
Table of Contents

The Marlowe Papers

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Marlowe Papers


[image: image]


By John Barber

© 2022 John Barber, revised 2025

This is a work of fiction. 

The characters in this book are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. Reference is often made to real events and real people but only to colour the narrative.

There are many references to English colloquialisms but hopefully the context will make their meaning clear.
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“Tell me again. Why are we meeting so early and why here and not at the railway station?”

“We are having a quick half before the main event. And a damn good jolly-up it should prove to be which is why I asked you along as my ‘plus one’. You have never been one to turn down an opportunity to attend a function when locally brewed beer is on offer. Not just on offer, but free.”

“Should that ‘plus one’ not have been your good lady?”

“Mrs B does not care for functions which involve my employers. She has a big down on my bosses whilst they continue to employ me.”

This was partly true. The truth was that Brian Bennett’s wife had a long ‘to-do’ list for his attention once he had cut off the shackles that tied him to his employers. He preferred to continue to work rather than carry out a multitude of household duties.

For Brian Bennett, lately appointed as Group Commissioning Editor for the Rutherford International News Group usually shortened to its acronym RING, retirement was as far off as ever owing to the very generous working benefits he was receiving. 

The company were happy to keep him on the payroll whilst they required fewer staff numbers to run a digital newspaper, at the same time promoting him to new levels of employee titles which meant him doing not very little more than the position he had before. The benefits such promotions incurred continued to increase whilst his pension rights were ring fenced around increasing interest rates, even if they were only rising at very low levels. 

Brian would like to have retired in his own time on normal terms as laid down in the Book of Instructions; Guidance for Employees, Section Six, Retirement; one of many volumes written by Human Resources which covered all aspects of working for the Rutherford International News Group. 

He had worked for the statutory thirty years and more but his continued employment meant he had seen a steady increase in company perks and a decreasing workload, so he continued to keep one foot firmly planted in both camps which meant keeping his employers and Mrs Bennett sweet. It was a balancing act with his employers and Mrs Bennett sitting at opposite ends of the scales of financial and domestic freedom. The trick as he so often explained was not to let the right hand know what the left hand was doing.

The two old friends were sitting in the two leather armchairs placed either side of the brick fireplace in the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel.

There was no fire burning. Had they not been inanimate objects they would have uttered sighs of resignation under the shifting weight of the two professionals. Detective Chief Inspector Steve Winwood had retired once before and still flirted with the idea of doing so again but there were certain questions from previous investigations he needed answering. 

They had often been mistaken for twins and amongst those who had known them and their habits for some time they were called twins but neither took offence.

How could they? Brian was perhaps the larger of the two. He ascribed his weight and large physical profile to the sedentary nature of a newspaper editor’s job. Others such as Mrs Bennett thought it had more to do with his love of Guinness and sitting in local bars rather than pounding the streets of his local area looking out for stories worth printing.

This was true of course and he turned round in his armchair and ordered another round of draught Guinness and a pint of Redbourne IPA for Steve. There was no such thing as a ‘quick half’ in Brian’s vocabulary.

“Plenty of time” he said by way of explanation to Steve’s questioning the reason for drinking in Rutherford’s premier bar.

Steve just grunted. The later they left the happier he would be.

Steve Winwood was hovering around fifty, by age as well as waist size. His suits were stained with drips from Redbourne’s IPA and the grease from large slices of bread pudding from the Olde Englishe Coffee Shoppe in Market Square. He had a habit of sometimes talking and eating at the same time when animated and both liquid and solid foods often slipped down the corner of his mouth. He had found nowhere else on his patch that could make bread pudding so appetising; or for that matter any shop that actually made bread pudding at all. It seemed to be a dying art within the bakery and pastry sector despite the rapid growth of the artisan coffee bar with baristas as far as the length of the counter would allow, but no bread pudding ever appeared.

If you needed to find Steve Winwood and you had first tried the Blue Spot Café in Railway Street without any luck the next obvious port of call was the Market Square Olde Englishe Coffee Shoppe but more likely the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. This was also the preferred out of office venue for the under-employed newspaper editor.

“Just in time,” smiled Brian as he took the two pints from the barman and placed them on the table between them. The beers were added to his to his tab and eventually invoiced out to the Rutherford Echo which he passed on to the Rutherford International News Group Head Office Accounts Department to be settled at the end of each month. The expense account was an overused part of his package securing him to the company.

His comment referred to the growing crowd of people entering the bar as late afternoon slowly shifted into the early evening. Many of those had booked a table in the restaurant and were relaxing in the atmosphere of the Long Bar and enjoying an appetiser or two whilst awaiting friends.

The Long Bar was so called because it was longer than it was wide. It was on the left side of the hotel as you entered through the large oak doors. To the right was the ubiquitous Saloon Bar which was square in shape and once actually called the Square Bar. Now it had reverted to being called the Saloon Bar. These days it was used by locals, town centre traders and the diminishing band of market stall holders to meet and drink and discuss the rumours circulating in town that day. They were not interested in food other than a pack of pork scratchings or any variety from a wide selection of flavoured crisps; plain, salt and vinegar, or original.

Nothing more illustrated the evolution of Rutherford town centre than the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. It stood on the south-west corner of Market Square. It was thought to have been established in the fifteenth century as a coaching inn, but it was believed that a drinking house in some form or other had stood on the site for a hundred years previous.

The exterior was almost pure white with intricate plasterwork patterns around the sashed windows from ground to second floors. In between were hanging baskets and window boxes, always fully stocked and watered and freshly replenished when the annual ‘Rutherford in Bloom’ competition came around. Above the door was a hanging sign that had been specially commissioned by the Redbourne family after some tenuous consultation with the College of Arms. No one minded much because it gave the hotel an unearned heritage which was admired by the business classes that invited their clients for drinks there.

Centuries of architecture had left their mark. Even the early years of the twenty first century had stamped their permanent arrival with a refit of the former stabling yard into a beer garden with a separate covered and heated smoking area. Around its perimeter were rooms that formed a mezzanine annexe. There was no staircase or conveniently placed drainpipe; nor was there any climbing ivy for wayward drinkers to access a free bed for the night from the beer garden.

A millennium clock donated by the Rutherford Heritage Society is attached to one wall and controlled by a radio signal sent out from the Technology Facility at Mungo Jerry, the weirdly named university. It is the most precise timepiece in town.

As well as a hotel it has meeting rooms for the various community groups and charities that flourished in the town, such as Rotary and the Freemasons Lodge. It has two bars and a popular restaurant recently named The Fleet with recommendations by the AA, RAC, the Good Beer Guide and the Good Food Guide. By default, the Fleetwood Arms Hotel was the prime meeting place for businessmen and women of all levels.

Steve preferred to tarry for a while, so another pint was welcome.

“Explain this all again to me Brian so that I am well prepared when I get there. Whose grand idea was this event that we are going to?”

“You are my guest Steve. I have two tickets to the VIP opening of the Community Theatre now officially named The Shed”, replied Brian sidestepping the question.”

“Do you remember the last time you gave me tickets to a VIP event?”

“Oh, very well Steve. You gave them to your lovely Sergeant Emma Porter and that thespian estate agent she was seeing at the time.”

“They set up home together shortly afterwards.”

“Yes, I remember now. Lucky chap!”

“I don’t like events Brian. I know a lot of people in town. Some I don’t like and I don’t have to talk to, unless they are part of an investigation. The thing about events, especially VIP ones is that you are almost forced to chatter to those people and others that you’d rather not chat to, being as there are so few places to hide.

“And then you tell me it’s an Arts event.

“I well remember the last VIP tickets you gave me, even if I did pass them on to Emma, who was grateful until she got there and realised what these local events are like and why I gave mine away. It was a frustrating evening. I was supposed to be off duty, but I still got called away from a much more pleasant affair at the Redbourne Brewery serving as would be expected a better beer than the District Council as they only provide beer in cans. That is bad enough but the only other alcohol on offer is usually a disgusting South American wine. I was not happy to be dragged away from the brewery to find a University Professor dead under a portrait of a naked cellist. 

“I do not like theatrical happenings; or even theatrical people. People call me a cynic or worse but in truth how can you really tell if an actor is telling the truth? They may in fact be just ordinary people, but they could be playing a part. Look at the Fleetwood Arms affair that involved ROADS. Mrs Winwood has never forgiven me for destroying her belief that they were just a bunch of passionate amateur actors. They called themselves the Roadshow; plenty of passionate affairs going on there as I found out, as well as a dead body or two. 

“Then the First Rutherford Arts Festival. Possibly a hundred or more of the worst theatrical disasters you could ever attend crammed into town in the space of one week and even more dead bodies. Then I get hauled over to Fordhamton and find the stand-in playing the part of a dead body who is on stage all the time, is discovered to be dead and not playing dead at all. If that isn’t enough to convince you that this evening is bound for disaster then remember my involvement with the One Act Play Festival in Blunstone.”

“There were no dead bodies there though.”

“There was at the Greenwich Hotel where they were staying. Why couldn’t you bring Mrs Bennett along?”

“Stanislavski and all that method acting stuff which I believe is what we will be witnessing is not her scene, especially in the company of directors of RING who have no interest in the performing arts either, at least not the kind we are go to watch. Besides I have to be there, and I need some decent company; such as a man who likes a drink.”

“We can get a drink anywhere. Here for instance.”

“But this event is free. And more importantly my employers are one of the sponsors, if not the main one. And the brewery have put Guinness on tap; just for me. At least Jonathan Redbourne tells me they have.”

“What has RING got to do with this?”

“The Rutherford International News Group thinks it has drifted out to choppy seas on an uncertain tide. The Board believe that the company has moved out of touch with its roots, raised its anchor if you will, become disconnected. The Public Relations boys are intent on navigating our corporate ship back to calmer waters and a safe harbour. They tell us that we need to re-engage. To this end RING are spending disgustingly large sums of non-taxable earnings on community projects to affirm its connection with its core readership which it still believes is the local man on the Clapham omnibus.”

“And you are here to represent them?”

“Oh no. Tonight I’m a mere employee. I may have a fancy title such as Group Commissioning Editor, but I am still only a few rungs up the food chain. It’s good for appearances to have a local man there representing the town amidst the bigwigs in the obligatory photocalls”

“I suppose whilst you are there you can report on the opening?”.

“I don’t do reporting anymore. Oh no. I have my Arts Correspondent attending tomorrow for the first night. She covers all aspects of the performing and more fixed arts, from theatre to sculpture, installations by left wing artists given large grants to baffle and bewilder us up to primary school nativity plays. She’s a martyr. Tonight is purely for the public relations team to announce us on the world stage as it were.”

Brian’s explanation was interrupted by a flurry of electronic notes on his phone.

“Taxi’s here.”

Brian did not hear Steve’s mutterings. He was quite comfortable in the Long Bar and was not looking forward to an evening cramped in an uncomfortable seat in a new build theatre.

It was no more than a half mile walk from the Fleetwood Arms Hotel to Rutherford Railway Station, and it was a pleasant evening for a stroll. The evening sky was slowly deepening into an Oxford blue; the reds and oranges of the sunset seeped into the high clouds like an artist cleaning his brush in fresh water.

But as Brian explained, the company had opened an account for him with a local taxi firm, and it would be a crime not to use their facilities. Besides neither man had an aptitude for walking when there was free transport more readily available and they were carrying a few extra pints inside their well-appointed stomachs.

It gave them more time for a pre-prandial drink. A phrase which Brian often used as the working day came to a close. For Brian there was always a perfect time for a drink before lunch or dinner. A term which neither Mrs Bennett nor Mrs Winwood understood. He may not have understood the term either but Steve was always there to enjoy a half pint or even a full pint of Redbourne IPA with Brian before returning home for dinner if the opportunity arose.

The cab turned right from the Fleetwood, right again down the eponymously named Railway Street and past the Blue Spot Café on the right-hand side. It was just closing after a fourteen-hour day from serving breakfast to a fried to a crisp bacon sandwich left in the heated cabinet all day, then over the bridge that spanned the Rutter River and into the area reserved for taxis to the right side of the Railway Station car park. 

From then on there was no choice but to walk.

“The company paid for all this,” said Brian, leading Steve towards the new footbridge like a gardener exhibiting his prize roses.

“Not only a new footbridge but a lift for wheelchair users, the generally disabled and those who have one of those contraptions that look like a chair on wheels.”

“Rollators,” said Steve. “The wife’s mother has one. Great for sitting in long queues at the Post Office whilst even older and even less mentally mobile ladies than her send stacks of Christmas cards to the rest of the world that have to be individually weighed and sent on their journey with a special edition seasonal stamp.” 

“That may be. The Rutherford Echo is all for diversity and equality. The Shed is equally convenient for any shape, size or weight of mortal man waiting for the last train leaving platform two after the odd convivial evening drinking in one of Rutherford’s many diverse licensed establishments, instead of standing in a late shower of rain.”

They stood aside at the lift whilst a large lady in an even larger fully automated wheelchair negotiated the swiftly closing doors. With a shrug of their shoulders they climbed the steps and walked over the railway lines by way of the footbridge. Then you were given a choice to turn right and down another flight of steps where an automatic ticket machine allowed you on to Platform Two. 

Brian and Steve turned left, down the steps and on to a newly constructed path where the old sidings tracks had been. They were now covered in concrete, with handrails and overhead illumination supplied by the most up to date LED technology to give the perfect ambience. Originally the tracks were used to carry engines leaving Platform Two and formed a spur to the brick shed fitted with a turntable where the engines were serviced and repaired.

The two friends became part of ever lengthening human crocodile walking towards the entrance.

“They could have thought of a more imaginative name for it,” commented Steve.

“It is what it is,” replied Brian. “It was a shed before, and it will be again. What else would you call it?”

He took Steve’s silence as acquiescence.

Steve thought the shape of The Shed was more conducive to being called The Roundhouse as the building was obvious to even the architecturally impaired visitor, round. It was built of brick with covered roof and regular window spaces on two thirds of the circumference. These were currently disguised with interior black out curtains. In between were large posters advertising the upcoming performances. The roof was a windowless flattened slate covered cone. Above the entrance were lights that read The Shed. As the building was on the edge of the town boundary, lights were allowed whilst shows were taking place. An advertising concept which would not have been allowed in the town centre by the White Plains District Council Planning Authority, being the last protector of Rutherford’s fine heritage.

There was a short flight of steps to the entrance. The reception area would normally have been busy with ticket enquiries for any remaining seats and late comers who had thought they might have missed their reservations and wanted their tickets poste-haste. Tonight it was a sort of hall of transit apart from those who still wished to take advantage of the cloakroom facility for coats that were unnecessary on this warm, balmy evening. There were toilet facilities for male, female and disabled all off to the left, perfectly signposted with words and not icons.

To the right was a door which led down to the auditorium but tonight was a grand affair and guests were ushered towards the bar where two university students form Mungo Jerry, one male and one female smiled and greeted each guest with a complimentary programme and souvenir booklet. They were printed in full colour along with black and white historical photos rescued from battered cardboard boxes that had been enhanced in sepia or any other means that students on a photographic course at Mungo Jerry could muster.

Around the reception area were a gallery of photographs enlarged and mounted on canvas backgrounds featuring the history of the railway that once gave employment to engineers in the shed that was now called The Shed.

Steve and Brian carved a route to the bar like a pair of barrels being rolled down to a pub cellar where as Brian had foretold there was not just a full selection of Redbourne Brewery’s finest ales in bottles and on handpump but also a dispenser for his favourite tipple, Guinness.

Whilst Brian got the drinks Steve flipped through the glossy, colour souvenir brochure. It told him that The Shed was built in 1845 as a turntable engine shed for the Rutherford & Blunstone Railway which had since been swallowed up by the Mid-Counties Railway Company and was known as the Engine House. By 1860 engines had become too long for the building to accommodate them and the shed was used for various other purposes.

In 1869 it was leased to Redbourne Brewery for storage of grains brought up by the railway and then for beer to be transported back to London. They surrendered the lease in 1963.

The building had received a National Heritage Grade Two listing for its historic interest, otherwise it might have been demolished. Local railway enthusiasts and the Rutherford Heritage Society along with the Rutherford Civic Society were proud to have saved a simple, distinctive building for future generations of schoolchildren to marvel at and wonder what a railway engine looked like. The Shed represented the temporary home to rest and recover for once mighty fire breathing dinosaurs finding themselves stranded in a changed world where government had deemed that they had no purpose and were now superfluous.

By now the bar had filled and little room left for manoeuvring. The two men waved and inclined heads in a distant greeting to people they knew.

“This could be a godsend,” said Brian already on to his second pint of Guinness, which was par for the course having drank the first whilst he waited for Steve’s pint of Redbourne IPA to be pulled.

“There was never a pub close to this station. This is strange because in my travels all the stations I have used had a pub or hotel next door; all called The Railway Tavern, or The Railway Arms or just The Railway. It is intended that it will only be open at five o’clock in the evenings unless there is a matinee for everyone but then closed to anyone without a theatre ticket later. I don’t know how that one is going to work but what could be more welcome than a pint or two in this bar after a hot, sticky and crowded commute home whilst you wait for the other half to pick you up or a taxi to arrive in the rank outside.”

“I rarely have to use the train,” said Steve. He had thoughts of sober theatre-goers eager with the anticipation of an uplifting evening mixing with tired City workers worse than wear after one pint or hard spirit too many. He didn’t think it fair to spoil Brian’s evening.

“One day in the future your grandchildren will ask you: ‘Grandad, what was it like to ride in a train’. Or even, ‘Grandad, what was a train?”

“I can share your love of nostalgia Brian. I like trains, especially those that preceded the age of the diesel. I’ve stood on a railway platform and watched the Flying Scotsman race past with steam rapidly escaping from the chimney and the safety valves and exhaust ports. A wonderful experience. I’ve even travelled on a Pullman Special which was a birthday treat from Mrs Winwood. 

“I am supplied with a car these days and a Sergeant to drive me around. I also have a generous taxi fare allowance also included for business and private use as part of my welcome back retirement package. Mrs Winwood has our radio tuned to the local radio station in the morning and I can see nothing to be gained from train travel owing to the constant announcements of signal failures, ticket increases, overnight over-running engineering works, not to mention strikes which seem to crop up like weeds in a well-kept garden. I have studied the local train network, and few lines have actually taken me anywhere close to where I am investigating a case so on balance I will stay with Mr Henry Ford’s invention.”

“You can blame Dr Beeching for destroying all those local lines. Whatever happened to the slow train Steve and those stations with names evocative of a younger more innocent time; like Kirby Muxloe or Chorlton-cum-Hardy. It was Beeching and his cohort Reggie Maudling who pushed us all into cars to motor along motorways paved with concrete with nothing to look at but more concrete bridges overhead. God bless the preservation societies.”

Brian had that tone in his voice of one who could speak for hours on his favourite subject, but he was interrupted by a bell and a voice that requested that all guests should take their place in the auditorium.

There were three doors set into the long wall where red curtains masked the seated area. 

“They keep those closed during a performance to stop the audience drinking and watching at the same time.”

“Or those drinking after coming off the six eighteen and getting a free view. I suppose it’s not a bad idea,” replied Steve. “I wouldn’t want my appreciation of a good pint ruined by a bunch of amateur theatricals.”

Steve waited for most of the guests to leave for their seats and was ushered ahead by Brian who as the local newspaper man had been here before in order to see how the renovation was progressing; and arrange for a few words to appear in the local circulation papers if he was so inclined.

He was impressed as were all the guests, although he had been privileged to watch the renovation take pace, at the final transformation of a decrepit engine shed.

The turntable had been dug out and the circular area around it enlarged so that it formed a pit. Around it was the seated area only interrupted at one end by a square arch currently curtained through which the actors would emerge.

They found that their seats were more comfortable than could have been imagined given their joint spread of weight.

“Theatre in the round,” said Brian, making no comparisons with their own figures. “Good stuff eh?”

Most of the invited guests thought so as well. As the appreciative comments faded the lights dimmed and a single spotlight picked out a space on the curtain.

Steve checked his programme notes. They read: ‘Opening address by Chester Le Hay, Artistic Director of The Shed Community Company’. He also appeared under the guise of Resident Director of The Almost Players who were performing this evening. A man of many parts thought Steve. 

A figure appeared through the gap and stood in the light. He was about six foot tall in a dark green and red tartan jacket with black lapels. His trousers were black and his shirt white, but the top button of his collar was undone. He had a thin face, aquiline nose and a mass of permanently greying or possible recently dyed hair, centrally parted that fell to his shoulders.

A brief fanfare burst over the loudspeakers, long enough to concentrate the audience’s attention on the man in the spotlight. He spoke through a well concealed microphone in his jacket, and his opening words were dispersed around the auditorium without causing any disturbance to the hearing of the guests.

“O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend

The brightest heaven of invention,

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act

And monarchs to behold the swelling scene!”

Steve turned to Brian Bennett next to him. “Oh my Gawd, not Henry Five. Not Cry God for Harry, England and St George.”

“I don’t think so Steve. According to the programme, it’s Hamlet tonight.”

“Even worse.”

Unaware of this conversation Chester Le Hay continued his monologue from the opening to Henry the Fifth.

“But pardon, and gentles all,

The flat unraised spirits that have dared

On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth

So great an object: can this cockpit hold

The vasty fields of France? or may we cram

Within this wooden O the very casques

That did affright the air at Agincourt?

Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts;

Into a thousand parts divide on man,

And make imaginary puissance;

Think when we talk of horses, that you see them

Printing their proud hoofs i' the receiving earth;

For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings,

Carry them here and there; jumping o'er times,

Turning the accomplishment of many years

Into an hour-glass: for the which supply,

Admit me Chorus to this history;

Who prologue-like your humble patience pray,

Gently to hear, kindly to judge, our play.”

He waited for the polite applause to die down from the guests who were unsure, confused or totally mistaken as to whether they were here to watch a shortened version of Shakespeare’s most famous patriotic history play or just a very unconventional welcome.

Fortunately it was the latter, but it still found no favour with the cynical detective.

“I hope all this experimental theatre means we don’t have real horses stamping their heavy hooves in tune to an electronic musical fugue, a term I learned from my daughter; or worse dropping their dinner on the stage. I don’t remember horses appearing in Hamlet at all; nor the English army flexing their longbows over the battlements of Elsinore Castle.

Le Hay smiled, clasped his hands in front of him, acknowledged the fading appreciative noises and began again to introduce himself, his theatre and his dreams.

Steve switched his inner ear to the off position and read the programme notes which almost word for word recreated Chester Le Hay’s welcome.

He spoke of the railway’s history in town, it’s heritage and transformation from steam to electric that had made the engine shed redundant. The Mid-Counties Railway Company had leased the shed to the new community group at a peppercorn rent for ninety-nine years.

He went on to thank the financial backers and sponsors, all of whom were represented tonight; the Mid-Counties Railway Company, White Plains District Council and the Redbourne Brewery for the bar and licensing agreements.

He saved his most fulsome praise for the Rutherford International News Group who had paid to have The Shed restored and the auditorium and stage and all the modern lighting and sound systems installed. Not just that, they had paid for the essential street furniture such as the new footbridge, lifts and new paths.

There were a few familiar faces amongst the crowd, but the majority of the guests were unknown to Steve. They were all dressed in obligatory black suits and white shirts and almost stood to acknowledge the polite applause as their association with The Shed was announced. They would have managed to maintain an upright stance but for the invisible sticky gum on their seats which restricted their uplift to a few inches. Their inability to stand up was aggravated by their sudden awareness that their anonymity was being compromised. These were the grey men at the head of silent corporations who left the bad decisions for lower management to apologise on behalf of the company to the rest of us and crave forgiveness.

Once the thanks had been made Chester expanded on the future for The Shed. It would be able to stage not just drama but dance exhibitions and small concerts, perhaps the base for a low-key music festival or for a seven day art house film appreciation. 

The future was bright and full of promise. The resident theatrical group The Almost Players were staging Hamlet tonight. It was the first in a season of truncated Shakespeare plays that would not tire out audiences; in fact, it would hopefully attract more people to appreciate classic theatre. No production would last longer than an hour, maybe ninety minutes thereby allowing for at least two performances a night and possibly three at weekends and Bank Holidays.

‘Low brow culture for the masses’ was how Steve later described the detail to Mrs Winwood. 

“Perhaps I’m being a bit unfair. The play, no performance is a better description, contains every quote everyone knows but is unsure as to which Shakespeare play it’s from. They’re all there, but not necessarily in the right place. I don’t believe I’m saying this but it sort of works.

“Mind you,” he added acknowledging his wife’s love of musical theatre. “I don’t think they will be performing South Pacific any time soon.”

Chester accepted the warm applause at the end of his prepared speech and drifted back behind the curtains; the spotlight was swiftly extinguished.

Steve was not alone in being completely mystified at the opening to The Reduced Hamlet by The Almost Players. He was expecting a ghost at least, but three hags appeared performing the opening scene from Macbeth. 

“When shall we three meet again?/In thunder, lightning, or in rain/When the hurly-burly’s done/when the battle’s lost and won/That will be ere the set of sun/Where the place/Upon the heath/There to meet with Macbeth."

They then disappeared, again promising to meet at some time in the near future. Steve hoped not.

Then they launched into Hamlet; just the well-known bits interspersed with a cameo from Julius Caesar being stabbed by a solitary conspirator in the shape of a female Brutus. 

Strangely it all seemed to fit quite well. He understood every line and the hour passed quite pleasantly, as if crossing backwards and forwards in a dream-like state between parallel universes. It seemed that the audience appreciated it as well as the final curtain fell to a standing ovation.

A few of the guests left the auditorium for home, quite overcome by their first exposure to alternative theatre; the rest needed something stronger to numb the pain. They made for the bar including Steve and Brian. The latter was quickly pounced upon by the delegation from Head Office who wanted quotes and photographs for the national press as well as the local editions they still served and the trade periodicals.

Steve found himself amongst friends. He stood in a semi-circle with Doctor Ian MacKenzie who for once did not look out of place in his second best suit with silk shirt and tie and the Reverend Janice Paige.

“I almost missed you Janice being in your working clothes.”

It was a comment on the obligatory back surplice and a white dog collar that people of the cloth wore. Janice was usually to be found in faded jeans and T-shirt.

“It is expected I suppose. I have asked for a few slots here. For my community work naturally.” 

Her community work consisted of taking on low level offenders who she employed to clean and tidy the footpaths in and around St Joseph’s graveyard. Few in town saw this as punishment, but it was appreciated by the silent majority who did attend Sunday services or had relative buried within the church boundaries.

“They didn’t want you to bless the stage and all who act on it?”

“Those days are well gone Steve. Did you enjoy it?”

“It was
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