his hand over his glass; Paul shook his head. Aubrey took his hand away and took a sip. "Anyway, Paul, be intelligent. Can the boy even dance?"
"I should very much doubt it – I'd think he'd think it a dirty word. But that's what Jonathan wants, isn't it?" He looked at him.
Jonathan smiled. "Let's not get too literal, Paul. That was said in temper."
Aubrey threw his head back. "And what a temper. Exquisite boy," he laughed.
Jonathan Delmore pulled a long-suffering face.
Aubrey sat forward abruptly and clasped his hand. "Marry me, Jon. Life would never be boring."
Jonathan pulled his hand away with a jerk, trying to cover the betraying movement with a smile.
Aubrey slapped a palm on the table. "See? He hates it. I'll never win him, never. I'm going to drink myself to death," and he drained his glass.
Paul gave him a withering look. "Always the Prima Donna." He looked at Delmore again. "I'm serious, Jon, the boy's a natural."
"Oh come on, Paul. There's no such thing."
"No, seriously. I think you were right. You do need a completely untrained dancer."
"There are limits, Paul. Untrained is one thing, but he still has to be able to make certain movements."
"He could do it."
"Now, how the hell would you know that?"
"I told you, he was in a karate class…"
Aubrey snorted. Paul ignored him, went on, "He could leap like a monkey. I swear he hovered up there."
"Oooh." Aubrey gave a moué of sarcasm. "Word for word."
"Shut up, Aubrey," Paul snapped.
Aubrey lifted his eyebrows. "Sorry, I'm sure."
Paul turned back to Jon. "At least come and see him."
Jon shook his head, a faint smile on his mouth. "I have my sponsors to consider, Paul, can't be done. They'd have a fit if we cast a nobody."
"Then use somebodies for the nymphs. God knows there are enough somebodies that would be glad to do it. Anyway, think of the publicity. See the big picture, for God's sake, Jon."
"No. Sorry, Paul, I appreciate the effort."
Aubrey reached over for a peppermint and said, "And has he Vaslav's tastes too, as well as his charms?"
Paul looked at him and said dryly, "In what?"
Aubrey gave his famous leer. "Is he ripe pickings for our Svengali here, our Diaghilev?"
"I didn't ask, Aubrey. No, I'd say."
"Won't do then. Must have authenticity."
"Nijinsky wasn't gay, Aubrey, and you know it."
"We know nothing, Paul, sweetheart."
Paul made a face. Jonathan, keen to avert yet another argument on Nijinsky's sexual preferences, said quickly, "I'd thought of Christopher Lamprey."
Both of them looked at him. "He's too fragile," Paul said.
"And he jumps like he's afraid for his ankles." Aubrey helped himself to another mint.
"It's not exactly an athletic role, Aubrey," Jon said dryly.
Aubrey pulled another face, said nothing.
Paul said, "André Delacroix?"
Jonathan shook his head. "He's too ‘danseur noble.' Anyway, he looks like a faggot."
Aubrey gave a small shriek, pointing at him. "He said it, he said it! You heard him. Homophobe."
Paul laughed, watched Jonathan colour up slightly. He said softly, "Tsk, tsk."
Jonathan coloured a little more and lifted a pacifying hand. "I meant it in the nicest way."
Aubrey spluttered disbelief.
"Well, come on, there isn't any point in doing the Faune if he looks like he'd rather chase other fauns, is there?"
"The boy's an actor, dear," Aubrey said.
"No, he isn't. That's the problem."
Paul laughed, then said, "Okay, so how about that little Spanish boy? What's his name?"
"Aranjuez?"
"That's him."
Jonathan shook his head. "He's working in Berlin, some new operatic thing. I've already asked him."
Paul clucked. There was a silence, then the large cloisonné clock on the mantel chimed. Aubrey said, "My God, is that the time? I've got to rush, darlings, miss my train."
Paul said, "All the money in Egypt and he won't buy a car."
"Can't be doing, sweetheart, just can't." He grinned evilly. "Anyway, I hope some big black boy will rape me one night."
"You should be so lucky." Paul's face was derisory. He got up, saying, "I've got to go too, Jon. Been a long night."
"Gorgeous meal, Jonathan, give my compliments to Amy."
Jonathan smiled and got up to see them out.
Aubrey went first, in a swoop of the large ridiculous coat he wore, his hat pulled down rakishly over one eye. He looked like a 1930′s detective novel's idea of an artist.
Paul stood with Jonathan in the silence of the hall. It seemed almost deserted without Aubrey's bulky perpetual motion. He pulled his kid gloves on, easing them into the spaces between his fingers. Jonathan stood with his hands in his pockets, gazing into space. Paul watched him for a while then said in a soft voice, "You really are a waste, Jon."
Jonathan looked at him, startled, then laughed, colouring up again.
Paul smiled and patted the top of his arm. "If you ever change your mind…"
Jon grinned; it was an old joke.
Paul opened the door, said goodnight and was gone.
TWO
"Now, Christina… and turn… turn… right and up. That's it, that's it…" Jonathan stood and watched silently as they went through the last dying falls of the finale. "Beautiful. Truly. Well done… Okay, let's pack up for today, shall we?"
There was a noisy clatter of students departing, the exhausted disentangling of the dancers. Sweaters were picked up, shoes changed.
Jonathan crossed to one of the male dancers who was standing rubbing his calf. "Still pulling?"
The dancer nodded, chewing the inside of his cheek.
"Workable?"
"I don't think so. It's burning even without the weight on it."
Jonathan gave a grunt. "See Elizabeth then." He looked at his watch. "She should still be here. Go now."
The dancer nodded and walked off with a pronounced limp.
Jonathan turned to the woman at the piano. She nodded her head at the dancer's departing back. "Serious?"
He shrugged. She smiled. "Had enough for one day?"
"And how. I could gladly wish the whole bloody thing in hell. I don't know why I offered."
"Because you have a kind soul."
He grimaced and turned away, picking up his sweater. He pulled it on. He had woollen tights on underneath it, as usual. He looked like an acrobat or an aerialist, never a dancer somehow. And yet when he danced…
Which he didn't. Which was a pity. She'd asked him once why not; he'd said simply, "I don't enjoy it."
She didn't believe it then and she wasn't sure she believed it now; but there, it was out of the horse's mouth.
He picked a duffle bag up, shoved some sheet music in it. "I'll see you tomorrow, Christine."
She nodded.
He went out the practice room without a backward glance.
Paul lowered the butterfly weights and watched him hit the punchbag. His movements were fast, the proverbial blur. He seemed to be pulling them slightly; the bag didn't move much. Mind you, it was a heavy bag.
He took a breath and swung upright. It was now or never.
He crossed the room, fixing the waistband of his sweats. "Hello."
The boy grunted a hello without stopping. Paul raised an eyebrow. Not a very propitious start.
"I don't suppose you've ever thought of taking up dancing?"
That stopped him. He held out a hand and steadied the swing of the punch-bag. He looked at Paul but didn't quite lift his eyes. They stayed somewhere around Paul's upper lip. "You being funny?"
Paul laughed. "I'm deadly serious. I'm with the Weider Dance Company. Yes, as in the gym equipment, but not the same firm. I'm their lighting designer. I saw you a couple of weeks ago, upstairs in the karate class. I thought perhaps you'd trained. As a dancer, I mean."
The boy still didn't lift his eyes. He shook his head.
"Pity."
They stood there in an uncomfortable silence, then Paul said, in a fit of impetuosity, "I've got tickets for the first performance tomorrow. Let me give you a couple. Take your girlfriend along."
"Why?"
The question threw Paul utterly. Why what? But the boy clarified it for him.
"Why you giving me tickets? I don't know you."
Paul laughed. "I'm trying to convince you to become a ballet dancer. Joking – please take them. I've got them upstairs in my locker." He saw the boy's eyes flick sideways, his shoulders tense. He said quickly, "Look, I'm not trying to proposition you, you know."
And now the boy's eyes came up. Two different colours: one brown, the other gold. A distinct and definite shift of shade. Paul felt his throat do the familiar tighten of sexual excitement. He smiled a stiff smile. "Please," he said again. "I think you might enjoy it."
And utterly unexpectedly the boy nodded.
Frank found the limitations of the box frustrating. He sat in the furthermost seat, but he still couldn't see the extreme left of the stage.
He'd come alone and he'd expected ballet, but it wasn't like any ballet he'd ever seen. It didn't look much like ballet at all, except for some of the positions.
For a start the girls weren't wearing the little dresses. They had cat-suit things on, white ones, and they were a little see-through. Just enough to see the dark shapes of crotches, nipples. And they spent all their time getting into knots with the male dancers. They were in black, and theirs were even more transparent, but they had jock-strap things on underneath, but their arses were about as on show as the girls'.
Twice he found himself with a hard-on. Once when one of the girls walked in a ‘crab' between a man's legs, dark crotch out and open to the audience, and again when the same girl slid down another bloke's body, legs wrapped around. Looked like ruddy sex positions and no mistake. The whole bloody thing did. He was surprised they didn't ban it.
There were three ballets in all: two short in the first half, and a long one after the interval.
During the interval he sat and looked round the theatre. Last time he'd been in a theatre he'd been seven, to see a panto of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. He'd wet himself with excitement and been taken home in disgrace, after his Nan had slapped his legs so hard and for so long they'd bruised.
The people were different from what he'd imagined. Not exactly the ball gown and tiara crowd, but then, it wasn't a very posh theatre.
He had almost turned tail when he'd seen he had a box, but what the hell, he'd come here on old Duggis' theory of expanding your horizons, hadn't he? Face the fear and do it anyway.
He smiled a little to himself. The box door opened suddenly, making him jump.
"Hello there." It was the character who'd given him the tickets. "Enjoying yourself?"
Frank shrugged. "It's alright. I can't see very well from here."
Paul laughed, oddly pleased that it mattered to him. "Hang on after the show and I'll introduce you to the director. He's choreographer too. Jonathan Delmore, a man after your own heart. He always says we should put potted plants in these – it's all they're fit for."
"I've got to catch a bus." It was said brusquely, almost sullen.
Paul looked at him. "He doesn't bite. And I'm sure I could give you a lift. I'd be pleased to."
Frank turned his head away. Paul expected him to refuse again, but he didn't. He half turned back and nodded. "Alright then."
Just then, the interval bell rang. Paul said his goodbyes and left the box.
"You are joking." Jonathan looked at him aghast. He was rubbing a girl's hair with a towel. She stood like a limp rag doll under his ministrations. Her skin was pale, her leotard soaked with sweat. She looked utterly drained.
"I kid you not. He's up in the box. I'm just on my way up."
"Jesus, Paul." Jonathan looked genuinely annoyed.
"You're only going to say hello, Jon. He isn't going to expect the offer of a contract. In fact, I think he'd faint if you did. Now stay where you are."
Paul went round the backstage and up the backstairs into the circle.
He half expected the box to be empty, but it wasn't. He was still in it, zipping up a cheap brown leather jacket.
Paul smiled. "Come on, I'll take you down. Did you enjoy it? I mean, the second half."
"I liked the second bit better – in the first half – but the girl did the main bit there, she was good."
"Dione. She is, isn't she? Jonathan's pet. She might still be there when we get down." He took him round the back.
Jonathan was still there, and so was Dione, but she was pulling a one-piece knitted suit on over her costume. Her hair was in rats' tails from Jonathan's rubbing. She didn't even look up. Jonathan did though.
The two of them looked at each other for a second, then Jonathan held out his hand. The boy seemed to hesitate before taking it, as if he thought he might catch something off it.
The handclasp was brief. Jonathan was surprised to feel how limp and cold the boy's hand was, like a dead fish. It was doubly surprising given his small, compact boxer's body. When he dropped his hand he looked as if he wanted to wipe it on his trouser leg.
Paul said to him, "This is Jonathan Delmore. Jon, this is…" Paul stopped, laughed, genuinely surprised by his own ignorance.
Frank looked at Jonathan and furnished, "Frank Delaney."
Aubrey appeared, suddenly and noisily, saying, "Jonny, my beautiful boy, lovely. Dione, you were a shimmer as usual. A mere shimmer." He kissed her noisily on both cheeks.
Paul said, "And this is Aubrey Falcon. Not his real name, and every inch the caricature."
Aubrey came round almost comically fast. "A stranger in our midst. Who is this?"
Paul said quickly, "For God's sake don't kiss him, Aubrey," and looked almost as if he was about to step in between them.
But Aubrey only laughed and said, "Never. I wouldn't intrude, darling." He was appraising him openly, as blatantly as if he were in a whore-house.
Before Paul could introduce Frank, Aubrey said, "Has to be Vaslav. Those cheekbones. The boy's a Kamulk. Where did he get that face? Let me guess, you're Ivan, or Illytch, or some other such thing. You've got to be a Lithuanian émigré. Right?"
Frank Delaney shook his head. "My name's Delaney." If it had been possible to compress a mouth like his, he did it.
Aubrey threw his hands up. "Delaney?" It was a squawk. His hands came down with a clap. "He'll have to change it, Jonathan." He half turned his head, as if seeking his agreement. "Must go. Delaney. Preposterous. He sounds like a navvy."
Paul grabbed his arm and yanked him out of Frank's path. Jonathan came into view again. Not smiling as he usually did at Aubrey's behaviour; watching the boy. Not exactly nervously, Paul thought, more curiously, as if to see how he was going to react.
The boy reacted by looking at Aubrey, brows a little tightened; half angry-looking, half as if he were trying to decide if he was real or not.
Aubrey wriggled free and proceeded to walk round him.
Paul put a hand to his brow and said, "Oh my God, Aubrey, do leave it out."
Aubrey said, "You're right, he is like, I think, far as I can see." He paused at Frank's side. "I don't suppose you'd like to take your trousers off, dear boy?"
Frank met his gaze levelly, said nothing.
"No. I didn't think you would. What's your first name?"
Jonathan answered. "Frank."
Paul shot him a glance. Something odd about him altogether tonight – what was wrong? He was watching Delaney with an odd cynical intentness.
Aubrey looked at Delaney with a different kind of intentness. "Frank? Is that Francis?"
Delaney shot him a glance, looking a little surprised. He nodded.
Aubrey said, "Better. He could stay Francis, but Delaney's got to go."
Jonathan folded his arms and said, "He isn't changing anything, Aubrey. Leave the boy alone." He looked at Frank. "You must excuse Aubrey, he suffers from juvenile enthusiasms."
Aubrey raised his eyebrows. "You make me sound like a pederast."
Paul made a rude derisory noise that could have meant anything.
Aubrey turned on Jonathan. "You're not going to let him escape you, are you, Jonny? The boy could be a copy." He turned back, "Except he's a little less nondescript in the flesh." He looked down at Frank's hands. "And he doesn't bite his nails."
Jonathan looked past Aubrey at Frank. "Paul mentioned to us he'd seen you at his gym. We're doing L'après-midi d'un Faune. I don't suppose you know it?"
The boy shook his head, a curt movement, hostile.
"No. Well, it was danced by a famous Russian dancer. You look rather like him, and we're short a principal dancer. That's what he's talking about."
Frank Delaney looked at him for a moment then turned to Paul. "I've got to go."
Paul looked at Jonathan, a little thrown by the obvious snub. Jonathan turned away, that same cynical look on his face.
Paul said, "Yes, of course. I'll get my coat, just hang on." He gave Jonathan another look, then one at Aubrey as much as to say, Do something, and went.
Aubrey pounced almost immediately. "Foolish, foolish boy." It wasn't exactly clear who he meant. Jonathan, as it turned out, for he added, "To let such a fish back in the water."
Jonathan said nothing.
Aubrey looked at Frank's hands again, then looked up at his face and said, "What do you do?"
"I'm a gas fitter." It was said with a tight mouth.
Aubrey threw his hands up again. "A gas fitter, how novel."
Frank looked away, mouth curling slightly with something that might have been disgust.
"And how did you get all those lovely muscles?"
Frank turned back. "By eating spinach."
There was a moment's silence, then Jonathan bit out a laugh. Aubrey looked slightly huffy as he said, "Well, he can talk after all."
"I haven't taken a verbal laxative, if that's what you mean."
Jonathan grinned. Aubrey turned away, saying, "How coarse for a young person."
Frank looked away from him and caught Jonathan's eye; only the second time.
Jonathan looked away.
Paul appeared, pulling on his camel coat. It always looked slightly bizarre over the neatly pressed jeans and sweat-top he perpetually wore. "Ready to go?"
Frank nodded.
"Where do you live?"
Frank told him. Paul stopped in the act of pulling up his collar. "That's right next to you, isn't it, Jonathan?"
"Next street," Jonathan said. His face was a comic mixture of surprise and discomfort.
There was a silence. Jonathan didn't want to say it, but it had to be said, hadn't it? He couldn't avoid it. Not without being so rude as to be unforgivable – not to mention ludicrous.
"I can take him, Paul." He couldn't somehow address himself to the boy. "No point in you going miles out your way when I live right next door."
Paul looked at the boy; he looked as if he were on the point of refusing. He said quickly, "Thanks, Jon." He turned to the boy. "Well, Jon will see you back. Odd you two have never bumped into each other."
"Hardly," Jonathan said dryly.
Nobody said anything to that. Paul looked at him, confused by this odd streak of snobbery in him. He'd never heard him act like this before – not his style at all. He seemed to have taken an instant dislike to the boy.
The boy looked irritated. Paul half expected him to say he'd phone for a taxi, but he didn't.
Jonathan moved away and picked his jacket up off a chair. He tugged it on and fished in his pocket for keys.
The FOH manager came in, saying, "All locked up, Jonathan?"
"Should be. Robert's got the keys." He turned to Frank. "Shall we go?"
Frank nodded, and was followed out by a bemused Paul and intrigued Aubrey.
Jonathan drove a Lancia sports car. Red. He personally considered it tacky, but it had been a present from his mother, and it had come at a time when he'd been without a car, and he'd simply never got round to buying a new one. It was fast and it drove well, and it only had two seats. All plus points, as far as Jonathan was concerned.
The boy never commented on it. Not a word. As if he was used to seeing ruddy Lancias every day of the week. Jonathan got in, feeling a combination of annoyed and confused. He didn't give a damn about cars himself, so why was he suddenly so bloody worried?
The boy climbed in and put on his seatbelt, then sat gazing steadfastly out the side window.
It was a forty-five minute drive to Jonathan's house. He was dreading every minute. The boy was barely articulate, he thought sourly to himself. He was like Nijinsky in that too.
"Paul says he saw you in a karate class."
"I don't do karate." It was short, irrefutable.
Jonathan felt his face flush. He said shortly, "Sorry. I'm sure he said that's where he saw you. He mentioned your jumping abilities."
"I was mucking about. I don't do karate. I know the instructor, that's all."
"Oh." Jonathan clenched his teeth, annoyed at himself. Oh? What was he trying to do? Sound like wimp of the month?
Unexpectedly the boy said, "I'm training to be a boxer."
Jonathan shot him a glance. "Christ, you don't want to do that." He wished his words back in his mouth as soon as he said them.
The boy turned away, saying in a sharp, sarcastic voice, "I know, turns your brain to mush."
Jonathan didn't say anything.
The boy surprised him all over again by saying, "Why d'you become a dancer then?"
"How did you know I was?"
The boy looked at him. "Aren't you?"
Jonathan shook his head. "Not any more. I haven't danced since I was twenty- eight."
The boy looked away again, abruptly, as if he no longer interested him, and said, "How old are you then?"
"Thirty-two."
"You look older."
Jonathan gave a short laugh. "Thanks."
"No, I don't mean like that." The boy looked at him. "Just the job, this car and that." He waved his hand, and then abruptly turned away again, as if he'd said too much.
Prompted by god knows what urge, Jonathan said, "I trained as an aerialist. You know, flying trapeze."
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