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Introductory






THE GHOST STORY is a very ancient and a very strange artefact. It purports to tell of disturbances in what we understand to be the natural order of things. This account of them is intended to induce fear, or to trouble the reader in some way. An explanation is offered for the alarming phenomena, but it is rarely a complete one, and the reader is meant to be left with an abiding sense of disquiet which is somehow, paradoxically, satisfying to the psyche.

Not long ago I was at a dinner party at which our host told a ‘true’ ghost story. As an undergraduate at Oxford, he was in his rooms one night with a friend when suddenly the curtains on his windows billowed out, as if from a blast of wind. He went to the windows to find that they were shut. They heard knocking at the door, but, on going to answer it my host found no one outside the door. Later that night he was in bed when he heard a crash coming from the sitting room of his set. He did not dare venture out of his bedroom, but the following morning he discovered that the mirror which hung above the mantelpiece had been smashed onto the ornaments upon it and then carefully replaced. These phenomena never occurred again and the only explanation was found in a college legend that an undergraduate had once committed suicide by somehow attaching one end of a rope to the fireplace of my host’s rooms, putting the other round his neck and launching himself down the steep flight of stairs from his set of rooms to the quad below.

Even if written up with skill, that would make a pretty poor fictional ghost story. The events are incoherent and not particularly chilling; the ‘explanation’ is vague, banal and unconvincing. All the same, I enjoyed listening to it because my host is an intelligent, unfanciful man and a completely credible witness. The story, for all its obvious shortcomings as a work of art, did offer two ingredients essential to any ghost story: alarm and mystery. It compensated for its artistic inadequacies by being true.

What the fictional ghost story has to add, to compensate in its turn for not being true, is a visionary element. Its events must somehow amount to an insight, however brief and baffling, into the metaphysical world. It must in some way transcend the normally impenetrable wall of death. Ever since human beings had speech and began to tell stories they have wanted some transcendental aspect to be part of the weave. What is interesting is that story tellers have rarely made that transcendence reassuring. Part of the perverse-seeming, but obviously normal, pleasure we derive from the ghost story is that far from comforting us, it shakes us up. 

In about 2000 BC the first work of literature known to us and still extant was punched onto clay tablets. This was The Epic of Gilgamesh which was written in Mesopotamia, modern day Iraq.  It tells of ghosts, and takes as its main theme one which is at the back of most if not all ghost stories. It was summed up by the poet Rainer Maria Rilke, who called Gilgamesh ‘das Epos der Todesfurcht’, an epic about the fear of death.

In one version of the epic the hero Gilgamesh’s friend Enkidu describes a dream in which he is dragged down to the land of the dead: 

He bound my arms like the wings of a bird,


to lead me captive to the house of darkness, seat of Irkalla:


to the house which none who enters ever leaves, 


on the path that allows no journey back,


to the house whose residents are deprived of light,


where soil is their sustenance and clay their food,


where they are clad like birds in coats of feathers,


and see no light; but dwell in darkness. 


On door and bolt the dust lay thick,


on the House of Dust was poured a deathly quiet.


In the House of Dust that I entered . . .

 

That seems to me an admirable passage which I or any modern practitioner of horror would be proud to have written. It has a disturbing visionary strangeness — why are the dead ‘clad like birds in coats of feathers’, for instance? — and yet an authenticity. It seems to tell of something that has been genuinely felt and experienced by the anonymous 4000-year-old author. 

There are several versions of the Gilgamesh epic. In the one quoted Enkidu dies, and Gilgamesh goes on a vain search for immortality as a result. In another version Enkidu goes, in spite of Gilgamesh’s warning, to the world of the dead and is trapped there. Gilgamesh tries to rescue him and obtains only a brief interview with Enkidu’s ghost. The news from the other side is not good.

Move on a millennium and we come to the earliest Greek Literature, The Iliad and The Odyssey, which are the mainsprings of so much classical and modern European literature. Ghosts play an important and dynamic role in both stories. In The Iliad the ghost of Patroclus appears to Achilles after he has killed Hector and urges him to give him a decent burial. This initiates the final movement of The Iliad, when Achilles goes to beg the body of Patroclus off Priam in Troy. The ghost is described as a spirit and an image (eidolon) but — oddly — ‘without wits’, even though Patroclus has just delivered a coherent speech to Achilles prophesying his friend’s death before the walls of Troy. Why? I can only explain it by suggesting that this Homeric idea of a talking, but essentially witless, ghost is a precursor of the idea held by some psychic researchers today that ghosts are psychic shells; in other words that human beings leave behind not only a physical corpse in the form of a dead body but a psychic one, too, and this can cause nuisance in the form of poltergeists and the like, or leave a sort of imprint on the place where it suffered a traumatic event. Visions of the afterlife are explored in The Odyssey, in the famous sequence known as the Nekuia when Odysseus visits the Underworld and holds conversations with the dead. This is a fascinating episode for a number of reasons, but one incident is especially worth mentioning because it disposes of the notion that human beings invented the afterlife as wish fulfilment, as a kind of consolation prize for the misery of this life. Nothing could be further from the truth. All early accounts of the afterlife — we’ve seen what The Epic of Gilgamesh has to say — are frankly pretty discouraging. There are no happy ghosts.

So in The Odyssey one of the ghosts that Odysseus interviews is that of  Achilles, and he utters these famous lines: ‘I would rather be a serf, working on the land, even for a poor man, than a Prince among the dead.’ (I paraphrase slightly.)
In other words, I would rather be the lowest of the low among the living than dead. The speaker is the hero Achilles who dwells in the best part of the land of the dead, the Elysian Fields. For Homer there is no ‘pie in the sky’: that is a comparatively late addition in religious thinking.

Ghosts appear throughout early literature, for example Greek tragedy, often as motive forces for revenge — the whole Oresteia of Aeschylus is driven by the angry ghosts of vengeance — and this is a line of ghost story which leads on directly to perhaps its ultimate expression, Hamlet. The scholar and critic C. S. Lewis called Hamlet a ‘ghost story’ not in a trivial sense, but because again, as with the Oresteia which indirectly influenced Shakespeare via translations of Seneca, the ghost is the driving force in the story. Another thing is worth noting about Hamlet. The opening scene with the guards on the battlements before dawn is not simply a grippingly effective opening to the play, it has an essential purpose, which is to establish that the ghost is not a figment of Hamlet’s tortured psyche, but a real entity, seen by others independently long before Hamlet does.

To return to classical times, ghost stories as we understand them put in an appearance as inset tales in the earliest Greek and Roman novels. There is a werewolf story in the Satyricon of Petronius, the fragmentary Latin novel of the first century AD which contains the famous Trimalchio episode. About half a century later Pliny, in his letters, writes up one of the first ‘true’ ghost tales on record, about a haunted house in Athens. What is interesting about it is that the ingredients are so familiar. It contains all the commonplaces, indeed clichés, of the ghost story: groans, clanking chains and the unquiet spirit of a murdered man who ceases to haunt when his bones are properly buried.

The modern ghost story, as opposed to the Gothic extravaganza, began with Sheridan Le Fanu, who added the vital ingredient of psychology to the familiar elements. In his stories the feelings and failings of the haunted were as important as the haunting itself. We today continue essentially in this tradition. Where I think we sometimes fail is in taking less seriously the metaphysical realities behind the phenomena. To put it bluntly, there are those who do not think it is necessary for ghost and horror writers to believe in a spiritual realm. I do.

The stories that follow may contain humour and artifice, but they are essentially serious. They are not divertissements: in fact, I have become convinced that to write ghost stories of lasting merit it is necessary to believe in the possibility of eternal damnation. I am fully aware that this sounds a harsh, even barbarous statement, but I do not want to qualify it, only to explain. I do not mean by it that one needs to subscribe to a particular religious creed. On the contrary I believe that rigid, dogmatic beliefs are usually inimical to good writing, especially when the holder of those beliefs cannot resist a sermon. (Dante, Milton and Bunyan may perhaps provide partial exceptions to this rule.) On the other hand a sensitivity to the spiritual is essential, as is a belief in its eternal significance. No one could describe Henry James as a dogmatist, and yet what gives The Turn of the Screw its thrilling, horrid urgency is the fact that Quint and Miss Jessell are damned, and that Miles and Flora are in danger of damnation. Whether or not this is partly or wholly an imagining of the governess narrator is irrelevant.

The protagonists of the supernatural tale at its best need to be playing for the highest stakes conceivable. That is what interests me, which is why, to be honest, I don’t really see myself as ‘a writer of ghost stories’ or a ‘horror writer.’ I write what I write because it is the best way of saying what I want to say about what matters to me most. My ideas derive from some tiny fragment of experience or research. When these fragments connect with some problem or passion that has been exercising me, a story is born. If it connects with some problem or passion that has been exercising the reader, it is a success. 

That is what matters; because, ultimately, though I write out of myself I do not write for myself. I write to enjoy your company vicariously and to widen your eyes just a little.

Reggie Oliver

June 2007






 

 

 





The Man in the Grey Bedroom







DURING HER FIRST TEN MINUTES at the Police Station Maggie Protheroe was incapable of saying anything. She was taking in great sobbing gasps of air, as if she were having an asthma attack. A Constable asked if medical assistance was required. The station sergeant gently told Maggie to breathe evenly and deeply, until eventually she was able to articulate a question about her children. They were fine, she was told, they were safe. A female police officer was looking after them and they were happily playing with their Gameboys. Maggie nodded, half-smiled, and began to breathe less convulsively. As she was given a cup of tea she was told to begin at the beginning and to take her time. Maggie appeared, at first, to be baffled by these instructions. Her normal world had been so comprehensively shattered that even simple metaphysical concepts like beginnings and ends, not to mention the taking of time — but where from? — were alien to her. The Sergeant who was conducting the interview had to prompt her. Were she and her family on holiday? Yes, that was right, Maggie said, they were on holiday. She hesitated again. It had just occurred to her, for the first time in her life, that the whole idea of going on holiday was really rather absurd; but then she told herself, as she often did, to ‘pull herself together’, reasserted her sense of normality, and began, if not at the beginning, at least somewhere near it.

* * * * *
 



She, her husband Jack, an auctioneer by profession, and their two sons, Andrew and Peter, aged seven and nine respectively, had been on holiday in Southwold. That particular day had begun overcast and was therefore not a beach day, so they had decided to go inland on an expedition. Jack had set his sights on Blakiston Hall. He was keen on such visits for a number of reasons. He worked for one of the major auction houses in the West Country, and possessed a  wide knowledge of art and antiques which he was anxious both to augment and to demonstrate. He had plans to educate his sons into a similar enthusiasm: perhaps they would be not simply auctioneers like him, but antiques experts who would appear on television programs. He had never put this into so many words, but Maggie knew the way his mind worked and tolerated it. Peter and Andrew had yet to show an inclination of any kind other than towards fighting each other; and so the family set out.

Blakiston Hall is just on the Suffolk side of the Norfolk and Suffolk border. It is a vast red brick Jacobean palace of a place, built by the Cheke family in the time of their glory when the young Sir Sydney Cheke had caught the roving eye of James I. Possessing both a good legal brain and a pretty face — not quite so unusual a combination as one might imagine — Sir Sydney rose to become Lord Chief Justice, and was created Earl of Blakiston by James’s son Charles. Thereafter the fortunes of the Cheke family varied considerably, but it managed to keep hold of the Hall until the nineteen-sixties, when the owners were gently coaxed by Mr. James Lees-Milne into handing it over to the National Trust. The Earldom of Blakiston had expired with the death of the last male heir in 1907, and the Hall’s inheritors had been a collateral branch of the family, the Ormerod-Chekes. In 1968 the last Ormerod-Cheke, exiled from the Hall, died in sordid and penniless obscurity.

What the public saw, however, was ancestral glory, carefully conserved and subtly enhanced. If the place had a fault it was that everything had been so tastefully restored that it was a just little lacking in character. Nearly all traces of the later Chekes had been eradicated, the most recent evidence being T. C. Dugdale R.A’s portrait of the late Sir Everard Ormerod-Cheke, who had been British Consul in Caracas during the Second World War. He was the last of the family to have made any mark whatsoever on the world.

Maggie had her reasons for not looking forward to the Blakiston expedition. She knew how aggressively Jack liked to show off his expertise, and this was just the place in which to do it. He had long since ceased to impress her, and had therefore switched his attention to his sons, Peter and Andrew. 

However, as they turned into the long drive which approached the house through a deer park, her spirits lifted. There was still a cold breeze, but the sun was beginning to show itself from behind high white clouds. More importantly for her, Peter and Andrew, who had been determinedly bored throughout the journey to Blakiston, had shown genuine interest in the deer which wandered in dappled drifts under the trees, apparently oblivious of the squat metal cages that roared so purposefully past them. 

Before they turned off into the car park, there was a fine view of the Hall’s impressive Dutch gabled front of red brick, flanked by lead-roofed towers at either end, with large stone-faced mullion windows all along the façade. In the occasional flash of sun from behind the high clouds, the ancient bricks were alchemised into the colour of flame, the glass window lights into shining gold. The central entrance tower in Cotswold limestone displayed all the orders of architecture one above the other, and upon free-standing plain Tuscan columns on either side of the great doors stood the Cheke armorial supporters, a gryphon and a raven. The family motto of the Cheke family in pierced stone formed the parapet above the porch. It read:

ODERINT DUM METUANT
 

Jack, who had been giving his unappreciative children a short lecture on the orders of  architecture as they stood before the entrance was interrupted by his eldest, Peter, who wanted to know what the ‘stone words’ meant. Jack’s knowledge of Latin was not extensive, so he suggested that they move indoors. 

Jack flourished his National Trust family membership card in the faces of the staff at the ticket desk  and they began the tour. They had arrived early, almost on the dot of its opening time, thanks to Jack’s careful planning, so they had the place more or less to themselves. This put Jack into a good, but rather proprietorial, mood. In the main hall hung tall, dull portraits of the first Chekes. There was a long oak table and a great fireplace with an elaborate carved overmantel executed in the seventeenth century.  A large central panel on which were displayed the Cheke coat of arms surmounted by an earl’s coronet was surrounded by some smaller panels on which various scenes were carved in relief. These depicted events in the life of the early Chekes and their connection with the law. A magistrate on the bench passed sentence on a cowering criminal; there was a scene of a multiple hanging; and another in which a man was being torn apart, each of his four limbs having been tied to the bridle of a stout pony. A fourth panel depicted the victim tied into a chair while two men busied themselves at a burning brazier, heating irons. Peter and Andrew showed some interest in these tableaux.

The guide book in which Jack had invested offered further information. It read: ‘The arms carved over the fireplace were those given to the Cheke family when the first Earl’s grandfather Sir Deverell Cheke was knighted by Bloody Mary in 1555.  He was Escheator for Norfolk, a lawyer like his son and grandson, and a great hunter of heretics in Mary’s Catholic cause. The family motto chosen by him, ODERINT DUM METUANT, may reflect his policy at the time. It translates as: ‘let them hate me so long as they fear me.’ It would appear that Sir Deverell’s Catholic fervour did not survive the accession the young Queen Elizabeth, with whom he and his sons also found favour.’

There had been no one in the main hall to guide them, so Jack and his family took the initiative and mounted the great oak staircase to the rooms on the first floor. The staircase was remarkable for the Jacobean figures carved on the newel posts, mostly armed men, possibly representing the Nine Worthies, strangely attenuated, but one was carved in the shape of a ‘Green Man’ covered in leaves, shaggy and unnaturally brutal-looking. Another of the figures, Jack noted, must have been replaced in the eighteenth century because the carving was altogether different and more refined. It represented a man, thin to the point of emaciation, in waistcoat and knee breeches, playing the violin. The head, which was bent over the instrument in a pose of furious concentration, was hollow-eyed and cadaverous, almost like a traditional Death figure. Despite the sophistication of its workmanship — perhaps because of it — this was the least pleasing of all the newel figures. At the top of the stairs they embarked upon the main range of rooms on display, and it was here that Maggie began to be seriously embarrassed by her husband. 

As is the custom in National Trust houses, each room contained an elderly volunteer of irreproachable respectability whose purpose was to answer questions and ensure that as little damage as possible was done to the objects on display. The problem, as Maggie soon discovered, was that the expertise of these obliging servants of the Trust was no match for their gentility.

The first room they entered was the Green Drawing Room, which was occupied by a woman with iron grey hair and a look of obliging condescension. She ought to have been able to cope with Jack, who took an immediate interest in a glass cabinet containing china.

‘Are you keen on porcelain?’ said the lady brightly, in a voice redolent of Parochial Church Councils and Conservative Associations.

‘I have an interest in such things,’ said Jack, in a tone that suggested he was being deliberately modest.

‘The china in that cabinet is mostly Chelsea. Chelsea is a soft-paste porcelain which began to be made in the factory at Chelsea from the year 1743——’

‘Yes, we know that,’ said Jack. ‘Unfortunately most of what is on display here is not Chelsea, but nineteenth century copies of Chelsea Ware.’

‘I don’t think you can be right,’ said the lady, who was evidently not in the habit of being contradicted. ‘These pieces have been verified by experts——’

‘What experts? As far as I can see, there is only one genuine Chelsea piece in the whole cabinet. This coffee-pot here. The others are late imitations. Most of them not very good——’

‘I can assure you——’

‘I am sorry, madam, but I don’t think you can. You know, it really isn’t good enough. I have two young sons here who are anxious to learn’ — Peter and Andrew were staring vacantly at the pargetted ceiling — ‘and as a parent I have a right to expect that at the very least they will not be supplied with inaccurate information.’

‘I assure you——’

‘Now, this may seem like a very pleasant day out to people like you, but actually, you know, you have a responsibility to the public here which, I am sorry, you are failing to fulfil. I take this sort of thing very seriously. I’m afraid I shall have to report this to the National Trust of which I happen to be a member.’

‘Please do,’ said the lady with the tightest of smiles. Jack examined the badge on her chest which displayed her name. ‘It’s Mrs. Loxton-Pocock,’ she said, retreating from his myopic scrutiny. ‘We at the National Trust are always happy to receive helpful suggestions from members of the public.’

If irony was intended it was lost on Jack, who had, even while she was speaking, stalked into the next room, closely followed by his family. Maggie was the last to leave the Green Drawing Room, and, as she did so, she shot Mrs. Loxton-Pocock an apologetic little smile. It was met by a look of frozen contempt.

In the rooms that followed, their respective custodians were subjected to questioning from Jack and mostly found wanting, but his assaults on them were comparatively mild. Maggie was hoping that he had, as she put it to herself, ‘shot his bolt’; but then the family entered the Long Gallery. 

One of Blakiston’s glories is its Long Gallery on the first floor. It is over one hundred and twenty feet long and runs the entire length of the East Front between the corner turrets. Its ceiling is an elaborate tour de force of Jacobean plaster work, an intricate pattern of embossed ribs, studded with pendants, every available space taken up with some emblem, as the guide book put it vaguely, ‘of alchemical or zodiacal significance.’ It was lit by tall, mullioned bay windows opposite which had once hung a row of ancestral portraits. These had been removed to the Great Hall in the eighteenth century when the sixth Earl had furnished the walls from floor almost to the plastered ceiling with bookcases, now full of handsome, unreadable, calf-bound volumes. A few pictures remained on the panelled piers between the windows and opposite them above the fireplace, which was situated halfway along the book-lined wall. 

The guardian of this impressive room, which struck even Jack’s sons with awe, was a thin, frail, elderly man who was, perhaps illicitly, sitting on a Hepplewhite mahogany dining chair in one of the bays. A shaft of sun passing through the window fell on his hollow, birdlike features, making his withered skin look almost translucent, as if it were made of tissue paper. As Jack and his family entered he rose with an effort and made a slight but courteous inclination of his head towards them.

The Protheroes seemed disposed to ignore him, so he sat down once more to dream in the sunlit, mullioned bay. The family studied the plaster ceiling with the aid of an angled mirror on one of the tables, and Jack drew their attention to a small case of fine miniatures in the centre of the room. All was going well until Jack began to scrutinise the picture above the fireplace. It was a dark landscape, much in need of cleaning. Barely discernible between tall, threatening trees in full leaf was a serpentine path on which a man in classical garb was running. As he ran, the man glanced behind him and a little downwards in horror. Through a gap in the trees smiled a serene landscape which had once been painted in delicate shades of blue but was now a dirtier more ambiguous colour. On the gilt frame was a wooden label, also gilded, on which in black capitals was painted the single word, POUSSIN.

Jack stared at the picture, then at his guide book, then back at the picture again. He turned to the frail old man in the bay who stood up once more.

‘Excuse me,’ said Jack, ‘but it says here this painting is by Poussin.’

The man blinked. ‘Yes,’ he said in a high, refined sort of voice. ‘Landscape with Man Pursued by Snake, by Poussin, as you say.’

‘It is not by Poussin,’ said Jack.

‘Jack——’ Maggie began in a whisper.

‘Just a moment, Maggie. We want to get this right. I’m sorry, but that painting is not by Poussin. It is a copy of a painting by Poussin, the original of which is in the Pulteney Gallery, Bath. I happen to know that because I saw it there only three weeks ago.’

‘Ah, well,’ said the man. ‘Poussin painted this subject a number of times, you know. The menace lurking in the most idyllic surroundings: a favourite trope of his. Et in Arcadia ego. Virgil, and so on . . .’ Jack sensed that the old man was improvising, though well, he had to concede. The fellow was not such a dodderer as he looked, but this only made Jack all the more eager to defeat him.

‘I mean this is an exact copy of the Bath picture,’ he said, also improvising up to a point, because his memory of the Bath Poussin was not that good. ‘He would never have done an exact copy. Besides which, the brushwork is much too broad and crude for Poussin — what you can see of it under the grime. And that’s another point: if this is a real Poussin, why hasn’t it been cleaned? It would be a disgrace not to restore a real Poussin. He is one of the great masters of all time.’

‘Ah well . . .’ said the old man with a little flap of his skeletal hands which seemed to indicate that, while he conceded Jack’s point, it was not a matter that greatly concerned him. He turned away from Jack and began to totter towards his favourite Hepplewhite chair in the bay window. Jack was infuriated by his indifference.

‘I am sorry, but that is not good enough. You cannot go around misrepresenting an eighteenth or nineteenth century copy as a genuine original. I have kids here who want to be educated. It is the duty of the National Trust not to supply misleading information. I have to say that I have not been over-impressed by the standard of expertise and knowledge displayed by your colleagues. My family and I paid good money to come here. This is not what I want to see from such a respected institution.’

‘Well, I’m very sorry, but . . .’ said the man, who had sat down again and was wiping his watery eyes with a handkerchief.

‘Jack!’ said Maggie. ‘That’s enough! Can’t you see the poor old man’s exhausted.’

‘No. I’m sorry, Maggie, but this is important.’ Maggie was accustomed to her husband’s using the word ‘sorry’ only when that was the last thing he felt, but it still irritated her. He walked up to the seated old man and stared down at him sternly. ‘I’m afraid——’ That was another thing. He only said ‘I’m afraid’ when he palpably wasn’t. ‘I’m afraid I am going to have to register a very serious complaint. It is all very well being cavalier with facts like this, but I don’t think you fully understand the responsibility you carry. And what I want to know is, what are you going to do about it?’

‘Yes, yes,’ said the old man, looking up with his grey rheumy eyes at the tormentor. ‘You must excuse me, I’m feeling a little . . .’ He began to breathe heavily, as if even this was an exertion.

‘Jack!’ said Maggie. ‘Can’t you see that he’s——’

‘That’s all very well,’ said Jack, ‘but we have a matter of principle at stake here——’

‘Have you seen the Grey Bedroom yet?’ said the old man in a slightly stronger voice. Jack was rather taken aback; he had not expected to be interrupted in this way. ‘The little oak door at the end of this Gallery on the left.’ He pointed a long bony index finger. ‘I think you will find it most interesting. I don’t think that the gentleman in there will’ — he paused for breath — ‘disappoint you.’

‘That’s all very well, but——’

‘If you will excuse me, I am a little . . . Perhaps after you have visited the Grey Bedroom we could resume our discussion?’ There was firmness in the old man’s tone despite the feebleness of his physical condition. He pointed again towards the door, his finger trembling slightly as he did so.

‘Come along,’ said Maggie. ‘Let’s go and look at this Grey Bedroom, shall we?’ Jack, for once, allowed himself to be guided by his wife, but he was puzzled. Normally where rooms were on display to the public in National Trust houses, the doors were open. This one was shut. The family paused before the oak door with its comparatively plain Georgian frame. Jack looked back at the old man on his chair. He was staring intently in their direction, and when Jack put his hand on the door handle he nodded his encouragement, almost vigorously. So Jack opened the door and took his family into the Grey Bedroom.

It was well named. The walls were lined with patterned grey silk hangings, the damask curtains of the four poster bed matching them exactly. There was an old fashioned cane-backed wooden wheelchair beside the bed. Apart from a portrait above the fireplace the walls were adorned with prints. There was some decent Regency furniture, and a glass case containing a display of some kind under one of the two windows that faced the bed, but this did not strike the Protheroe family as a particularly exciting room. The light from the windows was rather dim: the sun must have gone behind a cloud. The room nevertheless seemed to impart a strangeness which was perhaps chiefly due to its other occupant.

Standing in the far corner of the Grey Bedroom next to another door was a man. He stood stiffly erect, his hands clasped in front of him, an oddly artificial pose which made him look like a costume dummy, except that no one would want a dummy to resemble him. He was small and slightly built with a large, bony bald head that was out of proportion with his body. His eyes were concealed behind thick-rimmed pebble glasses. He wore a crumpled grey linen jacket and grey trousers which did not quite match. His white shirt was slightly frayed at the cuffs and collar, and he wore a grey and black striped tie, so tightly knotted that it appeared to throttle his long scrawny neck. He had not spoken or stirred when Jack and his family had first come in, so that they were still trying to work out whether he was a wax effigy or not when he said:

‘Welcome to the Grey Bedroom.’ 

They all started, and then Jack and Maggie laughed with relief.

‘Good morning, sir’ said Jack, adopting a ponderously jocose tone, which seemed to him appropriate in the circumstances, ‘I hope you can supply self and family with information concerning this interesting looking chamber.’

‘I will endeavour to give satisfaction,’ said the man in a neutral tone. It was impossible to tell whether he had responded to Jack’s would-be humorous sally or not. The man’s accent was not quite what Jack would have called ‘gentry’, but it was not rough or ill-educated either. As a matter of fact, it was rather like Jack’s. The man took a pace towards them, away from the corner and the other door. 

‘Where does that door go to?’ Asked Peter.

‘That door, young man, leads to what we call the Black Room. We don’t usually show that to visitors.’

‘Why not?’

‘It originally housed a small private chapel or oratory for the Chekes, who were secret Catholics in the reign of Elizabeth. Some say that below it was a chamber used as a priest’s hole, but no one has ever found it.’ The man with the pebble glasses had shown no compunction in not replying directly to Peter’s question. After a pause, he said: ‘Do please take your time to look around, and feel free to ask me anything you would like to know.’ But, by implication, he offered no guarantee of providing them with an answer.

Between the two windows which looked out onto the formal parterres on the Eastern side of the house stood a table attached to the wall, its base of gilt wood carved in the form of a gryphon writhing under a table top of greenish onyx marble. Above it was a mirror of similarly elaborate eighteenth century craftsmanship.

‘Is that console table William Kent?’ asked Jack.

‘Not a bad guess, sir,’ said the man, nodding slightly. ‘Not a bad guess. As a matter of fact both the console table and the pier glass are by Matthias Locke, circa 1745, typical of his rococo style.’

‘They’re very fine,’ said Jack, hoping to restore some of his lost prestige. ‘It’s a pity the glass in the mirror is not original.’

‘How very observant of you, sir. How very observant. It’s not many people as notice that. Those who come in to the Grey Bedroom are not always great observers as a rule. No, the glass, as you so rightly remark, is new, and thereby hangs a tale, as they say. Would you like me to tell the story? It might amuse the little ones too,’ he said, indicating, but not looking at, Peter and Andrew. They, for once, had lost their restlessness and appeared to be fascinated by the man with the pebble glasses.

‘Now one of the last owners of the hall, as you know, was Sir Everard Ormerod-Cheke, who was British Consul in Caracas, Venezuela during the Second World War years. Well, shortly after the war a book came out concerning the Graf von Hindenburg incident. Would you remember that, sir? I’m sure you boys do. The Hindenburg was a Nazi pocket battleship which was being chased by the Royal Navy in 1940 and entered the neutral port of Caracas for refuelling and repair. It caused a diplomatic incident. Now, our Navy had it trapped in there, but somehow the Hindenburg managed to escape under cover of darkness, and Sir Everard, who was the Consul, as I said, was blamed for allowing it to do so. Then this book claimed Sir Everard deliberately connived at the escape. Of course, the book was not published in England because of the libel laws, but the rumours got about, and Sir Everard, he couldn’t bear the disgrace. In fact it bothered him so much that he took his own life.’

‘How?’ asked Peter, the oldest, who by this time was thoroughly gripped. Maggie was unhappy with the turn that the conversation had taken, but she made no move to stop it yet, knowing how scornful her husband would be if she tried to censor proceedings.

‘Just what I was about to tell you, young sir,’ said the man. ‘He cut his throat in front of that very pier glass you are looking at.’ There were gasps from the boys. ‘And if you two lads look closely at the marble surface of the table underneath it, you can just see faint traces of his blood still there.’ He pointed at two shadowy ghosts of splashes on the greenish grey variegated surface of the marble.

‘Look, mum! Blood!’ said Andrew. Maggie closed her eyes.

‘It’s been washed many times, of course,’ said the man, ‘but it’s almost impossible to get bloodstains completely out of marble once it’s sunk in.’

‘You haven’t explained about the glass,’ said Jack, who felt that a call to order was needed.

‘Ah, yes, well I was coming to that. Now after Sir Everard died, his son Jocelyn becomes master of the hall. Well, Jocelyn was very fond, as you might say, of the bottle. He takes over  the Grey Bedroom here as his own, not minding that his father had died in it. In fact he takes something of a pride in doing so. He and Sir Everard never got on, you see. Well, late one night the servants hear a terrible crashing and a crying out from this very room. They come in here and there’s Mr Jocelyn lying on the floor, and the mirror all smashed, and it turns out he’s thrown a half empty gin bottle at it. Mr Jocelyn, he says he saw something in the mirror, he doesn’t say what, but he had been badly drink taken, and it was not long after that that they had to put him into an institution for his problem. And that’s how the Hall comes to be sold and with the National Trust.’ It would appear that to the man in pebble glasses this constituted a happy ending.

‘There you see, boys,’ said Jack rallying from the shock of the narrative. ‘That is how once successful families decline. The values of hard work and responsibility fall by the wayside as soon as bad habits set in. Remember that. Learn from it. Now then, this glass cabinet looks interesting. What’s in here?’

The glass case which stood against the wall to the right of the bed contained three items. There was an oval photograph of a heavy-lidded, languid young man with a drooping, well-groomed moustache, dressed in the aesthetic style of the 1890s. There were two sheets of paper on which some verse had been written in an elegant, flowing, but near illegible hand. The title was just decipherable: ‘A Vilanelle of Ladies Long Dead’. The third item was a book. It was a slim quarto, leather bound, and open at the title page, which had been designed by Beardsley. The wording read:

‘THE MASQUE OF SATAN

A Dramatic Phantasy

By Lord Deverell Cheke’
 

And at the foot of the page: 

‘Leonard Smithers, Dial Arcade, 1897’
 

‘Ah!’ said Jack. ‘A Leonard Smithers with Beardsley designs, This must be a valuable book.’

‘Quite correct, sir. It is valuable and also extremely rare. Unknown to the British Library. This is in fact the only copy in existence. It was written by Lord Deverell himself, the last Earl that is, sir, and his family destroyed all but this one copy after his death.’

‘Why?’ asked Peter.

‘Shhh!’ said Maggie.

‘Lord Deverell was a younger son and not expected to inherit. He was the literary one of the family. Rather frowned on generally — and he did mix with some curious people. His writing output was quite small. A villanelle of his was published in The Yellow Book, I believe, and then he wrote The Masque of Satan. He was involved in various occult societies at the time, and the piece is supposed to contain a number of coded references to their practices, so they were outraged, as well as all the decent folk. Only Leonard Smithers had the courage to publish. Even the great Beardsley himself is said to have regretted his illustrations, and destroyed the original drawings shortly before his death in 1898.  I can only quote to you the Prologue.

‘Night’s canker stains the sky with yellow blood


And strikes out pallor from the leprous day;


Under a dome of shadows let me brood


And blindly stare upon my darkling way.


Lost in these mortal thoughts I stand before


The gilded portals of the House of Sin


Where once a harlot led me to the door,  


A stainless scarlet youth, and took me in.


Undrowned Narcissus that I was, unschooled


In all the labyrinthine ways of vice,


I drank the ancient ruby vintage, cooled


In three hard circles of Eternal Ice.


I wallowed in the pallid bowels of death,


Frail bodies broken on the lips of Lust,


The pain of innocents, their startled breath,


And white flesh riven by dark weals of rust.


Now in the cobweb chains of sickened age


I call upon the goat-foot God of old.


Give me the sinew once again to rage


Kindle my cravings ere my sins grow cold!


O spice with sorrow my dull soul of sense,


And brand me with Infernal recompense!’

 

‘Somewhat lurid, you will agree. The rest of the poem is even worse, and anyway too obscene to quote. What the family objected to, I understand, was not so much that he had written The Masque of Satan as that he had put his name to it. Shortly after publication he was packed off to France. His elder brother Edward, who by this time had become the ninth Earl, wanted nothing to do with him and conceded Lord Deverell a pitiful allowance provided that he remained abroad. Well, in 1906 the ninth Earl dies unexpectedly in a shooting accident, and, as he had no heirs, Lord Deverell inherits the title and the estate. So the executors must go over to France to find him. They have the devil of a job locating him, and when they do he is living in an attic in Montmartre with an elderly lady of very doubtful reputation, as you might say. He has ruined himself with drink and other noxious substances; and he is dying of what you might call a social disease caught in France. But, sick as he was, they take him home to Blakiston, and to this very bedroom.  

‘Lord Deverell’s mother was still living and devoted herself to his care. By this time he could hardly walk and his mind had gone, so they kept him in that wheelchair beside the bed. You boys have a good look at it.’ Peter and Andrew went over eagerly to inspect the chair while Maggie looked on. She hated herself for not doing something to stop this horrid little man, but she too was fascinated. ‘Now boys, you see those leather straps on the arms? And the belt round the middle? That’s how they used to hold him in his chair, because he tried to escape many times. He hated this room, and he wanted to move somewhere else, but his mother wouldn’t let him. No one knows why. I suppose she wanted to keep his wretched condition as secret as possible. By this time he was suffering from terrible dreams and delusions and most of them were centred round that door there.’ He pointed.

‘To the Black Room?’

‘To the Black Room, exactly, sir.’

‘Can we go into the Black Room?’ asked Andrew.

‘No. We don’t usually allow visitors into the Black Room. Well, Lord Deverell, as I may call him, though he was the Earl of course, had these delusions that people with strange dark heads came out of the Black Room at night when he was alone in his bed. He said they came with little pipes and straws which they put into his ears and into his feet, and with those straws they sucked out his blood and juices. Those were the words he used: “They’re sucking away my blood and juices.” Of course it was all madness, but they couldn’t persuade him out of it. He was too far gone. They had the door locked and bolted; they even had that chest of drawers put against it, but still the people with the straws and the heads “like a swarm of buzzing flies”, as he put it, came out at night to suck away his blood and juices. 

‘Well, he didn’t last long. He was found dead one morning on that bed in this very room, which was only to be expected considering how sick he was. But one odd thing was noticed which nobody could explain. On the morning the servants came into the Grey Bedroom to find him dead they found that the door of the Black Room was open. As for the chest of drawers that had been set against the door, someone had put it back in its usual position against the wall. Over there.’ He pointed once again.

There was a silence while all four of the Protheroes stared as if hypnotised at the very unremarkable early nineteenth century commode which had failed to protect the tenth Earl from his demons. The last onslaught from the man with the pebble glasses had left them stunned. Eventually Jack, who felt on behalf of his family, that enough was enough, spoke.

‘Thank you, yes, very good, You have been very informative, unlike some others I could mention, but really we must be on our way. Thank you, Mr, er— I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’

‘My name is Cheke, Stanley Cheke, sir. Yes, I am connected with the family. Distantly. Very distantly, you might say. But just before you go, if I might draw your attention to the fireplace and mantelpiece?’

‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘Nice piece but nothing spectacular, if you don’t mind my saying so.’ It was of scintillating pure white marble and of a relatively plain neo-classical design, but impeccably executed.

‘Ah, there, you might be wrong, sir. Finest Carrara marble, that is. Acquired in Venice by the seventh Earl, Francis, Viscount Aylsham as he then was, that being his courtesy title as the eldest son, on his Grand Tour of Italy in 1773. Notice the Satyr masks at the capitals of the pilasters on either side. Said to have been executed by the young Antonio Canova himself.’

‘1773? It’s just possible, I suppose.’

‘It is indeed, sir. He was apprenticed to a Venetian stone carver in 1768 at the age of eleven.’ Jack bent down to examine the carving and beckoned his sons to study it too. The masks were finely, deeply cut without that smooth near-blandness that one associates with the mature Canova. The faces frowned and grinned fiercely. Peter put his hand on the tip of one of the little horns that protruded from their curling pates.

‘It’s sharp!’ he said in wonder.

‘Don’t touch!’ said Maggie.

Mr. Cheke said: ‘And above the mantel you will see the portrait that Pompeo Batoni painted of Lord Francis at Rome in that same year.’

The young Viscount Aylsham had elected to be portrayed in the then fashionable Van Dyck costume with a broad lace collar, leaning pensively against an ancient Roman sarcophagus. The face, handsome enough in its way, already showed signs of puffiness and self-indulgence. No doubt the painter had intended to convey an expression of soulful melancholy, but if this was so, he had failed. Lord Francis looked petulant and discontented, angry even, while a water spaniel fawned almost fearfully around his feet. The fleshy salmon pink of His Lordship’s silken fancy dress stood out sharply against an unusually sombre background. He appeared to be enclosed in a kind of classical temple or mausoleum. To the subject’s left a swag of dark red curtain half concealed the black entrance to some inner sanctum. Jack had the feeling that this fragment of painted darkness conveyed, for both artist and sitter, a hidden meaning which was now lost.

‘There’s a story about that fireplace which I think you’ll be interested to hear,’ said Cheke, interrupting Jack’s thoughts. ‘Now Lord Francis, he returns a year or so later with his treasures and an Italian manservant called Balthassare. At least he was called a manservant, but many thought he was more like a companion or tutor. He was a fine violin player, was this Balthassare, and it was said that he could charm the very devils out of Hell with his fiddle. There was a good deal of prejudice against the man, no doubt because he was a foreigner, but many thought his lordship had changed in some way since his voyage to Italy, and that this Balthassare was to blame. Well, a year later the old Earl dies, unexpected and sudden, and Lord Francis succeeds to the title. Changes are made in the house to make it new and fashionable. One of the changes happens right here. That room through there——’

‘The Black Room——’

‘Just so, sir, just so. It stops being a chapel and becomes — well, one doesn’t know what, but there was a statue put in there which came all the way from Naples that had to come up the Grand Staircase draped in a sheet for fear of offending the ladies, it was said. And that was not all. The Earl, as Lord Francis then was, took to roaming about the nearby villages with his man Balthassare, and began to acquire an evil reputation, as they say. This in the days, remember, when young gentlemen of noble birth were allowed some freedom. Well, what you might expect happened, and several of the young girls in the villages began to show signs of having been with him, as you might say. But he never made a single move towards helping them in their trouble. Quite the reverse. Some of these girls he had thrown out of their cottages and onto the mercy of parish charity. Now there was one of these girls who had a touch more spirit than the rest of those poor wretches, and she began to plague him for assistance. He scorned her appeals, but one night, it’s said, a freezing cold night, in November it was, she came here to this very house with the offspring of their sin in her arms. Somehow she found her way into the Hall and up to this chamber, his bedroom. It is a cold night, as I said, and a fine fire is burning there in the grate. His Lordship is in his silken gown and cap and no doubt toasting himself with good French brandy when in comes the girl with her child. She begs him for money, not for herself, but to feed and clothe the baby, his own offspring. “By the Gods below,” cries the Earl, “I’ll see your puling spawn burn in hell fire before I hand over a penny piece!” And with that he wrenches the child from the girl’s arms and he hurls it on the fire in that very fireplace. But that, believe me, sir, was not the worst of it. The baby lands on the fire and lets out this scream that’s not like any baby’s cry you ever knew. It’s like the roar of a damned soul burning forever in hell, and the sound of it could be heard all over the Hall, right up to the rafters where the servants slept and down into the kitchens where the kitchen boy was shivering over the last embers in the stove. They say that cry still seemed to be echoing round the house for weeks afterwards, and that even now on still cold nights in November that hideous howl can yet be heard, far, far off, but as clear as a needle point of starlight.’

‘What happened to the wicked Earl?’ asked Peter.

‘They say he was never the same again. He took against all company, even Balthassare, who vanished suddenly and was never heard of more. His Lordship used to eat all his meals alone at the long table in the hall, and then he stopped even that and would only take his food and drink at a little table in this very room. Then one night, a year after the business with the child, the servants come in here to clear the dish of mutton he had ordered and they found his lordship sitting bolt upright in his chair, dead at the head of his own table. He had choked to death, and in his throat they found what he had choked on. It was charred and burnt but still recognisable, and it was not the mutton. It was the fat little hand of a dead human baby.’

‘Right! That’s it!’ said Maggie. ‘I’m not listening to any more of this horrible, horrible talk. How dare you say such things in front of my children! Come along Andrew, Peter!’

‘But Mum!’

‘No arguments! Come along! Are you coming, Jack?’

‘Now, Maggie dear, don’t overreact!’

 ‘How dare you tell me I am overreacting! I am not overreacting! We are leaving now. Are you coming, Jack?’

‘Maggie, you go if you like and take the kids with you. I will join you in a minute. But it so happens I have at last found someone in this Godforsaken place who is not a complete ignoramus. I know that may mean very little to you, but it does to me. You don’t understand. That’s fine by me! I don’t mind! So you just go along and take the kids with you. All right, love?’

‘All right! Fine! Don’t mind me! Come along, boys!’ And she marched them out of the Grey Bedroom. As she was leaving she thought she heard Jack saying to the man in pebble glasses:

‘Now then, Mr Cheke, I wonder if I can prevail upon you to show me this famous Black Room.’

She shut the door of the Grey Bedroom and breathed deeply. It was not often that she stood up to Jack, and she was quite convinced that she had been in the right. It made her feel rather light-headed.

The boys were already scooting along the polished floor of the long gallery which was, oddly enough, deserted. The old man with the paper-thin skin had obviously gone off duty and had not been replaced. Sun came from behind a cloud and filled the great room with angled shafts of light. 

‘Come along, boys. Let’s go outside,’ said Maggie. Jack would just have to find them, and serve him right.

The boys liked outside a lot better than in. There were a number of interesting features in the grounds, including a shell grotto which captivated her youngest, Andrew. Peter liked the fact that the fountain in it was in the form of an old river god crouching over the basin, his great stone body diseased with lichen, water belching from his bearded mouth. 

‘It’s like he’s being sick for ever and ever and ever!’ said Peter. He was extremely proud of this observation, which he made several times until Maggie had to tell him to stop. It was getting towards lunchtime, and Jack must have finished in the Grey Bedroom by now. They made their way towards the house.

As they came round to the front they saw an ambulance parked on the gravel drive. Maggie felt suddenly anxious: had something happened to Jack? Two paramedics were carrying a body on a stretcher out of the front door. The face that showed itself above the red blanket was not Jack’s, but that of the old man from the Long Gallery. His eyes were closed, his mouth slightly open, the features, turned skyward, seemed sharper and more birdlike than ever. 

‘Is he dead?’ asked Peter in a whisper.

‘Good heavens no!’ said Maggie. ‘Don’t be silly! I expect he’s just had a bit of a turn. They’ll have him right as rain in no time.’ But he looked quite dead to her.

She went into the entrance hall where the girl selling tickets was talking urgently to Mrs Loxton-Pocock from the Green Drawing Room.

‘I hope the poor old man’s all right?’ said Maggie

‘I am afraid poor Mr Deverell is not all right,’ said Mrs Loxton-Pocock. ‘No thanks to your husband, if I may say so.’

‘As a matter of fact I was looking for him. Is he still here?’

‘I haven’t seen him. I have no idea where he is.’

‘Have you seen him leave?’ she asked the ticket girl.

‘No,’ said the girl. ‘Nobody left the Hall after you, except poor Mr Deverell.’

‘Well then he’s still here, isn’t he? May I go and look for him?’

‘Could I see your National Trust Membership card again, madam?’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous! My husband’s got it. I just want to find him. Peter, Andrew, you stay here.’

‘But mum!’

‘No buts. I won’t be a minute.’

Maggie went through all the rooms but could not find Jack. When she came to the Long Gallery, still without a custodian, she went immediately to the door of the Grey Bedroom but found it locked. It was only then that she began to feel fear. As soon as she turned the handle and found that it would not yield, the blood began to sing in her head. A drop of cold sweat started to crawl down her back. She ran down to the front hall and took her children out to their car in the car park — thank goodness Jack had given her the keys — and left them playing with their Gameboys while she searched the grounds and the house once more. Again she found the Grey Bedroom locked. This time she did what she had not thought of doing previously: she knocked on the door and called out her husband’s name. There was no reply, but she thought she heard the sound of another door closing from within. She shouted, but there was silence. Finally she came down to the Hall and confronted the two women, Mrs Loxton-Pocock and the ticket girl, still conferring earnestly.

She almost screamed at them: ‘You’ve locked my husband in the Grey Bedroom!’ The two women looked extremely startled.

‘I’m afraid that’s impossible,’ said Mrs Loxton-Pocock with a condescending smirk that infuriated Maggie.

‘What do you mean impossible? I have just been up there and found it locked.’

‘Of course it is locked. That room is kept permanently locked. Your husband can’t be in there.’

‘But he’s been in there! I’ve been in there. Bloody hell, the kids have been in there!’

‘I’m afraid that’s quite impossible.’

‘Are you calling me a liar?’

‘There must be some mistake.’

‘There is no mistake. Look — I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name——’

‘Penny Loxton-Pocock,’ said Mrs. Loxton-Pocock. ‘Do call me Penny.’

‘All right, Penny. I have been in the Grey Bedroom. There is no mistake. Would you like me to describe it to you?’ And she did so, in some detail, concluding: ‘and there was a Mr Cheke in there who showed us everything.’ 

Mrs. Loxton-Pocock’s iron grey composure was obviously shaken, particularly by this last remark. She exchanged troubled glances with the girl. There was a pause, then in a frozen voice she said:

‘Mr Cheke, did you say? Is this some kind of a joke?’

‘No, it is not a bloody joke! I want my husband!’ Some visitors entering the hall looked on, startled.

‘Please! There is no need to raise your voice, Mrs——’

‘Maggie Protheroe. Do call me Maggie,’ she added with a hint of mockery.

‘Very well, then . . . Maggie. Won’t you come into the office? I’m sure we can sort this out.’

‘No, I will not come into the office! I will stay here in the hall and scream the place down until you agree to open the Grey Bedroom. My husband is locked in there.’ 

Mrs Loxton-Pocock glared at Maggie. A narrow but abysmally deep social chasm lay between them. ‘Vulgar’ versus ‘stuck-up’: each had a term she could employ to despise the other. But then the current of mutual hatred was dissipated because both of them had the sense to realise it would achieve nothing.

‘Very well, then,’ said Mrs Loxton-Pocock briskly but not ungently. ‘But you will have to come with me to the office to fetch the key to the Grey Bedroom.’ 

Having fetched the key, they ascended the stairs and walked through the other rooms to the Long Gallery in silence. In silence Mrs Loxton-Pocock opened the door to the Grey Bedroom. It was empty, and it was exactly as it had been when Maggie and the children had left it. No, there was one difference. Someone had thrown a dust sheet over the old wheelchair by the bed, turning it into a bizarre, hunched creature. Maggie pulled the dust sheet off, but the chair was unoccupied.

‘He must have gone in there,’ said Maggie pointing to the door which Mr Cheke had said led to the Black Room. She went over to try the door handle but it did not even turn.

‘No, I’m sorry Maggie,’ said Mrs Loxton-Pocock, ‘but that really is impossible.’

‘Why?’

‘We don’t have the key, and anyway the room beyond was blocked up, oh ages ago, even before the Trust took over, I think. There’s just a brick wall behind that door.’

‘But Mr Cheke said . . . And that’s another thing, where is Mr Cheke?’

‘Mr Cheke? Are you sure that was his name?’

‘He said so. A little, thin, bony, bald man. With pebble glasses. Does that sound like a Mr Cheke you know?’

‘It does sound like Mr Cheke,’ said Mrs Loxton-Pocock hesitantly.

‘Well?’

‘Mr Cheke no longer works here. Mr Cheke is dead.’

When Maggie had stopped screaming Mrs. Loxton-Pocock went down stairs to call the Police.

* * * * *
 



The Sergeant had left two keen young Constables at the Hall to make further enquiries. As Maggie was finishing her narrative one of them phoned in his report. The Grey Bedroom as empty as stated and the Black Room bricked up, but of Jack Protheroe there was no trace. The Hall had been thoroughly searched, even the roof had been inspected. Of course, Jack could have found his way out of the house somehow, but he was not by the family car in the car park, and he had not been sighted in the grounds.

The station sergeant, having relayed this information to Maggie, now braced himself for the ordeal of consoling a hysterical woman. He stared out of the window of the interview room for a brief respite, but turned back when he heard a strange sound. It was Maggie Protheroe gently humming to herself, and the expression on her face was no longer tear-stained and distraught, but calm, almost beatific. She was gazing down at her small, rather dainty feet and smiling.

Mr Cheke smiled too, as he closed the door of the Black Room and took his stand once again in a corner of the Grey Bedroom.






 

 

 





Grab a Granny Night






‘DON’T TELL ME,’ said Owen. ‘You’re still a virgin, aren’t you?’

It was true: there had been nervous fumblings at drama school, but the whole works had somehow eluded him. Shyness and an overbearing Evangelical mother had played their part in Tim’s lack of experience. When asked about it by Owen he had neither the desire nor the ability to dissemble. Owen threw back his head and laughed. As he did so, Tim noticed that Owen gave a quick sidelong glance at himself in the dressing room mirror. It comforted Tim to think that, while he was being humiliated, he had caught Owen out in a tiny but characteristic moment of vanity.

Owen Probert was a Celtic Welshman with curly hair, black and shiny as wet coal, a wiry, compact body, and a voice that sometimes aped the overripe resonances of a Burton, or a Dylan Thomas. The perfect whiteness of his teeth, so triumphantly flashed in the mirror, were accentuated by his tan, which some members of the company wrongly assumed to be fake. Owen spent every daylight hour when he was not rehearsing for the shows ‘attending to the body beautiful’ as he called it, which meant either swimming or lying in the sun learning lines. During that summer at Pontybwlch, which was unusually hot and cloudless, Owen had been in his early thirties and his prime. He was a leading player in the Pontybwlch Summer Theatre Repertory Company of which Tim, fresh from RADA, was the most junior member. In Tim’s contract had been written those humiliating words: ‘assistant stage manager and play as cast.’

‘I thought so,’ said Owen. ‘You can always tell. And you want to get your cherry away, don’t you, boy?’ Owen liked to extract the maximum from any given situation on or off stage. He admitted it proudly and called it ‘milking.’

They would be sharing the number one dressing room on stage level for the week, because the play was Ira Levin’s Deathtrap, and Tim was the only actor in the company young enough to play the part of Clifford Anderson, one of the two leading roles in the play; the other one being Sidney Bruhl, played by Owen. Owen had been very helpful and encouraging towards Tim in his first leading professional role, and Tim had yet to learn that advice from a fellow actor is not always altruistically intended.

‘The trouble is, young Tim Boy,’ said Owen, laying a gentle hand on his shoulder, ‘all the girls in the company are spoken for. And if you’re thinking about Tammy, I’m fucking her.’ Tim could not hide his feelings. Owen roared with laughter. ‘You should see your face! It’s a picture!’

Tammy, or Tamsyn as she preferred to be called, was the Company Stage Manager. She was slim-hipped and boyish in appearance with fine, clear-cut features. Apart from stage management her one passion in life seemed to be the owning and breeding of West Highland Terriers. Though only a few years older than Tim she had an air of self-possession and competence which he found both intimidating and attractive. Tim had thought he was falling in love with her: now he wanted passionately to roll back his fantasies and shut them away.

‘Fancy her, do you? Well, never mind. Plenty more fish in the sea, that’s what your Uncle Owen says. Now what you want to look for is an older woman. Trust me. You want a bit of experience. They’re the best for a beginner.’

‘That’s all very well——’ said Tim, who was trying to move the conversation onto a lighter, more impersonal plane. But Owen had seen his opportunity and was not to be held back.

‘No. You listen here, Tim Boy. I’ve got a brilliant idea. What you want to go for is Grab a Granny Night. Never heard of Grab a Granny Night?’

Tim shook his head almost penitently, which amused Owen.

‘Ah, you’ve a lot to learn, Tim Boy. A lot. Well. Grab a Granny. It’s a bit of an institution round here holiday time. There are some bars in Pontybwlch, and one or two holiday camps, when certain nights the — what you might say, the mature women——’ He made a meal of the word ‘mature’, pronouncing it ‘matyooah’ in a very Welsh way. ‘Specially the ones on holiday, they go, and they’re up for it, see. You know what I mean? It’s understood. Oh, it’s not advertised or anything. You won’t see no “Grab a Granny” up on a poster, but it’s well known. So what d’you say? D’you want to give it a go? I’ll come with you first time. Hold your hand. Can’t say fairer than that, can I?’

Tim’s silence was taken for consent. 

‘This Friday, then, after the show, at The Copacabana on the Promenade. There’s a GAG night there. You never been to The Copacabana? You’ll like it. Exotic, you know. Dennis the owner’s a bit of a mate of mine, see. Does a drag act sometimes, just for a laugh. Carmen Miranda. You know, with all the fruit in the hair. He’s a real scream. Out-rageous! Mind you, don’t mistake him for a Granny, eh?’ He laughed again his self-admiring laugh.

Pontybwlch was a quiet, respectable seaside resort in those days, but it had its pockets of loucheness, and The Copacabana was one of them. It was well situated on the sea front, next to an amusement arcade.  The name suggested a Brazilian theme, but nothing so subtle was in evidence. The bar had a frontage of split bamboo and was canopied with swags of artificial vegetation, in which could be found a quantity of violently coloured plastic melons, pumpkins, bananas, citrus fruit, budgerigars, and parrots, some of which were lit from within. Music of a vaguely Continental flavour was filtered through loudspeakers swathed in synthetic creeper. A further concession to exoticism was made by the addition of gaudy little paper parasols to the more expensive drinks. The barmen all wore Hawaiian shirts, as did the manager, Dennis, a big man with a face like slab of condemned veal. Tim found it hard to imagine him dressed as Carmen Miranda.

Tim did not know quite why he had come to The Copacabana that Friday after the show. He might have resisted Owen’s forcefulness, had it not been for a tiny incident during the performance that night involving Tamsyn. He had forgotten to put a prop back on the prop table and received a sharp rebuke from her. The implication had been that because he was playing a leading role this week did not mean he could forget his status in the company of ‘assistant stage manager and play as cast.’ Tamsyn’s West Highland Terrier Freddie who slept in a basket beside her in the prompt corner had woken up and growled at him in sympathy with his mistress. 

Humiliation always brought out the rebel in Tim. So he went to The Copacabana partly out of an obscure desire to spite Tamsyn for whom he was trying, unsuccessfully, to eradicate all feelings. 

The bar was quite crowded, but the provocative atmosphere which Tim had anticipated was absent. There were indeed some ‘mature’ looking women sipping cocktails at the bar, but they seemed to be fairly soberly occupied with some equally mature looking men. Owen expressed disappointment on his friend’s behalf, but then, as he was looking round rather desperately, he suddenly spotted a woman sitting alone at a table, out of the light, half in shadow.

‘What did I tell you, Tim boy? Now’s your moment. Go on!’ Tim felt no inclination to go on. ‘All right, tell you what. I’ll take you over and introduce you. Can’t say fairer than that, can I?’ He gave Tim a little push, and the moment of resistance passed.

As they were walking over to her the woman at the table raised her head so that they could see her face clearly, and this time it was Owen who hesitated. Tim asked what the matter was.

‘I know her,’ he said. ‘Met her last year. That’s Sheilah. I thought she . . .  Come on, I’ll introduce you.’

Tim’s annoyance at being handed one of Owen’s cast-offs was diminished by Sheilah’s appearance. She could have been forty, but looked a little younger. She was darkly handsome with an olive-coloured skin that suggested exotic origins. She wore a low cut dress of what looked like black silk and earrings of jet which glittered darkly, like her eyes. She smiled warmly. 

‘Hello, Owen,’ she said. ‘Where have you been?’ There was a touch of mockery, and perhaps contempt in her soft, low voice.

‘Oh, around, you know. Fancy seeing you again, Sheilah.’

‘Yes. Quite. We had a date, remember?’

‘That was a year ago, Sheilah,’ said Owen.

‘A year ago tomorrow, to be exact.’

Owen began to jig from one foot to the other, a habit of his when nervous. ‘Yes . . . Right,’ he said. ‘So where are you staying this year, then?’

‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

‘Not specially, darling.’

‘Coward.’

‘This is Tim, by the way,’ said Owen and he performed the introductions. Tim shook a cool, dry hand and sat down opposite her. There was a silence which seemed to unnerve Owen more than it did Sheilah.

‘So,’ said Owen eventually. ‘Shall I get us all some drinky-poos?’

‘No,’ said Sheilah. ‘Why don’t you just bugger off to the bar and talk to your mate Dennis.’

‘Righty-ho,’ said Owen, and did so. 

When he was gone Sheilah asked Tim whether he minded her smoking. Tim shook his head. From a black Morocco leather bag Sheilah took a silver cigarette case and a lighter which she slid across to him. He lit her cigarette and she thanked him, a gesture which put Tim at his ease. They began to talk. Admittedly their conversation consisted almost entirely of Sheilah asking Tim about himself, his background, and his aspirations, but it was a soothing experience to have so much interest taken in one by this mature and glamorous woman. Tim did not care much for the cigarette smoke, though. It was not something to which he normally objected, but the brand smoked by Sheilah seemed to be peculiarly strong and to give off an acrid, scorched smell. It irritated his eyes and blurred his vision so that he found it hard to focus on her face. The subdued lighting did not help. Tim decided that he needed a drink and asked Sheilah if she wanted one.

‘Not for me, but you go ahead.’

Tim got up and turned round to see Owen deep in some confidential discussion with his ‘mate’ Dennis behind the bar. They were looking in his direction, and it occurred to Tim that they might be discussing him and Sheilah. 

At that moment there was a sudden outcry from their direction. A door behind the bar opened and one of the barmen in his Hawaiian shirt came tumbling out, coughing and retching. Tim saw smoke and a bright flicker of flames through the glass panel in the door. A fire alarm rang. Dennis bellowed: ‘Right! Everybody out!’

Tim turned to Sheilah. She had risen and was beckoning to him. Without thinking he followed her through a pair of crash doors and into a narrow alleyway that ran alongside The Copacabana and opened onto the promenade. It was close to midnight and there were stars but no moon. Tim was momentarily sightless. Then he was seized by Sheilah who held him to her in an embrace against one of the high, windowless walls of the alley. He felt her curved, experienced shape beneath the silk of her dress; he felt her cold, smooth skin. Then she was kissing him passionately. Her lips, by contrast with the rest of her, were hot, almost burning, and her tongue flickered in his mouth like a flame. Again he smelt, this time almost from within, the strange acrid scent of her tobacco. As suddenly as it had begun the kissing was over, but she still held him to her, with a grip so tight it almost crushed his desire.

‘I’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘But will you meet me tomorrow? After your show?’

‘Where?’

‘Do you know the Sunnybeach Holiday Camp? On the West Shore?’

‘I don’t know it, but I’ve seen signs to it.’

‘I’ll be there. In the Arcadia Ballroom.’

‘Why there?’ 

‘Because that’s where it’s Grab a Granny Night. Didn’t you know?’ Tim could just see her smile in the darkness.   

‘You’re not a granny, are you?’

‘I was. You do fancy me, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Tomorrow night, then. The Arcadia Ballroom. Sunnybeach.’

‘Okay.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

He heard the clack of her heels as she ran out of the alley. It was some time before he had sense enough to follow her out onto the promenade. There was no sign of her. He looked into The Copacabana and it appeared that the panic was over and things were returning to normal, but he felt no inclination to go back in. 

The next morning Tim was at the theatre occupied with rehearsals for the next show in the season. It was a routine farce called Some of Our Trousers Are Missing! in which Tim was back to playing a small, meaningless part and stage managing. By the time rehearsals finished at one the events of the previous night seemed to him remote, fantastic, like a dream. After lunch Tim decided to take a walk along the sea front at Pontybwlch to work things out in his head. After an hour of aimless wandering he was still no clearer about his experience with Sheilah, the sun was beating down, and he was thinking of going back to his digs for a rest before the show, and to learn his meagre lines in Some of Our Trousers Are Missing!

Suddenly a voice said: ‘Hello. Dreaming as usual?’ It was Tamsyn. She was walking her West Highland Terrier on a lead along the promenade in the opposite direction to him. There was no avoiding her, so he turned and fell into step beside her while Freddie the terrier pattered purposefully ahead of them. After a pause Tamsyn began to apologise for being sharp with him the previous night. Tim was surprised. He shrugged his shoulders and smiled as if he had forgotten the incident already. He began to feel powerful.

‘You’re really very good in Deathtrap, you know,’ said Tamsyn.

‘I didn’t think you . . .’

‘You didn’t think I noticed? Well I do. Why don’t you ask me out one night?’

When Tim was baffled and confused, as he was now, he usually managed to say the wrong thing. He said: ‘But I thought you were . . . spoken for.’

Tamsyn looked very solemn. She said: ‘Nobody speaks for me, Tim. Who told you I was?’

‘Owen. He said you and he——’

‘Christ! You don’t want to believe a word Owen says. He’s gay, didn’t you realise? Or bi anyway. And he’s all mouth and trousers. God, you’re green, Tim. Honestly, you’re so green, they could play hockey on you. It’s all right. No need to look like a crushed raspberry. I think it’s rather sweet. So when are you going to take me out? Tonight?’

‘Not tonight. I promised to meet someone.’ The moment Tim said it he regretted it, but he would not retract because that was to show weakness, and he had shown enough of that already.

‘Oh. Okay,’ said Tamsyn. She seemed disappointed, but at least she showed no curiosity about whom he was to meet.

‘But tomorrow. It’s a Sunday. No show. We could go for a curry . . . or something.’

‘Okay.’

Leaving the promenade, they descended some concrete steps on to the shingle shore. Tamsyn let Freddie off the leash and he bounded away up the beach while she watched him intently, making little chirruping noises of encouragement and slapping her strong, boyish thighs. Tim knew that Tamsyn had ceased to be conscious of his presence, and that he had involuntarily become a voyeur, prying into a secret personal moment between her and Freddie. He found the experience curiously exciting, arousing even; while at the same time he was being made aware that there would always be a part of her that would be closed to him, a locked door in her soul with the word DOG written on it.

That night in the dressing room, as they made up for the show, Tim was reluctant to submit to Owen’s interrogation about him and Sheilah.

‘Did she say anything about me?’ he asked.

 ‘I’m meeting Sheilah tonight,’ said Tim, taking some pleasure in frustrating his egoism. 

‘Where?’

‘At Sunnybeach. The Holiday Camp on the West Shore.’ 

Owen seemed shocked for some reason. ‘Sunnybeach! My God, what d’you want to go there for?’

‘I don’t know. Ask Sheilah.’

‘You don’t want to go up there. Not to Sunnybeach.’

‘Why not? Are you jealous or something?’ 

They had been talking at each other through the brightly lit dressing room mirror. Every nuance of expression was evident. Tim saw Owen grimace involuntarily, then a slow subtle smile curled his lips as he carefully began to apply a tiny line of blue shadow to his upper eyelid.

* * * * *
 



The town of Pontybwlch lies on a headland. On the East Shore is a bay where the main part of the town is situated; the so-called West Shore overlooks the estuary of the River Dovey. It consists mainly of a number of select, wealthy dwellings, some Old People’s Homes, and the Sunnybeach Holiday Camp. Tim had not visited the West Shore (weekly repertory offers little opportunity for idle exploration), but he knew the way. It was fine and starry as he emerged from the theatre after the last night of Deathtrap, and at that moment nothing seemed more exciting than a twenty-minute walk through the dark to a mysterious assignation. Its ultimate purpose was something Tim tried to keep out of his thoughts. He was experienced enough in life to know how anticipation can desecrate the event.

The Sunnybeach Holiday Camp was easy enough to find. Tim did ask one passer-by and received for his pains detailed instructions and a rather odd look, of the kind that used to be called ‘old-fashioned’. This did not worry him greatly: the Welsh, he had noticed, particularly the senior ones, went in for funny looks. 

The Sunnybeach Holiday Camp proved to be a large, fenced compound, well-situated on a bluff at the mouth of the Dovey. The fence enclosed a number of white, rather elegant Art Deco buildings with curved balconies and large, metal-framed windows. Evidently it was a step or two up from Butlins, but Tim was mildly surprised that the place was not better lit. There were lights in many of the windows but they were all yellow, faded somehow.

At the entrance was a dimly lit lodge in which sat a figure whose features Tim could not make out in the dark. He — Tim assumed it was a he — appeared to be reading a newspaper, but he did not seem to have enough light for such an activity. Tim walked up to the gatehouse, but the figure took no notice of him. Feeling he should make his presence known, Tim rapped on the window.

‘Can you tell me how to get to the Arcadia Ballroom? I’m meeting someone there.’

The man in the gatehouse looked up from the paper, but his face was still in shadow. Silently, and, Tim thought, rather contemptuously, he pointed to a large, white rectangular building only two hundred yards away. Along the windowless wall facing them, under festoons of dull red fairy lights, had been painted in huge lettering the words: ARCADIA BALLROOM.

Tim entered the camp and walked along the asphalt path that wound between lawns and joylessly elaborate formal flower beds in the direction of the ballroom. It was disappointing not to hear sounds of music or human activity. Nobody seemed to be about. Tim thought he saw someone going into the ballroom, but that was all. Apprehension now took the place of all other feelings; but Tim went on because he had a stubborn streak: he had made a promise.

Outside the Ballroom there were several posters on the walls in glazed frames, but they advertised events — concerts, variety shows, talent nights — from the previous year. However, the place was not shut, and Tim could see light of a sort coming from within. He entered a foyer, lit — just about — but deserted. Facing him was a pair of swing doors through which he entered the ballroom. The doors must have been very well oiled because they made no sound when he opened them, and did not even bang behind him.

The ballroom seemed much vaster on the inside than it had looked from without. Moreover, it was not decorated, as Tim had expected, with severe Art Deco elegance but in an ornate mock eighteenth century Fairground Rococo style. The walls and ceilings were slathered with plaster mouldings in the form of cartouches, caryatids, composite pilasters, and swags of fruit in low relief; at regular intervals along each side globes of electric light were held up by gilded plaster cherubs. From the high ceiling, on which was painted an indecipherable scene of celestial roistering, hung a huge glitter ball which turned and scintillated silently. All of the many lights were on, but none shone brightly. The place was lit with an unwelcoming even glow, the colour of parchment. 

At the opposite end of the hall was a raised stage on which was ranged a set of music stands flanked by two vast loudspeakers in the shape of gilded trumpets. Just in front of the stage on the parquet flooring stood the solitary figure of a woman in a black silk evening dress. It was Sheilah. Tim could barely see her face except when she dragged on her cigarette. The glow of it when she did so appeared to be the brightest thing in the ballroom.

She threw the cigarette onto the parquet where it lay smouldering, unextinguished, and advanced towards him. Somewhere in the centre of the room, under the revolving glitter ball, they met.

‘You kept your promise,’ said Sheilah. ‘You came.’

‘Of course.’

‘Owen didn’t. He promised to come last year, but he didn’t show up.’

‘Owen is Owen,’ said Tim, feeling suddenly very superior to his tormentor. Sheilah seemed amused. There was a silence. Tim said: ‘There don’t seem to be many people about.’

Sheilah’s smile was suddenly replaced by a look of sadness. ‘I shouldn’t have brought you here,’ she said. ‘Come on. Let’s get out, before they start.’

Just then one of the loud speakers made a noise like a hoarse cough and began to emit a thin, tinny stream of music. Neither the instruments nor the tune they played were recognisable, but the rhythm, the bones of this rotting carcass of sound, was that of a waltz. 

‘It’s started,’ said Sheilah. ‘We’ll have to stay.’

‘Why?’

But Tim knew why. The ballroom was filling rapidly with dark figures who began to dance as soon as they appeared. Very soon they had surrounded Tim and Sheilah in a dense and perpetually moving crowd, each couple spinning on its own axis as they encircled them.

‘Dance! For God’s sake dance!’ said Sheilah.

Tim took her cold body in his arms and they began to dance. There was a strange acrid smell in the air. The other dancers made no sound, and Tim could not see their faces. They moved so fast that he could see only a dark blur, as if they were veiled in soot. 

‘Faster!’ said Sheilah. Tim obeyed, even though he was already exhausted.

‘Kiss me!’ said Sheilah, and she put her lips to his. Tim felt the familiar burning sensation when their lips touched. Her mouth opened wider and from the caverns of her throat came the fiery heat of an Inferno.

* * * * *
 


The rest of the company were having a drink after the show in the bar of the Pontybwlch Hydro. Suddenly Judy, the leading lady, said: ‘Hello, where’s young Tim tonight?’ 

Owen smiled. ‘Believe it or not, he’s gone up the Sunnybeach for a Grab a Granny Night.’ 

‘Good God,’ said Judy, ‘I thought Sunnybeach had finished after that terrible fire last summer. You remember: in the Arcadia Ballroom when all those people were killed. Didn’t you tell him about that? In fact — my God, you sick bastard, it was a year ago tonight! ‘ 

Owen’s mock horror was very comically done and made some of the company laugh out loud. Those who didn’t — and they included Tamsyn — were grateful that they had shown restraint when Tim was found the following morning lying on the Western Shore with a mouth full of ashes. 






 

 

 





The Children of Monte Rosa





I



IT WAS MY MOTHER who first noticed Mr and Mrs de Walter as they strolled along the promenade. She had a talent for picking out unusual and interesting looking people in the passing crowd, and often exercised this gift for my amusement, though mainly for my father. He was a journalist who was always going to write a novel when he could find the time.

My parents and I had been sitting in a little café on the front at Estoril where we were on holiday that year. In 1964 it was still unusual to see English people in Portugal, particularly the North, and the couple my mother pointed out to us were so obviously English. ‘They’re probably expatriates,’ she said. As I was only eleven at the time I had to have the term explained to me.

They must have been in their late sixties, though to me at the time they simply looked ancient. They were of a height but, while she was skeletally thin, he was flabby and shapeless in an immaculate but crumpled white linen suit. He wore a ‘Guards’ tie — this observation supplied by my father — and a white straw Panama with a hat band in the bacon and egg colours of the M.C.C, which I, a cricket enthusiast, identified myself. A monocle on a ribbon of black watered silk hung from his neck. He had a clipped white moustache and white tufted eyebrows which stood out from the pink of his face. His cheeks were suffused with broken veins that, like fibre optic cables, were capable of changing the colour of his complexion with alarming rapidity.

His wife was also decked out in the regalia of antique gentility. Her garments were cream-coloured, softly graduating to yellow age at their edges. Their general formlessness seem to date them to the flapper era of the 1920s, an impression accentuated by her shingled Eton Crop which was dyed a disconcerting shade of blue. Her most eccentric item of dress was a curious pair of long-sleeved crocheted mittens, from which her withered and ringed fingers seemed to claw their way to freedom. The crochet work, executed in a pearl-coloured silky material, was elaborate but irregular, evidently the work of an amateur, making them resemble a pair of badly mended fishermen’s nets.

My mother, who was immediately fascinated, was seized by an embarrassing determination that we should somehow get to know them. I have a feeling she thought they would make ‘good copy’ for my father’s long projected novel, or a short story at least. My father and I went along with her plans, not because we approved them but because we knew that resistance was useless.

We were staying at the Grande, one of the big old Edwardian hotels on the sea front, but my mother noticed that ‘the ex-pats’, as she was now calling them, often took a pre-dinner aperitif on the terrace of the Excelsior, a similar establishment adjacent to ours. Accordingly, one evening we went for a drink at the Excelsior, positioning ourselves at a table near to where my mother had seen the expatriates drinking.

For once, everything went according to my mother’s plan. The couple arrived shortly after we had, sat down, and ordered their drinks, gin and Italian Vermouth, a fashionable pre-war cocktail. (‘Gin and It!’ my mother whispered to us, ‘it’s too perfect!’)  My mother, who had been an actress in her youth, was the possessor of a very audible voice, so our conversation was soon overheard. Presently we saw that the lady was coming over to us. She seemed to hesitate momentarily, looming over us, before saying: ‘I couldn’t help noticing that you were speaking English.’ Her mouth was gashed with a thin streak of dark red lipstick, of a primeval 1920s shade. 

So we joined them at their table, and they introduced themselves as Hugh and Penelope de Walter. I was a well-behaved boy at that time and, being an only child, had no siblings with whom to fight or conspire, so I think I made a favourable impression. Besides, because I had either inherited, or acquired by influence, my mother’s appetite for human oddities, I was quite happy to sit there with my sumo d’ananas and listen to the grown-ups.

The de Walters were, as my mother had correctly surmised, expatriates, and they had a villa at Monte Rosa, a village in the foothills above Estoril. De Walter had been in the wine trade, hence his acquaintance with Portugal, and on retiring in the 1950s had decided that England was ‘going to Hell in a handcart’, what with its filthy music, its even filthier plays, and the way the working classes generally ‘have the run of the place these days’. De Walter conceded that Salazar, the then dictator of Portugal, ‘might have his faults, but at least he runs a tight ship’. I had no idea what this meant but it sounded impressive, if a little forbidding.

Their life at the Villa Monte Rosa, so named because it was the grandest if not the oldest, dwelling in their village, was, they told us, more serene and civilised than any they could have hoped to afford in Worthing or Eastbourne. I wondered, though, if it were not a little lonely for them among all those foreigners, but said nothing.

I think it was after a slight lull in the conversation that the de Walters turned their attention on me. In answer to enquiries I told them where I was presently at school, and for which public school I was destined. De Walter nodded his approval.

‘I’m a Haileybury man myself,’ he said. ‘Are you planning to go to the ’varsity after that?’

I looked blank. My father came to my aid by informing me that ‘the ’varsity’ meant Oxford or Cambridge. I said I hoped so without really knowing what was meant.

‘Never got to the ’varsity myself,’ said de Walter. ‘I was due to go up in ’15, but a certain Kaiser Bill put the kibosh on that.’

The First World War was ancient history to me, a series of faded sepia snapshots of mud-filled trenches and Dreadnoughts, cutting through the foggy wastes of the North Sea, a tinkle of ‘Tipperary’ on a rickety church piano. Trying to imagine a young de Walter going to war all those years ago silenced me.

‘Do you have children yourself, Mr and Mrs de Walter?’ my mother asked.

There was an unpleasant little silence. My father, who was frequently embarrassed by my mother’s forthrightness, passed a hand through his thinning hair, a familiar gesture of nervous exasperation. The broken veins in de Walter’s face had turned it a very ugly shade of dark purple. Mrs de Walter seemed about to say something when her husband restrained her by tightly grasping one of her stick-like arms.

‘No,’ said de Walter in a lower, firmer voice than we had hitherto heard, ‘we have not been blessed with that inestimable privilege.’ There was another pause before he added: ‘We couldn’t, you see. War wound.’

With old world courtesy, he cut off my mother’s abject apologies for raising the issue. ‘Please, dear lady,’ he said. ‘Let us say no more on the subject.’ Soon we were discussing the present state of English cricket in which de Walter took a passionate interest, even if he could not quite grasp that Denis Compton was no longer saving England from the defeat at the hands of the Australians, or some people whom he called ‘the fuzzy-wuzzies.’ My father, an enthusiast whose information was rather more up-to-date, was able to correct some of de Walter’s misapprehensions, while Mrs de Walter told my mother how she had all her clothes made up and sent over to Portugal by her dressmaker in England. Everything passed off so amicably that we found ourselves being asked to take lunch with the de Walters the following day at the Villa Monte Rosa.

The next day a taxi delivered us to a pair of rusty wrought iron gates in the pleasantly unspoilt hill village of Monte Rosa. The gates were situated in a high stone wall which surrounded what looked like extensive grounds; a drive from the gates curved into the leafy obscurity of palm and pine trees, and other overgrown vegetation. We were about to push open the gate when down the drive came a wiry middle-aged woman in overalls. Her head was tied up in a bandana and she had a narrow, deeply lined face, the colour and consistency of an old pigskin wallet. Silently, with an attempt at a smile on her face, she shook our hands, then gestured us to follow her up the drive.

The grounds were not well kept, if they were kept at all, but we saw enough of them to guess that they had once been laid out and planted on a lavish scale. Once or twice through some dense and abandoned screen of leaf I caught a glimpse of a lichened piece of classical statuary on a plinth. Then we turned a corner and had our first sight of the Villa Monte Rosa.

It looked to me like a miniature palace made out of pink sugar. Both my parents were entranced by it, but, as they told me later, in slightly different ways. To my father the ornate neo-baroque design evoked a vanished world of elegant Edwardian hedonism. Had it been only a little more extensive, it could have passed for a small casino. To my mother this rose-coloured folly, encroached on all sides by deep, undisciplined vegetation, was a fairy-tale abode of the Sleeping Beauty. It reminded her of  illustrations by Edmond Dulac and Arthur Rackham in the books of her childhood. 

The de Walters were there to greet us on the steps that led up to the entrance portico. Lunch, simple and elegant, was served to us on the terrace by the woman who had escorted us up the drive. She was their housekeeper and her name was Maria. The terrace was situated at the back of the villa and looked down a gentle incline towards the sea in the distance. What must once have been a magnificent view was now all but obscured by the pine trees through which flashes of azure tantalised the spectator. Mrs de Walter informed us proudly that the Villa Monte Rosa had been built in the 1890s by a Russian Prince for his ballerina mistress. It might not have been true, but it was plausible.

The conversation did not greatly interest me. It consisted largely of a monologue on wine from de Walter, who obviously considered himself an aficionado. Though my father knew more than enough to keep up with him, he had the journalist’s knack of displaying a little judicious ignorance. My mother and Mrs de Walter, who appeared to have less in common, sporadically discussed the weather and the flowers in the garden of the Villa Monte Rosa. After lunch Maria wheeled out a metal trolley on which a large selection of ports and unusual liqueurs were displayed. De Walter proposed a tasting to my parents and then turned to me.

‘Why don’t you go and explore the grounds, young feller? We won’t mind. We’ll hold the fort for you here, what? All boys like exploring, don’t they? Eh?’ This project appealed to me and was acceptable to my parents.

‘Don’t get lost!’ said my mother.

‘It’s all right,’ said de Walter with a raucous laugh. ‘We’ll send out search parties if you do!’

So I walked down the shallow steps of the terrace and into the gardens of the Villa Monte Rosa. After crossing a small oval lawn with a lily pond at its centre, I took a serpentine path which led down through shrubberies. Great tropical fronds stooped over me. The gravel path was riven with weeds, and more than once I tripped over a thin green limb of vegetation that had clawed its way across it in search of nourishment. I imagined myself to be an archaeologist uncovering the remains of a lost civilisation.

It is often a great shock to find one’s fantasy life confirmed by reality. I came down into a dell to find a structure consisting of a statue in a niche above a stone basin in the shape of a shell. It looked like the fountain at the gate of some ancient city. The statue was of a naked woman, lichened and weather worn, holding a jar, tilted downwards, from which, water had once fallen into the basin, which had been dry for a long while. The figure, I now think, was probably modelled on Ingres’ La Source, which made it mid to late nineteenth century in origin. On its pedestal was carved the word DANAIDE. This meant something to me even then. I knew from the simple gobbets of Greek prose that I was beginning to study that the Danaids, because they murdered their husbands, had been condemned to fill leaky vessels for all eternity in Hades, the Land of the Dead.

I stared for a long time at this ancient conceit, turning its significance over in my mind but coming to no conclusion, until eventually I decided to follow the path round it and travel further down the slope. After a few minutes I came to another clearing, where I received my second and more prodigious shock.

Within a little amphitheatre of box and yew, both rampant and unpruned, was a hard floor of grassless grit, in which was built out of smooth, dressed stones a low circular wall that I took to be the mouth of a well. On the wall sat a pale, fair-haired boy of about my age. He wore grey flannel shorts and a white flannel shirt, of the kind I was made to wear out of doors in the summer at my school. We stared at each other for a long while: to me he was horribly unexpected. 

One reason why I spent so long looking at him was that I could not quite make out what I was seeing. He was a perfectly proportioned flesh and blood boy in all respects but one. He seemed smaller than he should be, not by much but by enough to make him seem deformed in some subtle way. As he sat on the wall his feet dangled a foot or so above the ground, when they should have touched it, but he was not dwarfish: his legs were not bowed or stunted; his head was not too big for his body. Apart from the extreme pallor of his skin and hair, he was, I suppose, rather a handsome boy. I could have come closer to him to confirm my suspicions about his size, but I did not want to.

‘Hello,’ I said; then recollecting that the boy, his appearance notwithstanding, was almost certainly Portuguese, I said: ‘Bom Dir.’

‘You’re not Portugoose, are you?’ said the boy. ‘You’re English.’

‘Yes,’ I said. He had a voice like mine. He belonged to the middle classes. He asked me my name. I told him, and he said his name was Hal.

‘Hal what?’ I asked.

‘Just Hal.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘What are you doing here?’

I told him, and then I said it was his turn to tell.

‘I come here sometimes,’ he said.

‘Do Mr and Mrs de Walter know?’

‘Of course they do, you ass,’ said Hal. ‘Anyway, what’s it got to do with you? Mind your own beeswax!’ Mind your own beeswax. It was a piece slang I had heard once or twice at my school, but even there it had seemed dated, culled perhaps from a reading of Billy Bunter or Stalky & Co.

Hal asked me about my school, in particular about games. I boasted as much as I could about my distinctly average abilities, and my exploits in the third eleven at cricket. He kept his eyes fixed on me, but I wondered how much he was taking in.

He said: ‘When I grow up I’m going to be a cricketer, like Wally Hammond.’

‘Who’s Wally Hammond?’ I asked.

‘Crikey, don’t you know who Wally Hammond is? You are of blockheads the most crassly ignoramus.’

‘Is he a cricketer?’

‘Is he a cricketer? Of course he’s a cricketer, you utterly frabjous oaf! Don’t you know anything?’ As I was one of those boys who had learned by heart the names of the entire England cricket team together with their bowling and batting averages, I took great offence at this. Later in our conversation I slipped in a reference to Geoffrey Boycott. Hal said: ‘Boycott what?’ I did not reply, but I felt vindicated. 

It was not long after this that I began to feel that my company was no longer a pleasure to Hal. Something about his eyes were not quite right. They seemed to be darker than when I had first seen them, not only the irises and pupils, but the whites had turned a greyish colour. Perhaps it was a trick of the fading light which may also account for the fact that he was beginning to look even smaller.

Suddenly he said: ‘Who are you anyway?’

‘Who are you for that matter, and what are you doing here?’ I said, taking a step towards him.

‘Go away!’ he shouted. ‘Private Property!’

The sound of his cry rang in my ears. I turned from him and ran up the path to the top of the slope. When I had reached it I turned again and looked back. Hal was still sitting there on the lip of the old well, his heels banging against the stones. He was facing in my direction but I could not tell whether he was looking at me or not. The light, which was not quite right in that strange garden, had turned his eye sockets into empty black holes. I turned again and ran: this time I did not look back.

For some time I found that I was lost. In that dense foliage I could not tell which way was the sea and which way the Villa Monte Rosa. I remember some agonising minutes during which I could not stop myself from going round in a circle. I kept coming back to the same small stone statue of a cat crouching on a plinth. It was perhaps the tomb of a pet, but there was no inscription. I began to panic. The cat looked as if it were about to spring. I decided that the only way of escape was to ignore the paths and move resolutely in one direction.

Surprisingly enough this worked, and in a matter of minutes I found I was walking across the little lawn towards the terrace where my parents were.  I was about to set foot on the steps to the terrace when I saw Mrs de Walter at the top of them, scrutinising me intently. She came down to meet me.

‘So you’ve found your way back,’ she said. ‘We were beginning to wonder if you were lost.’

I shook my head. She laid her thin hand lightly on my shoulder.

‘Did you meet anyone on your travels?’ she asked. It was a curious way of expressing herself, and I was wary. ‘You did, didn’t you?’

I nodded. It seemed the course of least resistance.

‘A little boy?’

I nodded again.

‘An English little boy?’

I gave her the same response. The pressure of her hand on my shoulder became so great that I imagined I could feel the bones in her fingers through my thin shirt, or was it the cords of her strange crocheted mittens? She said: ‘We won’t mention the little English boy to anyone else, shall we? Not even our parents. This shall be our personal secret, shan’t it?’

I was quite happy to agree with this suggestion, because I had a feeling that my parents would not believe me if I did tell them about Hal.

‘Come!’ said Mrs de Walter. ‘I want to show you some things which will amuse you. This way!’ Her hand now pressed firmly against my left shoulder blade, she guided me anticlockwise round the villa to a part of it which I had not seen, a long low structure with tall windows abutting onto the main building. 

‘We call this the orangery,’ she said. ‘But it’s many years since anyone grew oranges here.’ She took out a key and turned it in the lock of a door made from grey and wrinkled wood, to which a few flakes and blisters of green paint still adhered.

‘Who is Hal?’ I asked Mrs De Walter.

‘Come inside,’ she said. ‘There are some things here which I’m sure will amuse you.’

We entered a long, dingy space feebly lit by the tall dirty windows that faced onto the garden. At the far end of the orangery was a curtain of faded green damask drawn across a dark space, and along the wall which faced the windows was ranged a series of rectangular glass cases set on legs at a height convenient to the spectator.

‘These are bound to amuse you,’ said Mrs de Walter. ‘All boys like you are amused by these.’ Her insistence on my reaction was beginning to make me nervous.

At first I thought that the glass cases simply contained stuffed animals of the kind I had seen in museums, but when I was placed firmly in front of one I saw that this was not quite so. There were stuffed animals certainly, but they were all mice, rats, and other rodents, and they had been put into human postures and settings.

The first tableau depicted the oak panelled parlour of an old-fashioned inn. A red squirrel in an apron was halfway through a door, bearing a tray of bottles, glasses, and foaming tankards of ale. At a table sat four or five rats and a white mouse. Playing cards were scattered over the table and on the floor. The white mouse was looking disconsolately away towards the viewer, while the rats seemed to be gloating over the piles of coin which had accumulated on their side of the table. The white mouse wore an elegant embroidered sash of primrose coloured silk, while perching on one of the finials of his chair back was an extravagantly plumed hat. The setting and costume accessories suggested the Carolean period. Two moles wearing spectacles and Puritan steeple hats were watching the proceedings with disapproval from a corner table. It was clear that the rats had gulled the wealthy but innocent young mouse out of his cash at cards.

The tableau looked as if it had been made in the Victorian era and had, I am sure, been designed to amuse, as Mrs de Walter kept reminding me; but there was something dusty and oppressive about the atmosphere it evoked. Perhaps it was the implied moralism of the display, a sort of Rodent Rake’s Progress, that disheartened me.

In the second case the scene was set outside the inn. The two moles were now observing the action from an open first floor casement window to the right of the inn sign, which bore the image of a skull and a trumpet. On the road in front of the inn a brawl was taking place between the white mouse and one of the rats. Both were being urged on by groups of their fellow rodents, the mice being smaller obviously, but more elegantly equipped with plumed hats and rapiers swinging from their tasselled baldrics. The rats had a proletarian look about them and had leather rather than silk accoutrements. 

The third tableau was set in a forest clearing, where the mouse and his comrades had just ambushed the rat with whom he had been brawling in the previous scene. The mouse was plunging a rapier into the belly of the rat, which was now in its death throes. I was slightly surprised by the graphic way in which the creator of these scenes had shown the blood. It surrounded the gaping wound which the mouse had created; there was a dark viscous pool of the stuff on the yellow soil beneath its body and great splashes of it on the mouse’s white fur. One could just see the faces of the two moles peeping out from a dense belt of undergrowth to one side. 

The final glass case depicted a courtroom, presided over by an owl judge. Other participants were all rodents of one kind or another. The white mouse, his coat still faintly stained with blood, stood in the spike-hedged dock between two burly ferret policemen. A rat in a wig was interrogating one of the moles, whose head was just visible above the wooden sides of the witness box. The entire jury was composed of rats and, as if to confirm the inevitable outcome of the trial, I noticed that a small square of black cloth already reposed upon the owl’s flat head.

‘I thought these would amuse you,’ said Mrs de Walter, who was standing behind me. I started. In my absorption I had quite forgotten her presence. Amused was not the word, but I was held by a morbid fascination. These scenes with their lurid subject matter and their dusty gallows humour, were redolent of long-forgotten illustrated books and savage Victorian childhoods. 

‘Ah! But you haven’t seen behind the curtain, have you?’ said Mrs de Walter with a dreadful attempt at a roguish smile. It was then that I became very much afraid. I can only account for the suddenness of my panic by the fact that uneasiness had built it up inside me over the course of the afternoon, that it had reached a critical mass, and was now in danger of erupting into sheer terror. One thought dominated — I must not see behind the curtain — and yet, at the same time, I knew I could not look away. Mrs de Walter appeared to take all this in, but she showed neither concern with, nor indifference to, my state of mind, only a kind of intense curiosity. She bent down and looked directly into my eyes.

‘I wonder if you should see this one. It might shock you.’ She approached the curtain and put one hand on it so that in an instant she could pull it aside. There was a pause before she asked me a question.

‘Are you by any chance a pious sort of a boy?’

For several seconds I simply could not grasp what she meant. Of course I understood the word ‘pious’. It was the name of a recent Pope; monks in the Middle Ages were pious; but I had never heard it applied to a living human being, let alone myself. I said I didn’t know. She smiled.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘the tiniest peep, then,’ and she flicked aside the curtain. It was only a few seconds before she released the curtain and all was hidden again, but my impressions, though fragmentary, were all the more vivid for that. 

It was a glass case like the others, but the scene within it was very different. I remember the painted background of a lurid and stormy sky, torn apart by zigzags of lightening. Against them the three crosses on a grey mound stood out strongly. I cannot say too much, but it was my impression that the three toads had been still alive when they were nailed to the wood.

I can remember nothing after that until Mrs de Walter and I found ourselves on the terrace again. I saw a table strewn with little glasses and open bottles full of strange coloured liquids. Mr de Walter and my parents appeared to be having a lively discussion about race.

‘I’ve knocked about the world a bit in my time,’ de Walter was saying, ‘and I’ve met all sorts, I can tell you. And of all the peoples I have met, the best, for all their faults, are the English. ’Fraid so. Modesty forbids and all that, but facts is facts. Next best are the Germans. Now, I know what you’re going to say, and I’d agree, your bad German is a Hun of the first water — dammit, I should know! — but your good German is a gentleman. Your Frenchie is an arrogant swine; your Arab is a rogue, but at least he’s an honest rogue, unlike your Turk. Don’t waste your time with the Swiss: they all have the mentalities of small town stationmasters. Nobody understands the Japs, not even the Japs, but your absolute shit of hell, in my experience, is the Bulgarian. Scum of the earth; sodomites to a man; rape a woman soon as look at her, but not in the natural way of things if you understand me.’

‘Hugh!’ said Mrs de Walter reproachfully indicating my presence.

‘What about the Portuguese?’ said my mother quickly, in an attempt to smother any further revelations about the Bulgarians. ‘You must like the Portuguese. We’ve found them to be absolutely charming.’

‘Your Portugoose is not a bad fellow, I grant you,’ said de Walter rather more thoughtfully than before, ‘but he’s a primitive. You’ve seen the folk round here: dark, squat little beggars, stunted by our standards. Well, there’s a reason for that in my opinion. It’s because they’re the direct descendants of the original Iberian natives. There’s been no intermingling with Aryan races, not even the Romans when they invaded, or the Moors for that matter. They’re like another species. I call them the Children of the Earth.’

My parents did not know how to respond to this without either compromising themselves or causing offence, so there was a silence. It was broken by de Walter’s suggestion that he take us on a tour of the house.

The rooms were luxuriously furnished in an opulent Edwardian style, with heavy brocades and potted palms. On side tables of dark polished wood were ranged treasures of the kind that used to be called ‘curios’: ostrich eggs mounted in silver, meerschaum pipes whose bowls were shaped like mermaids or wicked bearded heads, little wild animals carved in green nephrite by Fabergé. On a side table was a gold cigarette case of exquisite workmanship with the letter E emblazoned in diamonds upon it. De Walter opened the case for us. Resting in its glittering interior was a charred and withered tube of white paper that might once have been a cigarette. 

‘I’d blush to tell you how I got hold of this little item, or what I paid for it,’ he said. ‘This case once belonged to a very beautiful and tragic lady, the Empress Elizabeth of Austria. And that little scrap of paper was the last cigarette she ever smoked. I have the documents to prove it. She was assassinated, you know. Stabbed by an Italian anarchist in Switzerland of all places. Ghastly people, the Italians: blub over a bambino while holding a knife to your guts under the table.’

The books that lined the whole of one wall of what he called his ‘saloon’ were nearly all leather bound and had curious titles which I did not recognise. They were not like the miscellaneous collection of classics and popular novels to be found in our house.

‘Here’s something that might amuse you, old man,’ said de Walter to my father, pulling out a gilt tooled volume in red leather. ‘Crebillon Fils. The engravings are contemporary.’

I saw my father open the book at random. The right hand page was an engraved illustration of some sort, but he shut it too rapidly for me to see what it was.

My eye was attracted to a group of silver-framed photographs on a bureau. Several of them featured younger versions of the de Walters, which showed that they must once have been elegant if not exactly handsome. Others were of strangers, presumably relatives or friends, usually formal portraits, and of these one stood out. It was an old photograph, pre-war at a guess, of a bald man with a short nose, determined mouth and a fierce stare. He looked straight out menacingly at the camera and, it would seem, at us: it was like no photograph I had ever seen before.

‘Know who that is, young feller-me-lad?’ de Walter asked me.

‘I do,’ said my mother with evident distaste.

‘Yes,’ said de Walter, sensitive to her reaction but unruffled. ‘He had a certain reputation. The Great Beast and all that. Queer chap, but he knew a thing or two. Know what he said? Remember this, young ’un. “Resolute imagination is the key to all successful magical working.” That’s what he said. Well, Crowley had the imagination all right. Trouble was, he lacked the resolve. Drugs and other beastliness got in the way. I’m afraid he wasn’t quite a gentleman, you see. I visited him once or twice during his last days in Hastings. He was in a bad way because the drugs had caught up with him, as they always do. Ghastly, but useful. Got some handy stuff out of him about the homunculus. Ever heard of that, little man?’ he said with a wink. I said I hadn’t.

‘It means “little man”, little man. Except he doesn’t come out of a mother’s tummy, he comes out of an egg. But it’s a special Alchemical egg.’ I was baffled, but I took comfort from the fact that my parents seemed to be equally puzzled. De Walter went on: ‘Making the egg. That’s the hard part. Now, here’s another. Have you heard of a puerculus, my boy?’ And he winked again. I shook my head. ‘Well now, use your nous. Puer in Latin means——?’

‘Boy.’

‘Good. Right ho, then. So if homunculus means little man, then puerculus means——’

‘Hugh, dear, hadn’t we better be getting on?’ said Mrs de Walter.

‘Ha! Yes! Call to order from the lady wife!’ De Walter led us out of the room and down a whitewashed corridor towards a stout iron bound oak door with a Gothic arch to it quite unlike the others in the house.

‘Now then,’ said de Walter, putting his hand on a great black key which protruded from the door’s lock, ‘my grand finale. The wine cellars! This way, boys and girls!’ 

My mother, who had become increasingly nervous throughout the trip, suddenly burst into a stream of agitated speech: ‘No really, that’s awfully kind of you, but we must be on our way. Do forgive us. It’s been really delightful, but there’s a bus from the village in ten minutes — I consulted the man, you see — which we will just be able to catch. Thank you so much, but——’

‘Enough, dear lady, enough!’ said de Walter. He seemed more amused than offended, though even then I recognised the amusement of the bully who has successfully humiliated his victim.

When we were safely on the bus, among a troupe of uniformed schoolchildren and three black-clad old women who were carrying cagefuls of hens into Estoril, my mother said: ‘Never again!’ My father whose courteous soul, I thought, might have been offended by our hastily contrived departure, said nothing. I think he even nodded slightly.

 



II


One Sunday morning, a year or so after our holiday in Portugal, my parents and I were sitting over breakfast in the kitchen. Sunday papers were, as usual, spread everywhere. One of my father’s indulgences, excused on the grounds of professional interest, was to take a large number of the Sunday papers, including the less ‘quality’ ones, like The People and The News of the World. I noticed that my father always picked up the latter first and often read it with such avid attention that my mother had to address him several times before he would comply with a simple request, like passing the butter. I had no interest in newspapers at that time and frequently, with my mother’s permission, took a book to the breakfast table. 

On this occasion I happened to notice my father turn a page of The News of the World and give a sudden start. My mother asked if anything was the matter. ‘I’ll tell you later,’ he said and left the kitchen, taking the paper with him. When, later that morning, I found The News of the World abandoned in the sitting room I noticed that the centre pages were missing, but my father had failed to observe that among the exciting list of contents to be found on the front page were the words: HORROR AT THE VILLA MONTE ROSA.

I forget how I managed to get hold of another copy of that paper, but I did, that day, and I made sure that my parents did not know about it. These little discretions and courtesies were part of the fabric of our life together. 

Across the centre page spread was sprawled the familiar headline: HORROR AT THE VILLA MONTE ROSA.

Much of the space was occupied by a large but fuzzy photograph, probably taken with a long lens from a nearby vantage point, of three people being escorted down the drive of the villa by several Portuguese policemen. Two of them I could clearly make out: they were Mr and Mrs de Walter, their expressions stony and sullen. The third, a woman in an overall, had bowed her head and was covering her face with both hands. I guessed this to be their housekeeper Maria, an assumption which was confirmed by the text.

The article itself was short on detail, but long on words such as ‘horror’, ‘gruesome’, ‘grisly’ and, ‘sinister’. The few clear facts that I could ascertain were as follows. Over the course of about eight or nine years a number of boys, all Portuguese, aged between ten and twelve had disappeared from the Monte Rosa district. The last boy to vanish, from the village of Monte Rosa itself, had been seen on the day of his disappearance in the company of the de Walters’ housekeeper, Maria. A police search of the Villa Monte Rosa and its grounds resulted in the discovery not only of the boy’s corpse — ‘hideously mutilated’, according to the article — but also the remains of over a dozen other children. Most of these had been found ‘at the bottom of a disused well in the grounds’. The de Walters, said the article, had ‘been unable to throw any light on these horrific discoveries’, but were still helping the authorities with their investigations.

Some weeks later I confessed to my mother that I had read the article. Her only comment was that I had had a lucky escape, but I am not sure if she was right. The de Walters would not have touched me, and Hal, whom I had met by the well, had not been one of the boys who were killed, because they were all Portuguese. Hal, you see, had been English like me and not a Portugoose.

 



III



I am writing this now because I have been told to, by my wife and the others. Not that I have any complaint against her. We have been married for more than twenty years. We have no children: that inestimable privilege had been denied us, and adoption would have been impossible. I could not have taken an alien being into my house. But we have plenty of occupation, my wife and I. We are great collectors; in fact, I am a dealer in antiques and am recognised as something of an expert on Lalique glass.

One afternoon, about three months ago — I think it was three months; it may have been two, or perhaps even less — we were in Bath. Naturally we did our rounds of the antique shops. There is a little place in Circus Mews, not far from the Royal Crescent, which we often visit, rather shabbier than the rest; at least not tarted up in some awful way. I won’t say we pick up bargains there, because the owner knows his stuff, but he has a way of discovering rare and unusual items which I find enviable.

It was a bright summer day and shafts of sun were penetrating the windows of his normally rather gloomy establishment. That is how I believe I had a sense of what was ahead of me even before we opened the door to the shop, and as soon as I was inside I saw it.

It was one of Mrs de Walter’s glass cases of stuffed animals, the second one of the series I had called in my mind ‘The Rodent’s Rake’s Progress’, and it was exactly as I had remembered it. In fact, it surprised me that it did not seem smaller to me, now that I was myself older and larger. 

The scene, as you remember, is set outside the Inn with the sign of the Skull and Trumpet. There are the brawling mice and rats in the foreground, and — yes! — the Puritan moles in steeple hats are peering out of a diamond leaded casement on the first floor to the right of the inn sign. There are windows to the left but these are not open. And yet — this is something I cannot remember seeing before — there is something behind those windows, and it is not another rodent. It is the pale head and shoulders of a boy in a white flannel shirt, a boy no more than six inches high. I cannot see him too clearly through the little leaded panes of glass, but I think I know him.

I swear that the head moved and turned its black eyes upon me. They tell me of course this is rubbish, and turned its black eyes upon me. They tell me of course this is rubbish, and I want to believe them.






 

 

 





Mr Poo-Poo






ACROSS THE RUGGED, dusty surface of Io, the inhabited satellite of Jupiter, a delegation of creatures was approaching. They were strange beings, two-legged, but short and squat, clad in some sort of iridescent material; their heads sprouted tentacles of a vaguely octopoid kind and their eyes were large, lidless, and saucer-like.

‘Who are these folk, Zarkon?’ I asked.

‘They are the Minikoits, Captain Lysander,’ said Zarkon, ‘and they have lived on Io longer than any of us. Whence or how they came here, none knows, not even they.’

‘They are strange beings indeed. I have seen none like them. And what are their intentions?’ I asked.

‘Their ways are dark, Captain. Who knows whether they mean well or ill? I say to you only this: beware, for they have strange powers.’

The little group halted a few yards from us and two of them stepped forward.

‘Greetings,’ said the first Minikoit in a curious, metallic voice.

‘Greetings, O stranger men,’ said the second, in a similar tone but with a perceptible South London accent.

‘All right, cut!’ said the Assistant Floor Manager. She listened hard to her cans, then she said: ‘Right. Keep V.T. running. We’re going again straight away.’

That was in the days when most television drama was shot in the studio. The director would be up in the control box and the Assistant Floor Manager would relay his instructions conveyed to her through ‘cans’ (earphones). The programme in question was the long-running BBC Science Fiction series Jupiter 5. Believe it or not, it still has a cult following, it sells well on DVD, and I am frequently asked to attend conventions of Jupiter 5  fans.

‘Okay,’ said the A.F.M. ‘We’re going again. First positions, please! And, Second Minikoit, you got your line slightly wrong. It’s ‘Greetings, O strangers,’ not ‘Greetings, O stranger men.’ Okay?’

The second Minikoit took off his tentacled head. Underneath he was glistening with sweat. ‘Sorry,’ he said in his normal voice. ‘Sorry, everyone.’

‘And can you please not take your head off! It holds things up. We’re running late as it is. Make-up, can you please come and help — sorry — er——’

‘Nicky,’ said the man who had taken his head off.

‘Nicky! Right. Make-up, if you could please help Nicky put his head back on. The rest of you, first positions, please!’

‘Sorry,’ said Nicky. ‘Sorry, everyone!’

‘Okay!’ said the A.F.M. ‘Can we move it, please! We’re running behind time!’ In those days we were always behind time.

In the recording break I was approached by Nicky, his Minikoit head tucked tidily under his arm. He was small and stocky, with blunt, swarthy features and a wide mouth that cut his flat head almost in half when he grinned. He looked as if he would have to shave twice a day. I thought in my snobbish way that he might be rather shy about addressing one of the ‘stars’ of Jupiter 5, but this was not the case. There was a touch of obsequiousness about him, but he was not shy at all.

‘You take your part very well,’ he said. I thanked him with what I hoped was distant, if uncondescending, cordiality, but he was one of those people on whom such nuances are lost. I am now rather ashamed of the airs I gave myself in those days, in spite of the fact that, in light of what happened later, I wish I had been a good deal frostier towards him.

His idea of a conversation was to ask me a question, listen to the answer without apparently taking much of it in, then, on the strength of this continued familiarity, ask me another, slightly more personal, one. He managed to extract from me the information that I was thirty-five, lived in a small house in Queen’s Park, was married to a stage designer called Anne, and had two daughters, Isobel and Kitty, aged seven and five respectively. In self-defence I asked him some questions about himself in return. Nicky was in his mid-thirties, unmarried, and lived in a flat in Stoke Newington. His chief occupation, he told me, was as an ‘entertainer’, but he supplemented his earnings from this by doing extra work and ‘small parts’ on television. ‘Small parts’ could be taken in two ways, because it was fairly obvious that he had landed the role of ‘2nd Minikoit’ more because of his height — which was barely five foot three — than his acting ability. 

Throughout the recording break he stuck to me so that I longed for some relief: for the director to need to have a word with me, or for the make-up girl to come and fuss with the unbecoming silver eye shadow that I wore as Captain Lysander of the Third Star Fleet. Just before the resumption of recording ended our conversation, he requested permission to ask me ‘a personal question’. I shrugged my shoulders and braced myself for the ordeal.

He said: ‘Have you been born again through the Blood of Jesus?’

I am no good at smart replies, and anyway this sort of question always reduces me to near idiocy. I cannot remember what I said in answer to him; I only know that it was sheer babble, and that I was at last delivered from him by Make-up, who never feel they have done their job until they have powdered your nose with a soft brush before every scene. Max Factor never smelled sweeter.

At the end of the day’s shooting I decided to get away quickly, rather than hobnob in the BBC bar, as I usually did in the vain hope of enhancing my career. I wanted to avoid Nicky at all costs. I had made good time and was just leaving the foyer of Television Centre when I heard the scamper of feet behind me. It was Nicky. He asked if I had time for a drink and a chat, and I said that I had to get back to my wife and children. It was one of those lies which turn into the truth as you speak it. My eyes moistened at the prospect: I needed them.

Nicky did not seem particularly downcast by my rebuff. He said he understood, and that I was ‘very lucky to have a wife and kids’. Then he handed me a card, saying: ‘I forgot to give you this.’ 

By this time we were on the road outside Television Centre, facing the White City tube station. I thanked him hurriedly and, in a reckless moment, hailed a taxi to take me home to Queen’s Park. In the taxi I read the card. On it was his name, Nicky Beale, his address and telephone number, and, in bold red lettering, the following:

Mr POO-POO

ALL ROUND CHILDREN’S ENTERTAINER

FOR THAT SPECIAL KIDS’ PARTY — 

‘IT’S GOT TO BE Mr POO-POO!’
 

* * * * *
 


Two months passed and my memories of Nicky faded. Then my daughter Isobel’s eighth birthday arrived. Like most men, I always allow myself to be surprised by these events, but my wife Anne was prepared. She had consulted Isobel, who insisted that a full scale children’s party for all her friends was necessary — complete with an entertainer. Anne told me that she was organising the food, the invitations, and the presents for the other children, and she was deputising me to find the children’s entertainer. It was not a task I relished, but it was little enough compared with what she had taken on.

As usual I put it off till almost the last moment, despite constant reminders from Anne and Isobel. When finally I had absolutely no excuses for further delay I found that I had no idea how to begin to find a children’s entertainer. It was then that I remembered the card that Nicky Beale had given me, so, taking the line of least resistance, I rang his number.

He seemed quite unsurprised to hear from me, and I was pleased to find that he was brisk and businesslike on the phone. He promised a magic act, some organised games — prizes extra — and a cartoon show to wind up. The price he named was well within the budget prescribed by Anne. 

I began to feel rather proud of myself, but when I announced to Anne that I had secured the services of Mr Poo-Poo for Isobel’s party she seemed disappointed.

‘Couldn’t you get hold of Kidzexperience?’

‘What on earth is Kidzexperience?’

‘Oh, darling, I told you all about her. You never listen, do you? It’s this amazing young children’s entertainer. She does a fantastic mime act dressed as a clown; then she gets the children doing all these weird creative things with bits of cut-out coloured paper.’

‘Sounds rather dreary to me.’

‘Oh, no! She’s absolutely the latest thing. Everybody is having her for their kids’ parties. She’s done Royalty and everything.’ If my wife has a fault it is that she is a dedicated follower of fashion.

‘Well, we’ve got Mr Poo-Poo instead.’

I don’t think she was entirely reconciled to Mr Poo-Poo, but she seemed mollified when I told her how little he was charging for his services.

* * * * *
 


If children knew how much their parents suffer to create and run their parties, would they grant them a dispensation? I doubt it. The tradition, reinforced by their peers, had somehow acquired the iron inevitability of Christmas and funerals. Much as I disliked the whole business, I have to concede that it could have been worse. Anne is a gifted organiser, and, besides having me to assist her, she had an able and willing subordinate in Magda, our Romanian au pair.  

Magda was small, round, and dark. Looking at her, friends of ours invariably concluded that she came ‘of peasant stock’ because that was what their preconceptions told them she looked like, but, as a matter of fact, she was the daughter of a minor civil servant and quite well educated. She had a decent command of English, which she was rapidly burnishing at night school. In the performance of her duties she was efficient, and the children seemed to like her. Despite Magda’s being obviously very capable, my wife’s attitude to her was vaguely pitying. She invariably referred to her, though of course never in her presence, as ‘poor Magda’ because, like all beautiful women, Anne looked on physical inadequacies as an insuperable disadvantage in life. Magda, though not exactly ugly, was squat, full-breasted, and her upper lip was adorned with the whisper of an incipient moustache. Her best feature was a pair of large dark brown eyes, which in unguarded moments had a mournful expression, as if brooding on centuries of tragic Balkan history.

On the day of the party she was in her liveliest mood, and it was she who answered the door to Mr Poo-Poo. Seeing them together in the hall I was at once struck by the strange similarity between the two of them. They were, to within a centimetre or so, of a height, both squat and swarthy, both with pronounced features that were rather too big for their faces. This vision of the pair stayed with me, but it was only later that it acquired a sinister aspect.

I began to feel rather nervous about Mr Poo-Poo’s performance, knowing that if it fell below a certain standard Anne (and Isobel) would hold me responsible, but I was reassured by the efficiency with which Nicky set up his props in the drawing room. When the children filed in after tea, they were in a good frame of mind because they had been fed extremely well.

Mr Poo-Poo acquitted himself capably. His size was a distinct advantage because the children regarded him almost as one of them. He began with a magic act which was colourful and competent. Once or twice during the games that followed, he was in danger of losing control, but Magda always stepped in at exactly the right moment to restore order. There might have been some restlessness during the slightly antiquated cartoon show that rounded off the entertainment but, by this time, all the children were too exhausted to contrive serious disruption.

When it was over I congratulated Nicky on his performance. He smiled and shook my hand, but I could tell that his mind was on other things. His eyes kept straying towards Magda, who was helping him to pack up his equipment. I had noticed that she had watched his performance with great concentration, and now, while they tidied things away, they began chatting together as if they had been performing the same task for years. She helped carry his paraphernalia down to his car. On her return I commented that they seemed to have got on. 

Magda said: ‘Maybe I go out with Poo-Poo.’ When I reported this remark to Anne she pursed her lips but made no comment. 

It soon became clear that Nicky’s intentions towards Magda were very formal and traditional. I cannot say that I had serious misgivings at first about the courtship, but certain aspects of it struck me as odd. When an arrangement had been made for Nicky to ‘take her out’ he would arrive in his car and wait in it outside our house. Unless Magda had already joined him at the exact time appointed for their meeting he would hoot twice on his horn — ‘that’s why he’s called Mr Poo-Poo,’ remarked Isobel astutely — but he would never, despite several invitations, come inside the house and wait for Magda there. The hooting business irritated me perhaps more than it should have done. I became absurdly worried about what the neighbours might think, but at the back of my mind was the sense that this peremptory summons of his fiancée signified a taste for power.

Further evidence of this emerged in the following weeks when I began to notice that, at odd moments of repose, Magda could be observed reading something called a Good News Bible, and that certain passages had been highlighted in brilliant orange or green. Knowing Magda to have come from a Catholic family, I enquired about this. Her reply was characteristically short and to the point.

‘I join Mr Nicky Poo-Poo’s church,’ she said.

It made sense. His questioning of me about my faith when we had first met suggested that his own was of an intense and Evangelical kind. He therefore ‘belonged to a church’ with all that that implied in terms of allegiance. It was necessary that anyone proposing to become one flesh with Mr Poo-Poo should also become one flesh with his church. I suspected that conversion, being ‘born again’, and the lustral properties of the Blood of Jesus were going to play their part. Still, I did not worry unduly. Each to his own, I thought, and this attitude might have been appropriate in other circumstances; but I had reckoned without the very peculiar qualities of Mr Poo-Poo.

In due course, as I had rather expected, Magda told us that she intended to marry Mr Poo-Poo, as we all now called him without even thinking of his real name, Nicky Beale. My wife Anne was a great deal more surprised than I by this turn of events, and a great deal more anxious. It had nothing to do with losing an au pair, the luxury of which we were beginning to regard as something of an extravagance. She thought that Magda was entering into the marriage for the wrong reasons, and had several serious talks with her on the subject, from which she came away baffled.

‘She absolutely refutes the idea that she’s marrying him to stay in England,’ said Anne, ‘and I think I sort of believe her. She says he’s a good man. She says: “I will live with him very well”, a typical Magda remark. She says his church is good and full of good people who take care of each other, and I have no doubt that it is, but what I don’t get is the impression that she is in love with Mr Poo-Poo, or, for that matter, that she is a fully fledged convert to his religion.’

‘What about her family in Romania?’ I asked.

‘I don’t think she cares much for any of them. She’s a bit vague on the subject, but I gather her father is several kinds of bastard. Oh, she’s absolutely determined to go through with this, and there is nothing I can do to stop her.’

My daughters, Kitty and Isobel, were thrilled by the idea of the marriage. For several weeks after the news was broken to them their favourite game was called ‘Mr and Mrs Poo-Poo’ which, out of a strange childish delicacy, they never played or discussed in Magda’s presence. In it Isobel took the role of the husband. Kitty, as Mrs Poo-Poo, would find herself in need of a cake, or a kitten, or a coloured handkerchief, and was just on the point of going out to the shops when Isobel in the role of Mr Poo-Poo would inform her that there was no need. He would then wave his magic wand and produce the required object from a hat or a sleeve. Needless to say they were delighted to hear that they were going to be bridesmaids. I, in the inevitable absence of Magda’s family, had been asked to give the bride away.

As the day approached both Anne and I noticed an appreciable lowering of Magda’s spirits. She would not explain her change of mood, and indignantly resisted the suggestion that she was having doubts about the marriage. I don’t think, anyway, that the explanation was as simple as that. On her evenings out she was fetched by her fiancé less frequently than before, but she never left the house without her Good News Bible. Suspicion that she was undergoing some kind of programme of instruction was confirmed by the sight of a pile of books in her bedroom. They were paperbacks with luridly coloured covers and bore titles such as Challenge to the Ungodly, Weapons of Spiritual Warfare, Armageddon and Antichrist, and End Time Prophecies. Once I overheard her talking to Nicky on the phone.

‘No, Nicky,’ she was saying, ‘I miss this Bible Study because my bus is late, not because I do not want to come.’ Then, with a burst of defiance, she said: ‘But how do you know? You were not there!’ A long silence followed in which she was obviously listening to his instructions. She began to say: ‘Yes, Nicky . . . Yes, Nicky’ in a dull monotone. I did not like the note of submissiveness in her voice. Anne and I had always appreciated her lack of servility, her simple, forthright views, her strong sense of self-worth. I had the feeling that this last was being deliberately and systematically eroded, but whether by Mr Poo-Poo or his Church, I could not say. Perhaps they were acting in concert.

By this time the marriage was only a week away, and all thoughts of dissuading her from going through with it had to be set aside. When the day came we did our best to be cheerful about it. The costs of the nuptial celebrations were to be defrayed by the church, but I paid for a car to take myself and Anne, Magda, and her bridesmaids, my daughters, all the way from Queen’s Park to the Peniel Gospel Church in Stoke Newington. Magda was all in white, which did not suit her. There was something grotesque about this dark, stocky little woman, veiled and puffed in muslin and tulle with her bouquet of orange blossom. She looked like a chimpanzee in a tutu.

The Peniel Gospel Church in Stoke Newington was a large Victorian Gothic church which had been taken over by Mr Poo-Poo’s sect when it proved to be surplus to Anglican requirements. Inside, pews had been torn out, carpets laid, and sound systems installed. The entrance of the bride was greeted by a lively number played on guitars, fiddles, electric keyboards, and several tambourines banged by a number of children, who were enthusiastic, uncoordinated, and overweight. This was evidently a church event, rather than a family one. Conducting the ceremony was the leader of Mr Poo-Poo’s church. His name was Jim Rundle, and he was known to all as Pastor Jim. He was a big man with a face that might have been solidly handsome before corpulence took its toll, and he wore a shiny suit over a pink vest and dog collar. After joining the couple with a fairly conventional form of words, Pastor Jim delivered a sermon, eloquent in parts but over-long and repetitive. I was interested to hear what he would say about the bride and groom.

‘Nicky here,’ he said, ‘has been a faithful labourer in our vineyard for over three years. He really loves the Lord and his Word, and we really praise you, Lord, that he has brought our sister Magda here out of the darkness into new birth through the Blood of Jesus.’

At this there were loud murmurs from all around us of ‘Amen’ and ‘Praise the Lord’. Anne and I looked at one another. We took the implication that Magda’s life before her conversion had been one of ‘darkness’ rather amiss. Perhaps we shouldn’t have done, but in the long run I was more disconcerted by the curiously impersonal terms in which he referred to the couple, as if their whole identity were tied up in their salvation. 

After the service there was a reception in the large, naked church hall next to the church. There were mounds of sandwiches and cakes. To drink there was orange juice and tea; alcohol had no role to play. I was approached by Pastor Jim, who greeted me warmly and thanked me for my small part in the ceremony. I could see that he was anxious to communicate to me that I would not be called upon to make a speech on behalf of the bride, and that there would be nothing so pagan as a toast. I indicated my relief that this was the case, though I had prepared something.

I asked why Nicky’s parents were not present at the wedding, and Pastor Jim explained that they had fallen out with their son when he had joined the Peniel Gospel Church. He did not explain further except to say: ‘They’re very worldly people.’

What he meant by this I could not say, but his description made me feel immense sympathy towards them. I had a vision, almost certainly inaccurate, of cheerful, champagne-sipping sophisticates: I was worldly myself; perhaps they were like me. There was a little pause while Pastor Jim and I both thought our own thoughts, and when he spoke again it was almost as if he were making a confession.

He said: ‘This is a day of great rejoicing for us here, you know. The fact is, we were beginning to be a little worried about Nicky. He’s a good lad, and very close to Christ, but he was extremely anxious to marry. Perhaps a little too anxious, if you understand my meaning, but then I think that text of Paul’s — “It is better to marry than to burn” — was very much one that spoke to his heart. I think some of the young women in the congregation found his attentions a little needy, if you know what I mean. So Magda here is a real gift from God. They seem well suited, don’t they? And, of course, he helped to bring her to Christ, so it’s a double blessing, isn’t it?’

Very soon Anne, the children, and I wanted to leave the celebrations. When we said goodbye to Magda, still in wedding cake white, there were tears in her eyes.

For over a month we heard nothing from the Poo-Poos, not even a postcard from wherever they had honeymooned. Magda became an inhabitant of the past, and not even Isobel and Kitty mentioned her after a couple of weeks. Then, at about eleven one sultry August evening, someone was ringing our doorbell, repeatedly, violently. It woke the children. I answered the door, taking care to keep the chain on. Through the gap in the door I looked down on a pair of dark frightened eyes in a dead-white face. It was Magda.

‘I come in, please?’ she said. She came in. She was wearing a flimsy mackintosh and carried a large plastic bag full of her belongings. As soon as she saw Anne she started to cry. I elected to put the children back to bed — they had crept to the top of the stairs to witness this dramatic scene — while my wife handled Magda.

I got Isobel and Kitty back into their room, but they were full of wonder and excitement. When it comes to the lives of others, children do not differentiate between tragedy and comedy: it is all drama and excitement to them.

‘Why was Magda crying?’ asked Isobel.

‘I think she was just very tired,’ I said.

Having pondered this, Isobel said: ‘We want ask her what it’s like being married to Mr Poo-Poo.’

‘We want ask her,’ said Kitty, who was at the stage when she toed her elder sister’s party line religiously.

‘Perhaps she’ll tell you tomorrow,’ I said. ‘But just now she’s very very tired.’

‘Then why is she talking to Mum in the spare room?’ asked Isobel.

This was unanswerable, so I read them a story until they fell asleep.

After that, I went downstairs, made myself and Anne a cup of tea, and, when Anne didn’t come, drank them both myself. I watched television listlessly for a while and then went to bed. I was still not asleep when Anne came in shortly after one o’clock. She sat down heavily on the bed with the words: ‘Your Mr Poo-Poo is an absolute monster.’

‘He’s not my Mr Poo-Poo,’ I said, but she ignored this and began to undress. I asked: ‘What has he been doing? Knocking her about or something?

‘No. Not exactly. But he makes demands.’ There was a moment when Anne hesitated before breaking Magda’s confidence. ‘You won’t tell anyone else?’

‘Good God, no!’

‘He wants it all the time, apparently. I won’t go into details — they’re too horrible — but he wants it at least once a night, and sometimes he’ll demand it in the middle of the day if he’s at home. I mean Magda’s a perfectly healthy, normal girl, but she just can’t stand it. And he won’t take no for an answer.’

‘You mean he rapes her?’

‘Not strictly speaking, but to all intents. He puts her under such pressure. She’s terrified of him.’

‘Good God!’

‘I know, and she has begun to find him physically repulsive. Yes, of course he never was a thing of beauty, but I genuinely think there was some sort of a mutual attraction at first. She wasn’t just looking for a meal ticket. And he’s pretty horrible in other ways, too. He likes to control everything she does: when she does the washing, when she cleans the flat, what she buys at the shops, even what she wears. He’s incredibly mean with money, and sometimes, when he’s out doing a whole day of TV-extra work, he locks her in the flat so she can’t get out at all.’

‘How did she get away?’

‘Fire escape.’

Anne and I discussed the situation into the early hours and decided, though we could barely afford it, to re-employ Magda as an au pair and let her stay until she could find somewhere else to go. Kitty and Isobel were for some reason delighted, but I noted that the relationship between them and Magda was different to what it had been. She had become more their servant than their nanny, but their tyranny was light. Despite all our protests they insisted on calling Magda ‘Mrs Poo-Poo’, which she bore stoically, even cheerfully.

Two days later, at six in the evening, the telephone rang, and I answered it in the hallway.

‘Is Magda there?’ said a voice I had half expected. It was Mr Poo-Poo. I hesitated. ‘Before you commit the sin of lying,’ he went on, ‘I ought to say, I have been watching the house. I do know she’s there.’

I asked him what he wanted.

‘I want to speak to Magda.’

‘She may not want to speak to you.’

‘She is my wife,’ said Mr Poo-Poo. By this time Magda had appeared at the top of the stairs. Covering the mouthpiece of the phone I asked her if she wanted to speak to her husband. She shook her head violently, then made a curious gesture with her right hand as if she were warding off some evil.

‘She doesn’t want to speak to you,’ I said.

‘I’m not giving up. She has gone astray and I must call her back. But just tell her this. Tell her that she is running the risk of eternal hell fire. Tell her. Hell is not a joke.’ Then he rang off. 

Magda came down stairs. 

‘What did my husband say?’ she asked. I mumbled something. ‘He talk about Hell?’ I nodded. Magda looked at me defiantly. ‘I tell you,’ she said, ‘I do not give this about Mr Poo-Poo’s hell!’ and she snapped her fingers. It was a typical Magda reaction — forthright, bold, uncomplicated — but her voice had cracked as she spoke.

The following day, at exactly the same time, the telephone rang again. Mr Poo-Poo was a creature of method. He said he wanted to speak to Magda, and I said that I would not let him speak to Magda unless she wanted to speak to him. He asked if I had passed on to her his message about hell, and I said yes, because after a fashion I had.

‘I am only warning her of what will come to pass,’ said Mr Poo-Poo. ‘That is the punishment, you see, that God has reserved for the evildoer. I have been told what will happen. Ours is a charismatic church, and there are those who speak in tongues, and there are those who have visions laid on them. This woman in our church, Mrs Harris — but we call her Sister Bernice — she had a vision laid on her about the End Times, the coming Judgement, and about hell. Sister Bernice is very close to Christ, and her message is a warning from Jesus about the wages of sin. She said she had a vision of hell. She said it’s like a great pit, all dark, and miles deep. Like thousands of miles. And there’s this thing in the pit which is built up high, so high, but it never reaches out of the darkness; and this thing is like a great house or a block of flats, only it’s made of sticks. Little sticks, like twigs. It’s made of millions of twigs, and there are all these rooms in it, and thousands of passages, all twig. And in the little twig rooms live the damned. And they can move from one room to another through the passages, but they can never get out. They can climb up the twig stairs and along the passages, but they can never get out if they go up or down or sideways. The damned are always living there, but then someone starts a fire. And it’s like panic, and everyone is running along these passages made of sticks to escape, but the passages start burning and falling into each other. And people are burning, and like frying and bubbling up — Sister Bernice said she saw all this in her vision — but there’s no fainting or dying because people there are dying forever, and there’s no relief from the pain because there’s no anaesthetics in hell. And they run and run and there’s just more little rooms and passages, all made of twigs and sticks. And they all burn in the end. Pastor Jim says that in like the olden days, the born again Christians used to put a cat in like a wicker basket, and put it over a fire. And I know that’s supposed to be cruel, but the cat was like the symbol of the devil, and the screams of the cat was like reminding them of the sounds the damned might make in hell, and how the cat was caught in the burning basket like forever and——’

At this point I managed to summon up enough willpower to put down the phone.

I told no one in the house about Mr Poo-Poo’s call, but the following day I found the number of the Peniel Gospel Church in the phone book, rang it, and asked to speak to Pastor Jim. He was aware of the situation. Despite a great deal of talk about him ‘understanding exactly’ how I felt, it was clear that he was fully behind Mr Poo-Poo. I told him about Mr Poo-Poo’s obsession with hell. Pastor Jim was unsympathetic.

‘I realise that to a liberal intellectual like yourself the word ‘hell’ is either a joke or a swear word,’ said Pastor Jim — filling the phrase ‘liberal intellectual’ with all the withering contempt that those who are neither habitually feel towards those whom they consider to be both — ‘but to us simple folk who live in the real world it is a very serious thing. Eternal damnation is no joke, believe you me. I am not going to criticise anyone who loves his wife so much that he wants to save her from being damned to all eternity.’

Like most arguments based firmly on false premises, this was hard to answer, so I didn’t. That evening I waited for the telephone to ring, but it did not. The following morning I noticed that a letter had come for Magda. The envelope was hand-written in pale purple biro. It did not look like a masculine hand, but the post code was Stoke Newington, so I stood by Magda as she opened it. Inside was a single, lined sheet of paper that looked as if it had been torn from a notebook. On it was written: 

At the prayer meeting last night, many of us spoke in tongues, and I had laid on me this word of prophesy:

‘The Day of Judgement is nigh. If you don’t return, you’ll burn.

‘Sister Bernice.’

‘This Sister Bernice, I know her,’ said Magda. ‘She is not right in the head’; and she tore up the paper. 

The following day three letters came from Stoke Newington, the addresses hand-written in brown felt tip pen. In Magda’s envelope was a plain piece of paper on which was scrawled: ‘It is better to marry than to burn. I Corinthians 7. v.9’. The other two envelopes were addressed to my daughters Kitty and Isobel. As they too obviously came from Mr Poo-Poo I opened them, fearing the worst; but the contents simply baffled me. Inside each envelope was a piece of paper on which had been drawn, in the same brown felt tip pen, a criss-cross of lines. I could not think what they meant, except, I suppose, they might possibly be intended to represent a heap of sticks or twigs.

During the next week our family seemed to be afflicted by lethargy and ill luck. Neither Anne nor I wanted to attribute this to anything other than one of those periodic downturns of fortune to which everyone is subject. It was exacerbated by my own irritability at losing a job of which I had been almost certain. I preferred to brood in private rather than share my frustration, but this only increased the tension. The children began to have nightmares, to which they were not normally prone. Magda was taciturn and stoical. Both Anne and I noticed that the electric lights in the house were dimmer than they should be, and that a more than usual number of light bulbs were expiring. An electrician was called in but could offer no explanation or remedy.

Then, on the Saturday morning — it was late August — we woke to see a sky of heavy unbroken cloud. It was as if a great grey eiderdown had been stretched across London. It brooded over the red brick, late nineteenth century bank clerk’s houses of Queen’s Park, creating a strange, stuffy, indoor effect, as confined and cluttered as a Victorian parlour. The drapery of clouds hung low, moving slowly across the scene, but releasing not a drop of water, and the pressure of the atmosphere held our heads in a steady, aching grip, like a pair of tongs applied to the temples. In the afternoon I remember looking out our landing window onto the garden below and longing for rain. All the foliage seemed dull and dusty under the grey sky. My attention was drawn to a brown patch in the middle of the lawn, about a foot or so in diameter. From where I was I could not make it out. It might have been an animal had it not been so immobile — a dead animal? The unfamiliar thing annoyed me, so I went downstairs and into the garden to investigate. 

It was not an animal, living or dead, and it was not something which should have filled me with fear, but it did. It was a neat pile of dead twigs and sticks, arranged in a little tumulus as if in preparation for a bonfire. I picked up the lot, disregarding the thorns on some of the twigs which made me bleed, and crammed it into a dustbin; then I went indoors to phone Mr Poo-Poo.

He was out, so I shouted instead into his answering machine until the thing beeped and terminated my call. I cannot remember all that I said, but I am sure I was incoherent, and must have sounded mad. I did tell him to stop threatening us.

I have no idea how I spent the rest of the day, but I do remember that the weather had not broken by the time we went to bed. I fell into a thick, heavy sleep which was interrupted only a couple of hours later by the sound of thunder. This might have been a relief had it not been punctuated by the screams of our children. Anne, for some unaccountable reason, was still wrapped in sleep, so I leapt out of bed and ran to their room.

Kitty and Isobel were sitting bolt upright and staring at the window opposite them. the curtains had been opened since we said goodnight. In the small second before I turned towards what they were looking at out of the window I was aware of a sudden and complete silence. There was no thunder, no distant noise of London traffic, nothing. When I looked at the window I saw through it what I could not, should not have seen.

In a pale lustreless light I saw that a great structure was raised that went up miles high and went down miles below into the infinite darkness. It was a great tower of Babel, like those depicted in old paintings, or books of Bible stories, except that it was not made of stone, it was made of a great network of twigs and sticks. Trapped in this monstrous basket weave of chambers and crooked corridors was an infinite number of living creatures, some human, some mammalian, some birdlike, but all of them pale, naked, hairless, and featherless with open, haunted eyes. I thought some saw me and stretched out feeble, attenuated limbs towards me in supplication — because they were not only trapped, they were beginning to burn. In a hundred places, then a thousand, then a million, flames began to flicker. Parts of the structure started to crumble and collapse as the flames took hold. The creatures struggled in their tangles of burning sticks and let out silent cries. They tried to claw their way from one web of burning wreckage to another, but they did nothing but fall, and fall on other burning creatures. Now the whole structure seemed alight and full of agony and chaos, but still it held to its monstrous height and depth. I tried to call out — on what? on a merciful God? — but no sound came. Then there was a bang and a flash, a great roar of rain, and the vision vanished, to be replaced by darkness and the sparkle of drops and rivulets of rain on the window. Isobel and Kitty began to scream again and I ran to comfort them.

The following morning I found Magda standing in the hall with her bags packed. She said: ‘I am doing no good here. I go back to Mr Poo-Poo.’ I somehow knew that all Anne’s and my protests would have no effect.

‘I prefer to go to Mr Poo-Poo than go to hell,’ she said.

Anne said, ‘You don’t really believe that do you, Magda?’ Magda shrugged her shoulders. I said that the least we could do was to drive her back to Stoke Newington, so she rang Mr Poo-Poo to inform him of her return. From what I could gather by standing near the phone as Magda spoke to him, Mr Poo-Poo was not in the least surprised by her decision. He said he would wait in for her.

When we arrived at Mr Poo-Poo’s flat in Stoke Newington, I having followed Magda’s curt, precise instructions, she told me to park on the other side of the road from the house where his flat was situated. She got out of the car without a word, her belongings in a suitcase that we had given to her as a leaving present.

I did not drive off immediately. From my car I watched Magda cross the street and ring the front door bell. There was a long wait, then the door was opened wide by Mr Poo-Poo. He was wearing a buff cardigan and a pair of green trousers very well pressed, with a crease at the front as sharp as a knife. He had put on weight. There was no expression on his face and he offered her no greeting. She entered the dark hall with bowed head, carrying her suitcase unaided. Then he closed the street door behind her.

We heard no more of either of them. Occasionally, with a twitch of guilt, Anne would say, ‘I wonder how the Poo-Poos are getting on.’ I think she used the name deliberately, so that Nicky and Magda Beale would somehow cease to be real people. She was relegating them to a comic mythology of the past because there was, after all, nothing we could do about them, or so we told ourselves.

* * * * *
 


Just over a year later, one dark, rainy evening in November, I went to fetch my second daughter Kitty from a children’s party in Notting Hill Gate. When I rang the bell I was confronted by the usual harassed mother who said, ‘Come in. You’re a little early. The entertainer is still doing his stuff.’

I could hear that a raucous time was being had in the big drawing room off the main hall. I would have preferred to have sat peacefully in the hall, and perhaps chatted with the lady of the house, but she had not the time nor the patience for this. She chivvied me into the sitting room, where I joined a small knot of other attendant parents. 

Our offspring, seated on the white shag pile carpet in front of us, were watching an old fashioned Punch and Judy show, never a form of theatre that has appealed to me. Mr Punch, hugging a great stick in his stumpy little arms, was smashing Judy about with tremendous vigour, and the children were responding with squeals of delight. Emblazoned on the red and white striped awning that hung down from the puppet stage were the words:

Mr POO-POO
 

It is extraordinary how the body takes over at moments like these. Before my conscious mind had digested this information, it seemed to me, my heart was knocking and the sour taste of fear was in my mouth. Why? I was in no way threatened. Did I imagine that Kitty, sitting in the front row of the audience, was being corrupted? Punch and Judy was certainly a new addition to Mr Poo-Poo’s repertoire as an entertainer, and it was one at which he had gained a ghastly expertise.

‘That’s the way to do it!’ shrieked Mr Poo-Poo through his swozzle, as Mr Punch gave Judy another tremendous crack with the bludgeon. The children cried out with joy. The strange inhuman distortion of  Mr Poo-Poo’s voice brought to mind the mechanised, metallic tones of the Minikoits in Jupiter 5. 

To the right and behind the puppet stage a woman was sitting very still and upright on a dining chair, her back to the wall. At her feet was a child asleep in a carry-cot. I wondered who she was. The au pair of the house? Then I recognised Magda. She had not been easy to identify, because everything about her had changed; all colour had gone from her face and clothing, and even the darkness of her lustrous eyes had lost its intensity.

I smiled at her and she pretended not to see me, but I was sure she had. The moment I endeavoured to make eye contact she had looked away and then down at the child. Evidently it was hers, because I recognised that intense gaze of concentrated love with which a mother looks at her own baby. For a moment it wiped the gloom from her face. She twitched at the blankets of the baby’s cot but otherwise made no movement. Above her the little proscenium of Mr Poo-Poo’s puppet stage gaped like the mouth of Hell.






 

 

 





The Silver Cord

Yet, with his inward eye, the city dweller may still step out upon the ancient causeways of England where once the Legions tramped with measured feet from Roman Caerleon to Aque Solia; or dwell unhindered by a stream that dashes in secret haste down between rock and tree from a spring deep within the hollow hills.


            


LANCELOT JONES LAID DOWN HIS PEN, and knew both satisfaction and discontent. He was confident that his article, provisionally entitled ‘A Vision by Lamplight’, would be accepted by The Jermyn Street Gazette. He knew also that the fee of two guineas which he would receive for it was barely adequate to keep his wife and small child from immediate starvation, let alone to pay the rent. The bassinet upon the landing, he reflected ruefully, is the enemy of enterprise.

In those days, and I am referring to the year 1891, Jones, his wife Mary, and two-year-old daughter Sophie lived on the top floor of a dank lodging house in Handel Street in the gloomy wildernesses of Soho. Jones’s writing table was at the window of their front room, from which he looked down into a dingy courtyard where by day dogs barked and dirty children played, and by night even dirtier men and women raged loudly against the darkness.

It should not have been thus, Jones told himself. He had left his native Wales and come to London with such high hopes of literary success, but seven years of drudgery and hard work had received little reward. A few of his stories had been noticed favourably; a collection had been published, but the sales had been disappointing. And in the course of all this he had fallen in love, weighing himself down with the additional burden of a wife and child. 

Not that he regretted marrying Mary, who was the sweetest of creatures, but when he thought sometimes of what he had brought her to, his heart burned with shame and anger. Anger raged within him also when he thought of Jocelyn Slade.

He and Slade had been at school together at St Tudno’s, and it seemed to him that they had always been rivals. Both had been equally clever. If Slade was the quicker of the two, Jones was the more thoughtful and original, but between them they won all the school’s academic prizes. At that time they had not been hostile towards each other, merely suspicious and distant. Equal achievements had kept both reasonably content, but when they left St Tudno’s their paths had diverged. Slade’s way had been smoothed because his father could afford to send him to Oxford, whereas Jones’s father, a poor clergyman, could not. Jones had gone to seek his fortune in London where Slade, upon graduating, arrived three years later. Jones was still struggling on the lower slopes of the literary world when Slade landed with winged feet from Oxford, somewhat higher up Parnassus, and nearer to Pall Mall than Grub Street. Almost at once Slade was being asked to write three-guinea reviews of fiction for The Piccadilly Magazine and The Fitzroy Quarterly. He had even condescended to review Jones’s first work, Pale Hills, with a lofty amiability and a faint praise which smelt fouler than outright condemnation. Then Slade had himself published his first book, The Chronicles of Clarissa, a novel of high society which had become an instant success. It was clever, Jones had to concede, but it was also cynical, malicious, and utterly trivial. Slade, from being a successful young man of letters, which was just about tolerable to Jones, had been transformed overnight into a literary celebrity, which was not. When Slade’s second novel, The Duchess’s Diamonds, was published, Jones had hoped that the fact that the Diamonds were so very obviously paste would condemn their author to oblivion. But Slade’s luck held, the Diamonds were declared to be of the first water, and their manufacturer’s place in the sun was assured.

Jones continued to struggle, as near as it was possible to be to destitution without falling into the pit. One or two editors were kind and kept him afloat with commissions for articles and stories, but the second book remained unpublished. That morning, as he finished his article and prepared to take it round to the offices of The Jermyn Street Gazette, Jones was feeling particularly bitter. His wife Mary had taken their daughter Sophie for a visit to her mother in Peckham. She had said it was because they needed a change of air, but he knew it was because he was too poor to feed them. If only the world rewarded merit rather than the meretricious!

Jones began to wonder what he would do if he met his rival Slade in the street on his way to The Gazette. Would he pretend to ignore him, or deliberately cut him dead? The one thing he would not do would be to allow him to condescend to him. If he managed to see him without being seen perhaps he might secretly follow him, and then, if the opportunity arose — what would he do?

There was a knock at his door. Believing it to be Mrs Crace, his landlady, who had perhaps come to favour him with some cutting remarks about the rent, Jones did not immediately respond. 

‘Gentleman to see you, Mr Jones,’ said the voice of Mrs Crace from the other side of the door. Her surprisingly respectful tones indicated that the gentleman in question had impressed her as a person of substance. Good God, what if it were Slade? The unlikely possibility filled him with terror, but he controlled himself and asked her to show him in. Mrs Crace opened the door and announced his visitor.

‘Mr Honeyburn,’ she said. The name was mercifully unfamiliar.

The man who had been announced as Mr Honeyburn wore a black Inverness cape and a Homburg hat which he immediately doffed upon entering. Jones was not surprised that Mrs Crace, who was even now withdrawing from the scene, had been impressed. Everything about Mr Honeyburn was large, rich, and powerful.

He was in his fifties, dark and, though heavily built, still handsome. He wore his curling, grizzled hair slightly long and his swarthy, aquiline features suggested Middle Eastern, perhaps Levantine origins. His superbly tailored clothes were dark and sober; but the heavy gold watch chain, the diamond stock pin and an emerald ring hinted at foreign flamboyance.

‘My dear Mr Jones, I must apologise for intruding upon you like this,’ he said. The voice was deep, resonant, and without a trace of an accent. ‘My name is Jonas Honeyburn.’ With a flourish he produced a card from his waistcoat and presented it to Jones.

As Jones took it he asked Mr Honeyburn to pray be seated, then, as an afterthought, offered to take his cape. Mr Honeyburn shook his head, as it was a cool March morning and there was no fire in the grate. Mr Honeyburn methodically placed his hat on Jones’s writing table and in it the pair of yellow kid gloves which he had been carrying; then he laid his ebony cane upon the table beside his hat. Jones noticed that the ivory handle was carved to look like the head of some primitive birdlike creature. Having performed these careful actions, Mr Honeyburn settled himself in the seat indicated.

Jones thought of inviting Mr Honeyburn to take some refreshment, but did not know if there was any to offer. Jones was in some ways an unworldly man, but he knew enough of the world to realise that he should not show Mr Honeyburn how desperate he was.

‘Just finishing a piece for The Jermyn Street Gazette,’ he said, casually waving his hand in the direction of his papers. ‘Can I help you, Mr Honeyburn?’

‘I am a great admirer of your work, Mr Jones,’ said Mr Honeyburn. 

‘How kind of you to say so. Which work in particular?’ As Jones asked this question he thought he detected a small hint of hesitation pass over Mr Honeyburn’s confident, carven features.

‘Your story, “The Shining Road”, and—ah—Pale Hills. Remarkable . . .  But, Mr Jones, let me waste no more of your valuable time. I am a publisher——’

‘You wish to publish my work?’ said Jones, inadvertently displaying his eagerness.

‘After a fashion, Mr Jones. In a sense. I understand you have in the past undertaken translation work?’

Jones was downcast. He had done translations in the past. His Memoirs of Benvenuto Cellini had sold extremely well, though he himself had seen few of the profits. But this was hack work and he thought he had done with it.

‘I did some work at one time, from the Italian and the French. I now concentrate on my own writing.’

‘Quite so. Quite so,’ said Mr Honeyburn with a smile in which Jones thought he could detect mockery. ‘However,’ he continued, taking out a large lawn handkerchief with which to wipe his lips, and perhaps, in addition, to conceal their cynical curve from Jones. ‘If the work were specialised and the rewards were commensurate, you might consider such an undertaking?’

Jones, who had recovered his composure, asked Mr Honeyburn precisely what he meant.

‘My little firm,’ said Mr Honeyburn, ‘is called the Savoy Press. We specialise in limited editions of unusual — you might say curious — works for a very select clientele. Handsomely bound, printed on the very finest paper, illustrated by the most distinguished black-and-white artists. These are editions designed to grace the library of the connoisseur, you understand.’ Jones nodded, for he did understand. ‘If I were to ask you in the first place to take a look at a work, merely to give me your opinion upon it. There would be a fee of — shall we say? — ten guineas. Then, if you were to decide to undertake the work, a further advance of twenty? Would that suit, Mr Jones?’

Without waiting for a reply Mr Honeyburn took a bundle of papers from the capacious inside pocket of his Inverness cape and presented it to Jones. It was a manuscript written in a modern hand and it was French. Jones glanced at the title:

L’école des filles, ou Le châtiment de Vénus
 

‘Copied by hand from a rare book,’ said Mr Honeyburn. ‘The owner was unwilling to allow the original out of his possession.’

Jones looked at the papers while Mr Honeyburn counted out ten guineas and placed them on the table in a shaft of sunlight where they dazzled the eye.

‘No obligation, you understand,’ said Mr Honeyburn as he rose to take his leave. ‘I wish you a very good day, Mr Jones.’

When Mary came home from her mother’s with Sophie, they were able to send out for food from a nearby Italian restaurant; and Mrs Crace’s rent was paid in full.

* * * * *
 


The following afternoon a messenger boy called with the twenty guineas and a note from Mr Honeyburn which read: ‘Herewith the advance, as promised, for your translation of L’école des filles. A further ten awaits if you can complete the work inside a week.’ Jones accepted the twenty guineas but with misgivings, because Mr Honeyburn had so arrogantly assumed that he would accept the assignment. 

Jones worked rapidly, not only for the ten guineas, but because he wanted to have done with it. L’école des filles was, thankfully, a short piece and no worse than countless other works that Jones had encountered on the private shelves of so-called ‘connoisseurs’. All the same, Jones took great care to ensure that Mary should not see what he was writing.

At the end of the week the same messenger boy called again to take his manuscript away. He had come with a purse containing thirty guineas and a note from Mr Honeyburn which read: ‘The additional twenty is the advance for an Englishing of the work my boy will now give you.’

As Jones looked up from reading the note he saw that the messenger boy was holding out a parcel to him. For the first time Jones scrutinised him closely. The ‘boy’ was a little over five feet tall, and it was difficult to tell his age, he might have been anything between twelve and twenty: the features were young, but the expression was old, somewhat weary and wasted. His body seemed stunted and twisted out of true, like a tree that has been forced to grow between rocks on poor soil. Jones took the parcel from him and thanked him, at which the boy turned to go — but Jones stopped him.

‘Wait! I haven’t decided to take this yet,’ said Jones with what he knew to be a meaningless gesture of resistance.

The manuscript in the parcel was another transcription in the same modern hand as L’école des filles. On the title page had been written:

Amélie, ou Les cent caresses du Charnier

par L’Abbé Boullan
 

‘Amélie, or The One Hundred Caresses of the Charnel House.’ What horror was this? Nevertheless Jones dismissed the boy and kept the manuscript. In a short while he had become used to being able to buy his wife and child pretty things, and was looking forward to entertaining some old friends at Romano’s or the Caf… Royal; so he put the guineas into his pocket and stuffed the manuscript into the drawer of his writing table. He would work on it when he could be sure of being undisturbed, at night, with only the maundering cries of drunken wasters in the court below for company.

The translation took longer than he expected because of the irregular hours at which he undertook the task, and because the manuscript itself was a vile thing. He read in it what he had never read before and hoped would never read again, but he persisted. He was keeping his wife and child from poverty, and he hoped thereafter that Mr Honeyburn would reward him with some more congenial occupation for his talents.

A fortnight passed before, one afternoon, Mr Honeyburn’s boy came to collect the manuscript. Jones, who had been spending rather freely over the last few days was looking forward to further remuneration, but the boy had no message from his master and no more money for him. Jones was enraged: the demeaning drudgery of the last few days had made him feel entitled to at least a further ten guineas. With a great show of indignation he refused to let the minion have the manuscript. The boy was at first utterly bewildered: his mean hollow-eyed face looked aghast. Jones was beginning to feel pleased with himself when he saw the boy’s face change into a mask of malignant hatred. The imp hissed and spat, then fled. 

Jones was horrified by what had happened, and for the rest of the day lapsed into gloom and torpor, afraid now that Mr Honeyburn might pay him another visit. He railed against the fate which compelled him to do such miserable work, simply to feed his wife and child, and he thought again of Jocelyn Slade. Somehow Slade was responsible for his situation, Slade and a world which valued dross before beauty.

The following morning he remembered that Mr Honeyburn had given him his business card. 7A, Lupton Court, Gray’s Inn Square was the address printed upon it, and Jones resolved to make his way there to confront his paymaster. What he would say to him he did not know, but he felt that an encounter would relieve a pressure on his mind which had been mounting for some days.

It was hard to find, for Lupton Court, now long vanished, was in a tiny alleyway off Gray’s Inn Square. It had been built in the early 1700s of dark red brick and its ancient pedimented doorway of worn limestone was slightly crooked, as if it had been pushed out of alignment by a careless giant in the distant past and never put right. Mr Honeyburn’s chambers were on the first floor, to which an ancient porter who had answered the front door showed him. As soon as he had directed Jones to the landing and the door marked 7A in black paint, the old man shuffled off down the stairs with surprising speed.

Jones hesitated at Mr Honeyburn’s door. He listened for the reassuring sound of activity within, but heard nothing, so he knocked.

The voice of Mr Honeyburn bade him come in, and he entered a large room, panelled in ancient wood, with an elaborate plaster ceiling now yellow with age. Mr Honeyburn sat at a desk facing the door, but otherwise the room was sparely furnished, the only bright colours emanating from the Turkish rug on the dark wooden floor. 

There were books everywhere: crammed on to sagging shelves, piled into little columns on the floor like the exposed brick supports of a Roman hypocaust, leaning drunkenly against each other in the window seats, sprawling over the papers on Mr Honeyburn’s desk.

Apart from the books there were no signs of the normal activities of a publishing house. The proprietor of the Savoy Press seemed to be there alone, operating his business without assistance. He sat quite still behind his desk staring at Jones who stared back.

‘Sit down, Mr Jones,’ said Mr Honeyburn at length. ‘What have you come for?’

Jones produced the manuscript of his translation of Amélie, ou Les cent caresses du charnier and muttered something about having come for his money.

‘Do you consider your fee to have been inadequate, Mr Jones?’

Jones made no reply. Mr Honeyburn waved him to the one chair which was not occupied by books; Jones sat down and, for want of anything better to do, looked about him.

‘It is an interesting place, don’t you think, Mr Jones?’ said Mr Honeyburn with sudden geniality. ‘These stones, you know, are steeped in history. Some years back the remains of a Mithraic temple were found when they were digging out the cellars of this very building. Remarkable, don’t you think? Now tell me how I can be of assistance to you. What is it that you want?’ Mr Honeyburn leaned his elbows on the table, put his finger tips together and looked at Jones steadily over the top of them. It was a gesture which reminded Jones of his father when he was trying to extract a confession from him. An atavistic urge compelled him to respond by laying bare the most secret desires of his heart.

‘I want to work,’ said Jones, ‘and to profit from my work.’

‘Then what is preventing you?’ said Mr Honeyburn.

So Jones told him how hard he had worked, how gifted he was and how little he was appreciated. He told him about the bad luck he had endured, and about the folly of reviewers and publishers in ignoring his claims on their attention. He told Mr Honeyburn also, though he had not intended to, about Jocelyn Slade, their rivalry, and Slade’s infernal, unmerited good luck. Mr Honeyburn nodded several times and leaned back in his chair as if preparing to deliver a homily. Once more Jones was reminded of his late father. 

‘My dear Mr Jones,’ said Mr. Honeyburn, ‘you must know that there are people in this world to whom we are secretly bound, as if by a silver cord. If those two people so bound are in harmony, then that silver cord may be a source of strength to them both, but if not, then one will draw strength from the other — it may be unconsciously — so that the other fails and withers. This Jocelyn Slade is clearly your own particular nemesis. When such a creature is found out there is only one thing to do.’

‘What is that?’

‘The cord must be severed.’

‘But how?’

Mr Honeyburn smiled, took out his gold watch, glanced at it, and returned it to his waistcoat, then he rose and went to a small, brass-bound mahogany cabinet that was resting on a side table. He unlocked it with a key on his watch chain, and from it removed a bundle of papers tied with ribbon.

‘See what you can make of this, but take care! It is an original manuscript, probably the only one in existence.’

The paper was good but ancient and yellowing. The writing on it, in faded sepia ink, was in a refined late eighteenth century hand. On the first page was written:

Le couvent d’Astaroth, ou Les malheurs de l’innocence

par D. A. F. Marquis de S.
 

As Jones speculated on his coming ordeal with ‘The Convent of Astaroth, or the Misfortunes of Innocence’, Mr Honeyburn was putting twenty gold sovereigns into a leather purse for him. He said: ‘Twenty more if you finish by the end of the month. Do not seek me out again. I will send word to arrange a meeting.’ Jones, with a pious thought for Mary and the child, took the purse, the manuscript, and his leave of Mr Honeyburn. 

Le couvent d’Astaroth proved to be worse even than Amélie, ou Les cent caresses du Charnier.  Amélie, it was true, detailed more and fouler incidents, but Le couvent d’Astaroth presented itself as a work of philosophy. In between recounting acts of unspeakable cruelty, it set out a creed so vile and heartless that Jones had to force his pen to render it into clear English. Every instinct recoiled at the refined barbarism in which it luxuriated; at the same time Jones found himself bored by the self-opinionated prosing of the author, who evidently thought himself a Rousseau or a Voltaire. Jones did not persevere with it simply for the jingle of sovereigns in his pocket, but out of an obscure sense of destiny. When he had completed the work he knew he would be sent for, at which time something would happen to change his situation. And so it was that, a few days after he had finished the translation, a telegram came from Mr Honeyburn asking him to meet him in his chambers in Lupton Court at eleven o’clock that night.

* * * * *
 


The front door of Lupton Court was open, the ancient porter nowhere to be seen. Jones felt his way blindly in the gloom up to the room on the first floor.

The books had gone. The room was empty, save for a table and two chairs on one of which, facing the door, sat Mr Honeyburn. He and his surroundings were lit by a single oil lamp which stood on the table, which was otherwise bare except for an object which lay next to the lamp. Jones could not tell what it was, but it was long and made of some dark material which glittered. The unexpected nakedness of the room alarmed Jones.

‘What has happened? Why has everything gone?’ he asked.

‘Is that any business of yours?’ said Mr Honeyburn. Despite the fact that part of his face was in shadow, or perhaps because of it, Mr Honeyburn exuded a greater presence than ever before.  It came from him in waves like a pungent scent. It had no personhood, but was like the ancient natural power of a tumbling torrent, a hurricane wind, or a mountain that splits apart and spews forth red lava.

‘Do you have any work for me?’ said Jones.

‘I have. But not translation.’

‘I am glad to hear it.’

‘You did not care for the last work that I gave you?’

‘Is that any business of yours?’ said Jones, throwing the manuscript on to the table. Mr Honeyburn smiled and nodded almost imperceptibly.

‘Mr Jones,’ he said, ‘you have a task to perform. You must cut your silver cord.’ Jones looked at him in astonishment. ‘I think you know what I mean. I will give you the instrument with which to perform it, but the rest of the work is yours.’

‘You mean — Jocelyn Slade?’

Instead of answering him directly, Mr Honeyburn picked up the glittering object from the table and handed it to Jones. It was a stone knife made of some dark, glassy, faintly translucent material: obsidian, he suspected. The blade had been delicately knapped to form an edge as sharp as any razor. The handle was smooth and easily grasped; some sort of skin or hide had been wound round it to give a better grip. 

‘Yes,’ said Mr Honeyburn, as if in answer to Jones’s unspoken question. ‘It is very ancient and has been used many times.’

‘For what purpose?’

‘To sever the silver cord,’ said Mr Honeyburn.

Jones stared at the darkly scintillating blade for a few moments, conscious that Mr Honeyburn was watching him intently. Resolution and understanding seemed to rise within him from some place beneath, from deep below in the foundations of the earth.

‘It must be done,’ said Jones dully, and Mr Honeyburn nodded. Then Jones advanced towards Mr Honeyburn, raised the knife and, with a single, sweeping movement, brought the knife down and across the man’s throat. He saw momentary astonishment and then — was it? — understanding in his victim’s eyes as the blood sprang from his neck. Jones slashed again, and Mr Honeyburn fell to the floor like a garlanded ox on the altar of sacrifice.

Dark blood formed silent viscous pools on the boards as Jones contemplated the huge, mutilated body. He had known for some weeks now that it was Mr Honeyburn and not Jocelyn Slade to whom he was bound by the silver cord. And now the cord was loosed. 

Jones took up the lamp from the table and dropped it onto the floor. It broke and the flames began to lick greedily at the spilt oil, which stretched like a finger across the wooden boards. Jones hurled his manuscript into the mounting blaze and ran from the room.

Out in the night it was raining hard, but Jones was glad of it because the downpour hid him like a cloak. Few people would be about, and the water would wash the deed away. He walked the empty city, barely knowing in which direction he went. Some hours went by before he found himself on the Embankment, where the swollen, rain-pierced flood reflected the row of riverside lamps in patches of dull gold. There, in the presence of nothing but his drowned conscience, Jones hurled the sacrificial knife into the sliding waters. At last he turned his feet with a will towards Soho.

It was grey dawn when he reached Handel Street, and the rain had ceased. For once the courtyard was bereft of dogs and drunken derelicts. There was about it a kind of peace, but it was the peace of desolation. He looked up to the window of his own set of rooms, not expecting to see anything, but for a kind of reassurance. 

There was a figure in the window, and it was not that of his wife Mary or his little girl Sophie. A few seconds passed before he could understand its horrible familiarity. It was his own face and form, but so pale and haggard as to be almost insubstantial. The face, his own face, looked down at him, hollow-eyed with a look of loathing and fear. The next instant it was gone. 

Jones raced up the stairs and into his apartment, but it was empty. The same silence of desolation that had been in the courtyard inhabited it, but this time it was not fearful. Jones stood still for a full minute, adjusting his mind; then he walked over to the table at the window, lit a candle, sat down, and took up his pen. Mary came in from the bedroom in her nightgown. She told him how she had been half demented worrying about where he was, but he ignored her. She begged him to come to bed, but he refused. She pleaded with him at the very least to take off his wet clothes. As a concession he removed his jacket then ordered her, perhaps more harshly than he had intended, to go back to bed. He heard a little sob just before she closed the bedroom door behind her, but it registered on his mind as a sound only. His head was in such a strange state that he could barely think; yet, as soon as a pen was in his hand and paper was beneath it, he found that he could write. Words seemed to pass through him and on to the page with barely a moment’s conscious intervention from his brain. It was as if he were a copyist merely, transcribing or translating from a moving picture in his mind. ‘So,’ he thought, in mild astonishment, as he put down the first words, ‘it is to be a play’.

 

LADY POLLY

A Solemn Mockery of Trivial People

by Lancelot Jones

 

ACT ONE


[SCENE: The Countess of Chevening’s drawing room in Mayfair. The butler, MEADOWS, shows in Lord DULVERTON, a fashionable man about town in his thirties.]


MEADOWS

Her Ladyship is not in, Lord Dulverton.


DULVERTON 

That’s quite all right, Meadows. I’ll wait. Where is she, by the way?


MEADOWS

I understand she is walking with her husband in the Park, my Lord.


DULVERTON

Really, Meadows, the way young women go about with their husbands quite openly nowadays is perfectly scandalous.


MEADOWS

It is hardly comme il faut, my Lord, and does little to promote the sanctity of marriage.


DULVERTON

Quite so. A marriage should be made in heaven and unmade in society. That is what civilisation means. I shall speak to the Archbishop on the subject: I understand that his views are sound. 


MEADOWS

Like many of us, my lord, he is happily unmarried . . .

 

. . . and so on. It was quite extraordinary how easily it came. The following year Lancelot Jones’s play Lady Polly opened at the St James’s Theatre, with Mr George Alexander in the role of Lord Dulverton, and was the triumph of the London season. 

Jones’s success quite eclipsed that of Jocelyn Slade, to whom he now hardly gave a thought. Writing came easily to him, as did his newly acquired wealth. One brilliant society comedy followed another, but when, in an idle moment, he tried to resurrect his former manner, he failed. No longer did he hear the tramp of legions on the hidden roads around Caerleon; no longer did clear waters flow down ancient hills, giving birth to secret music and immortal dreams. 

 

Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern. Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it. Vanity of vanities, saith the preacher; all is vanity.


                [Ecclesiastes 12: 6–8]







 

 


 





The Road from Damascus







MARCUS WATERBURY does not like to talk about his Militant Socialist phase. Considering that he is now MP for Stanfield and Cheltern, and a rising star in the Conservative party, this is hardly surprising; but I have always felt that something other than normal political considerations guides his reticence. This was confirmed a couple of nights ago. I set it down now in case I forget it, and because I’m quite sure it won’t make it into his political memoirs, if he is ever foolish enough to write them. 

Marcus and I are on a number of committees together, mostly to do with charitable arts foundations. I can’t say I was a big fan of his at first — too full of himself, I thought — but I saw at once that he had some useful committee skills. It is well-known rule of committee life that there is always a Committee Bore. He — almost always a he in my experience — is the type that goes on and on about spelling mistakes in the Minutes, or holds up proceedings endlessly by asking whether some tiny expenditure was entirely justified. It is usually not possible to get rid of him because the Bore is influential or rich, and mustn’t be offended in any way. Well, Marcus is very good at shutting up the Bore without seeming to be rude. It’s an art I admire, so that disposed me towards him. Then I found out that when you’re with him on your own, he’s very good at doing funny imitations of the other people on the committee. Being gently amusing, as opposed to witty, is not something politicians are normally good at, so I began to take an interest in him. That is how I discovered that he had once been an actor, hence the excellence of his imitations, and, even more surprisingly, a radical revolutionary Socialist, hence, presumably, the consummate technique for handling bores.

Marcus lives not very far away from us, and his wife Lady Celia has become great chums with Josephine, my better half. So anyway, last weekend we invited them over for a day’s shooting and to stay the night afterwards. I’m not mad on slaughtering birds myself, but our boys are, and I like the social side of it: what I, rather wittily I think, call the ‘après shoot.’ The lunch party with all the beaters and other also-rans tends be a bit unrefined, but you can make your dinner party at the end of the day more select, if you know what I mean. Like most men I don’t have an inexhaustible appetite for company and tend to suffer from ‘social fatigue’ (another of my rather apt little phrases), but intelligent conversation is another thing. The middle classes who live in Islington and Notting Hill Gate get masses of it, so I’m told. I envy them. If, like myself, you’re a peer of the realm who’s been pushed out of his part-time job in the Mother of Parliaments and sent to rusticate at the family pile in Dorset, you tend to get rather starved of intellectual stimulus. That is why I looked forward to a chat with Marcus.

After dinner on the Saturday the four of us — Marcus, Celia, Josephine and I — were all sitting in the Green Drawing room, toasting our toes at the fire and drinking port. The boys had buggered off to destroy civilisations on their computer, so we were free from their molestations. 

My wife Josephine had just been reading this new book by Professor Hawkins called The Myth of Para-Psyche, and she was very excited about it, as she tends to be about the latest thing. Apparently the book proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that all so-called psychic phenomena — clairvoyance, ghosts, psychokinesis, the lot — are absolute bunk. According to Hawkins it’s an illusion, the product of our evolutionary make-up. Well, being a card-carrying member of the Church of England, I am naturally neutral on this issue, but Josephine was making it all sound most convincing. Josie told us how the chapter on ghosts is brilliant, and that this Hawkins man shows conclusively that ghosts are what he calls ‘psycho-social projections’ and therefore not real at all.

‘The one doesn’t follow from the other,’ said Marcus. ‘It is perfectly possible for something to be a projection of the human psyche and, at the same time, absolutely real.’

‘It depends what you call real,’ I said, which I think was a pretty sound contribution to the debate.

‘I would define it as that which is both true and possesses lasting value and significance.’

Well, that was good enough for me, but my wife was not happy. Once Josie gets bitten by a book she becomes fiercely loyal to it. She was not going to let Professor Hawkins sink beneath the waves on the say-so of a mere Conservative MP.

‘This is all very theoretical,’ she said, ‘but you must give me an example of what you mean by a ghost that is both a psychological projection and real.’

‘Well, I can, from experience,’ he said.

‘You mean, you’ve seen a ghost?’ This was tremendous news.

Marcus said: ‘I prefer not to call it a ghost: such a loaded term. I’d rather call it my Road From Damascus experience.’

* * * * *
 



When I came down from Oxford with a very mediocre degree, the usual things beckoned: merchant banks, the foreign office, the BBC, but none of them appealed. I was still not quite sure of who or what I was.  I felt the need for what I then rather foolishly called ‘real life’, but as you rightly say, Robert, it depends what you mean by ‘real.’  I had done a good deal of theatre at university and was still mad on acting, so I thought I would become an actor, at least for a while. It would be an interesting profession and one which would allow me to see all sorts and conditions of men, so I took a postgraduate course at the Webber-Douglas, found an agent, and embarked on my career. 

Some people have said rather paradoxically that one of my misfortunes in life has been that I have always been lucky. ‘He’s had to take the smooth with the smooth,’ was one phrase used of me, I believe. Well, I dispute that, and anyway I would contend that mostly we make our own good and bad luck, but it is certainly true that I had some good fortune when I was starting out as an actor. I wasn’t aware of it then, but I am now. I did some decent rep in the days when there still was rep, and, a couple of years into my career I found myself playing a number of nice small parts in a very prestigious production at the Round House of The Good Woman of Setzuan. The play is by Brecht, and, in case you didn’t know, it’s the one about the Chinese tart. 

You probably never saw the production, but it was a big noise at the time because the lead was being played by Sonia Tombs, who had formed her own company to put it on. Well, Sonia was a star, as you know, and she still is, but in those days — I’m talking about 1978 — she was not only already on the summit, but also a fantastically beautiful young woman: tall, raven haired, Valkyrie features, the lot.

I could write a book about Sonia. She was, and still is, an amazing actress and an amazing woman. Only one element in her make-up aroused suspicion in the theatrical world and perhaps held her back: her politics. It was, after all, the reason why she had decided to do the Brecht, and why she had formed her own company. Every management she had approached with the project had very politely turned her down.

As it happened, they were wrong. The show was a roaring success, but I don’t want to talk about that. Sonia was good to work with because she put her egalitarian principles into practice and treated each member of the company, from the highest to the lowest, as equals. Admittedly this didn’t go so far as giving everyone an equal share of the profits, but one must draw the line somewhere. She was fun to be with too. It has been said that Sonia has no sense of humour, and this is true, but she had a natural exuberance and gaiety which is a very fair substitute. At times, however, her political convictions used to kick in and led to some rather sticky moments. I remember one in particular which had consequences for me.

Between the matinée and evening show on the Saturday a group of company members, Sonia included, used to go to a nearby ‘greasy spoon’ café for tea and toast and fish and chips. It was one of the high points of the week for me, a moment of pure, unpretentious fun and comradeship. We were feeling exhilarated by a performance done and not too tired out to be looking forward to the last performance of the week, which was always a packed house. We felt we meant something; we felt alive. Conversation was usually trivial actor’s talk about tiny incidents during the show and theatrical gossip, but one Saturday, three weeks into the run, it was different.

There were, I suppose, eight or nine of us crammed around a single table, and the waitress who came to take our order was not, as it usually was, the middle-aged wife of the café’s Cypriot proprietor, but a young girl, at a guess no more than eighteen. She was quite tall, but pale and wispy, and though I did not notice this immediately, she was obviously very tired. In the presence of so much energy she wilted even more. Actors have loud voices, and we were ordering, and then changing our minds. ‘I’ll have fish and chips, as usual — No! Double egg and chips, please. And — wait a minute — a round of toast. Tea of course. A pot, please. None of your coffee: good God, no!’ Only Sonia noticed that the girl was not bearing up well under the strain of the café’s neon lighting, the steam, the cacophony of young careless voices. She put a hand caressingly on the girl’s arm.

‘Are you okay, love?’

The girl looked at Sonia and I saw the shock of recognition, and then fear on her face. Having ordered the rest of us to shut up, Sonia asked the girl to take a chair and sit down to take the order. The girl refused and stood immobile, seemingly paralysed. Sonia began to interrogate her. When had her shift begun? Had she had a proper break? When did she last eat? How old was she, and how much was she being paid?

This made the girl even more uncomfortable, perhaps because she was afraid that Sonia’s solicitude might lose her her job. She answered Sonia’s first three questions evasively in a barely audible voice, but she would not respond at all to the last two. 

Impulsively, Sonia got up and marched into the kitchen to get some answers from Iannis, the proprietor. Meanwhile the girl took our orders. We spoke to her quietly and politely, feeling subdued and a little guilty. Presently Sonia returned.

‘I’ve had a word with Iannis. As I thought, she’s been on since lunchtime without a proper break. It’s disgraceful exploitation. This is the sort of thing that is bringing the country to its knees. I think we ought to boycott this place in protest. You’ve got here in microcosm the whole reason why Capitalism is rotten to the core . . .’

I can’t remember the rest of what she said, but it was a rant. It left us profoundly uneasy, and fearful too that this delightful period of relaxation between the shows was going to be violated by some turgid political harangue. We had to get her off the subject. During an awkward pause Tom Carter, with whom I shared a dressing room, came up with an idea.

‘Hey, Marcus,’ he said. ‘Show us that cap you bought today.’

The cap had already become a bit of a joke in our dressing room. Before the Saturday show I had been wandering about the stalls at Camden Lock, which is a couple of hundred yards down the road from the Round House. My eye had been taken by one of those black leather caps with shiny peaks, of the kind you now only see worn by moustachioed, leather clones in gay bars, but which in those days were more generally favoured, especially by those with leftist leanings. There are pictures of Lenin and other Bolsheviks — even Stalin, I believe — sporting similar headgear. I had no politics at all at that time, and I just thought it suited me. Perhaps it was an unconscious assertion of identity, of rebellion against my tidy, moneyed background, but I don’t think so. However, when I showed it to my fellow actors in the dressing room before the show I was told that I was a poseur, a ‘wanker’, and was generally laughed at. That is why I had not worn it on the way to the greasy spoon, but had just stuffed it in the pocket of my donkey jacket in case it rained. Tom had spotted this.

So, knowing that at least it would get Sonia off the subject of Worker’s Exploitation, I produced the cap. It did much to break the ice. The company immediately divided itself into two noisy factions. The larger one, headed by Tom, said it was pretentious and ‘naff’, but Sonia and a few others came to my defence. ‘Put it on,’ she kept saying. ‘Go on! Put it on!’

I put it on.

‘There! Look at that!’ said Sonia triumphantly. ‘I think it suits you absolutely brilliantly.’ It was charming of her. I thought at the time she came to my aid simply because she hated to see anyone bullied or teased, but later I was to take a more cynical view.

In the interval of the evening performance, Sonia drew me aside. If she had been charming to me in the greasy spoon, she was even nicer to me now. She told me how much she liked my performance, my enthusiasm, my dedication to the company. Following the success of the Brecht she was planning further productions; this time touring Chekhov, perhaps even Shakespeare around the country. She seemed to be taking me into her confidence. I was flattered. She had a habit of fixing you with an intense, almost unblinking gaze that was both alluring and disconcerting at the same time. Then she mentioned that her brother Ed, a lecturer at the LSE was giving a talk the following afternoon, a Sunday. Would I be interested in coming along? After all she had said it would have been rude to refuse her; and to invent an excuse under the gaze of those wild green eyes was unthinkable, but I knew what it meant. 

She and her brother Ed, an academic economist of some repute, were co-founders of the Revolutionary Socialist Workers Party, or the R.S.W.P for short. It was never a very large organisation, even at its zenith, but thanks to Sonia’s name and cash it hit the headlines fairly often. So, you see, I knew that I was being invited to a meeting whose chief aim was recruitment. I went, fully aware of the dangers, but thinking that I could show a moderate interest, sufficient to guarantee me a place on that Chekhov tour, without having to bind myself hand and foot to dogma and party. These are the kind of best laid plans, I find, that always go awry.

The talk was given in a seminar room at the LSE. I remember a dreary nicotine- and dung-coloured room, with clanking chairs and neon lights that made everyone look pale and ill. Someone had turned up the heating too high, and the windows, which looked out onto a dingy internal well, refused to open. Sonia came in late and sat at the back, ostentatiously, it seemed to me, demonstrating her humble assumption of the role of disciple to her brother.

Ed Tombs was as tall as his sister, but otherwise bore little resemblance to her. His features were coarser, his black hair curlier and more untidy. He was balding, and sported a beard of nondescript type. He wore pale, shapeless clothes. There was something appealing to me about his obvious lack of personal vanity. I had yet to learn that such carelessness often conceals a far deeper vein of  self-regard.

He told us that Capitalist society was on the verge of extinction. You’ve got to remember that this was the end of the seventies, in the chaotic Callaghan era just before Thatcher and the collapse of Soviet Communism, so the thesis was by no means as implausible as it seems now. He explained the ideals of the R.S.W.P., which were simple and radical. Workers would seize the means of production and ‘expropriate’ the giant corporations. Do you know the word ‘expropriate’? Handy term. It’s the one Stalin used to dignify his bank robberies when he was a revolutionary. The society ushered in would be just and, of course, supremely democratic, ruled by a series of workers’ councils, guided by a central praesidium, annually elected. It all sounded admirably fair and simple. The problem is that the revolutionary socialist society, like any such system, secular or religious, is a straitjacket. Human nature is far too varied and excitable to respond well to any kind of dogmatic regime. But in those days I was a stranger to human nature; my expensive education had seen to that. I knew next to nothing about myself, so how could I be expected to know anything about other people? 

Ed was, in his way a very good speaker: I suppose he had that much in common with Sonia, though his talent was differently manifested. He expressed himself clearly, forcefully, without resorting to sloppily emotional phraseology, or cliché. He had the gift of passionate rationality; and in a world where Irrationality sits on a double throne next to his brother Injustice, that is very appealing, especially to a painfully inexperienced young man, as I was at the time.

Well, I offer no more excuses: the long and the short of it was that by the end of Ed’s talk I was a convert. I had had my Road to Damascus experience. Factors other than Ed’s evangelical logic had played their part: my deep admiration for Sonia, my own lack of a sense of who I was, the intensity of the atmosphere, even the excessive heat that emanated in waves from the old cast iron radiators. It was as if two hot dry hands had been pressed against my temples, forcing me to listen. I knew I had a headache, but it didn’t seem to matter. I found I was being talked to by a severe looking young woman called Deirdre, with short, straight hair. She, I later discovered, had been assigned to me to complete my indoctrination.

I won’t go into details; they are still rather painful to recall. The main facts are that I put myself body and soul into the hands of the R.S.W.P., and within a week I had moved out of my cosy little flat in Acton and into a squat in what is now a very posh part of Notting Hill Gate. This was not for financial reasons, because I was still earning good money at the Round House, but so that I could live with other party members, and more particularly Deirdre. I still remember our ecstatic but loveless couplings with shame: not, I must admit, because they were loveless, but because the sound of them could be heard all over that dank and echoing squat. 

As a member of the R.S.W.P. I found that I had no time to myself, none to reflect or consider. This, I am sure, was deliberately contrived. Life was full of activity, some of it interesting, but most of it not. I enjoyed the meetings and debates, the joining of picket lines. These events were imbued with the sense of an impending apocalypse in which I was going to be an important figure. I saw myself as one of Ed and Sonia’s chief henchmen; I even fantasised once or twice about taking over from Ed in a civilised coup, though I kept that very dark, even from myself.

This was thrilling, but there were other aspects to the R.S.W.P. which were sheer drudgery and worse. Most of these concerned the R.S.W.P. newspaper which was called Red Worker. 

I call it a newspaper, but it rarely consisted of more than eight pages, sometimes only a folded sheet of A2 paper. It came out weekly, and one of the dreariest and most dispiriting duties of the R.S.W.P. rank and file was to have to stand at street corners or on picket lines, or outside meetings and sell it. The few who bought it only did so out of pity, or a kind of listless curiosity. The theory was, you see, that the Party could fund itself through the sale of its organ, but the truth was it rarely broke even, let alone made a profit.

I was also involved in the editorial side of the paper which was rather more interesting. The Red Worker meetings were presided over by Ed, who decided what the front page story was to be (nearly always some tale of government atrocity against striking workers) and would present us with his leading article for the inside pages. These tended to have titles like ‘Nationalism versus Internationalism’ or ‘Corporatism and Social Fascism’, and were written in his characteristically dry clear style.

It was notable that Ed’s belief in Worker’s Control did not extend to allowing anyone except himself to have much say in the paper’s content. If he wanted copy, he would solicit articles from one of us and sub-edit ruthlessly. He was there to supervise the ‘paste-up’ of Red Worker on Thursday nights and take the artwork to the printer’s, but he never joined us on the streets to sell the paper. Dissent from his views was not tolerated; comradeship was kept within rigid, and somewhat hierarchical, boundaries.

One of the things I was slowly beginning to discover — it just shows how immature I was — is that people’s niceness and nastiness have little or nothing to do with what they believe in. Sonia, for instance, has always had a heart as big as a hillside; her brother Ed’s was an icicle, and yet they subscribed to precisely the same creed: Ed made sure of that.

Red Worker was run from a small office in Clerkenwell which we shared with something called the AFA, the Anti-Fascist Association. Do you remember the AFA? They were very big on the evils of racism. Nothing wrong with that, but if you see racism as the root of all evil, it can rather limit your point of view. That’s what we thought, anyway, but basically we were on their side, and it was all supposed to be terribly comradely. As it turned out, of course, we had rows with them the whole time: about the rent, the phone and electricity bills, when we could use the place. (I got into terrible trouble once for leaving an empty box of Black Magic chocolates in the waste paper bin. Racist chocolates, you see.) It was a bad relationship: we hated the AFA and they hated us with a bitterness that only one sect of the same religion can feel for another.

The office was on the third floor of a large old building containing similar offices, mostly housing obscure organisations with grandiose titles like the League of Communal Virtue, the Astral Philosophy Society, or Transcendental Therapists International. I never saw anyone go in our out of the building except us and the odd (very odd) Anti-Fascist, so I never met a Transcendental Therapist or an Astral Philosopher going up or down the bleak stone stairwell. I came to wonder if they existed at all.

A few weeks after the end of the run of The Good Woman of Setzuan, while we were doing the paste-up in the Red Worker office one night, Sonia approached me with that solicitous air that I had come to know and dread. She was going to ask me to make some great sacrifice for the Party. I knew also that, though it was Sonia who made it, the request originated from Ed. She had the ability to make any demand on one’s time or energy seem like the conferring of a mysterious privilege; only in retrospect was it revealed as an imposition.

‘Marcus,’ she said. ‘I am going to ask you to help us out with something, because Ed and I have absolute trust in you. We need someone to guard The Red Worker Offices at night. As you know, the R.S.W.P. is coming in for a lot of harassment from the authorities. They really feel threatened. What Ed puts up with at work from government stooges is just incredible. His flat is likely to be raided at any time, so we’ve secretly moved most of our important files here. But they may be on to us. Of course they’re not going to do this publicly, with a search warrant or anything. What they’re likely to do is an unofficial raid which they make to look like a break-in afterwards, so we need someone in the Red Worker Offices at night to guard against that. Now we’ve had a rota going for some time, but lately people seem to be crying off. I must say I’m very disappointed in them: it’s such a vital task. I won’t mention their names. I wonder if you’d spare a couple of nights a week? Would you do that? Ed and I would be incredibly grateful.’

I said I would, and she kissed me on the cheek. When I told Deirdre about the arrangement she simply nodded and said, ‘Right on!’ It was obvious she had been consulted before I had, but that was how things happened in the R.S.W.P. I wondered if I was being tested in some way, like those medieval squires who were made to stand guard all night over the Blessed Sacrament on the eve of their chivalric investiture.

The first night, I rather enjoyed. Clerkenwell is a part of London composed almost entirely of offices and warehouses. The odd shop or sandwich bar existed purely to serve the workers, and therefore closed when they went home. At night the streets were silent, deserted, and grey. Silence in a city at night has a special quality; it is the silence of suspended animation, a kind of temporary death. Only some distant city church clock chiming the hours broke the stillness, or, once or twice, the violent roar of a car or motorbike driven by a returning reveller. I felt held between moments of time, and that if I had a pair of wings I could have flown out of this life into another. It was the first time in the months since I had joined the party that I was able to be alone with myself.

My sense of solitude and liberation was enhanced by the conditions of my service. I was told that my ‘guard duty’ would be more effective if I were to keep the light off in the offices. The object was to save electricity and not to arouse suspicion. I suspected also that were the AFA to know of our nocturnal vigils they might object, or demand that we pay more rent.

On my second night of guard duty, a couple of days later, I found that the novelty of my circumstances had worn off and I had begun to feel restless. I had brought along a torch so that I could read, but my racing thoughts turned pages of print into meaningless runes. (My dullness was enhanced by the fact that I had dutifully brought with me only one book, Ed Tombs’s groundbreaking work The Semiotics of Revolutionary Culture, whose prose was like a featureless landscape full of signposts.) The silence which before had liberated my senses now had a deadness to it. I began to fret about the value of my activity in guarding this small circulation political sheet against, quite possibly, an illusory threat. This time I was carried not beyond myself but within, and there I found a desert. 

At about three o’clock I must have passed into a doze, only to wake some time later to a very unexpected sensation. I felt a prickling on my scalp and heat in my cheeks. My ears burned. It was as if I were blushing with embarrassment; but for what?

Then I noticed that the dead silence was no longer dead. There was a noise of a kind, but I could not tell at first whether it was inside my head or out of it. It is difficult to define; all I can say is that the airwaves had somehow been disturbed. I went to the window and looked out. The street was deserted and grey, the surrounding buildings were grey, as was the light itself. Yet things moved in the street, unnumbered things, or rather the shadows of things: memories of innumerable goings troubled the grey light and made it shudder. The street below had become a river bed over which flowed the minds of countless people, heads bent, thoughts on other things, on home and money and work and routine. I had not thought that death had undone so many.

I blinked, shook myself, turned away from the window, and the illusion was gone. It was gone, but it remained a memory. A distant church clock chimed four. Another four hours and the ordeal was over. I swore that I would never consent to do guard duty again. Something inside me had been shaken, and I did not know what. I only knew that if I told anyone in the Party about it I would be sneered at and mocked for my ‘petty bourgeois fantasies’. 

I had resolved to resist all blandishments and threats, even Deirdre’s withering disdain. I was not going do guard duty ever again. Then, about three days later, I met Sonia at a meeting. Almost as soon as I saw her I knew what she was going to ask of me. Yes, it was as I had expected, but this time she wanted me to stand guard every night for a whole week. She must have seen my dismay because, instead of exercising her charm, she launched into a tirade against all the people who had let her down over this ‘guard duty’. 

‘I can’t understand it. They do it once or twice, and then they cry off. The reasons they give are all incredibly feeble. They’ve got no balls, no bottle. You know, Ed’s working incredibly hard to train up a cadre of leaders for the struggle ahead; and I’ve had to tell him that these people are quite unsuited for leadership roles. To be a leader, you’ve got to show first that you’re loyal and dedicated; you can’t just cry off when the going gets tough. Ed and I have great hopes for you as part of our inner cadre of leaders.’

You see, she had cunningly appealed to my lust for power; and this, I think, was the first time I consciously recognised it as a force in my life. I did put up some sort of feeble demur about having to do it for a whole week, so Sonia promised me faithfully that I would be relieved at the end of it. ‘I do realise, we are asking a lot of you,’ she said. There was a look in her eyes which told me that she was on the edge of hysteria. The pupils were little more than black pin pricks in those sea-green irises, and there was a tiny fleck of foam on her lips.

As a last bid for freedom I said: ‘Can’t you or Ed do it at all?’

‘We would, of course, but just at the moment we are so involved in action vital to the Movement. This is a time of crisis. The great struggle is beginning. Ed and I are needed on the front line.’

‘And I can safely be left in the rear,’ I said. ‘I quite understand.’

One of Sonia’s rather endearing characteristics is that she is absolutely immune to all forms of irony or sarcasm. This meant that one could relieve one’s feelings with a sardonic remark in the full knowledge that the barb would never penetrate. It has always astonished me that, despite this, she is an accomplished comedienne on stage. A kind of instinct must come into play, by-passing all intellectual faculties. She must be the theatrical equivalent of an idiot savant.

On the evening before I was due to begin my week of vigil, Deirdre took me to a fund-raising night for the R.S.W.P. at the old Half Moon Theatre in Whitechapel. I felt at the time rather as I had as a child when my parents took me out for a special treat before I went back to school. That was the nature of my relationship with Deirdre, except that she was more like a strict governess than a mother. She would mock my public school accent and ‘bourgeois’ attitudes, employing the same sanctimonious fervour with which Ignatius Loyola bullied any new Jesuit recruit who showed signs of his former life as an aristocratic dandy. But this evening Deirdre was less severe than usual.

I mention this entertainment only because I believe it had an influence on what happened to me. There was a comedian who made jokes mainly about Northern Ireland, an elderly and crapulous female blues singer who refused, despite repeated requests, to sing ‘Frankie and Johnnie’, and there were The Under-Dogs. The Under-Dogs were a band of socialist folk musicians who featured regularly on occasions such as these and were, as a result, immensely popular and celebrated in our little world. I believe they were extremely accomplished musicians in their way. They sang plaintive old songs about the plights of Lancashire weavers and agricultural workers, but they sang also about the picket lines of modern England, and, inevitably, British troops in Northern Ireland. There was a song, of theirs, called for some reason, One-eyed Pigs which had as its refrain, ‘Troops Out!’ This was taken up by the audience and the little ramshackle theatre shook for what seemed like an eternity to ‘Troops Out! Troops Out! Troops Out!’ Were we really as mindless as everyone else?

I can’t begin to describe to you the heaviness and dread I felt when I installed myself in the Red Worker offices the following evening. It was quite out of all proportion to the unpleasantness of my previous experiences. I felt anger with Sonia and Ed for their exploitation of my loyalty, but most of all with myself for not resisting them. The fear of being thought weak does terrible things to you sometimes.

Even after the first hour, the prospect of six more nights of this seemed intolerable. I really do not know how I spent my time in that gritty little office until I first became aware of the sensation that I had had before, that prickling, blushing feeling. I could describe it as a feeling of being watched, but it would be inadequate. It was as if everything about me was being scrutinised, including my innermost thoughts, and that one of the examiners was myself. It had no rationality, no acceptable meaning, and yet it was real.

At this point, tiring of my own compulsive introversion, I went to the window and looked out into the grey street, Nothing moved. I looked at the buildings on the other side of the road, and there in one of the windows directly opposite, but a little below me, I could make out a figure. There was a light on in the room, but it was dim and yellow as old parchment.

He — I was sure of the sex — had his back to me and wore a mustard-coloured sweater or cardigan which was threadbare at the elbows. His hair was long and greasy, about the colour of my hair, but streaked with grey. There was perhaps the hint of a beard, but it was difficult to say from a back view, and he seemed familiar to me. Something about the slope of his shoulders and the set of his head reminded me of my father, and yet it wasn’t him. He did not move, but I could tell that he was looking down into something, at roughly the same angle as I was looking down at him. I did not like the fact that he was motionless. Was there a twitch occasionally, or was this an illusion?

I remembered the time when I was ten years old and my parents had taken me upstairs in our house to see my grandfather lying dead in his bedroom. One is so used to seeing the human form in motion, even when asleep, that, when it is not, the mind invents movements where there are none. I remember thinking for a moment that I had seen a breath making his chest rise and fall almost imperceptibly, but at the same time I knew that it was not so: my imagination and my wishes had animated the motionless corpse. 

It was so with this figure. I wanted him to move; I needed him to so much that I invented some tiny nod or shiver, but I was lying to myself. At last I turned from the window in a rage. I loathed the fact that I was afraid of the back of some stupid man in the window opposite, so I forced myself to turn back and look again. The window opposite was a dark empty space and no man stood in it. I began to wonder if any man had.

Sleep in the dull, ambiguous space of that office was not possible. I wandered about; I even switched on a small desk lamp and tried to read. There was a poster for The Under-Dogs, who were playing for an Anti-Fascist-Association benefit. I read the back of a recent Red Worker which, in a bid to attract its alleged constituency, had a sports page, mainly concerned with football. But football — or ‘footy’, as I was reluctantly learning to call it — has, despite my efforts, remained for me, like the Mary Celeste and those absurd corn circles, nothing more than a boring enigma. It’s one of the few things about me which continues to disappoint my party’s officials: it might even cost me the leadership.

This is beside the point, or perhaps not quite. That night was marked by dreary restlessness. Thoughts made no progress; they kept turning in on themselves: and the place was too quiet for comfort. I longed for something to distract me, and at the same time dreaded — I don’t know what: perhaps being invaded by another vision, like the one I had seen. It was a very quiet night in the city. It was so quiet that after a while I began to hear the whispering of blood in my own ears. A distant city clock chimed midnight. I counted out the bells, enjoying for a few moments the reassuring sense that, in a world outside myself, time had passed and would continue to pass. Then silence fell on me again.

But it was not quite silence. There are sounds so tiny and indistinct that you really have no way of telling whether they come from within or without. That was the nature of what I heard. I held myself quite still and listened. It was music. Well, I suppose it was possible that someone somewhere not far from there was actually playing music. Slowly, because it was so faint, I began to disentangle the sounds. There was a flute — that was the first I could distinguish, because it was highest in the register — then a fiddle, guitar, a tambourine, and something like a human voice, slightly nasal in tone. And now I knew the kind of music it was: it was folk music. I think my absolute loathing of all folk music that is not thoroughly clacissised by a Vaughan-Williams or a Bartok stems from that moment, because, you see, I suddenly recognised which band it was that I was hearing: it was The Under-Dogs. The Under-Dogs were playing in my head. It was not as if the tune was familiar, but the quality of the sound was unmistakable. I could see in my mind’s eye the woman who played the flute, tall and haggard, with blonde-grey corkscrew curls that hung over tired eyes, savagely outlined in kohl. Now I knew I was going mad, but, what was worse, I was going mad to the sound of music that I did not really like.

I got up, shook myself, as if to shake the sound out of my head, and walked over to the window. It helped a little. The music was still there, but jangling indistinctly in the background. So now I looked out of the window; and I wish I hadn’t. 

There was the man again in the threadbare mustard cardigan, standing with his back to me, as before, looking downwards. But this time he was not at the window opposite, he was below me in the middle of the road. I could see the whole of him now. He had on mud-coloured trousers and heavy, cheap shoes. A tiny bald patch crowned his head, oddly similar to my father’s, but again, I knew it was not my father. But why was he standing motionless in the middle of the road and staring, apparently, at its ash-grey metalled surface?

The man appeared to be suspended, unmoving, in time. I suddenly remembered something my nanny once said to me in the nursery. I had been making faces at myself in the mirror and she said, ‘Do that when the wind’s blowing in the East and you’ll stay like it for ever.’ I had been horrified, and it was a long time before I attempted another grimace. Somehow I was feeling again the same infantile shock and revulsion, only a thousand times stronger.

I tore myself away from the window and began to pace around the dreary, littered office. I might have turned on the light, but I felt safer in the dark. Exhaustion and mental turmoil competed: no wonder, I told myself, that voices were intruding into my head. There were several of them, all much the same, all argumentative. There was an argument about workers’ control and democracy. If the workers voted for a hierarchical system rather than for control by a democratically elected worker’s council, would this be democracy? How far should the will of the majority be overruled for the benefit of the majority? The arguments turned and turned in my head. I knew them all, and I knew also that they bored me to hell. Then these were joined by other voices, talking about football, and  there was a fierce debate about The Under-Dogs: had they lost their radical edge? Had they sold out with their new album, called, for some unknown reason, Mortuary Doglicences? This was nonsense: I knew there was no such album. If this was insanity, then its greatest horror was the dullness of it.

A sudden noise from outside the door of the office came as a relief. At least the voices stopped. What the noise was, I cannot really say. It was some sort of bang followed by a series of dragging footsteps that echoed along the corridor which led to me. Could it at last be the long-expected raid by the ‘authorities’? I was glad at the prospect. It would renew my purpose: I could be heroic, enhance my position in the party. I opened the door and looked out into the long dim passage with its concrete floor and its dirty white walls lined with doors. There was the man I had seen before at the end of the corridor, his back to me again, but this time looking straight ahead and not downwards. It was surprising how much detail I could pick out in the dimness, but perhaps it was because the figure was now so sickeningly familiar: the greasy, greying locks, the threadbare mustard cardigan, the mud-coloured trousers. For a long ten seconds I screamed obscenities at the back of the unknown man. It did not move an inch, unless — unless I saw the left foot lifting slightly and begin to take a step backwards. I did not wait to verify my apprehension. I rushed back into the office, locked the door, shot the bolts, and stood still, my back to the door, waiting for the sounds to come again, the dragging footsteps. I heard nothing but my breath and the blood whirring in my ears. Suddenly I was overwhelmed by a cosmic exhaustion. I longed to rest, to sleep until eternity ended. There was an old armchair that crouched low in one of the corners of the office by the main desk. Its springs were broken and its foam upholstery belched out at several points from its mean covering, but it was the only reasonably comfortable thing there. I collapsed into it and became almost instantly unconscious, heavy and dreamless.

A voice woke me. It was very close, so close I could hear its breath. The voice said: ‘Let’s see the footy results, then.’ My eyes opened and what I saw convulsed me with shock. Above me, as I lay sprawled in the low armchair, only three or four feet away, sitting in an upright chair at the desk was the man in the mustard cardigan. He had his back to me as before, but his time he was looking up, and though there was barely any light in the room, he was holding a copy of Red Worker up to his face, as if he were reading it. I could see the long greasy curls of his hair outlined against the light coming from the window, which picked out his features in silver grey. He was so turned away from me that I could barely see the outline of his cheek, but of what I could see, I could pick out every wrinkle and fold, every greasy pore, every straggle of the half beard. The head was still, the great bulk of his cardiganed body was motionless. Transfixed as I was by fear at this sight, I was filled with an even greater anxiety: that the motionless thing might move. So we remained, I don’t know how long, while I debated in myself what it all meant. Those words — ‘Let’s see the footy results, then,’ — what did they mean? All I knew is that they sickened me.

My body began to tremble. It was the only movement of which I was capable. It was like being in an earthquake. I tried to control myself because I was terrified that the noise I was making might arouse the motionless creature above me, and he would turn round. But the more I feared to move the more I trembled, and the noise of my trembling filled my ears like thunder. Then the bulk above me did move. Slowly, as if turning a huge weight, the man in the cardigan began to turn his face round to meet mine. I screwed my eyes shut and they burned me. I yelled and with a great convulsive movement I heaved myself out of the chair, and with eyes still shut, ran for the door. I fumbled with the locks and the bolts, my hands trembling so much that it all seemed to take an age; then, when they were done the sweat on my hands slicked the handle of the door so that I still could not open it. Behind me footsteps, thick and heavy, like the dragging of stage-weights, began to bear down on me. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket, wrapped it round the handle and got some purchase on it. I wrenched the door open, ran through it, slammed it shut behind me, then began to run down the concrete corridor, down the echoing stone stairwell, and at last into the empty, small-hour streets of Clerkenwell. I set off at a trot in the direction of the City, where a bell from some Wren or Hawksmoor steeple chimed out three o’clock like a blessing. I would not look or turn back. The road led me on into the grey morning. Soon I stopped jogging and walked until London began to wake all around me, and I saw the first rays of the sun strike the Thames by Westminster Bridge.

That was my Road From Damascus moment, and I knew there was no possibility of turning back. I only had to think of The Under-Dogs and ‘the footy results’ and the terrible faceless man in the yellow cardigan to be filled with nausea and horror.

I cleared out of the squat that morning, went home to Gloucestershire, cleaned up, and the following week I was being interviewed for a job in Hazard’s, the merchant bank. Thanks to a friendly word from a friend of a friend of my parents — you know how this sort of thing works — I got the job, and the rest is, I hope, history. I was as happy as a clam at Hazard’s — amassed a pile of wonga too — but I always made sure that I left my office, which was in the city, of course, several miles from Clerkenwell, on the dot of 5.30 every evening.

* * * * *
 


‘I still don’t see how this proves the existence of ghosts,’ said Josie.

‘It doesn’t;’ said Marcus, ‘it just proves their reality. What happened changed my life.’

Josie, whom I suspect of being a bit of a closet Leftie, said: ‘Many would say for the worse.’

‘Then they would be wrong. You see I had faced the ultimate horror: the possibility of becoming something that is not myself.’

‘No. I don’t get that,’ said Josie. To forestall any further argument I asked Marcus if he had come across anyone from his past in later life.

‘Oddly enough,’ Marcus said, ‘I saw Sonia Tombs only the other day at some theatrical charity do. She was going to cut me dead, me being a Tory and therefore untouchable as far as she is concerned; but I thought I’d have a bit of fun, so I buttonholed her and reminded her of our days in the Revolutionary Socialist Workers’ Party. I honestly think she had completely forgotten me: after all, I had only been a foot soldier, and a deserter at that. I could see she wasn’t enjoying it at all and couldn’t wait to get away, and I must admit I took some pleasure in the anguish I was causing. Then I happened to remind her how I used to guard the Red Worker offices in Clerkenwell. Suddenly she stopped being all fidgety and irritable and became quite still. She just stared at me for a few seconds and then she did the oddest thing. She stretched out her right hand. I thought for a moment she was going to hit me, but she wasn’t. Quite the opposite. She sort of stroked my arm for a few moments, almost caressingly, you know, as she had done with the waitress in that café all those years ago. Then she just turned and left me.

‘So maybe she knew something about what had gone on in that awful place. Or perhaps it was just because she’s mellowed. She has, you know. Did you hear that she’s been offered a Damehood in the next New Year’s Honours? Well, I happen to know she’s accepted. Perhaps she’s had a Road From moment too.’

‘Stranger things have happened,’ I said; rather wittily, I think.






 

 

 





Mmm-Delicious







HARRISON-HARGRAVE WAS NO DIFFERENT to any other advertising agency, except that it was bigger. I did not know that at the time, because it was my first job. I did not know that there was a snooker table in the main reception area, because there was a snooker table in the main reception area of all big advertising agencies, together with low tables topped with smoked glass loaded with glossy magazines, and deep, leather-bound sofas. I did not know that there would be long meetings, called ‘creative sessions’, in which nothing was decided except that ‘some interesting ideas’ had been ‘kicked around’. I did not know that it was, despite some appearances to the contrary, an intensely male environment, hence that intensely male phrase ‘kicked around’. I did not know that for the first year of my life there I would be known as ‘Lucy-make-the-tea’, since that, in the opinion of the men, was all I did.

This is not going to be a rant. Actually, I enjoyed it because I never allowed myself to be intimidated, and because I knew I was going to be good at this job. I was. I am. After all, I was the first person to spot Tony White. There are other claimants, I am sure, but no one else really understood, or knew, as much as I did about Tony. It is not all that much, I admit; nevertheless here, for the first and last time, as I’d rather not think about it, let alone discuss it ever again, is the inside story of Tony White. When I say ‘the inside story’ you must remember that I am in advertising, and am therefore proficient in a  language which gives the illusion of accuracy, but is, in fact, wholly misleading.

In September ’85 we, at Harrison-Hargrave, held a casting session for a TV commercial. The product was a new ‘healthy’ breakfast cereal called Weetsheefs. The concept, as we say, was as follows. A man is sitting at a table in a kitchen. It is morning and he has a bowl of breakfast cereal before him. He puts a spoonful of Weetsheefs — little lumps of puffed wheat-shaped like tiny sheaves — in his mouth and is immediately transported, together with his table and bowl of cereal, to a sunlit English wheat field where birds sing. He looks around, smiles and says: ‘Mmm delicious!’ A voice-over says: ‘Eat Weetsheefs. They’re Mmm--delicious!’ That’s it. Yes, I know, it is strikingly unoriginal, though I can’t tell you how long the chaps took to hammer out that little scenario. It was not the kind of commercial that wins awards, but award-winning commercials are not always those which sell product.

Being the lowest of the low at Harrison-Hargrave, my job description varied from day to day. On this occasion I was appointed to be the P.A. (personal assistant) for the casting session. That is to say, I had a clipboard on which were the names of all the actors to be interviewed. As each one came in I would ask them to fill in a form (measurements, hair colour, that sort of thing), take a Polaroid of them, and give them a copy of the script to study. Then I would usher them in, one by one, to a little studio where sat, or slouched, a posse of important people: the director of the commercial, several Harrison-Hargrave executives and ‘creative consultants’, and a representative from Realfoods Ltd, the company that made Weetsheefs. The actor would sit down on a chair facing these people under a glare of lights. He would be videotaped answering questions about his name and agent; then he would be asked to perform the line from the script — ‘Mmm-delicious!’ — while he mimed the eating of the product.

My then boyfriend Doug, an actor, told me that the atmosphere at commercial casting sessions is quite different from any other type of audition. If you are waiting your turn to be seen for a stage show, or for a film or television part, there is always tension between actors under the bonhomie. Your talent is competing against theirs. When it’s a commercial everyone knows the whole affair is a lottery, and that you will be chosen not for your peculiar gifts as an actor but because your face happens to fit. You know that ninety-nine times out of a hundred you will miss; then comes that one time when, for some unknown reason, someone thinks you are just the type to recommend bath salts or insurance to the public. As a result, actors at commercial castings are always very genial with each other, greet casual acquaintances like old friends and, quite sincerely, wish them the very best of luck.

Such was the atmosphere at the Weetsheefs casting. There were a lot of jokes about how that one line ‘Mmm delicious!’ could be interpreted. ‘What’s my motivation?’ ‘About three or four grand, I should imagine!’ And so on. But there was one person at the casting session who did not take part in the fun. He sat alone, staring intently at the script and occasionally mouthing those two words: ‘Mmm-delicious!’ Either no one knew him, or he was being deliberately shunned. This was Tony White.

I asked if I could take a Polaroid of him, which I did. He stood up against a white patch of wall and stared directly into the camera, like a criminal posing for a mug shot. I have the Polaroid in front of me now, or I could not describe him to you. In spite of everything, I carry around no mental image of his face. Other things about him I do remember, but the face escapes me. I can see that his head is a very regular oval shape. He must be in his early to mid thirties. His gingery fair hair is cropped, and he is balding. The features are evenly spaced, rather small, the lips thin. There is an odd sort of smile on them. His blue eyes are looking straight at me, but I don’t know what he is seeing.

I think we saw about thirty or forty people at that casting. As a reward for my hard work that day I was allowed to sit in and form part of the ‘jury’ while we played back the videos of all those grown-up men pretending to eat breakfast cereal and saying: ‘Mmm-delicious!’

After watching the first dozen or so the futility of it all began to depress me. The inanity of their words and actions started to take on a cosmic dimension. I looked at the others, and they appeared equally gloomy. The actors were either trying too hard, or trying too hard not to appear to be trying too hard, or their faces didn’t fit, or there was something odd about their personality. Few if any seemed just natural. When it was over the director was all for holding another casting session, but that could take a week to set up and the representative from Realfoods Ltd did not want to waste any more time or money. The product was being launched in a month’s time.

We looked through them all again which made most of us even more gloomy. Eventually Selwyn one of our creative team at Harrison-Hargrave turned to me. I think he was hoping to relieve the tension by making fun of me. He was like that; he was the company character, a bit of a card, a gas, always one for a laugh: so they told me.

‘Well, Lucy babes, do you want to give us the benefit of your wisdom? Is there anyone there who tickles your fancy?’

That was when I mentioned Tony White.

‘Tony White. Can’t say I remember him at all, which is ominous,’ said Selwyn. ‘Nevertheless, spool back the tape and we’ll have a look at this lady’s favourite, shall we?’

We watched the video of Tony White.

‘Well, Lucy pussy,’ said Selwyn, ‘we have now seen your boyfriend, yet again, and I really don’t know what you see in him. It’s okay, I suppose, but he seems to be totally bland and forgettable. Perhaps you could explain to us mere males why your withers have been wrung by this amiable nonentity.’

As you can imagine, I was in a rage by this time, which is why I expressed myself with far more conviction than I felt. ‘But don’t you see,’ I said, ‘it is precisely because he is so bland that he is perfect for it. He is nobody and everybody. He’s a blank screen on which anyone can project themselves. Nobody is going to object to his personality, because he has none. Weetsheefs is the breakfast cereal for Everyman. You have just seen Everyman.’

People were impressed. I was impressed myself. ‘I’ll buy it,’ said the Realfoods man, and that settled the issue.

From that moment on I was no longer ‘Lucy-make-the-tea’ but ‘Lucy-darling’ or ‘Lucy-babe’ which, I suppose, was an improvement. As a reward, or perhaps punishment, for my enterprise, Selwyn, gave me the task of hiring Tony White. This naturally involved ringing up and negotiating with Tony White’s agent, Dinah Shuckwell.

Dinah Shuckwell was the most hated agent in London — hated, that is, by our profession — but we all had to deal with her from time to time, because she had a high quality stable of clients. They were actors and actresses mostly, but there were some variety people and ‘personalities’, and they swore by her, as she, profanely, did by them. She had an uncanny knack of squeezing the maximum possible amount of money out of a production company. Some believed she had spies everywhere; certainly she knew almost to the last penny what her clients were worth to us. She did not mind being rude and aggressive; sometimes she seemed to go out of her way to cause offence. With loathing comes fear, and fear is a very useful negotiating tool.

Dinah operated from a huge, dark flat off the Brompton Road that smelt of gin, cats, and Gitanes cigarettes. I know because I had occasion to visit her there once, but I’ll come to that later. She was in her late fifties, and wore her dyed black hair in a bob over a face that might once have been described as ‘piquant’, but was now gaunt and mean. Her hands were ring-encrusted claws. She had retained her figure presumably because she drank and smoked but rarely ate, and always wore perfectly cut French designer clothes. The effect of this chic, however, was mitigated by the horror of her face, and the strange fact that she never wore stockings; nor any knickers, it was rumoured. (Who found that out, and how? I’d rather not think about it.)

During the day she had an assistant called Harriet, who answered the phone in a pale, high, frightened voice, but on this occasion when I rang up it was Dinah who answered. I took a deep breath and told myself that no harm could come to me: I was not even in the same room with her. Her answering voice was dark and smoky, like that of a superannuated cabaret singer. I told her that we wanted to engage Tony White for the new Weetsheefs commercial. I used none of the usual palaver; I did not say ‘We are interested in Tony White in possibly . . .’ or anything like that. I spoke firmly and courteously, and she responded well. Of course, she drove a hard bargain, but it was not as hard as I had feared, and it was briskly done. Only at the end did the inevitable note of unpleasantness creep into the conversation. Before ringing off, she said:

‘A word of warning, young miss. Don’t you or your lords and masters try to get your hooks into Tony. I manage Tony White. He’s mine. Comprenez?’

‘Je comprends.’

There was a throaty chuckle from the other end. ‘What a good little girl you are!’ 

When I put down the phone my hand was shaking with rage. Or fear? I can’t remember.

It was a relatively simple set up. There were two shoots separated by a week. The first was in a studio where we filmed the initial kitchen set shots. I had very little to do with this, as there was not much to organise, and I don’t think I even visited the studio. I only remember one comment made by the director when we watched the rushes.

A commercial will be seen on television any number of times by the same person, so that the slightest imperfection will eventually become evident. To make sure that the finished product contains nothing untoward the director will do at least twenty takes of the same shot. Every take will contain some tiny variation, and it is part of the director’s skill to select the one which is marginally the best. On this occasion the director was baffled. Apart from the odd technical hitch, like the proverbial ‘hair in the gate’ or some interference in the sound, there was absolutely nothing to choose between the takes.

‘Every take this Tony White did was a carbon copy of the previous one,’ said the Director. ‘Not better or worse. I tried to get him to vary his performance but he either wouldn’t or couldn’t.’

‘Perhaps we should get someone else after all,’ suggested Selwyn.

‘No. No,’ said the Director. ‘It’ll do. I think it’ll do very well. It’s just weird.’ I could see that his pride had somehow been hurt.

I had more to do with the following week’s shoot, the one in which the Weetsheefs eater is transported to a sunlit wheat field, because it involved an outdoor location and all its attendant complications. We were allowing two days because of the weather, so hotels had to be booked, catering and transport arranged. I was to go along as Harrison-Hargrave’s representative and general all-round fixer: ‘gofer’ was the commonly used word, but it is one I hate because it brings back bitter memories. Anyway, it was on this shoot that I first got to know Tony White. Again, let me stress, I use the term ‘know’ loosely.

Tony White, the crew, and miscellaneous others like myself had been picked up by car from our London flats at five in the morning and driven down to the location in Wiltshire. There would be a set up in the morning, and in the afternoon, when the sun was in the right place, assuming it put in an appearance, we would shoot. 

I remember that when we arrived the weather was fairly promising. It was June and the sun was shining, but there was a wind and some high cloud. The catering van arrived slightly late, for which, of course, I was responsible. It parked in the gateway at the top of the field where we were shooting. There was a brief hiatus, and more grumbling at my incompetence, before, at about eleven or so, the van was ready to serve the first coffee and bacon sandwich of the morning. The freshness of the weather and the delay had given us all an appetite. I deliberately placed myself last in the queue for breakfast, so as not to be subjected to yet more criticism. It therefore came as a shock when I felt my bottom being touched. 

There are very few circumstances under which I enjoy this kind of contact, and that morning’s was not one of them. I had been quite unaware of anyone being behind me. I started, turned, and found myself staring into the blandly smiling face of Tony White.

He said: ‘Mmm. Delicious.’ It was his idea of a joke, I suppose.

I had enough self-control not to be violent in either actions or words. Normally I would have been both, but I knew that my job depended on keeping everyone sweet, not least the ‘star’, Tony White. I asked him please not to do that, and he just continued to smile. I could not make out his expression. Was he amused by my annoyance? Did he take pleasure in it? Or was he merely indifferent? There was no way of knowing. For the rest of the day I avoided him.

In the afternoon there was sun and wind. Conditions were not ideal, but we managed a few shots of Tony sitting in his field which were not ruined by a cloud over the sun or the standing wheat moving too much in the breeze. When Tony was not being filmed he sat placidly in a ‘director’s’ deck chair with earphones on, listening to tapes on his Walkman. He was no trouble. I wondered idly what his taste in music was, so got near enough to catch a glimpse of the cassette boxes: Cliff Richard, all of them. Tony turned round and saw me staring at him. He smiled. I had begun to hate his meaningless smile.

At the hotel that evening I was with the crew in the bar before dinner. As usual Jake, the cameraman, dominated the conversation. Jake was huge and bearded, expert at his job, and was considered, not least by himself, to be a ‘character’. He had worked on a number of major films and liked to tell anecdotes featuring himself and ‘Sean’, ‘Michael’, ‘Bobby’, ‘Keanu’, and the like. We were expected to be knowledgeable enough to fill in the famous surnames, the Connerys and the Caines, for ourselves. He was in the middle of one of his stories when Tony White entered the bar, bought himself an orange juice, and walked out again, smiling at us very briefly in the process. These actions had stopped Jake’s flow completely. When Tony had left the bar Jake broke his silence with a string of four-letter words in a number of ugly combinations.

When he had finished, and was refreshing himself with his Guinness and whisky chaser, we asked what was the matter.

‘That bastard gives me the creeps,’ he said

We asked why. One reason, apparently, was that Jake, who liked banter (especially with Sean, Keanu and the others), was unable to get anything out of him: not a laugh, not a rise, nothing. Another thing, though this was in Tony’s favour, was that he hadn’t put a foot wrong all day. Because of the wind and the clouds passing across the sun it had been a difficult afternoon, and the windows of opportunity during which a perfect shot of the sunlit field could be had were small. Nevertheless Tony was there on cue every time giving his bland, identical performance.

‘The man’s a fucking robot,’ Jake concluded. ‘No. He’s a zombie, that’s what he is. A fucking zombie.’

After dinner I was getting into the lift to go up to my room when I found that the only other occupant was Tony, smiling as usual. Having had my feelings about him confirmed by Jake in the bar, I was especially nervous in his presence. I had half a mind to leave the lift and use the stairs, but I loathed the idea of being intimidated.

‘Are you second floor as well?’ he said.

I nodded. He came close to me to press the button. The doors closed. As he took his hand from the button he allowed it to pass across my breasts. It was a light, insinuating touch.

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ I said. 

He merely nodded and moved closer. With his left hand he felt the contours of my body from the waist down to the thigh, at the base of which, just above the knee, his fingers closed round my flesh and began to squeeze tightly. Terror welled up inside me, temporarily paralysing all normal reaction, and before I could regain enough sense to push him away the lift stopped and the doors opened. Tony immediately loosened his grip, walked out of the lift, and went to his room without a backward glance. 

I was left gasping: it was as if someone had tried to suffocate me. I went to my room and locked the door. The following day it rained, so we went home early.

A fortnight later the Weetsheefs commercial was released. Nobody, least of all Harrison-Hargrave, had anticipated its effect. Weetsheefs took off like a rocket wherever the commercial was shown. People couldn’t get enough of the stuff, and, though it’s quite palatable as breakfast cereals go, it isn’t that spectacular. Realfoods were delighted with Harrison-Hargrave and decided to put their entire account in our hands. We at Harrison-Hargrave were also delighted, but delight was tempered with perplexity, not to say frustration. What exactly had we done right with this particular commercial? It was not spectacularly original: even, the creative team who devised it admitted that. Perhaps it was the sheer simplicity of the idea that did it. At one of our endless Creative Sessions, Selwyn suggested that it had something to do with that new phrase or word we had coined, ‘mmm-delicious’.

It is true that the term ‘mmm-delicious’ became for a while horribly ubiquitous. I remember going to several dinner parties in Hampstead and Islington at which someone would say something like, ‘Sylvia darling, this cassoulet is positively mmm-delicious!’ Then, because they were sophisticated people, they would deplore their own use of this odious coinage and laugh a good deal. Nevertheless, they used it. It was almost as if they felt compelled to. As for me, I winced and stayed silent. Even my then boyfriend, Doug, started to use it, but I soon stopped that.

Not long after, Harrison-Hargrave and Realfoods decided to launch a second commercial for Weetsheefs. It retained the identical formula of the previous commercial, the only difference being that this time it would not be Tony White who was translated from kitchen to corn field (or wheat field, we never knew the difference) but an attractive Mum and her two pretty children. Everyone at Harrison-Hargrave said, and Realfoods agreed, that the second commercial was even better than the first. 

It was, but the public is the final arbiter, and it did not agree. As soon as the new advertisement was introduced into the networks, sales of Weetsheefs, which had been doing phenomenally well, suddenly slumped to a respectable, but disappointing, level. Harrison-Hargrave held an urgent Creative Session at which I was present. All sorts of complicated reasons for the poor results were given, or rather were ‘kicked around’. For once that expression seemed appropriate, since tempers were frayed and real kicks were being aimed at the black leather upholstery, as well as metaphorical ones at other people’s ideas. It surprised me that no one had grasped the obvious solution. In a quiet moment I pointed out that sales of Weetsheefs were still at record levels in Northern Ireland, where the old commercial featuring Tony White had not been superceded.

‘Yes, Lucy, dearest heart, we did know that,’ said Selwyn. ‘The question is, why? That’s what we want to know. Now, do you think your mighty brain can tell us that?’

‘Yes,’ I said. 

Selwyn did not take long to recover from his discomfiture. Assuming his most ironic tone he told me that the floor was mine, and that the rest of ‘us humble mortals’ were ‘all ears’. I told them that the difference between the two commercials was that Tony White was in one and not the other. I also mentioned that among the papers in front of them was a survey conducted on behalf of Harrison-Hargrave and Realfoods in which buyers of Weetsheefs had been questioned. Nearly ninety per cent of them had mentioned the phrase ‘Mmm-Delicious’, but always in association with ‘the bloke’,’the chap’, ‘the man’ who said it. It was therefore not so much the commercial which was making people eat Weetsheefs, but Tony White himself.

The suggestion was greeted with derision by almost everyone except, to his credit I suppose, Selwyn. He quelled the hubbub. 

‘Okay, okay,’ said Selwyn. ‘This is, after all, a brainstorming session. It’s an idea, even if it is from way out of left field. I like that. It’s blue sky thinking. It’s off the wall, but let’s give it a whirl. Let’s put it on the trampoline and see if it bounces. Let’s drop it off the edge of a cliff and see if it screams when it hits the shingle.’ Like everyone else in Harrison-Hargrave Selwyn talked in clichés, but at least some of them were his own.

So the discussion turned to what, in the extremely unlikely eventuality of my being right, Harrison-Hargrave should do about it. It was Selwyn who came up with what he inevitably called his ‘brain wave’.

‘Let’s give Tony the Chimp Chips,’ he said.

There was a silence, reverent and still, like the silence at the close of a Quaker meeting. Chimp Chips had been known throughout Harrison-Hargrave as ‘the poisoned chalice’. It was another product of Realfoods which they wished to promote. Chimp Chips were a peculiarly disgusting kind of packet snack, in texture half way between a crisp and a biscuit, vaguely cheesy in flavour. The novelty lay in the fact that each individual ‘chip’ had been moulded into the shape of a chimpanzee, hence Chimp Chips. For weeks we had been trying to think of a way to market these repulsive comestibles.

I said: ‘Just get Tony to say: ‘I chomp Chimp Chips. They’re mmm-delicious.’’

‘Okay,’ said Selwyn. ‘We’ll run with that. Or does anyone else want to add some spit to the soup?’ Nobody did, so we ran with it.

Dinah seemed quite unsurprised that we wanted Tony again, and she drove her usual shrewd bargain. He was filmed in the simplest possible manner, in a studio in front of a screen of jungle fronds. He said his memorable words over the faint subtext of drums and monkey hoots. The whole thing was made and released as a ten-second commercial within a couple of weeks, and the effect was instantaneous. Suddenly everybody — and I mean perfectly sane, well-educated people, too — was buying Chimp Chips. Realfoods was inundated with requests for emergency consignments of these horrible morsels to be delivered to shops and supermarkets which had sold out. They were everywhere. You could not go to a drinks party without being offered a Chimp Chip. ‘Have you tried these?’ people would say, ‘they’re rather fun, I think.’ And the worst of it was, your host would look rather offended when you refused. Chimp Chips were even to be found in little bowls at the Private Views of Cork Street art galleries, served as an accompaniment to the tepid Muscadet.

As a result of this remarkable coup, a high-level emergency session was held at Harrison-Hargrave to which I was invited. It would not be true to say that I was exactly a guest of honour, because my part in their triumph was regarded as fluky, almost uncanny. All the same, it was a step up for me to be thought of as a necessary part of the process. 

‘Okay,’ said Selwyn. ‘I may as well begin by saying that Realfoods wants Tony to do the Lemongingas ad.’ 

Let me get this out of the way now. In case you didn’t know, Lemongingas are ginger biscuits, crisp on the outside but with a kind of lemony goo inside them. They taste quite nice the first time you have one, but they cloy very quickly.

‘But that’s not our main talking point,’ he went on. ‘Let me stress that what I say goes no further than these four walls. Arses are on the line here; it’s crunch time. It seems that our hunch was correct: this character Tony White has a unique ability to sell product. At the moment only we know this, and that puts us ahead of the game with our competitors, but if it gets out they’ll all be after him and our arses will be toast. Now we have been in discussions with Realfoods and they want us to get Tony to sign an exclusive contract to sell their product. Obviously we get him for as low a fee as possible, but Realfoods want him at any cost, and we’re cut in on the deal. There is one wasp in the ointment. Tony’s agent, as you know, is Dinah Shuckwell, the biggest über-bitch in the business. Now we want to separate Tony from the Shuckwell ASAP, and get him to sign to us exclusively. The obvious solution is to approach him independently from the Wicked Witch of Bolton Mansions. The only problem is we know nothing about him — absolutely nothing. We don’t even know where he lives.’

I said, ‘Surely the car that picked him up for the shoots must have known his home address.’

‘Yes, Lucy love, believe it or not we are not completely stupid,’ said Selwyn. ‘Of course we checked with the car firm. That was the first thing we did. But apparently he arranged to be picked up outside Dinah Shuckwell’s flat in Bolton Mansions.’

‘Perhaps he lives with Dinah Shuckwell then.’

‘Lucy dear! I never knew you had such a filthy mind.’

‘Perhaps he’s her son. I don’t know.’

‘Well then find out, lovey. That’s your little job. This Tony White is a bloody walking gold mine for some reason. We want him out of the Shuckwell’s clutches and in ours. You find out everything you can about him: what drugs he takes, what his shit looks like, the lot. You do everything it takes. We have a window of opportunity because he has already been signed up for the Lemongingas. I want you, Lucy, my pussy cat, to devote all your waking hours to getting Tony White for us. He is the proverbial goose with the golden eggs up his fundament, and we want them for breakfast. Got it?’

After delivering this typical rhetorical flourish, Selwyn left the room rapidly. Someone even gave his exit a round of applause. I felt sick.

I tried all the obvious methods — and drew a blank. Equity had his address listed as Flat 5B, Bolton Mansions, Dinah’s address, as did the Spotlight actor’s directory. I got my boyfriend Doug to ask around his actor mates to see if anyone knew him. None of them had even heard of him. I even contacted the Cliff Richard fan club to see if he was on their mailing list. He might have been, but the fans appeared to be an oddly secretive bunch.

My only chance of finding out about him was during the shoot for the Lemongingas commercial. The idea that some idiot, probably Selwyn, had come up with was as follows. We would put Tony in a sunlit lemon grove and surround him with scantily clad, ginger-haired girls, who would prance round him singing a version of Cole Porter’s ‘It’s De-lovely’. You have probably guessed by now that the word (or words) ‘mmm-delicious’ had been inserted into Porter’s butchered lyrics. I’d rather not say any more about that.

There are no lemon groves in England and, as our budget did not run to foreign travel, the idea was to use a Kentish apple orchard, strip the trees of its fruit and hang plastic lemons from the branches. It was now August, so we were reasonably confident of the weather. I organised the accommodation for the three day shoot. We would be staying at the Red Lion in Caversham, and I arranged that my room was next to Tony White’s.

Everybody arrived at the hotel on the evening before the first day’s shoot. At dinner time, I first made sure that Tony was safely settled in the dining room, where he had chosen to eat alone at a single table. I then slipped upstairs with the pass-key I had secured from the hotel management on some pretext, and entered his room. 

His bag had been unpacked, and clean clothes were stacked in neat piles on one of the twin beds. Two pairs of shoes stood smartly to attention on the floor facing the wall, and there was an orderly row of bottles containing herbal remedies lined along the dressing table. On the bedside table were Tony’s Walkman and Cliff Richard cassettes, and a neat pile of pornographic magazines. I felt compelled to examine their titles: they were a varied lot, catering for all tastes from the mildest and softest to the hardest and most brutal. I could find no distinct orientation: it was not even exclusively heterosexual, or, for that matter, exclusively human. A quick look in drawers and cupboards revealed nothing further. I did my job very rapidly, as every second in that hotel room was torture to me. 

I took the stairs down to the dining room so that I could have time to compose myself. The question of why I was doing all this had occurred to me more than once, but I kept putting it away, along with a lot of other issues in my life that I did not want to think about.

In the dining room Tony was methodically eating an omelette. I looked round, as if searching for friends and acquaintances, then went over and asked Tony if I might join him at his table. There was a hint of suspicion in his look, but he made a little gesture of consent. I sat down opposite him.

‘What are you eating?’ I asked.

‘Omelette.’

‘What kind of omelette?’

‘Mushroom omelette.’

‘Are you vegetarian, then?’

‘Not really.’

‘What’s it like?’

‘All right.’

I could tell that this was not going to be a sparkling evening, but I am good at chatter, or so my friends tell me. I nattered away, occasionally throwing in a question to him, casually, so as not to appear inquisitive, but I got nowhere. When he was not eating he looked at me with a detached interest, like someone watching an early evening news programme on a dull day. Once I thought I had a breakthrough.

‘These commercials are rather a gas, aren’t they?’ I had said inanely. ‘Do you enjoy doing them?’

‘It pays the rent,’ he said.

‘You rent a place, do you? Whereabouts?’

‘I move around a bit.’

‘Where are you at the moment?’

‘I’m here,’ he said, ‘opposite you.’ And he just scraped my ankle with his shoe. His expression did not change, the same almost unblinking stare, the same half smile. I could not speak for a while after that.

When we had had dinner I went off to the bar and downed four large vodkas with the camera crew. I don’t know what Tony did. I assumed he had gone to his room, but, when I eventually got into the lift to go up to my room, he was in it.

‘Hello again,’ I said. ‘We always seem to meet in lifts.’ He said nothing, but as soon as the doors were closed he started to paw me. It took all my will-power not to recoil, because I had a plan. The vodkas helped; the vodkas had probably made the plan.

When the lift doors opened and we got out I said, ‘Come on. There’s something I want to show you.’ I took his cold, sweaty little hand and pulled him to the door of my room which was almost opposite the lift.

I opened the door and beckoned him inside. He stood half in, half out of the door. I told him to shut it. He did, but slowly. I took my top off.

‘Is this what you want?’ I said. ‘Would you like to take my bra off for me?’ I even managed a smile. ‘Come on.’

His complacent stare turned to a look of still, cold horror and loathing. Very deliberately he spat at me, then he left rapidly, slamming the door behind him. 

I did not sleep that night.

Tony avoided me the following day. Filming went as well as could be expected with such a complex scenario. The sun shone in the fake lemon grove and the ginger-haired girls danced around Tony to a pre-recorded tape. During a tea break I overheard two of the dancers talking. They were sitting on the grass, their ginger wigs resting on polystyrene wig blocks on the table above them. One of them actually had real ginger hair under her ginger wig.

‘Do you know what he said to me?’ said the Real Ginger.

‘No. What?’ 

There was some whispering from Real Ginger and a pause. Then the other very deliberately said, ‘That’s disgusting,’ and, after a further pause for thought, ‘that is absolutely disgusting.’

‘And he meant it,’ said Real Ginger. ‘I could tell.’ I felt guilty that I had not warned them about Tony.

I had already made my plan for after the shoot. It was my last chance to uncover Tony White. I had taken my own car to the location, so that I could follow the car that was driving him back to London. The original idea had been to offer to drive him back myself, but that was obviously out of the question. 

I had told Tony’s driver of my intentions, so the following was no problem. The driver dropped Tony at the door of Bolton Mansions, a giant brick building the colour of dried blood, slathered in opulent Edwardian decorative features, its black, wrought iron balconies, Art Nouveau in feel, twisting like snakes across its façade. It was seven-thirty and still light. I watched Tony ring a bell and go in.

I parked round the corner and found a vantage point from which I could watch the building. I had checked that the door by which Tony had gone in did indeed give access to Dinah Shuckwell’s flat. There were several times during the two hours I waited that I told myself that this was idiotic, I must give up. But I didn’t; rage prevented me.

It was nearly ten o’clock and the street lamps were on by the time Tony emerged. I was puzzled that he was not carrying his overnight bag. He zipped his leather jacket up to his chin, dug his hands into the pockets, hunched himself, and began to walk. I set out to follow him.

If I thought he knew I was following him it might have consoled me. His actions would have been less baffling, but I really don’t think he did. He rarely paused; he never looked round; he never stopped to look into the reflective glass of a shop window, as they do in the films; he just tramped. I followed him down the Brompton Road, into South Kensington and through Knightsbridge into the West End. He walked on at his unwearied, dogged pace, looking neither to left and right. He kept to the middle of the pavement and never gave way to anyone coming in the opposite direction. Sometimes he elicited strange looks from people who had had their group divided by his relentless onward march. Once or twice passers-by commented loudly on his inconsiderate progress, but he did not respond; he showed no sign of even noticing. 

The pace was deliberate, but the itinerary seemed haphazard. He turned up side streets and threaded his way through an intricate series of byways until he returned almost to the place from which we had started. It was close on midnight when we reached Soho. There the exhausting, patternless pattern of his wanderings changed. He began to enter every sex shop that remained open. After a few minutes he would emerge with a magazine or two. Once he saw a woman in a short leather skirt leaning against a doorway, half in shadow. He went up and stared at her. I saw her speak some words to him, but it was clear that he did not respond. He did not move; he continued to stare. I now saw a look of fear in the woman’s eyes. She turned and looked at me, but I backed into a doorway, turning my head away in case Tony saw me. I heard the panicky clatter of platform heels on the pavement as she passed me. When I looked round the woman was gone and Tony White was on his travels again.

I followed him through London all that lonely night, rage and determination battling against exhaustion. After Soho he made no further stops, he merely walked, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets, a wad of pornography under one arm. My memories of that journey are vague. I know that at two o’clock a light rain fell, making the streets glisten, dampening my clothes and my thoughts still further. It was about this time, I think, that I began to be aware that Tony was retracing his steps. By devious byways and detours we were gradually heading back towards South Kensington. 

It was nearly five o’clock and a greyness in the sky was suggesting the arrival of a new day, when Tony stopped again. He was standing in front of a pair of wrought iron gates, the entrance to what looked in the dimness like a park. He pushed at the gates and they swung open. I saw him go in.

It was not a park he had entered, it was the Brompton Cemetery. In the dull light I could just make him out, hurrying down a path between rows of tombstones and mausolea. There were no street lights there. I hesitated before following, then went in after him, but he had vanished. I spent almost an hour stumbling about in that sickening grey space before giving up on my search.

I retraced my steps to the gates, which had somehow swung to and were now locked. I dare not describe what I felt. Luckily, rage still predominated over other feelings, and I was pretty fit. Several attempts and a number of cuts and bruises later I had climbed over the railings.

An account of my vain efforts to discover more about Tony White was not sympathetically received at Harrison-Hargrave. I was told to try again, and try harder. I can’t remember now what I did but I know I was again unsuccessful. My only resort was to keep a watch on Bolton Mansions during my time off, and one evening I had some luck. I saw Tony White arrive, ring the bell and go in. I followed shortly afterwards and, on ringing the bell, I heard on the entry phone the high, fearful voice of Harriet. I explained who I was and said I wanted to see Dinah Shuckwell. Harriet seemed doubtful. I said that it was urgent and that it would only take a moment. I was buzzed in and took the lift, an ancient, clattering machine with old-fashioned folding lattice doors, up to Flat 5B on the second floor.

The door was answered by Harriet, a big, pale young woman in a shift dress. It reminded me of the kind of thing patients are made to wear in hospital for an operation. Her large feet were encased in pale yellow pop socks and flat-heeled shoes. Her look was wary but not unfriendly.

‘You can only see Dinah for a moment,’ she said. I smelt fear on her.

The light outside was already beginning to dim, but no lights had been turned on in the flat. There was a narrow passage lined with framed photographs and playbills, and then Harriet showed me into the main room. 

Dinah was sitting with her back to the bay window that looked out on to the street, so almost all of her face was in shadow. She was sitting very upright behind a desk on which one of her four cats was arching its back. The other three were perched on sofas and chairs, watching me carefully. I had very little time, and not much light with which to observe the room properly, but I saw that it was crammed with valuables. Along the top of a bookcase was ranged a collection of African masks. The only artificial light in the room came from a glass-fronted cabinet on one wall, with a mirrored interior illuminated from within by strip lighting. The cabinet was crammed with gaudy Venetian glass whose blood reds and poison greens scintillated viciously in the gloom.

‘Hello, Lucy,’ said Dinah, ‘we meet at last.’ Of course there was mockery in her voice, but it was the kind of mockery that is only a habit, and bestows nothing but contempt on those who are subjected to it.

I said: ‘Is Tony White here, by the way? I thought I saw him coming in.’

‘That’s who you want to talk about, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Is he here?’

‘What have you got to say?’ said Dinah lighting a cigarette

‘Is he here?’

‘You’re wasting my time, darling. What do you want?’

There seemed no point in prevaricating. I told her that Harrison-Hargrave and Realfoods Ltd were interested in putting Tony under an exclusive contract to sell their products. I told her that the deal would be to everyone’s advantage. There was a pause after I had finished. The cigarette glowed as she sucked at it, then her gaunt head leaned forward so that I could see her fierce eyes.

‘I thought I had made it quite clear, lovey,’ said Dinah. ‘Tony is under exclusive contract to one person only, and that’s me. Can’t you and your bosses get that into your thick noddles?’

‘Doesn’t Tony have a say in this?’

‘Tony says what I say.’

‘I’d like to hear him say it himself. Is he here?’

‘What’s the matter with you, ducky? Are you hung up on him? Do you want to crawl into his underwear or something? Is that what’s eating you? For the last time, you wretched little numbskull, Tony White is mine. I own Tony White.’

‘Don’t you think he owns himself?’ 

Dinah let out an awful catarrhal rattle, halfway between a cough and a guffaw. ‘My God, Lucy darling, you are so full of shit. You’re just like the rest of them. I don’t want to listen to any more of your crap, ducky. Get out! Shift your arse, sister.’

She banged something down on the desk with a crack like a pistol shot. A cat screeched. I had enough self possession to turn and walk away from her quite slowly. When I was in the passageway I saw Harriet beckoning to me by the flat door. The light was very dim, but her whole posture, and the urgency with which she gesticulated, suggested fear.  She looked like a mental patient seen in a hospital corridor. When I got to the door she put her mouth up to my ear and whispered into it: ‘Don’t go down in the lift.’ Her breath smelt of terror and peppermint.

I looked at her in astonishment but she only shook her head urgently and pushed me gently out of the door. Before she shut it, she whispered again: ‘Don’t go down in the lift.’

I had no reason not to obey her. I took my time walking down the marble steps, calmly contemplating the complete failure of my mission. In the little lobby on the ground floor I met a red-faced man in his fifties who wore a British Warm overcoat: Stock Exchange, ex-army, I guessed. He was standing in front of the lift doors, poking the button irritably. The lift was evidently on a higher floor.

‘Bloody thing!’ He said. ‘Every time! Every damn time I come and see mother, the damn fool of a lift isn’t working. Why don’t they do something about it? She pays enough in service charges, Christ knows.’ Once again he jabbed at the button to summon the lift. Far above us we heard a little mechanical whine.

‘Aha!’ He said. ‘And about time——’

There was a crack like a gun shot, then a rush of air which nearly blew us off our feet. We saw the lift fall past us at incredible speed and heard it smash into the basement. A cloud of dust and smoke was wafted upwards, together with an acrid smell of burning rubber and hot metal. I saw that the man’s normally red face had become as white and smooth and blank as a baby’s belly. I must have looked the same to him.

‘See what I mean?’ said the man in the British Warm eventually. ‘I could have been in that lift. Dammit, Mother and her bloody Dachshund could have been in it! Typical. Absolutely typical!’

 



The failure of my negotiations with Dinah came as no surprise to Harrison-Hargrave, nor did my subsequent firing from Harrison-Hargrave to me. Shortly afterwards, while I was still looking for work, I read in the Evening Standard of the death of Dinah Shuckwell in a fire at her flat. She had gone to bed drunk with her old electric blanket full on; incontinence did the rest. Work it out for yourself. All her papers and stuff went up in smoke; her entire and considerable fortune was left to a cat’s home, which was only fair, considering that her cats must have been the innocent victims of her involuntary cremation. 

I made some enquiries out of sheer curiosity and discovered that all Dinah’s clients had been accounted for, except one: Tony White. No trace could be found of him; nor could I find out anything about Dinah’s assistant, Harriet. Nobody even knew her second name.

That was the beginning of a dark period, because I was starting to realise that I was living in a dark world. I was breaking up with my boyfriend too. There was nothing much wrong with Doug except that our relationship was going nowhere and either he did not recognise the fact or did not mind it. I was beginning to understand that in order to love someone else properly I first needed to love myself, and that required time and space alone. Yes, I know, it was all very elementary. I had little to sustain me, except, oddly enough, those words of Harriet: ‘Don’t go down in the lift.’ They stayed with me, because she had had nothing to gain from warning me. Who Harriet was, or quite what made her say those words, is a mystery, but she meant well and she did me good. Her high, frightened voice is still in my head. Other voices were there too, of course, inane, dead voices uttering inane, dead phrases and words. One in particular haunted me.

And yet I thought that I was over the worst. I got a new job at Carter-Nelson: better pay, better conditions, better everything. Then one day I am on a photo shoot for a new promotion. We’re working on this range of designer clothes from Boris Birdbaker. The style is called ‘Gothic Chic’, and if you haven’t heard of it already you soon will. Well the photographer, Harry, who’s a pretty brilliant guy, has decided to do this big shoot of all the models in their clothes in a cemetery. It was the Brompton cemetery he decided on as the ultimate in Gothic Chic. I thought nothing of it at the time; I just went ahead and arranged it. 

The weather’s pretty dull and overcast but Harry likes that. So there we are in that garden of stone, smoke-tarnished white and grey interwoven with dull grass and cypress green. There are models draped over tombstones or mooning at mausolea, their sculptured faces staring wistfully at stone angels, mirroring each other’s vacuity. Harry is clicking happily. I am looking at the sky, wondering if there are enough umbrellas to protect the clothes if it comes on to rain; and then something happens. I’m not sure what because my memory gets hazy at this point, but the others tell me it’s as if I’ve seen something or someone I know. I start to run forward, trip over a stone and fall flat on my face. 

The next thing I remember I’m on the grass staring up at a dozen anxious-looking girls. The models don’t know what to do; they just stand there like statues, their perfect hair flicked by the breeze, their long dark lashes quivering. It is like being surrounded by a herd of gazelles. I pick myself up and say I am fine. They say ‘Are you sure?’, relieved as much for themselves as for me. I see Harry coming towards me, a concerned look on his face. Then I look down at my feet, and I see what I have tripped over. It is a little square memorial stone, flat on the ground, almost flush with the surrounding lawn. It is made of granite incised with black lettering. What I read makes my heart stop.

ANTONY WHITE SHUCKWELL

1950–1984
 

Of course that means nothing. Absolutely nothing.






 

 

 





Puss-Cat






SO YOU WANT TO KNOW about Sir Roderick Bentley, do you? Well, you’ve come to the right department, as they say. Thank you, I’ll have a large Bell’s Whisky, if I may. Plenty of soda. Ice? Good God, no! Yes, Roddy and I went back a long way, to the Old Vic days just after the war. No. No resentment. Roddy was always destined for great things, me for the supporting roles. 

‘Godders,’ Roddy said to me once. He always called me ‘Godders’ for some reason, but I prefer to be called Godfrey, if you don’t mind. That’s my name. ‘Godders, you’re a good actor. Devilish good, and you’ll always be in work. I’ll tell you why. You’re good but you haven’t enough personality to worry a leading man.’ I’ll never forget that. Of course, I suppose I knew he was right, but that doesn’t mean to say it wasn’t an almighty sock in the jaw.

 Well, when Roddy formed his own company, Navigator Productions, he asked me to be in it. Played some good parts — not leads or anything, of course — but I did understudy him quite a bit. In fact I understudied him in his last two productions, and thereby hangs a tale, as they say.

Want to know a funny thing about Roddy? He couldn’t stand cats. No, I know on it’s own that’s not particularly strange, but it is odd when you consider that, in spite of that, he always used to call his girlfriends ‘puss-cat’.

You don’t know about the girlfriends? Oh, perhaps I shouldn’t have said, but you were bound to find out in the end, weren’t you? But you won’t mention, will you, in this biography of yours that it was I who told you? I’d hate it to get back to Lady Margery that I said such a thing. I rather doubt that she knows, you see. Or perhaps she does and won’t admit it. Women are queer cattle. Ah, the drinks! Well, here’s to your book, eh?

Let me make it quite clear: Roddy was devoted to Lady Margery. Devoted. But, you know, when Margery started to have the kids she gave up the stage. They had this lovely home down in Kent, and she didn’t like to leave it just to go on tour with him or off to some godforsaken film location in Spain or California. So Roddy had his little adventures, but he always came home.

Now, I know what’s going through your mind. I’m not quite the drink-sodden old idiot you think I am, you see. You’ve got the neat psychological explanation all lined up, haven’t you? You think he despised these girlfriends of his, and, as he hated cats, he called them ‘puss-cat’ out of some subconscious urge to put them down. But it’s rather more complicated than that. You see Roddy had three passions in life: the theatre, women, and sailing. He had an absolute mania for messing about in boats and when he became rich and famous he bought this yacht which was his pride and joy. It was a catamaran, and do you know what he called it? Yes. Puss-Cat. So you see it wasn’t that simple. Roddy, too, did a lot for his girls, one way and another: he brought them on professionally; encouraged them. Some of them have had very good careers, thanks to him. No, I’m not going to tell all you their names — you’ll have to find that out for yourself — but I’ll mention a couple of them, perhaps, because they’re relevant to what you came to me for. I assume it was the last months of Roddy’s life that you wanted me to tell you about?

Thank you. Just another double Bell’s with soda and that’s my lot. I’ve always known my limit: key to success, knowing your limits, believe me. By the way, I’ll say it just once: this is my version of what happened. Others will tell you different, and it’s up to you to decide what the truth of the matter is, because at the end of the day your guess is as good as mine. Probably better actually. After all, you’re the writer, aren’t you?

Well, the year after Roddy got his ‘K’ and became Sir Roderick, he took out a tour of Pinero’s The Magistrate and, of course, I was in it. I understudied him, and played the nice little role of Wormington. Gets some good laughs in the third act, but you don’t want to hear about that, do you? Well naturally Roddy plays the title role of the Magistrate, Posket, and he was superb, believe me.

Do you know The Magistrate? It’s a good old-fashioned farce. No smut. Never fails: except with the critics who think it’s a bit dusty and dated. That’s why we didn’t come into the West-End with it, I’m convinced. Well, anyway, in this play there’s a rather nice part for a young music teacher called Beatie, and for it Roddy hired a young, unknown actress, name of Yolande Carey. You’ve heard about her? Well, hold your horses, because believe me, you don’t know the half.

Yolande was a sweet little thing, just Roddy’s type as it happens. His type? Well, she was slender — ‘petite’, I suppose is the word — blonde with delicate features and a little turned up nose. Looked as if she’d blow away in a light gale. That was Roddy’s type. Attraction of opposites, I suppose, because Roddy, as you know, was a big man with one hell of a physique. He was sixty-three at the time I’m talking about, but if it wasn’t for the grey hair he could have passed for forty-five, and a fit forty-five at that. Don’t get the idea, though, that Roddy picked Yolande just because he fancied her. He wasn’t like that. Yolande had talent, believe me: a bit raw, perhaps, and underpowered in the vocal department, but definitely there, and Roddy had spotted it at the audition.

I knew Roddy, and I could tell from the start of rehearsals that he fancied her, because he gave her such a hard time. Incidentally, Roddy was directing as well as playing the lead. That was not the usual practice, rather archaic, but still done, like the soloist conducting a piano concerto from the keyboard. But, dammit, Gielgud did it, Olivier did it, why not Roddy? He could be a bit of a bully, but, on the other hand, he always bullied the ones he cared about most, because he knew they had it in them to give more. Sometimes younger actors found that hard to understand; just as he failed to understand that some people just don’t respond well to bullying, Yolande being one of them. He kept on at her to project more, throw herself more into the role, until once or twice I could see she was close to tears.

I did my best to reassure Yolande, but she thought I was just taking pity on her. When I tried a quiet word with Roddy about it he was very sharp with me, told me to mind my own something something business. I got the impression that he suspected me of being sweet on Yolande, but this wasn’t the case. Just to make things clear at the start, I’m gay: not a word I like terribly, but the only one available these days. It was a fact about my life that Roddy always chose to ignore. You see, though I don’t deny it, I’m not open or obvious about it, and I was actually once married. She left me for a dentist: I won’t bore you with the details. Cheers!

Where was I? Yes, well, the Yolande–Roddy situation was resolved in a rather odd way. We were rehearsing for the tour in a run-down old Church Hall in Lambeth. It was a gruesome place, but it was cheap to hire. Roddy, like nearly all theatrical managements I’ve worked with, could be both very mean and very extravagant in the most unexpected directions, and the church hall was one of his false economies. It had Biblical texts on the walls; its windows were dirty; it got us down. It also had a resident cat, an ancient ginger Tom, called Charlie — God knows why I remember that, but I do! — the mangiest old bruiser you ever saw. Charlie had a habit of trotting into rehearsals at odd moments, and standing or sitting very still while he stared at proceedings; then he would start to howl. I think Charlie just wanted to be fed, but we all called him ‘The Critic’, because he did sometimes seem to be commenting on our attempts at comedy.

Needless to say, Roddy loathed Charlie, and one afternoon the animal started howling at a particularly tense moment in rehearsals. Roddy, who was trying to remember lines, lost his temper completely, rushed at Charlie and gave him the most almighty kick. Charlie let out an awful screech and Yolande, who was standing nearby, ran to pick him up. She was the only one of us who had shown any sort of a soft spot for Charlie, the Critic. She cuddled the wretched old beast in her arms and absolutely tore a strip off Roddy for what he had done. Roddy stared at her in amazement. He said nothing, and I could see his mind working. Once I saw his mouth twitch into a smile, but he controlled himself. Having heard her out in silence he simply and graciously apologised to her. He said that what he had done was ‘unpardonable’. Yolande released Charlie, who had been clawing and struggling in her arms in the most ungrateful way. He dashed off and was never seen again.

That incident marked a turning point in relations between Roddy and Yolande. Her acting became bolder and more confident; Roddy’s criticisms became more muted. They ceased to be boss and junior employee and became colleagues. It was a great relief all round.

I don’t exactly know when their affair started, but I think it was fairly early on in the tour, and I suspect it was our second week which was the Theatre Royal, Newcastle. Do you know it? Lovely old theatre. 

On the Tuesday morning Yolande and I happened to meet Roddy at the stage door.  We had just been in to see if there was any mail for us and, as it was a fine April day, we were standing outside talking about nothing in particular when Roddy appeared. I could see he was in one of his restless moods, and on the spur of the moment he proposed to take us out on a jaunt. He was going to show us Hadrian’s Wall, an idea which seemed to thrill Yolande, me less so. I’d been. However, I went, because it was clear from Roddy’s look that he wanted me there. I wasn’t quite sure why, but, you know, Roddy was a compulsive performer and liked an audience for practically everything he did, even seduction. 

We drove out of Newcastle and followed the wall. It was one of those soft, mild days of spring, full of haze and new bird song when the pale green of the hills blended with the grey ribs and ridges of Roman wall and fortress. Yolande listened to Roddy with the rapt wonder of a schoolgirl as he explained the wall to her. We got out at Housesteads, the best preserved fort on the wall, and wandered about, almost the only people there. At one point Yolande asked about Hadrian himself: what sort of man was he? Roddy who, outside military history and dates was less well informed, hesitated. So I gave them an account of the only thing I knew about Hadrian, his passion for the glamorous youth Antinous whose mysterious death blighted the Emperor’s later years. Yolande was puzzled.

‘I didn’t know they had gays in those days,’ she said. Roddy, who was standing behind her, looked at me and winked. I ignored him and went into some rubbish about the Greeks and Plato and Socrates. For the rest of the time we were out I felt very uneasy. Roddy was flirting with Yolande and completely ignoring me, while she was laughing at everything he said in that way people do when they meet Royalty, or fall in love. 

He drove us back to the theatre. At the stage door I noticed that the theatre cat, a black, green-eyed streak of feline cunning, had stretched out its lean body on the door step to catch the weak Newcastle sun. When he saw it, Roddy did a thing I’d never seen him do before. He crouched down and tentatively tickled the animal’s stomach.

‘Hello, puss-cat,’ he said with a rather unconvincing show of bonhomie. The cat ignored him, and Roddy looked up at Yolande.

He said: ‘I wonder, old thing. I’m going back to my hotel. I’ve got to look over that bit in the third act where I got in such a tangle last night. Remember? You wouldn’t be an absolute brick and come back with me for a cuppa and test me on my lines, would you?’

There was a little pause, just long enough for it to be made obvious that she knew what he meant and he knew that she knew, and, well, you know the rest. I thought for a moment she was going to turn him down rather huffily, but she didn’t; she simply said, ‘Okay,’ and off they went. 

I’m pretty sure that was the beginning of things, because after that one would often see them together in the wings or in the dressing room corridors, just talking. They weren’t touching, or anything obvious like that, and I’m sure they thought they were being incredibly discreet, but very soon the rumours were flying around. You know how these things are picked up amazingly quickly by a company on tour with nothing much to do except gossip about each other.

One thing that one of the other actresses in the company said stuck in my mind. She said: ‘I wonder what would happen if Bel knew.’ Bel of course was Belinda Courteney. Yes, the Belinda Courteney. Yes, she was one of Roddy’s girls at one time, but don’t tell her I told you. I’m up for an interview for the National next week, and you know how her writ runs there. As a matter of fact I thought the Bel Courteney affair was over, but apparently others knew better.

Yolande occasionally confided in me. I suppose I was a safe pair of hands, and she knew I knew, so to speak. I tried to sound kindly and wise: you know how one slips into these roles, especially if one is an actor. I was dear old Uncle Godfrey to her, and, I’m afraid, to me too in those moments. Yolande was a sweet thing, but such a child. She had become obsessed by Roddy, and used to ask me about every detail of his career, the books he liked, the food he preferred, everything. I honestly think she thought he was going to leave Lady Margery for her. She said: ‘You know he hasn’t slept with her for eight years.’ I refrained from saying that that was what he told all the girls, because it was only a guess, but perhaps I should have done.

Well, the tour wound up fairly successfully in October at the Theatre Royal, Richmond, traditionally one of those ‘last date before the West End’ venues, but it was not to be. There had been talk of  a West End theatre several times in the tour, but it came to nothing. With such a huge cast we needed a thousand-seater plus just to break even, and all the big houses were stubbornly full of American musicals that year.

So the company disbanded, but Yolande and I kept in touch, partly because I sensed she needed someone to talk to about Roddy. Most of her other friends wouldn’t have understood. They were non-theatrical and, frankly, just a bit odd. They tended to call themselves ‘aromatherapists’, ‘Feng Shui consultants’, ‘musicians’, ‘spiritual healers’: all those euphemisms by which the barely employable salve the wound of their uselessness. Forgive me, my prejudice is showing; it must be the Bell’s.

She had a little flat above a patisserie in the St John’s Wood High Street. She’d ask me round at odd times of the day for a cup of herb tea and, if I was lucky, a slice of carrot cake, but the subject of conversation was always the same: Roddy. They were still seeing each other, and he used occasionally to take her away for weekends in Paris or Torquay — his boat was down at Torquay, you see — but after one or two visits he wouldn’t come to her flat any more. The excuse he gave was that he was allergic to her cat, and one can’t altogether blame him. I’m not myself averse to cats, but this one of Yolande’s, a rescued stray, was not a notably attractive specimen. It was an elderly neutered tom, brindled, with a sagging belly and a passion for tinned sardines. Yolande, you see, was one of those people who are instantly drawn to anything even more defenceless than themselves.

 Rather unwisely, I think, Yolande called the cat Roddy. I don’t know whether she actually addressed the cat as such in the other Roddy’s presence, but it would explain his allergy if she had.

I was managing to keep myself alive by the odd voice-over, and a beer commercial, but by the end of November Yolande was beginning to be rather uncomfortably out of work. She had some sort of part-time employment at a nearby book shop which didn’t bring in much, but it wasn’t just the money. Acting is a drug: once you become addicted, you need a regular fix. Yolande told me that Roddy had offered to ‘lend’ her some money which she had indignantly refused, and he was beginning to see less of her. In December he went away for some filming in Spain; then just before Christmas something happened which lifted her out of the gloom she was falling into. She had a Christmas Card from Roddy, and there was a message in it. 

Excitedly she asked me round for herb tea to see the card. She wouldn’t say anything more on the phone, so I came. I had barely taken a sip of  Dandelion and Camomile — a filthy concoction, take my word, don’t go near the stuff — before she had thrust the Actor’s Benevolent Fund card into my hand. Inside it read as follows:

‘Darling Puss-Cat,


‘Filming here nearly over. Shan’t be sorry. Ghastly Spanish food swimming in oil. Fell off a horse yesterday in full armour. No joke. Puss-Cat, I’m taking out a Spring Tour of King Lear next year and I’ve done a deal which guarantees us a West End Theatre. The long and the short of it is I want you to be my Cordelia. What say you?


Your ever loving,

Roddy
 

I have to confess that my first reaction was a typical actor’s one: jealousy. He was taking out a tour of King Lear and there were plenty of parts for me — Kent, perhaps even Gloucester — why hadn’t Roddy been in touch about it? But this was no time to feel hurt; Yolande was asking me what she should do. I said it was obvious. She should get her agent to contact the Navigator Productions office and accept the offer. Yolande said she had already done that.

Then there was a long laborious discussion in which she went on about her utter inadequacy for the role — she had never done Shakespeare professionally — and I, as I was expected to do, reassured her that she would make a splendid Cordelia. I thought it might be tactless to remark that one of her main qualifications for the part was the fact that she was a light girl, only just over seven stone. The elderly actor playing Lear, you see, must carry Cordelia on stage at the end of the play, so weight is a consideration, especially in a long run, and it was one of which I am sure Roddy had been mindful.

Well, that seemed to be that. I didn’t hear much from Yolande till after Christmas. Then she began to be a bit worried because Roddy had not been in touch with her. This was the arrangement, you see. She was not allowed to ring him in case Lady Margery answered the phone: he would always call her. More worrying perhaps than that, there had been no response from the Navigator Productions office about her acceptance of Cordelia. This puzzled me, because by this time my agent had been notified that Roddy was ‘interested’ in me for the part of Kent.

Early in January Roddy asked me over to the Navigator Offices just off the Charing Cross Road to ‘talk about Kent’. I knew this amounted to a firm offer, so I went eagerly and found him welcoming and friendly as always, but, I thought, a little distracted. We discussed the production and my part, which he described as ‘hellish important’ and ‘absolutely key.’ We also discussed the salary he was offering. He apologised profusely that it couldn’t be higher; in fact, he seemed so distressed about it that in the end I began to feel guilty, as if I had gone in asking for more money than he could afford which, of course, I hadn’t. In the end, to relieve the tension, I said:

‘I gather Yolande is going to be your Cordelia.’

Roddy’s reaction was most unexpected. He looked at me with a shocked, almost fearful, expression, as if something poisonous had just bitten him.

‘What the hell are you on about, Godders?’ he said.

Now, I didn’t want to admit that I’d read a private Christmas card, so I was a bit vague at first, but Roddy simply didn’t understand. In the end I had to tell him explicitly that she had shown me the message from him. Even then, it was quite some time before he reacted. Then it was as if  a flash from a bolt of lightning had suddenly bleached his face. 

Roddy said: ‘Oh, my God! Oh, my Christ! Oh, my golly gosh!’ Then, after a long pause, he said in a quiet, thoughtful sort of a way: ‘Oh, fuck!’ 

I waited patiently for the explanation. At last he sighed, as if these things had been sent to try him and he told me:

‘I wrote all my bloody Christmas cards in Spain. I thought it would be something to do. You know the waiting around that goes on, especially when you’re filming one of these ghastly Hollywood Epics. I can remember writing all the cards, then I got a tummy bug from some fearful Spanish muck they served us. Well, the doc, under instructions from the director, of course, just drugged me up to the eyeballs so I could get onto that bloody horse again. It was while I was under the influence that I did the envelopes for the cards. I do vaguely remember doing Bel Courteney’s at the same time as Yolande’s——’

I got his drift. ‘You mean the offer of Cordelia was meant for Belinda Courteney? You put the card in the wrong envelope?’

‘Yes. Dammit! Yes! I’ve been wondering why Bel hadn’t responded. In fact . . . Oh, buggeration and hell!’

He seemed even more upset than before, and I asked him what was the matter. At last I got it out of him that the card he had intended for Yolande contained a suggestion, couched in the gentlest possible terms, that perhaps in future they might be seeing rather less of each other than before.

I said: ‘You mean, you might have sent the brush off for Yolande to Belinda by mistake as well?’ Roddy started rubbing his face with his hands so he wouldn’t have to look at me. By this time, I was almost as upset as he was. I said: ‘But you called her puss-cat.’

‘Who?’

‘Yolande — I mean Belinda.’

‘Yes. Yes! They’re all called puss-cat.’ He seemed very irritated that I had brought the matter up. Then he became all abject and apologetic, which was almost worse. He said: ‘Look, Godfrey, dear old thing, would you do me the most enormous favour? Would you try to break all this to Yolande? And do it gently, won’t you, dear old boy. I know you will. You’re such a brick. The fact is, I just can’t face it at the moment. I’m up to here with Lear, as you can imagine, and I’ve got to try and sort things out with Belinda.’

I said: ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to tackle her as well?’

Roddy didn’t react; he just shook his head solemnly. ‘No thanks. That’s awfully decent, but I have to do that myself.’ My attempts at irony have always fallen on deaf ears. Not so much esprit de l’escalier as esprit de corpse, eh? Oh, never mind. So I agreed to see Yolande for him. Of course I agreed. You can’t just fall out of love with someone after forty years. At least, I can’t.

I thought of telling Yolande by phone, or even a letter, but in the end I decided to go to see her: it seemed the only decent thing to do. Well, we got sat down with the herb tea and everything, and the cat Roddy purring on her lap, and I began to explain. It was horrible because she found it so hard to take it in. I had to say everything twice. She didn’t rage, or throw things, or spit with hatred or anything — I would have preferred that — she just listened with a baffled expression on her face. There were no sobs, but her eyes were wet with tears. She kept saying: ‘But why? Does he hate me or something?’ And I said ‘No,’ very loudly and firmly, because I was sure he didn’t. Then she asked me to explain about the card yet again, so I did.

She nodded a few times before she said, ‘So he doesn’t want me to be his Cordelia?’

I shook my head. There was a bit of a pause; then she came out with something which jolly nearly broke me up. She said: ‘I’d started learning the lines.’ 

Oh, God! You wouldn’t understand, would you? You’re not an actor.

Well, we began work on Lear and I rather lost touch with Yolande. Rehearsals were engrossing and I had the feeling she would not want to hear about them. Incidentally, Belinda Courteney did not play Cordelia — it was the year of her groundbreaking Hedda Gabler at the National — and the girl who did was no better and no worse than Yolande might have been. Roddy was on top form as Lear, and I think everyone who saw him agrees that he gave the performance of his life. The rest of the cast was good, the set was functional and, though the costumes belonged to the then fashionable ‘Ruritanian Stalinist’ school, they did at least fit. We opened fairly triumphantly in, of all places, Blackpool.

There was a six week pre-West End tour, and I must admit that I completely forgot about Yolande until the last week at Cardiff when, half an hour before curtain up on the Thursday, I was summoned through the loudspeaker in my dressing room to the phone at the stage door. There was a call for me.

It was one of Yolande’s odd friends — the aromatherapist, I think — and how she had managed to track me down to the Theatre Royal Cardiff, I do not know. She told me that the previous day the couple in the flat above Yolande’s had heard this howling and scratching on the door of Yolande’s flat, obviously the wretched cat Roddy in some distress. They tried calling Yolande but got no reply. To cut a long story short, the police were summoned, and when they broke down the door they found Yolande lying on the bed, dead. She’d taken enough barbiturates to kill a horse. Roddy the cat had gone frantic with hunger and everything and the place stank of his poo, but he hadn’t touched Yolande’s body.

I went through the performance that night in a daze, wondering when and how I should tell Roddy. In the end I funked it altogether. The following evening I was standing in the wings waiting to go on and begin the play when I became aware of Roddy lurking behind me. 

He said: ‘You’ve heard about Yolande?’ I nodded. He said: ‘I’ve been rather knocked endways by it all. The Company Office rang and told me this afternoon. Someone there had seen a paragraph in the Evening Standard. I can’t understand it, can you?’

I shook my head.

‘I mean, I know she was out of work and all that, but . . . She must have had some sort of mental trouble. A breakdown. Terrible. She was a dear, sweet thing. Not without talent.’ There was a pause, then he said, ‘You know, Godders, I hate to say it, but young people today, they don’t seem to have the backbone. They give up too easily. I mean, we’ve all had our bad patches in this profession, God knows, but you need a bit of grit and spunk to stick to it. Don’t you agree?’ To my shame I nodded and Roddy gave me a great bear hug.

The next minute the lights had gone up on stage and I was striding into another world as Kent and uttering the first words of the play: ‘I thought the King had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall.’

Roddy never mentioned Yolande again in my presence, but I believe there was a moment that night, at the end of the play, when perhaps he remembered her. It came in the final scene when Lear is on the ground, lamenting over the dead body of Cordelia, and I am in attendance, and he says the words:

‘A plague upon you, murderers, traitors all!

I might have saved her; now she’s gone for ever.’
 

At that moment he did something he’d never done before: he looked up at me. There were tears in his eyes, and they were not stage tears. I like to think they weren’t.

So we moved to our London venue, the Irving Theatre in The Strand, for a limited run of three months, and the critics fortunately decided that Roddy was a great Lear. All the same, after the exhilaration of the tour, when we were all discovering how good the show was, the West End run seemed to be a bit flat, and, of course, because in London most of the cast had their own homes to go to and their own lives to lead, some of the camaraderie in the company went too.

I didn’t particularly like the Irving. It’s a big, draughty old Victorian building, perhaps even a little sinister, and it had, of course, a theatre cat. They’re vital things, you know, because theatres get rats, and rats gnaw cables, and gnawed electric cables start fires, especially in theatres. The Irving cat was a black tom called Nimrod, not a very sociable beast, but, as befitted his name, a ‘mighty hunter before the Lord’ who kept the rats and mice down very effectively. But here’s a funny thing: about a week into our run Nimrod disappeared. 

The theatre manager was very distressed and offered a reward for his discovery and return. There was even a bit in the papers about it. I wouldn’t have mentioned this, only it may have had a bearing on what happened next. 

Fortunately, the disappearance of Nimrod did not result in a rodent invasion. In fact — and this was something that puzzled many of us — the odd half-eaten rat or mouse could still be found in odd corners of the theatre, if anything with more frequency than before Nimrod’s vanishing act. These grisly remains, which had been left around by Nimrod as tokens of his prowess, were now nearly always to be found either in the wings or in the corridor leading to Dressing Room Number 1: Roddy’s of course. In fact, Roddy came in one day for a matinée to find a headless rat carefully placed on the very threshold of Number 1. He made a terrific fuss about that, as he had every right to, of course, but I thought there was a touch of hysteria in his manner which was uncharacteristic. He didn’t usually play the prima donna.

A couple of days later Roddy happened to meet me back stage in the interval, and invited me to his dressing room for a whisky. The one he poured himself was unusually large. He’d never been a boozer, and certainly not during a show. He seemed to be under some sort of strain. 

Having sat me down, he said, ‘Now, then, Godders, what are we going to do about this cat business?’ I looked blank. He said, ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed this damned cat which keeps following me around the theatre?’

I said that I hadn’t seen any cat and anyway — didn’t he know? — Nimrod had disappeared. Roddy banged his glass impatiently down on the dressing table.

‘Yes! Yes! I know all about Nimrod. That dam’ theatre manager is obsessed with Nimrod. I didn’t mind Nimrod. He kept out of your way and did his job. This is a different cat altogether. It won’t leave me alone. It keeps coming up to me just as I’m going on stage, and purring, and doing that thing that cats do, you know, curling itself round your legs. It nearly tripped me up the other day just as I was going on for “Blow Winds!” It’s a blasted nuisance. And it keeps leaving these offerings for me in my dressing room. You know, bits of disembowelled rat and mouse. I trod on an intestine with my bare foot the other day as I was changing. Ugh! I can’t think how the bugger gets in. I always lock my dressing room when I go. I suppose it must be the cleaners. I’ve spoken to the manager about it but he hasn’t a clue. He’s so obsessed about Nimrod I don’t think he believes in this other cat.’

I asked what it looked like.

‘Funny sort of colour. I don’t know. Greyish, I think, but these sort of yellow eyes which look as if they light up in the dark. You know how some cats seem to have luminous eyes. It’s difficult to tell exactly what it looks like, because I haven’t seen it in full light. It usually turns up in the wings, just outside the glare of the stage lights. I wouldn’t mind only — I know this is a funny thing to say — it’s so damned fond of me. It’s obsessed. It’s like, you know, some creepy sort of stalker. Godders, you must have seen it.’ 

There was pleading in his voice, but I had to confess that I hadn’t. To reassure him I said I said I would keep ‘a weather eye’ open for it. He liked that: a nautical expression, you see, ‘weather eye’.

In the final scene that night an odd thing happened. Lear has come on with the dead body of Cordelia and we’re standing around. Roddy, was doing pretty well, but not on top form, I thought. He kept looking off stage. Then comes his final speech when he is lamenting over the dead Cordelia and he says:

‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life,

And thou no breath at all?’

Except that this night he doesn’t quite say that, he says:

‘Why should a dog, a horse, a cat have life,

And thou no breath at all?’
 

And his eyes are fixed on something off stage right, in the wings. Well, I couldn’t resist looking there myself. I was half dazzled by the stage lights, so I can’t be sure, but do you know for a second or two, somewhere in the gloom, I thought I did catch sight of two yellow cat’s eyes staring at the action on stage. Well, I can’t be sure, because I had to get back to my job. I still had lines to say, but when I’d said my last ones — you remember—— 

‘I have a journey, sir, shortly to go;

My master calls me, I must not say no.’
 

—I look back into the wings, and there’s nothing there. The eyes have gone.

Next day was a matinée day and before the first house Roddy summoned me to his dressing room. He seemed very excited.

He said: ‘I think I’ve got the little bugger taped. You see this?’ He held up a transparent plastic phial, the kind you pee into for doctors. It had about a centimetre of white powder in it. ‘Know what that is?’ He didn’t wait for my answer. ‘Strychnine. Don’t ask me how I got it. Had to pull a few strings. One of the few advantages of being Sir Roderick is that you can occasionally pull a string or two. I’m going to put it in some milk and put the milk in a saucer in my dressing room, and when that dam’ cat comes it is going to drink that milk. All cats like milk, don’t they?’

I said I was no expert, but I understood that cats liked milk.

He said: ‘Right! That dam’ cat’s going to die,and all our troubles are over!’

I couldn’t help feeling that Roddy had got things rather out of proportion, but he seemed exhilarated, and that afternoon a slightly sparse audience got the performance of a lifetime. By the end of it Roddy was clearly exhausted, which worried me, but something was keeping him alight. He seemed — what’s the word I’m looking for? — febrile, that’s it, and it worried me.

That was why I decided to look in on him in his dressing room just before the half-hour call for the evening show. I knocked on the door, which was slightly ajar, but got no reply, so I looked in. 

Roddy had got out of his last act costume but not his make-up. He was lying on the floor of his dressing room in a towelling bath robe, arms outstretched. He didn’t look to me as if he was breathing.  Beside him on the floor was a bowl half full of milk. At the corners of his open mouth were little droplets of liquid which looked to me like milk.

But that was not the worst of it. Crouched on his chest was the biggest damned cat I’ve ever seen in my life. Its fur was shaggy and grey — it looked like a great ball of dirty smoke — and its angry eyes were a bright sulphur yellow. Slowly it arched its back and gave me a low, stertorous hiss like the sudden escape of steam from an engine under pressure.

You don’t believe me? Well, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

I ran to get the company stagemanager, and when we returned to Number One dressing room, Roddy was still there on the floor, but the cat had gone. We phoned an ambulance and they carted him off to hospital, but it wasn’t any good. He was dead as mutton: heart failure apparently. I said nothing about the strychnine business because I thought it would only muddy the waters, and it probably wasn’t relevant.

That night, for the first and last time in my life, I went on for Roddy as King Lear. Did I tell you I was his understudy? Made a pretty good fist of it, too, though I says it as shouldn’t. Standing ovation and all that.

‘Godders,’ Roddy used to say to me, ‘you’re a good actor. Devilish good, but you haven’t enough personality to worry a leading man.’ Well, he should have seen me that night! What? Another Bell’s? Oh, all right, just this once, since you’re twisting my arm.






 

 

 





The Old Silence






I VISITED THE GRAVE of Norman Fand today, just to make sure he is still dead. Someone — I expect it was Carl — has put some yellowish pink roses in a cheap glass tumbler on the barren rectangle of green chippings in front of the headstone. I am not vindictive, I am not, so I left the flowers alone. I did not smash the glass into fragments and grind the roses under my heel until they looked like a trail of vomit. And because I didn’t, I felt like a coward as I walked away. I felt he had won.

A little over a year ago my aunt, a widow of seventy-seven and a modestly successful writer of crime novels, became interested in Spiritualism. For that there were a number of reasons, the chief of them being that Norman Fand had come to live three doors down from her on the Westwood Estate. Situated on Highgate Hill, the Estate has the leafy, discreet air of one of the more expensive outer London suburbs. The houses, built in the early twenties, are decorous with bow windows and half timbered fronts: Mock Tudor perhaps, but the mockery is very gentle. Her house and Norman Fand’s looked almost identical from the outside.

Norman Fand was a famous medium; famous, that is, in the little world of Spiritualism which, like croquet, or stamp collecting, or Imperial Roman epigraphy, has its private pantheon unknown to the general public. He was that rare creature in Spiritualist circles, the ‘direct voice’ medium: that is, he purported not merely to transmit messages from the dead but to reproduce their actual speech by means of an ectoplasmic voice box. This apparently marked him out as an aristocrat in their country of shadows. Occasionally his reputation would penetrate the general consciousness through an article in one of the Sunday papers, which, I believe, is how Aunt Dora discovered that she had a celebrated neighbour. In any case she had an interest, both professionally and personally, in the business of death. Her marriage to a violinist had been childless and relatively short-lived but by all accounts, chiefly hers, exceptionally happy; her husband Anton having died of cancer in his early fifties. Twenty-five years later she still mourned and missed him; and over that period she had given much thought to the possibilities of meeting him again, either in the next life or in this. The silver-framed photograph of Anton on the mantelpiece, taken in his youth, staring dreamily out of a soft, sepia mist, always looked to me as if it came from the next world; yet it was only the routine idealisation of a fashionable 1930’s photographer.

Once or twice a year I would meet Aunt Dora at the top of Highgate Hill and walk with her down to the part of Highgate Cemetery which is open only to plot owners. It was overgrown, and in summer it was like a fairy wood, with waist-high meadowsweet and hosts of buttercups starring the lush grass between the stone monuments. No sounds of traffic penetrated; we heard only the ringing calls of birds that flitted from tomb to tomb and made their nests in the cracks of long-neglected mausolea. Aunt Dora would carry a bunch of roses, and always we had trouble finding Anton’s grave. She liked the fact that it was overgrown, and when she laid her roses tenderly upon it she did the minimum amount of clearing, only enough to see the lettering: just a name and a date, that was all. 

Once, not long ago, when we were walking back from the grave, she said to me, ‘Perhaps it is best as it is. He would have hated to grow old and lose his looks, bless his darling, ordinarily masculine-vain heart. Even when he was dying he got very upset about the amount of hair he was losing.’

‘I didn’t think musicians worried about their appearance.’

‘Don’t you believe it! I do still miss him, though, dreadfully. I remember after he died, I couldn’t think for myself at all. You can’t. Everything stops making sense. Instead two lines from a rather ridiculous song, one of those Indian Love Lyrics, kept running through my mind, over and over again: 

‘I would have rather felt you round my throat,

Crushing out life, than waving me farewell!’
 

‘Absurd, isn’t it? I am not, as I hope you know, Geoffrey, prone to melodrama, but that’s how I felt at the time. In a way, I still do. The wound doesn’t heal, you see; you just learn how to live with it.’

What had held her back from consulting a medium before this time was a certain steely common sense, which was often at war with the more imaginative and emotional side of her nature. On this occasion, the presence of a medium on her doorstep seemed too good an opportunity to miss, especially as it had occurred to her that Mr Fand and his world might provide intriguing source material for one of her stories. Among her papers I have discovered extensive notes for a crime novel called The Dead Have Voices.

Aunt Dora used to have what she called an ‘At Home’ on the first Saturday of every month. It began with tea at four and ended with sherry and wine between six and eight. Those regularly attending included relatives and friends, the odd fan of her work, and an assortment of people whom Dora called ‘my lame dogs’. She took pity on and tried to help a number of people, but more, I think out of a sense of duty than sentiment. In private she could be quite scathing about them. I was expected to attend her At Homes if I was not otherwise engaged, but if she specially wanted me to be there she would ring me up.  

On the first Friday in June last year she rang to ask if I were coming to her the following day. ‘I want you to meet someone who’ll interest you, I think,’ she said. It was a familiar phrase, one I had come to dread, because it usually meant a woman whom Aunt Dora considered might be suitable for me to marry. My Aunt was a passionate advocate for the state of marriage, though her brief ecstatic experience of it, which she had never attempted to repeat, hardly qualified her as an expert on the subject. Where Aunt Dora found these candidates for my hand I never discovered, but there seemed to be an inexhaustible supply of them, all perfectly nice, often divorced with a child or two, but usually very nervous, for some reason, especially when I explained to them that I lecture in Philosophy at University College, London and have written a book entitled Towards a Definition of Meaning. I am forty-five and do not intend to marry.

I have been told by a number of my acquaintances that I have no ‘intuition’. I don’t quite know what this means, which, I suppose, indicates that they may be right. Certainly I don’t, as a rule, take instant likings or dislikings to people in the way that others do. The idea of love at first sight seems to me quite bizarre; but I did once come close to hatred at first sight. It was that afternoon when I first met Norman Fand.

Even for this I can furnish a fairly rational explanation. When I arrived at the house shortly after six Dora’s door was opened to me by Peggy Wentworth, an elderly woman, one of my aunt’s small coterie of fans. She always treated me with deference, which I knew had nothing to do with my own achievements, and everything to do with the fact that I was Aunt Dora’s closest living relative. She was large, grey haired, and amiable, her print dress had on it a pattern of purple petunias as big as cabbages, and I am afraid she sickened me.

‘We are all in the back room,’ she said. ‘You’ve come just in time for the sherry.’ She winked at me roguishly, as if to imply that I had deliberately avoided the tea part of my Aunt’s At Home. I should explain that Aunt Dora had her tea party in her front parlour from four to six, at which time the company moved to the back drawing room for sherry and wine. It was one of those stylish little arrangements of hers which lent distinction and grace to everything she did. 

I resented Peggy Wentworth’s implication, and still more her presumption of familiarity. Yes, I know I am a snob: you will have to accept that about me. I suppose this put me in a bad frame of mind for my first meeting with Norman Fand as I followed Peggy into the back drawing room. It was a fine summer evening, and the drawing room’s French windows were open to the garden beyond.

A stocky, stout, shortish man in his sixties, wearing a well-tailored, pale grey double-breasted suit was standing in front of the fireplace. He had so placed himself that he was inevitably the focus of attention to the dozen or so people present. Anyone who didn’t know the situation would have assumed that it was he, and not my Aunt Dora, who was the host. She was sitting to one side of the fireplace, staring up at him attentively.

It was this usurpation that first invited my prejudice. He had taken over my aunt’s home, and who was he? He was, of course, the famous direct voice medium Norman Fand, but this, to a lecturer in philosophy, means less than nothing.

He had a mean, blunt featured, truculent sort of face, much of which was hidden by heavy tortoiseshell-framed glasses. One might have taken him for a middle-ranking Trade Union official. His most distinctive feature was his hair, a thick white mane swept back from a low and furrowed brow. It was long enough to brush the collar of his suit at the back, and was so neatly combed and coifed that I wondered if he used hair lacquer. 

I could not deny that he had a certain presence, a powerful egotistical vacuum towards which all the attention in the room was sucked. Sensing I would not be immune to the influence, I tried to concentrate on the others who were listening to his monologue. He was talking about his recently published memoirs, entitled, perhaps rather ungrammatically, Me and My Voices, and how he had been forced to sack the unfortunate ghost who had been hired by the publisher to assist him. ‘In the end, I wrote the whole book myself,’ he said, and went on to instruct us on the proper way to write an autobiography, personal experience having equipped him with the expertise.

My Aunt Dora was watching him closely. Like most writers who are lifelong observers, she had cultivated a look of courteous blandness in public, but I thought I detected the occasional twitch of amusement on her lips. It could have been wishful thinking. Other expressions in the room were less inscrutable, though the only one in which I could see unequivocal disgust was that of Sir Harvey Tarrant, or ‘old Sir Harvey Tarrant’, as Aunt Dora invariably called him, even though he was barely older than she was. He was a distinguished molecular biologist and a lifelong friend of my aunt’s, a neat, alert almost hairless man. 

The others, who included a fair sprinkling of Aunt Dora’s lame dogs, were obviously captivated. Fand moved easily from the subject of his autobiography to anecdotes about the famous people he knew.  He was, it would seem, in the unique position of being on intimate terms with a number of living celebrities, at, admittedly, the more vulgar end of the spectrum, in addition to a number of dead ones. Among the dead his celebrity acquaintance was more distinguished, and included royalty.

There was one face I did not recognise and which seemed oddly out of place, a tall man in his thirties with a smooth face and dyed blonde hair. His clothes attempted flamboyant elegance, and a brightly coloured silk scarf was elaborately knotted around his neck. The expression on his face was one of rapt attention mingled with a certain proprietorial complacency. I guessed, correctly as it turned out, that this was some kind of attendant or acolyte of Fand’s. His name was Carl.

When Fand’s monologue had come to a reasonably obvious close, my Aunt was very quick to forestall its resumption. She had spotted me, of course, as I came in to the room and now showed herself very anxious to introduce me to Fand. I shook his hot, wet chunk of hand.

‘Ah, yes. Your Aunt has told me all about you,’ said Norman. He had a deep, gravelly chest voice, like an old-fashioned actor’s, and an accent which had once been honest cockney but was now overlaid with the veneer of suburban refinement. I had the curious feeling that though his eyes were looking in my direction they were not really looking at me. ‘You’re the philosopher, aren’t you? I am in touch with quite a few philosophers on the other side. Mostly Chinese, but some English. Bertrand Russell came through at one of our recent sessions.’

‘I would have thought he would have been rather sceptical about that sort of thing. He certainly was in life.’ I hope that I had conveyed a certain light-hearted scorn without being downright rude. Subtlety, however, was wasted on Norman Fand.

‘Not now he isn’t. Bertie’s completely changed his tune.’

This impertinence enraged me, but I realised that it might have been calculated to do so, so I kept my temper. ‘I shall tell my colleagues,’ I said. ‘They will be fascinated to hear it.’

‘You do that,’ he said, then turning to Carl, who was now in close attendance: ‘I’ll have another glass of that very pleasant sherry, if I may.’ I was dismissed from the presence. The first round had gone to him.

I found Sir Harvey Tarrant in a corner, thoughtfully nibbling a Bath Oliver biscuit which Aunt Dora always served with sherry.

‘A new addition to our circle,’ I said.

‘The man’s a disease,’ said Sir Harvey. ‘Did you notice his fingernails?’ I had as a matter of fact. They had been expertly manicured and polished, evidently not something Sir Harvey approved of in a man. ‘We’d better keep an eye on him. I’m rather afraid Dora might prove susceptible.’

‘She has a pretty robust vein of common sense,’ I said.

‘Oh, I agree. One of the most level-headed people I know, in the ordinary way of things; but don’t forget, she is a woman.’

My aunt once told me that Sir Harvey had proposed to her after Anton’s death. It was a warm friendship, securely based on mutual esteem and misunderstanding.

 



II



One Sunday a fortnight later Aunt Dora invited me to lunch. It was just us two and we enjoyed the relaxed interludes of talk and silence that only old friends, or ‘relative friends’, as she once described our status, can enjoy. Blunt as my intuitions are, I was not completely immune to the sense that Aunt Dora may have been waiting to tell me something. She was a little more restless than she usually was. It came with coffee.

‘By the way,’ she said. ‘I went to a séance with Mr Fand. It was an unusual experience. I won’t go into details, but there seems to be a possibility that Anton is going to come through from the other side. Now don’t give me that look, Geoffrey. I know it sounds absurd. And, yes, I know Norman Fand is rather a horrid little man. I haven’t completely lost my marbles, as you moderns say. That’s why I want you to come with me this afternoon. He’s having another of his sessions at four o’clock.’

In the end I agreed to accompany her. I felt that she would be safer with me than without me, and I tried to keep the proverbial ‘open mind’, whatever that may mean. 

Aunt Dora’s house on Highgate Hill is in a terrace of semi-detached houses called Larch Avenue. It is situated on a slope, and three doors further down was Fand’s house. Not having far to walk we arrived rather promptly and were ushered into the house by Carl, who was wearing a sky-blue cardigan. He spoke in the hushed tones of a confidential valet.  

‘Norman is relaxing as usual before our afternoon meeting.’ He pointed at a door on the left side of the entrance hall. The room to which it gave access must have been the one which looked out onto the front garden, the equivalent of my aunt’s dining room. I had noticed as we came up the path to the house that the windows of the room in question were heavily curtained. ‘He loves the old silence,’ Carl added.  

I must have looked puzzled at this unexpectedly thoughtful and poetic statement. ‘The old silent films,’ Carl explained. I understood: ‘silents’ not ‘silence’. ‘He has a projector and a screen and a collection of old silent films, and he watches them in there It puts him in a relaxed, receptive spirit for our meetings. He loves those old silents. Ramon Novarro, Rudolph Valentino. Ivor Novello. Theda Bara. He’s in touch with a lot of them, you know, on the other side. Clara Bow is a real darling. We sometimes have trouble with Rudolph, especially if Ramon has been in contact. But Ivor is a real gentleman. He has quite a collection of signed photos of the old silent stars. Would you like to see them?’

He led us down the corridor and into the sitting room at the back of the house. It was the equivalent of the room where Fand had held forth at my aunt’s. Curtains had been drawn across the French windows, and in the centre of the room chairs were already laid out in an oval for the afternoon’s séance. At one apex of the oval was a dining chair with arms, sometimes known as a ‘carver’, presumably the seat reserved for Fand’s use. Beside it on a low table was an old-fashioned reel-to-reel tape recorder and a microphone on a stand. The room was relatively bare otherwise, but the dark red walls were covered with framed photographs, many of them signed and dedicated to Fand. Carl pointed to one section of wall which was devoted to a parade of ancient film stars in their gauzy, silvery pride. Some like Valentino and Novarro were still just about known to the general public; others like Vilma Banky, Antonio Moreno, and Rod la Rocque were faint echoes of a forgotten era.

‘Most of them are signed, you see,’ said Carl. ‘But all done before death. Norman always makes a little joke about that, because, you see, he’s got to know quite a few of them on the other side, as I told you. But some of them did give him guidance about how to find signed photos of them at a reasonable price.’

‘How thoughtful of them,’ said Aunt Dora. That characteristic inflection of gentle irony reassured me. Carl smiled, happily insensible to such subtleties, then left the room to answer the doorbell.  Others were arriving for the séance. They trickled in, smiling and babbling: elderly, respectable, middle-aged, mainly female. I was mildly irritated to see Peggy Wentworth among the galère. She blended in perfectly, of course, but I did not like the idea of her having changed allegiance from my Aunt Dora to Norman Fand. 

Presently Carl entered and clapped his hands. ‘Now, ladies and gents, please, Norman will be coming through shortly, so if we can take our seats quietly. Now, most of you are old hands and know the ropes as I like to call them——’ There was a senseless murmur of semi-laughter. ‘But for those of you who don’t’ — looking at me — ‘I just want to remind you that Norman likes to work in the dark, and any sudden noise or especially light is very dangerous to him. As you know, Norman is a direct voice medium and he does produce what we call ectoplasm. The “etheric voice-box” is another technical term for it. You will see it emerging, and you are not to be alarmed by it. Sometimes the ectoplasm has a tiny weeny bit of a smell, but it’s nothing to worry about. Norman will be joining us in a few moments, so I’d just like to say one last thing. Now some of you lovely people have been asking about making a little contribution towards the work we do. As you know, Norman never accepts payment for what he does, which is a purely spiritual thing, but we do welcome your charitable giving to the cause. And your generous gifts, as you know, will receive in turn a great blessing from the Spiritual Realm. There will be a little basket on the side table in the hall as you leave into which you can place cash or cheques made out to the Society of the Inner Planes. That’s all, thank you, and if you can now take your seats.’

I drew Aunt Dora to a couple of chairs as far from Fand’s carver as we could make it. The idea of ectoplasm did not appeal to me. Presently Fand entered, rubbing his hands together, nodding and smiling to the assembled company.

I saw him rally his devotees with little teasing jokes that elicited fawning, laughing responses from them. He was progressing around the room so that he would reach my Aunt last, thus, I suppose, honouring us. When he arrived in front of us he sandwiched Aunt Dora’s hand between both of his and said, rather unctuously, that he was so glad she could come. He looked rather less favourably on me.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Philosopher,’ he said. ‘Have you come to learn or to scoff?’ I replied rather lamely that I had an open mind. He nodded and patted me on the shoulder, clearly not deceived. Whatever else he was Fand was sharp-eyed, and he had detected my hostility at once. 

He went and sat down in his carver while the rest of us also settled. Carl stood by the door using a dimmer switch to lower the lights gradually, as if the place were a cinema. Once the room was almost completely dark, he himself took a seat a little outside the circle to the left of, and slightly behind, Fand, in order to operate the tape recorder. This he switched on to record after urging us to fill our minds with ‘goodwill towards the Spirit world and Norman’s work in it.’

You will know I am sure that the vast majority of séances, whether genuine or not (whatever that may mean), are very dull, and this was no exception. All the same, it was of interest to me because it was a new kind of dullness. We all want to know what life is like beyond the grave; unfortunately, it would appear, the deceased, though voluble, are not very illuminating on the subject. However because something happened at the end of the séance which was significant I must give an outline of what went before.

At first we heard nothing but heavy breathing from Fand. As my eyes became accustomed to the darkness I could see him slumped in his chair, head slightly to one side. His eyes appeared to be open but sightless. Presently a small dribble of some greyish substance began to form, pulsating slightly, on his lips. It looked to me as if he were gradually extruding a dirty linen handkerchief from his mouth. At the same time an odour was wafted across to me, sweetish and sulphurous, like that of decaying fish. It was not overpowering, but it was sufficient to induce disgust and unease. Then the voices began.

I have to admit that, probably by some ventriloquial feat, it did appear that the voices were coming not from Fand himself but from somewhere outside him, perhaps even from the dirty handkerchief which Carl had called his ‘etheric voice-box’. The timbre of the voices varied, certainly, but the variation was no greater than that which could be produced by an experienced actor or a good television impressionist. As each voice came, murmurs from the assembled company told me who they were supposed to be.

The first voice was that of Fand’s ‘Spirit Guide’ I was told, a ten year old boy called Ricky who had perished in a Zeppelin raid on London in 1917. He was greeted by the ‘old hands’ in the group with friendly familiarity, and chirruped away in a cockney falsetto.

‘Ricky’s the name. There’ll never be another. Boys will be boys, eh? Lucky for you girls, or you’d get no fun. I’m a cheeky chappie, I am.’

The old hands laughed at these antics, indulged them up to a point, but they did not quite conceal their impatience to hear the main event. Ricky, for his part, acted as a kind of master of ceremonies, introducing the other voices with more than a touch of resentment that he was not the principal attraction.

The first speaker was a Major Macorquodale. When he was announced I detected a slight restlessness among the old hands, despite outward expressions of interest and respect. I soon understood the reason. He was a sermonising bore, and his news from the other world, though couched in the most optimistic terms, was curiously dispiriting: ‘Here is complete unity and harmony and love. Here is truly brotherhood. Here is the wisdom of all time expressed in all manner of ways, by all manner of peoples, irrespective of any earthly ideas of class, or creed, or colour. Truly this is a spiritual world, but not as man has depicted it. Indeed it is so, so different, and so tremendously alive, so vital, so far removed from man’s conception of things, that it cannot be adequately described. One can only feel it and know it and sense it — it is so vast and so beautiful.’ He talked colourlessly of colour and lifelessly of life. It filled me with misery because I knew that somewhere, lurking beneath the high-sounding platitudes, was a lie.

There was a short pause after the Major had said ‘farewell’ and promised to return. Ricky said: ‘You liked that, didn’t you? Didn’t you, eh?’ Everyone agreed that they had, but without conviction. ‘I’ll bring him on again, then, shall I?’ said Ricky.

‘We would like to know if there are any other messages from the other side, Ricky dear,’ said Mrs Bowles, an ‘old hand’ and self-appointed leader of the group. But Ricky was not through with his teasing.

‘Oh, yes! Oh, yes! I know what you’re after. You just want a bit of sensation, a bit of how’s your father, that’s what you want. You want a bit of a knees-up, don’t you?’

Mrs Bowles and the others were trying to sound amused, but then an odd thing happened. It was as if the line went dead for a moment; there was an odd choking and clicking sound, then we heard the sound of singing:

‘Pale hands I loved beside the Shalimar


Where are you now? Who lies beneath your spell?


Whom do you lead on Rapture’s roadway, far, 


Before you agonise them in farewell?’

 

The voice was not good, a braying amateur attempt at a tenor voice, and it sounded like an imitation of an old recording. Aunt Dora suddenly gripped my arm. A murmur rippled round the room.

‘Is that you, Rudi?’ said Mrs Bowles.

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,’ said a throaty voice with a slight foreign accent. ‘Yes, it is I, Rudolph Valentino. I am still practising my singing.’

‘Oh, it’s wonderful, Rudi,’ said Mrs Bowles, backed by sounds of insincere agreement from the rest.

‘Dear lady, you are too kind. In the next world we continue to practice the arts because art is a means of expressing beauty, and beauty is that which elevates us to higher planes of spiritual advancement . . .’ And so on. Rudolph was as dull as his predecessor, Major Macorquodale. The slight interest he sustained was because of the few pale shreds of egoism that remained to clothe the faceless shade. ‘If I can use the small reputation that I gained on earth to communicate through you the message of universal love and peace to the world, then I feel that my efforts in this mediumship have not been entirely wasted.’

Aunt Dora’s grip, which had tightened during the singing of the song, relaxed. I was beginning to long for the event to be over, but once again there seemed to be an interruption in the flow of verbiage, a slight choking sound. The voice that resumed was still Valentino’s, but less monotonously relaxed.

‘I wish to say,’ said Rudolph, ‘that there is someone on this side who wishes to communicate with someone present among you. He cannot use his own voice because it takes some time on this plane to accustom oneself to this instrument if I may so term what is——’

He was clearly lapsing into verbiage, but Mrs Bowles had the courage to interrupt him.

‘Who is the message from, please, Rudi?’

‘His name is Anton.’

‘We have heard his name before,’ said Mrs Bowles. ‘Does anyone here know Anton? Can the person here who knows Anton please speak this time?’ Aunt Dora gripped my hand again and said ‘yes’ in the faintest possible voice.

‘Is that you, Mrs Gibson?’ said Mrs Bowles, like a schoolmistress addressing a hesitant pupil.

‘Yes.’

‘Has Anton a message for Mrs Gibson?’ said Mrs Bowles.

There was another long pause before the voice of Valentino said: ‘Anton wishes to say only this. He says “Hetty is here.”’ I felt rather than heard my Aunt let out a half-suppressed gasp of pain. 

‘Hetty. Does Hetty mean anything to you, Mrs Gibson?’ said the indefatigable Mrs Bowles. At this moment, however, everyone’s attention was disturbed by the fact that Fand was rousing himself from his trance, asking what had happened, and remarking querulously that he often couldn’t remember what his voices had said. Carl slowly brought up the lights. I wondered what had happened to the ectoplasm which we had seen seeping from Fand’s mouth. There was no trace of it, no damp patch on his shoulder, nothing. 

We saw Mrs Bowles eying us in preparation no doubt for a searching interview about Anton’s curious message. ‘Come along,’ said Aunt Dora briskly, ‘we must go,’ and pausing only to put a twenty pound note into the basket in the hall, we were out of the house and into the summer sunshine of Larch Avenue.

As I closed Fand’s front door behind us I noticed a woman standing on the other side of the road directly opposite Fand’s house, looking straight at us at us. She was in her thirties, tall and dark haired. I vaguely registered a slightly uncomfortable presence and kept her in my peripheral vision while we took the short walk up Larch Avenue towards Aunt Dora’s house. Suddenly the woman was crossing the road and making straight for us. ‘Oh, dear,’ muttered Aunt Dora, as she approached, ‘I’m rather afraid that young woman is going to be the most fearful nuisance.’ Difficult people had a habit of attaching themselves to my Aunt Dora, attracted partly by her fame, such as it was, partly by her natural serenity, which was more fragile than they supposed. (If they considered my Aunt’s peace of mind at all, which is doubtful.)

The next moment she was on the path, barring Aunt Dora’s way home. She could have been handsome if there had not been dark circles under her eyes, had she paid some attention to her damp, lank hair, had her dress sense been more coherent. I knew that Aunt Dora, who had strong views about young women ‘looking after themselves’, as she termed it, would not approve.

‘Excuse me. You’ve just been at Norman Fand’s, haven’t you?’ she said. ‘I’m Midge Black.’ 

‘Can we help you?’ said Aunt Dora in a gentle, tepid tone of voice. Midge Black was staring at her.

‘Aren’t you Dora Gibson, the writer?’ My Aunt nodded and sighed almost imperceptibly. ‘Then you’ll understand. Can I have a word with you? It is rather important.’

‘I’m afraid my Aunt is very tired,’ I began. ‘Perhaps some other time——’

‘That’s quite all right, Geoffrey. It’s very solicitous of you, I know, but I think we can manage. I live just up the road. Won’t you come in, Midge, and have a cup of tea?’

I realised that my Aunt’s implacable sense of duty had taken over, and that nothing now would dissuade her from adopting Midge Black as one of her protégées. I made the tea while Midge and Aunt Dora settled down to talk. When I came into the drawing room with a tray of tea they seemed to be on intimate terms.

Aunt Dora said: ‘Oh, thank you so much, Geoffrey dear, I’ve been longing for a cup. Why Carl and Mr Fand can’t offer us at least some sort of refreshment, I don’t know. After all one does put a generous tip into that rather blatant basket of theirs. Now sit down while I pour the tea. Midge has just been telling me that she’s a ghost.’

Aunt Dora’s sense of humour — her preferred means of tackling most of life’s difficulties — had obviously asserted itself while I had been in the kitchen. It was true after a fashion: Midge was, or had been, a ghost. She was a freelance journalist who, having ghosted a couple of autobiographies by minor celebrities, had been approached by a publisher to do the same for Norman Fand. She had done much preliminary work, sorting out dates, family histories, press cuttings, and the like, but had not been as vigilant as she should have been over the contractual arrangements. When Fand decided to dispense with her services, she had been dismissed with an ex gratia payment of no more than five hundred pounds. On reading the book Me and My Voices when it was published — ‘not my title,’ Midge remarked, ‘I would have called it Me and My Vices’ — she found that Fand had made extensive and unacknowledged use of her research, even of her own writing in parts. In short, she wanted Aunt Dora to lobby Fand for a share of the royalties. She had no money to pay for a court case whose outcome would be, to say the very least, uncertain.

‘Oh, well, I am not sure I am best suited to . . .’ said Aunt Dora.

‘I am a single mother with an autistic child. I have to struggle every day of my life,’ said Midge. She was clearly the kind of person for whom suffering provides an unarguable justification for all kinds of behaviour, but she had made an appeal that my Aunt Dora could not ignore. My Aunt told Midge she would do what she could, but looked so troubled and exhausted by it all that I, too, volunteered to assist. At the same time I hinted to Midge that perhaps my Aunt needed to rest. I saw her to the door. Midge was profuse and voluble in her thanks, but it was a gratitude whose only purpose is to increase the burden of obligation. When I came back into the sitting room my Aunt was in a state of near collapse.

‘That is the trouble with weak people,’ she said, ‘they are so terribly strong.’

I knew it was the wrong time to ask her, but I had to. ‘Who’s Hetty?’ Aunt Dora looked up at me with wet eyes, yet when she spoke it was with calculated calm.

‘It is a very odd thing, you know. I have never told anyone this, I promise you. A year after Anton and I were married I became pregnant. The child was stillborn. It was a girl. We called her Henrietta, Hetty for short, and we never mentioned her again. Now, would you mind going? I really am most dreadfully tired.’

Two days later I rang her up, ostensibly to apologise for my asking about Hetty, in reality to find out how she was. She seemed calm, but she said: ‘Now, Geoffrey, I know what you’re going to say, so there’s no point in saying it, but I am going to see Mr Fand again. I have to talk to Anton about Hetty. You see, we never did when he was alive, not even at the end. This thing about Hetty simply doesn’t make sense. She was stillborn; she didn’t even utter a cry. I don’t understand how she can “be” in any sense at all.’

‘Exactly! It’s all rubbish.’

‘Well, maybe it is, but how did they know about Hetty? I have to find out. I thought it was all finished, but it’s not.’ 

‘I’ll come with you, then, if you must go.’

‘No, I’d rather you didn’t. I’m sorry, but I think your presence may be inhibiting.’

There was nothing more I could say on this subject, so I asked her why she had gripped my arm when she heard ‘Rudolph Valentino’ singing ‘Pale hands I loved.’ 

‘Oh, that! Well, it did come as a shock, because it was another thing I’ve never told anyone about. Anton and I used to think of “Pale Hands” as “our song”. I can’t remember the origins: I think it may have been playing in some tea shop at one of our first “dates”. The lyrics are really quite absurd, but that was what we rather loved about it. Especially that line: “Whom do you lead on Rapture’s roadway, far?” It made us laugh. You know, private shared jokes, they’re so terribly important. Just as important as sex, if not more so, because they last longer. And the tune by Amy Woodford Finden — what a perfect name for a Victorian lady composer! — swooning, dirge-like: we adored that too. Anton did a little arrangement of it for violin and piano which he sometimes played as an encore at concerts. If I was in the audience he always kept his eyes on me while he was playing it.’

‘Are you sure you never told Fand any of this?’ 

‘No, of course not! Don’t be so silly, Geoffrey! I am not a complete goose, you know.’

‘No. I apologise. By the way, have you seen Midge Black again?’

‘Yes. She came round with her poor son yesterday afternoon. She really is the most thundering nuisance. She’s one of those people who goes around “spreading alarm and despondency”, as we used to say in the war. Poor girl: I know the type. Definitely more sinned against than sinning, but deserves to be.’

‘Are you going to speak to Fand about her?’

‘Well, I’ve given the wretched woman my word, so I suppose I’ll have to.’ Knowing my aunt’s loathing of any kind of confrontation, I felt sorry for her. All the same, I could not help hoping that the inevitable failure of her efforts would result in the very desirable severing of all relations with both Midge and Fand. I vaguely offered Aunt Dora my wholehearted support and rang off. 

 



III



Events never occur as one expects them to, let alone as one hopes. A few days later, I had returned early one afternoon to my flat. The morning had been crammed with seminars and tutorials, but I was now free. I had already decided what I was going to do with my afternoon. I might later on, for exercise, stroll through the Egyptian galleries of the British Museum, but for the first hour or so I would devote myself to a new recording I had just bought of Spohr’s Double Quartets.

I have a flat on the top floor of a building in Coptic Street very near the British Museum. The ground floor, oddly enough, is occupied by an Occult Bookshop. I like the place myself, even if those few friends who have seen it say it is gloomy. I have all my books there, and my music. It might be described as dingy, by women especially, but its very inhospitability is what makes it what I want it to be, an intensely private space. The windows of the main rooms, bedroom and living room, look down upon the blackened old Bloomsbury street, and I can if I want to occasionally observe life from there.

I put on the Spohr CD and had sunk into an armchair when I heard my doorbell being buzzed. Anger and alarm competed: nobody rang my bell in the afternoon. Few people did at any time of day.

I picked up the entry phone and asked who it was. It was Midge Black: could she come up? If it had been possible to leave her on the doorstep I would have, but I am still just about a member of the human race. I buzzed her through from the street and opened the door of my flat. Two pairs of feet could be heard climbing up the bare wooden steps towards me.

She was with her son, a child of eight who looked uncannily like a half-size version of her: the same thinness, the lank, black hair, the hollow, dark-rimmed eyes.

‘This is Cyprian,’ she said. Cyprian made a strange half-bobbing, half-bowing movement but said nothing.

I ushered them in and asked Cyprian if he would like some orange juice. Luckily I still had half a carton in the fridge. I was not offering tea because my milk had gone off.

Cyprian tugged at his mother’s sleeve at which she bent down, and he whispered into her ear for about half a minute. When he had finished Midge straightened herself up and said: ‘I’m sorry. Cyprian only speaks to me, and aloud only when we’re alone. He has Asperger’s, which is a form of autism. He says no thank you, he doesn’t want anything to drink, but could he have some paper to draw on? We’ve brought our own pencils. This table by the window looks fine for him to work on.’

While I searched for paper Midge cleared the table of four box files and half-a-dozen back numbers of the Philosophical Quarterly, which she deposited in a neat pile on an untenanted section of floor. It took some time to settle Cyprian to his complete satisfaction, especially as all his requests, which were very specific, had to be relayed through his mother by whisper. When this was done Cyprian sat down to his drawing and paid no further attention to us. Midge asked if she could speak to me alone.

‘I’m afraid he doesn’t like people being in the room with him while he’s drawing,’ she said. ‘Is there another room where we can talk?’ The kitchen was too small and far too messy.

‘I’m sorry. There’s only the bedroom.’

‘That’s fine. Through here?’ We went into the bedroom. The only light was what filtered through the patina of grime on the window. The bed was unmade. I picked a pair of corduroys and a couple of shirts off the floor. I asked Midge if Aunt Dora had given her my address.

‘She gave me your phone number and I looked you up in the phone book.’

‘Why didn’t you ring me?’

‘We happened to be in the area. We’ve been to the British Museum. Cyprian is mad on everything Egyptian, of course. He now says he wants to be an Egyptologist.’

I was almost beginning to like Midge, so I asked her what she wanted.

‘We’ve got to do something about that bastard Fand,’ she said. ‘It’s not just the money any more, it’s more than that. He destroys everything. Your Auntie Dora won’t see me now. I think she must have spoken to Fand about the money situation, and they warned her off me. That’s what must have happened, because when I rang her yesterday she just put the phone down. They’re poisoning her, Fand and that — catamite of his. You’re fond of your Aunt, aren’t you?’

I admitted I was. Midge was looking round my bedroom with a look on her face I could not fathom. She sniffed. I picked some socks off the floor and stuffed them in a chest of drawers.

‘Yes, I believe you are. So what are you going to do about it?’

I had no idea how to answer this question. There was a silence. Midge watched me, her body heaving slightly. I had the impression that somewhere inside some part of her was laughing at me.

What she did next surprised me so much that I found myself unable to move or even think. She began to undress, quietly, unseductively, as if she were preparing for a night’s sleep. When her long thin, shadowy body stood naked in front of me, she said: ‘Are you afraid?’

I was forced to lie: I said no, but we both knew the truth. There is a glamour about being hurled into a course of action you know will have nothing but disastrous consequences. I imagine drug takers and gamblers feel this mysterious ecstasy of degradation. At any rate, I still call the short hour that followed back to my memory from time to time: the grey light, the tangled sheets, the erotic anger, the hungry lovelessness. I had never understood Baudelaire before.

Afterwards we talked, or rather she talked and I made noises of timid assent. It was all about Fand of course. She was obsessed by him; she wanted nothing from him now but revenge. I listened to her hatred as she poured it out, and the hatred thrilled me, because I could share in it without becoming wholly immersed. I could warm myself at the flames but not burn myself, I thought.

When we came out of the bedroom Cyprian was still at the table by the window, drawing. He barely looked up when we came in. Sprawled across the piece of paper I had given him was a vast ramshackle architectural structure. The details, drawn from the dead neo-classical grammar of the buildings opposite my window, were faithfully recorded, intermingled with Egyptian motifs: pyramid roofs, obelisk finials, hawk- and jackal-headed gargoyles. Taken as a whole the building he had designed was a monstrous, chaotic Tower of Babel. Midge praised it extravagantly; I expressed my sincere admiration: it was a powerfully realised architectural nightmare. 

Cyprian beckoned Midge to him and whispered in her ear. Apparently he had expressed a desire to be fed. There was nothing in my fridge that was free of mould, so I took Midge and Cyprian to an Indian restaurant round the corner called the Shalimar Curry House, then sent them home in a taxi with the rest of my spare cash. As I was wandering back to the flat, my mind confused to the point of idiocy, I heard a voice singing. An old drunken vagrant woman was crouched in a doorway with a bottle of cider. She was a familiar local character; I had seen her about before, but had never heard her giving tongue. The tune was known to me — it was the sobbing dirge of “Pale hands” — but the words were from an unknown verse:

‘Oh, pale dispensers of my Joys and Pains, 


Holding the doors of Heaven and of Hell, 


How the hot blood rushed wildly through the veins 


Beneath your touch, until you waved farewell.’


 



IV



After that Midge came to my flat several times, often with Cyprian; occasionally, when she could park him on her mother, without. These events were always chaotic and disturbing, but they never lasted more than a few hours in the afternoon. Sometimes she would pour out her sorrows to me, as she seemed to be on bad terms with nearly everyone in her life, except her son; sometimes she would rail at me for what she called my ‘ivory tower existence’, and condemn me for not ‘doing something’ about Fand, who was always the target of her most venomous hatred. Sometimes we made love, if love is the word I am looking for. Once she tidied my flat which, I suppose, was ironic, considering what she was doing to the rest of me.

Cyprian, when he came, continued to communicate entirely in whispers through his mother. He drew prolifically and with intense concentration, always those vast, chaotic structures. They resembled no building I had ever seen: there was something organic about them, as if they had generated their own increase like huge fungoid growths. I noticed, though, that he never drew any human figures to inhabit their spaces, and once I asked him why. The answer, communicated as usual via Midge, was that people made noises, and he didn’t like noisy buildings.

During this time, which must have lasted about four weeks, I did not keep in touch with Aunt Dora. I was, I suppose, ashamed to, but it was cruel of me. Eventually, one day she rang me up to reprove me for not coming to her last monthly ‘At Home’. I immediately arranged to go to tea with her the following Sunday.

I was shocked by the difference that I saw in her. She was pale and haggard. Her mouth was slightly twisted on the left side, which I guessed to be a recurrence of the Bell’s Palsy that she had suffered from a year or so before. I was very apologetic about not having visited her.

‘Oh, well,’ she said, ‘you’ve had your own problems, haven’t you? I must say, it is rather galling for a benevolent old party like me, after all those nice girls I’ve found for you over the years whom you’ve turned down out of hand. And then you have to take up with that thundering nuisance Midge Black. Ah, well! Human nature is naturally perverse, as Anton used to say.’ She seemed more amused than annoyed.

‘How did you know?’

‘Oh, she rang me up and told me, of course.’

‘But I thought you’d slammed down the phone on her.’

‘That girl is like a force of nature. She cannot be resisted. Well, I don’t have to tell you that, do I? I expect the sex is exciting, though,’ she added, glancing up at me with a little smile on her lips. She could say the most shocking things sometimes, in the most genteel way. It was a calculated strategy for maintaining the element of surprise: as important to her life as to her books. I nodded. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘we don’t need to go into details. More tea?’

This was more like the old Aunt Dora I knew and loved. Nevertheless, her appearance showed beyond doubt that she was under severe strain. I asked if she had been seeing Mr. Fand.

‘Yes. You may as well know. I had to find out if this Anton business was genuine.’

‘Did he come through?’

‘Well, not exactly. Apparently he couldn’t handle the etheric voice-box thing himself, so he relayed the messages via Rudolph Valentino, as before. But it was Anton. I’m sure of it, Geoffrey, so we’re not going to argue about that.’

‘How do you know?’

‘You remember I told you about Hetty. There was a problem in my mind about Hetty, because she was stillborn, so how could she be there in any real sense in the afterlife? Well, the Hetty wasn’t her, it turns out. It was another Hetty. I won’t go into details, but there was something I had forgotten, or had made myself forget. Now, you can’t possibly say Fand knew about it, because nobody did except me, and I had wiped it from my mind. In the last years of his life, before he became so ill he couldn’t do anything, Anton worked with a new accompanist. She was an attractive girl, and I think very talented, and he did his last two or three concert tours with her. Her name was . . . I can’t remember her name but for some reason Anton always called her Hetty. That was not her name. No. But it was what he called her. I think it was the most unhappy period of my entire life, that time before he became so ill that he had to stop the concerts. Then I took over. He was here at home. I dropped everything: the writing, everything. We were closer than we’d ever been in those last months. But now it appears this Hetty is there with him.’ Her voice began to shake so much she could barely make herself understood. ‘What are they doing to me?’

I told Aunt Dora that she must try to forget this — I stopped myself from using the word ‘nonsense’ — and that she should never see Fand again.

‘I can’t stop now,’ she said. ‘You don’t understand. My life has been completely turned upside down by this.’

‘All the more reason why you should never see Fand again.’

I can’t remember how the conversation ended. It probably just disintegrated, as these things do, but I know the issue was unresolved between us. As for me, I had made up my mind that I had to see Fand immediately. The need had been growing long before the interview with my Aunt, because of Midge, who was always saying that I should ‘do something’ about Fand. This was my opportunity. I almost felt proud of my unusual decisiveness: I even began rehearsing in my mind how I should tell Midge about the encounter.

When I left my Aunt that afternoon I walked down Larch Avenue and knocked on Mr Fand’s door. It was about half-past five on a light, pleasant July evening. The sun had a long way to go before it sank into the West. 

Carl opened the door. He remembered who I was, and I told him that I wished to see Mr. Fand. When Carl replied that he was not available and could I come back another time, I said I would wait there in his hall until he was. Carl hesitated only a few moments before admitting defeat.

‘Please yourself,’ he said. ‘But you’ll have to wait till he’s through.’ Carl pointed towards the dining room door. ‘He’s relaxing at the moment in there, watching one of the old silents. It’s a favourite silent of his. The Lodger, directed by Hitchock with Ivor Novello. It’s the one where they think he’s Jack the Ripper, but in the end he isn’t.’

‘It sounds unlikely.’

‘What?’

‘Ivor Novello being Jack the Ripper.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Carl gave me a pale smile. ‘It helps to relax him, but I wish he’d get out sometimes and take some exercise. He says he doesn’t like outdoors. That’s all very well but he’s got a dicky heart. He won’t eat proper healthy food, either. “Give me a good old, fry-up,” he says. He loves his fry-ups. I said to him: “What would you say to a nice bit of steamed fish?” He said: “I’d say, ‘bugger off, steamed fish.’” That’s all very well, but you’ve got to look after yourself if you’ve got a dicky heart, I keep telling him. Well, this won’t get the ironing done, standing here passing the time of day. I’m just going out into the garden to see how my courgettes are getting on. That’s my relaxation, the garden, so that’s where I’ll be if his lordship should come out hollering for his tea. It’s all too much for a white woman. I could be in the chorus of Phantom of the Opera, you know. I was offered the chance. Passed the audition with flying colours: tap, singing, the lot. I turned it down. He didn’t want it. The things we do for love. You don’t mind waiting for him in the hallway here? That chair is more comfortable than it looks. I like my bit of garden. I’ve got green fingers, see. It’s my personal little bit of a spiritual gift, you might say. Well, tatty bye!’ And he walked down the corridor to the back garden.

I sat in the hall, rehearsing my speech to Mr Fand, listening to the faint clatter of the silent film projector through the dining room door. Once or twice I thought I heard another sound from behind the same barrier, a kind of incoherent moaning or singing, but it was very faint, possibly illusory. Then the clattering stopped and, after a minute or so, Fand emerged from the dining room rubbing his hands. He was neatly attired as usual in his double-breasted suit. When he saw me he looked irritated but not surprised.

‘Well, if it isn’t Mr Philosopher. What brings you here, as if I didn’t know?’ I explained that I wanted a brief word with him. He barely looked at me. ‘Hmm. I suppose Carl is still pratting about in his little vegetable patch?’ I nodded. ‘All right, Mr Philosopher, I’ll give you five minutes of my valuable time. In there.’ 

He indicated a door on the other side of the hall, opposite the dining room. Ahead of him I entered a small, crowded study, crammed with books, papers, and recording equipment. Rows of white boxes containing tapes lined the walls on shelves, each box labelled in black marker pen with a date, and sometimes a name: THEDA BARA, GANDHI, CONFUCIUS, LIBERACE, and many others. 

Fand sat down in a swivel chair by the desk and waved me to the only other seat in the room. He settled his reptilian glance on my face while I laboriously explained that my Aunt was not well and was under great strain through attending his séances. I tried to steer a firm course between aggression and submissiveness, but I could tell almost at once that I was having no effect.

‘What am I supposed to do about it?’ he said at the end of the recital.

I suggested that if he himself discouraged her from attending the séances it might be of help. He did not so much refuse as fail to understand that such a thing was possible. I began to console myself feebly with the fact that I had ‘said my piece’.

‘Anything else you want to air with me while you’re here, Mr Philosopher?’

I could not have gone without mentioning Midge’s grievances, so I did. Fand laughed.

‘So that is what it’s all about! You’re screwing her, aren’t you? Don’t deny it. I know. I know a lot of things you don’t know and won’t never know. I have been given powers that are beyond your tiny mind. You people make me sick. You come in here with your college educations and your lah-di-dah accents, and you think you can tell me what to do. I’ve had scientists in here, the lot. I’ve been wired up. They think they can prove I’m some sort of fake, or something. Shall I tell you what they’ve proved? Sod all. They’re nothing but a useless lot of stuck-up nobodies. And what about you? Call yourself a philosopher, and you’re bedding that mad bitch mother of a moron, and believing every word she says. Call yourself a philosopher? You couldn’t philosophise your way out of a paper bag full of old orange peel. You people make me sick.’

I had had enough. I left. When, the following day, I gave Midge an edited version of my encounter with Fand, she said: ‘Well, I didn’t expect you’d do anything to help me — and you haven’t.’ We were in the Shalimar Curry House at the time. Cyprian was working his way methodically through a prawn byriani, and paying, as usual, no attention to our conversation. It was our last. When the meal was over Midge and Cyprian left the restaurant, and I have never seen them since, except perhaps once, at a distance.

 



V



The excuse I gave myself for not seeing Aunt Dora during the next weeks was that I was marking final examination papers for the university. It was a good excuse, as excuses go, but I still felt guilty when Sir Harvey Tarrant rang up one morning to tell me that Aunt Dora had had an attack of some sort — a stroke, with complications, it was thought — and was in the Whittington Hospital.

When I arrived there Sir Harvey was waiting for me and we went together to see her in Intensive Care. She wore an oxygen mask and was on a morphine drip. She appeared to be drifting in and out of consciousness; that is, consciousness of us, because I had the impression that most of the time she was intent upon some purpose in another part of herself. Once she recovered enough to recognise us, and said faintly that there was no need for us to ‘wait around’. In the event, we did not have long to wait. About two hours later her breathing became longer, then slowed to a halt. When the moment came I could think of nothing, and almost feel nothing. Some stupid words to a stupid tune kept turning in my head: ‘Whom do you lead on Rapture’s roadway, far?’

Sir Harvey Tarrant broke in on my emptiness. ‘It was that swine who did it, you know,’ he said.

‘Who?’

‘Fand, of course. She’d just been to see him before she had the attack.’

Suddenly my head was full again, this time of rage and hatred. The venom that Midge had injected into me was taking effect at last. I longed to get out of the hospital into the cool air, but I restrained myself. It was about five in the afternoon before the formalities had been gone through, and Sir Harvey and I had taken leave of one another.

Outside the Whittington the weather was appallingly bright and hot. I wanted to walk and walk. I set off in the rough direction of Highgate Hill.  About an hour later I found myself walking down Larch Avenue towards Aunt Dora’s house. To my surprise the front door was open, so I went in. 

Something was not right about the entrance hall. For a few moments I was filled with terror, until I realised I had made a simple mistake. I had come in to the wrong house, similar in outward appearance, but two doors down from Aunt Dora’s. It was Fand’s. From the back of the house I could hear the faint snoring of a motor mower. I went into the séance room and saw, through the French windows, Carl pushing his mower to and fro across the back lawn in the sunlight. He seemed happy; I would not disturb him. I went back into the front hall, and was about to leave when I heard a faint clatter from beyond the door to my right. It was the sound of Fand watching one of his damned silents.

The rage which had been lulled to sleep during my long walk from the hospital suddenly woke. At first the door handle slipped in the sweat of my hand. I gripped tighter and twisted.

I entered the dining room and closed the door quietly behind me. All I could hear was the whirr and click of the film projector on the dining table and all I could see were the moving images on the screen ahead of me at the opposite end of the room. The silver profile of a man, sharp featured, black eyed, androgynous, was bending over that of a woman. Who was it? Valentino? Novarro? Novello? I could not tell. As my eyes became accustomed I could make out the back of Fand’s head with its combed white locks. He was sitting in front of the dining room table close to the screen and watching it, motionless. Now some words in white were shining out of the blackness.

‘My darling, we are one for all Eternity!’

As I came quietly up behind Fand I became aware of the smell again, that horrible, sweetish, sulphurous, rotting fish smell that I had caught at the first séance. He must be producing ectoplasm, drooling it out all on its own. Now as I came closer I could see it. There was not a little pocket handkerchief of it this time: it was as if a whole sheet of crumpled, faintly luminous, material had tumbled out of his sagging mouth. He was fully in a trance and couldn’t see me. His dead eyes were fixed on the screen, where a girl was running frantically along a street at night, lamplight glistening on wet paving. 

The rotting fish smell was beginning to overwhelm me. I felt the urge to vomit; I wanted to leave the room, but I was held by the sight of the ectoplasm that had come out of him. It was moving. 

It was a like a lava stream of grey-white luminescence that fell from his mouth to his lap, then from his knees on to the carpet, where it seemed to be gathering and coalescing with a curious rotating movement. Now above the rattle of the projector I could hear another sound, a little like stertorous breathing, but perhaps more like the noise children make when they are drinking through a straw and reach the bottom of the glass. It was coming from the loathsome matter that was gathering on the carpet. 

‘Norman!’ I said. ‘Norman, wake up!’ But he had not heard me. On the screen the black-and-white face of the girl, wide-eyed, was screaming silently as hands closed about her throat. The stuff on the carpet was knotting itself into a shape somewhat like a head with no eyes, a small bump of a nose and a great black maw of a mouth. The thing was now no longer accidental but purposeful. It formed itself into an irregular serpentine shape with the eyeless head at one end and the tail in Fand’s mouth and began to wriggle towards me. It swayed from side to side as it approached. It was as if it were trying to find me out by smell or hearing. I dared not make a sudden movement, but backed slowly towards the window instead. The one thing I knew I could not do was touch the thing. 

For a moment I looked away from the loathsome object and at the screen. On it were the words: ‘Under the roofs of the city every night a hundred tales of misery were unfolded to the unheeding stars. This has been one of them.’

It had come off the carpet, this ectoplasmic creation, and had started to rear up, swaying from side to side, like a cobra being piped by a snake charmer. Apart from its vague, inchoate head, it was still completely shapeless, but it was now vast. It was bigger than Fand, a great lurching mass of spongy grey stuff, and now the only thing that glowed in the room. The projector was still running but it showed only black on the screen, since the words THE END had faded.

It was taller than me, and it had found me. The whole room was now full of rotting fish. I was gasping for breath, and the creature was emitting a meaningless dribble of squeaks and groans, like a baby with an old man’s voice box. 

Suddenly it shot out a tentacle of its stuff towards me. It touched my cheek and felt vile, spongy and yielding, like old candy floss, but somehow alive.

All this had happened while I was in a state of paralysed fear. Every second that passed, my mind was receding from any kind of will to move or act. It seemed to the rational part of my being that very soon I was going to be extinguished, as terror gave way to a longing for absence. Already, as if I were in a dream, my legs felt as if they had lead weights attached to them. I staggered forward and made an ungainly swing at the stuff with my right arm. It passed right through a wet, clammy membrane that palpitated unsteadily. This caused it to shriek in a high pitch, like a dog whistle. I stumbled back, fear and rage and blood returning to me. I reached out and grabbed the heavy damask curtain that covered the tall dining room windows, and then I knew what I must do. I wrenched the curtains aside and the room was flooded with light. At once the ectoplasm collapsed into a flabby, useless heap on to the carpet. The film at last had come to the end of its reel and was flapping around while the projector launched a blade of pure white at the screen. Mr Fand was caught in this crossfire of light and suddenly jerked in his chair. He began to choke on the shreds of ectoplasm which still hung from his mouth. And then he saw me. 

His last look was one of concentrated loathing. Veins stood out like worms on his red, twitching face. He coughed twice and then out of his mouth came the white gobbets of ectoplasm followed by a torrent of dark blood. Then he fell to the ground. 

My mind was still, silver and cool now. I went and turned off the electrical supply to the projector, taking care to cover my hand with a handkerchief as I did so, so as not to leave fingerprints. I took similar care while opening the window onto the front garden before I stepped through it. The avenue was empty. I started to walk up the slope towards Dora’s house. I passed it by and when I reached the top of the rise I turned to look back down towards Fand’s house. I thought I saw a woman holding a young boy by the hand standing on the pavement opposite. I thought they looked like Midge and Cyprian, but I did not stay to find out for certain. 

A week later, while I was at Aunt Dora’s house, making arrangements for her funeral and sorting through her papers, I saw several black cars draw up outside Fand’s house. They disgorged a congregation of elderly, black-coated mourners, headed by Carl. Evidently they had returned from the funeral for the wake. So Fand’s seizure had been fatal, as I had expected. Some weeks after this there was an article in one of the Sunday papers to the effect that Midge was suing Carl because he had alleged that she was somehow implicated in Fand’s sudden death. Not long ago I read that a substantial out of court settlement in Midge’s favour had made her posthumous revenge complete. I doubt, though, if this has satisfied her.

I sometimes think of getting in touch, but I won’t; and she has made no effort to contact me. Had she done so, I might have chosen to play out the charade of our relationship to its inevitable bitter conclusion. The thought of her, though, still excites me a little, I admit. I suppose this leaves me free to find the ‘nice girl’ that Aunt Dora always wanted me to settle down with, but I have no appetite for it. The truth is, Midge has spoilt me for all the nice girls.

Two days ago I found out where Fand was buried and it was, I am glad to say, in Cricklewood and not Highgate Cemetery, like Aunt Dora. But the journey to Cricklewood has done little for me except to confirm that some things must remain unresolved.

After visiting Norman Fand’s grave I decided to pay a call on my Aunt. It is evening. I leave the cemetery where Aunt Dora lies with her Anton at last and walk up Highgate Hill. For a moment I pause and look down to where, in the far distance, sprawls the great grey web of London. Far across the respectable roofs and trees in the yellow autumn light a voice is singing. It is faint, but has the strange clarity of distance. A cracked, self-pitying wail it is, an old woman: perhaps — almost certainly — a drunk. She sings the last verse of a song I now know too well:

‘Pale hands, pink tipped, like Lotus buds that float 


On those cool waters where we used to dwell, 


I would have rather felt you round my throat, 


Crushing out life, than waving me farewell!’

 

Now the voices are always with me. The old silence has gone. 






 

 

 





Music by Moonlight







‘THIS WALK IS BY WAY OF being a memorial to Judy,’ said Mrs Brudenell. ‘You didn’t know Judy, did you? She was before your time. Oh, she was a darling, and it was she who started the whole idea of our Midnight Walks, of course. Well, it was my brainchild actually, but I like to say it was hers because she did all the organising. She was terribly good at that sort of thing. So this Friday, it being the first full moon in August, which is our date for doing it, and weather permitting — natch! — we’ll be carrying on the tradition, as ’twere, in her honour. Would you like to join us? We’d love to have you along.’

Max nodded. He wasn’t sure he liked being drawn in by this vigorous grey-haired woman with the upper class bleat and the affected locutions. Three months ago Max had moved into a rented cottage in Winterswick to compose music, and to recover from his wife Helen’s death. But it was wrong, he told himself, not to want to be part of the community, especially when everyone was so welcoming.

‘Oh, splendid, splendid,’ said Mrs Brudenell, who did not actually see his assent, but had taken it for granted. ‘Now what we do is this. At nine p.m. we’re all meeting up at The Angel in Sternborough, where we park our cars and have a bite to eat. It’s nothing special, but they do a perfectly acceptable lasagne, I’m told. By the time we’ve finished, it should be dark and the moon will be up, so we take the so-called “Smuggler’s Path” — Watch the wall, my darling, while the Gentlemen go by! — up the River Sterne to Renhall. It should take a couple of hours, and we’ll arrive at our destination, which is Renhall Church, at midnight. The witching hour, as they say!’ She laughed, showing a mouth full of surprisingly large teeth. Max managed a smile. ‘The church will be opened so we can sit down, and perhaps have ourselves a naughty nip or two of  much-needed cherry brandy. Then we all assemble outside in the churchyard at Judy’s grave. It being the first year we’ve done the walk without her, I’ve prevailed upon Dick to say a few well-chosen words. You haven’t met Dick yet have you? He’s our local vicar. Runs the three parishes of Renhall, Sternborough, and Winterswick. He’s a non stipendiary, you know: you’ll like him, very approachable. Used to be quite high up in Hazards, the merchant bank, apparently, so thankfully not one of those awful happy-clappys from Croydon or Bootle, or wherever. Then Dr. Bartleet, who has parked his camper van at the church earlier in the day, will drive us all back to our cars at The Angel, thus concluding the summer night’s festivities!’

As the Friday approached Max was hoping fervently that the event would be rained off. It had been over six months since his wife’s death, but the famous healing processes of time had yet to do their work. The solitude he sought was not a balm, but it did seem to him the natural environment for his grief. After her death the most shocking thing had been simply Helen’s absence, not only in spirit, but even in memory. Without the aid of a photograph there were times when he could barely remember what she looked like. He had retired to the silent, flat lands of Suffolk, hoping somehow that, if he kept himself very still and quiet, something of her would return. As yet it had not, but he still hoped, which was why he begrudged every hour spent away from his loneliness and the music which was his sole companion. 

Friday, however, turned out to be perfect for night walking: warm, cloudless, but slightly misty. The party that met at The Angel in Sternborough was nine strong, including Max. There was Mrs Brudenell and her husband, a retired army Major; Dick Seely, the vicar; Dr Bartleet; and Maggie and Dennis Hooper, an elderly, rather nondescript couple who ran the little general store in Winterswick and had been invited along because Mr Hooper was a cousin of Judy’s. Then there were Tim and Harriet Calder, middle aged, prosperous: he commuted to London during the week; she, apparently, drank.

At The Angel Max sat with the Hoopers, who were ignored by the others, though this did not seem to worry them greatly. They were a self-contained, rather complacent pair. When Max asked them about their cousin Judy, they said they had not known Judy that well, because ‘Judy’s dad and Dennis didn’t get on.’ This, for them, seemed to settle the matter of Judy, and made Max wonder what they were doing on the walk at all.

By ten, night had fallen and the party set off from The Angel, Dr Bartleet leading energetically with a map and a torch. The moon was high and the sky clear except for a few wisps of cloud. Mist clung to the meadows. The walkers followed Dr Bartleet in little groups of two or three strung out along the path that led through the fields to the River Sterne. It was an informal arrangement whereby one could move from one group to another for a different conversation, or walk alone with one’s own thoughts. Max began the expedition by himself but was soon overtaken by Major Brudenell, who took his social duties as seriously as his wife Madge, but with rather less enthusiasm. He was an inch or so shorter than his spouse, bald and neat, with a toothbrush moustache. Max had not met him before, beyond the briefest of formal introductions, and it soon became clear that the Major was one of those people who liked to put his fellow men and women into simple, impermeable categories.

‘Do you golf?’ Major Brudenell asked Max.

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Ah . . . Sail?’

‘Not really.’

‘Play Bridge?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Hmm . . . You’ll find it very quiet round here, then.’

‘I hope so,’ said Max. There was a pause while Major Brudenell tried to make sense of this peculiar point of view.

‘So what is it you do with yourself then?’ he said at last.

‘I’m a composer.’

‘Ah . . . Ought I to have heard of you?’

Max had a stock answer to this question which was: ‘I shouldn’t let it worry you if you haven’t.’ He gave it.

‘I wasn’t going to,’ said Major Brudenell irritably, beginning to stride off ahead of him. Feeling that they ought not to part in acrimony, Max caught up with him and asked about Judy, whose grave they were to visit.

‘Ah. Yes. Judy.’ Major Brudenell was silent for a moment. It was clear that he did not find it easy to place Judy. ‘Quite a decent sort, I think. She was very useful to Madge, you know, on the parish council and that sort of thing. Librarian. Bookworm, you see,’ he concluded. Max wondered for a moment if he was referring to a rare disease. Silence followed. The Major seemed about to add something, but then thought better of it and abruptly began to march away ahead of Max.

They had crossed two moonlit fields of grey-green stubble and were approaching the River Sterne whose wide estuary, dotted with little archipelagos of reed-crowned mud banks against which small sailing dinghies leaned at drunken angles from the receding tide, shimmered under the silver disc of the moon. Smuggler’s Path, on which they now embarked, ran parallel with the river, and was flanked on both sides by bushes and trees which sometimes arched over the track, almost completely obscuring the sky. Max liked the sense of solitude and concealment it gave him, qualities no doubt also appreciated by its original users. He dawdled in the darkness, maintaining his bearings by keeping his eyes on the torches of other walkers, flashing ahead of him. 

It was in these solitary moments that Max first began to feel that he was not alone. Someone was keeping pace with him in the undergrowth to his right, the non-river side, like the moon that flashed along beside him behind the trees. He attributed his impressions to a vulnerable imagination, but occasionally the snap of a twig, or the shifting of a shadow out of the corner of his eye, gave his feelings some sort of external reinforcement. He quickened his pace and found that he had caught up with Tim Calder, a man of middle age who had rather run to seed. For the walk he had dressed himself in the regulation country gentleman’s uniform of a green Barbour and Wellingtons, as if for a pigeon shoot; but the loudness of the check cap he wore cast doubt on his pretensions. 

‘Have you seen Harriet, my so-called better half?’ he asked.

Max shook his head.

‘Hope she’s all right. Last time we did this midnight walk she got lost. She’d had a skinfull as usual. I think I’ve managed to ration her booze this time.’

‘Did you have to send out search parties?’

‘No. Judy went back and found her, of course. You never met Judy, did you?’

‘Before my time.’

‘Don’t believe all they tell you about her, by the way. I knew her better than most. When my mother was still alive and living with us Harriet left me for a bit. Couldn’t cope with my mother’s Alzheimer’s, and that sort of thing. Obviously I wasn’t able to handle it on my own because I was out at work. I’m a freelance management consultant; had to bring in the bacon. Fortunately, Judy was on hand and stepped in to the breach. Used to go in and give mother her lunch, that sort of thing. She worked just across the way in the library, so it was very little bother. Actually, Judy and I had a tiny bit of a ding-dong going for a while. That would surprise some people here who think she was just a buttoned-up spinster. Only a brief fling, though. Nothing serious. On my part anyway. Do you know, I honestly believe I was Judy’s first and only. Well then, we — or rather Judy — managed to find a home for mother to go into, and Harriet came back.’

‘How did Judy feel about that?’

‘Oh. Judy didn’t mind. In fact she encouraged it, went to see her, persuaded her to return. It suited Judy’s book, and I went along with her. I think Judy got a bit of a kick out of organising other people’s lives, you know. So it wasn’t all a one-way street. Not by a long chalk. For instance, I taught her all she knew about wine. Couldn’t tell a Medoc from a Chambertin before she knew me. Mind you, don’t get me wrong, but she was always a bit of a mouse, if you know what I mean.’

Just then a branch, somewhere in the darkness on their right, cracked, and a clammy breath of wind swept across them. This gave Max an excuse to shiver and say that he would walk a bit quicker to get warm, leaving Tim to continue at his own more leisurely pace. 

The damp of the night was beginning to invade him, so for a short while Max jogged along the path until he caught up with the group ahead of him which consisted of Dick the Vicar, and the Hoopers. Dick greeted Max effusively as if he were glad of the excuse to be out of the Hoopers’ company.

‘I see you’re a fast walker like me!’ he said, and they strode out ahead of the Hoopers. Only Major Brudenell and Dr. Bartleet with his flickering torch were in front of them.

Dick Seely, the vicar, was a tall, smooth man with an ingratiating tone. He reminded Max of the better kind of public school prefect, a person whose greatest gift was for managing his own limitations. He subjected Max to a barrage of questions about himself, listening to the answers with polite attention. Max wondered if this was done out of pastoral duty or because Dick suffered from the common delusion that all artists are self-obsessed and therefore liked talking about themselves. He suspected the latter, and dealt with the unintended insult by making his answers as bland and uninformative as he could. When Dick began to ask about his late wife, Max, wishing to change the subject, asked him about Judy.

‘You never knew her, did you?’ said Dick. ‘I think, in a way, I suppose I knew her better than anyone, perhaps because I see it as part of my job to get to know my “flock”, as they say. Judy was a very quiet, retiring person. She came to church, often to early communion. Very devout. Sat towards the back of the church. I used to wonder what was going through her mind. I felt I had a responsibility to bring her out, if you know what I mean. As it happened my wife Daphne — she’s a musician, you know. Harpist. You’ll meet her — was suffering from a severe clinical depression at the time. So she was rather incapacitated, as you can imagine, and with the kids still at home in the school holidays we were finding it a little difficult to manage. So I thought this was a marvellous opportunity to involve Judy, and I got her to come in and lend a hand occasionally. I told her it was her “parish work”. We had a little joke about that. I think it helped her, too, to be part of a real live family with kids, you know, because she didn’t have any of her own. She started to come out of her shell, and we got her to give up smoking, which was a big plus for her. Then in the natural course of time, Daphne recovered from her depression and we had no need to call upon her so much, but we stayed firm friends with Judy of course. I’m so glad she had had the chance to be part of a household where books were read and music was played and serious things were discussed. I think that’s terribly important, don’t you?’

‘How did she die?’

‘You know, that was the funniest thing. She had been away for a couple of weeks, as far as we knew on holiday. Then someone told us — I forget who — that she was in a Hospice just outside Ipswich. Inoperable cancer, apparently. Lung, with secondaries in the pancreas and liver. No one in the village knew. She’d told nobody. Well, we rallied round, but by this time she’d been taken to Ipswich General. She was in a coma and died a couple of days later. It was very sad. I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead because Judy was a dear, but I do feel rather hurt that she kept her condition to herself. We’re a very supportive little community here, as you may have gathered, and we would like to have been there for her. People are funny, aren’t they?’ 

‘How old was Judy when she died?’ Max asked. 

‘Do you know, this is terrible, but I’m not at all sure. Forty? Fifty? Middle aged anyway. Too young to die, too old to, well . . .’ Dick’s voice trailed off. Momentarily he had lost his confidence and seemed almost embarrassed. Then suddenly he grasped Max’s arm. 

‘Max! Do you see that? Glow worms!’ He stopped and pointed down at the ground to the right of them on the path. A dozen or so points of faint bluish-green light were visible through the undergrowth. When Max bent down to touch one the light vanished.

‘I’ve never seen a glow worm before,’ said Max.

‘Aren’t you glad you came with us, then?’ said Dick who had regained all his old patronising confidence. Just then Max saw one of the glow worms move. It was about five or six feet from the path and only just visible, but he was sure of what he saw. It appeared to wave to and fro in a way that reminded him of someone smoking a cigarette in the dark, except that the cigarette end was not a fiery orange but cold and blue.

‘Do you see that?’ said Max pointing.

‘What?’

‘There’s a glow worm over there that seems to be moving. Waving around. Almost as if it’s flying.’

‘No. Can’t see anything,’ said Dick. ‘Anyway, glow worms don’t fly and they move very very slowly. Must be your imagination.’ Dick showed an annoyance which Max put down to the fundamental irascibility of the dogmatic mind. He did not pursue the matter, and the moving light vanished. As they stood there contemplating the glow worms, Mrs Brudenell strode up to them flashing a huge torch.

‘Now then, vicar,’ said Mrs Brudenell heartily. ‘No dawdling!’ 

The three of them walked on together while Mrs Brudenell harangued Dick on the subject of the church organ and tried to enlist Max’s support, but he was only half listening. All at once they emerged from the deep shade of Smuggler’s Path into a misty field over which the moon hung huge and low, a pale apricot colour. Above it the stars were sharp as needles. For a moment Max was dazzled.

Beyond the tree fringed meadow Max could now make out the shadow of St. Mary Magdalene’s Renhall, their destination, one of those absurdly large Suffolk churches, built in the fourteenth century out of piety and the proceeds of the wool trade.

The church was on a little hill, with the graveyard on the slopes below it. Dick went ahead with a large key to open the door. Presently the lights went on inside the church, a welcoming sight for Max who suddenly felt very tired. 

When Max walked into the church it was dimmer than he had expected. The artificial light lacked glamour and warmth. He sat in a pew and was given a polystyrene cup of cherry brandy by Mrs Brudenell while the rest of the walkers came in. Last of all were Tim and Harriet Calder, who entered the church arguing with each other in fierce undertones. Harriet was blonde with a faded beauty and allure which still flashed from her occasionally in wild, predatory bursts. Max avoided her glance with the instinctive self-protectiveness of the convalescent.

Presently Mrs Brudenell clapped her hands and summoned them all outside, where Dick was waiting to address the company in the churchyard. He was standing in front of a shiny modern headstone, which Max presumed was Judy’s, shifting uneasily from foot to foot and rubbing his hands. When the party was assembled and quiet he spoke.

‘I’m not going to make a big speech, but I just want to say a few words about Judy, to whose memory this little expedition tonight is dedicated. Incidentally, I’m sure she would have approved of this way of remembering her.’ The assembled walkers responded with a sound that was half murmur, half laughter. ‘You all — most of you — knew her well, so I don’t need to tell you about her. But I will say this. She was a valued part of our little community, and I think that is what really made her special. She was one of us.’ There was another sound from the walkers, this time more affirmative. 

Dick turned and lit two fat white candles which had already been placed on the grass in front of the gravestone. As he did so Max, who stood some yards apart from the others, and at an angle to them so that he looked towards the church while the rest faced Judy’s grave, saw a woman with a small Celtic harp come round the East end of the church and creep behind the gravestone. This presumably was Dick’s wife Daphne, the harpist who had recovered from depression.

Presently she began to play. The sounds that emerged were faint, and they came and went with the breeze, but their very evanescence gave them charm. Every listener could create their own music from the little arpeggios and broken traceries of tune that spiralled into the night sky, and that fragile plucked sound of the harp was undoubtedly appropriate to the occasion. Max from his vantage point could see that the rest of the party was rapt, but he remained detached. The manufactured quality of the moment made him uneasy, and he saw that some of the faces of the walkers wore somewhat forced expressions of solemnity. Max’s glance then strayed towards the windows of the church, lit from the inside with cold yellow electric light. 

Something odd was happening in there. A dark object appeared to be moving close to the clear, leaded lights of the middle window on the North flank of the church. Max looked again at the others, but they were still intent on the music and the unflickering candles on Judy’s grave.

When he looked again at the window the moving shape had defined itself as the upper part of a bare human arm in dark silhouette against the glass. The hand had its fingers splayed far apart and appeared to be waving or gesturing. The movement was slow and laborious, as if passing through water or some viscous substance, but it was not lazy or casual. Urgency, desperation even, was communicated.

Max was puzzled by this apparition, because he knew from his time inside the church that windows on the North side were at least seven feet from the floor. Whoever was in there would have had to drag a table to the window and stand on it to be seen, because the pews were not flush against the walls. 

Max once more looked to see if anyone else had noticed what he had, but the others were still oblivious.

Turning his eyes again to the window he now saw more than just a moving arm. The whole upper part of a human body was in view with one arm, the right one, still waving. The shape was all in shadow but sharply etched against the glass, in all probability that of a woman. He could make out an irregular mop of frizzy hair. The head appeared to be closest to the glass, indeed pressed against it, so that parts of it were grey rather than black, the eyes signified by two small points of intense darkness. Then he saw another patch of black opening where the mouth might have been. It began to stretch wider into a great gaping, silently howling maw.

Just then the harp music ceased and there was a little patter of applause from some of the walkers. When Max looked back at the window after this momentary distraction the shape was gone. At the same moment, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the harpist slip away from behind the gravestone. 

Max made his way quickly and unobtrusively to the church and entered it. He found it, as he had somehow expected, empty; yet the emptiness was no less horrible for being anticipated. But was it empty? Something unseen was moving in the cold artificial light, batting about, like a moth trapped in a lampshade. He felt an icy breath brush his cheek.

‘Cooee!’ said a voice behind him. There was Mrs Brudenell at the church door. ‘Come along now! Dr. Bartleet has got the camper van here and we’re all going home. Have you enjoyed yourself?’

Before he joined the others in the van Max strolled over to Judy’s grave. Between the two candles was a posy of flowers and the photograph, head and shoulders, of a young middle aged woman. It was a smiling, round, ordinary face, fringed with an untidy mop of frizzy hair.

The following morning when Max met Mrs Brudenell at the butcher’s in Winterswick, he felt compelled to thank her for the night before.

‘Yes, I do believe our little expedition was quite a success,’ said Madge Brudenell complacently. ‘I think it was rather an inspired idea of mine to have Daphne play her harp behind dear Judy’s grave. It was so spiritual, don’t you think? Do you know Maggie and Dennis Hooper — bless them! — actually thought it was music from beyond, as it were? Supernatural. Yes! Well, I’m afraid I didn’t disabuse them, because in a way I feel it was. Can you understand that? I know that you’ll think this terribly fanciful but I did feel that Judy was there in some way, if you know what I mean. Still part of our little community, looking down on us and giving us her blessing, in her own little way. Yes, I distinctly felt a presence.’ 

Mrs Brudenell breathed deeply and favoured Max with a beatific smile. ‘You see, Max — now you mustn’t mock! — but I am afraid I really do believe I am just the tiniest bit psychic.’






 

 

 





Blind Man’s Box





On the thirteenth of July last year, Dr. George Vilier, died suddenly at the age of fifty-five. He was lecturer in Theatre Studies at Bath University, and a colleague and friend of mine, so I suppose it should have been no surprise to discover that he had made me his literary executor. Among his papers I found the almost complete MS of his long-awaited work, The Gothic Experience in Victorian Drama, which I hope will soon see publication. I also found a folder which contained the following documents and notes. I am sure that Vilier was intending to use them to form a single connected narrative, and I debated whether I should do the same. In the end I decided that I would serve his memory better if I arranged these papers in a moderately coherent order, secured the relevant copyright permissions, and published them as they stood. I have added a short note at the end, but readers must decide for themselves whether what follows provides any clue to the mystery of his sudden and tragic death.


R.O. 2007

* * * * *


From Britain on $50 a Day (Roughrider Press 2006):



Seabourne, Kent, 17 miles West of Folkestone, A259: Typical, old-fashioned British South Coast resort, neat enough but lacking the character of Brighton. Quite attractive Victorian sea front worth a look: pier, bandstand, etc. Some of the old hotels will do some very cheap weekend or midweek breaks out of season. Elegant Regency terraced houses in the town have been much knocked about and altered. The 18th Century Classical Revival church of St Thomas, built 1787, is an early work of the architect John Nash* and has an altarpiece depicting the Resurrection by the U.S. born Benjamin West.**  Boasts a really great old theater, the Grand Pavilion built 1893 and designed by the theater architect Frank Matcham.*** The imposing front is to be seen in King George Street but has been out of use since 1974 and is in a truly shameful state of disrepair. (Theatre freaks can visit interior on application to the Town Council Offices.)

 



* John Nash (1752–1835) designed the great ‘Nash Terraces’ in London and the Royal Pavilion, Brighton, etc. It is thought that the row of terraced houses in Seabourne’s Courteney Street are by Nash. [G.V.]


**  Benjamin West (1738–1820) was born near Springfield Pennsylvania. He succeeded Joshua Reynolds as President of the Royal Academy and pioneered the art of ‘history painting’ in this country.  [G.V.]


*** Frank Matcham (1854–1920) was the greatest and most prolific of British Theatre architects. Between 1879 and 1912 he designed and built some 92 theatres, rebuilt 52 more, and was responsible for several more buildings with theatrical connections, such as the great Tower Ballroom, Blackpool. Only about 25 of his theatres still stand, some of these, like the Grand Pavilion, Seabourne in a sad state of disrepair. [G.V.]

 


From Seabourne, a Brief Guide (Heritage Guides 1999):


Grand Pavilion Theatre, King George Street (Grade 2 listed building, visit by application only) 

The Grand Pavilion has been described as a ‘classic Matcham theatre’. It was completed in 1893 at the beginning of Matcham’s great period of theatre building, and opened on March 28th of that year with a production of Lancelot Jones’s society comedy Lady Polly. The exterior, now somewhat dilapidated, is well proportioned and the theatre perhaps derives its name from the pavilion-like structure that adorns the central tower. However, as with most Matcham theatres, it is the interior where his true genius is displayed. The decoration of the auditorium is lavish and done in an eclectic ‘Indian Baroque’ style. The theatre boasted a number of innovations. Besides Matcham’s much vaunted ventilation system, the stage machinery was unusually elaborate and designed to accommodate considerable spectacles. There are mobile and revolving stages which would allow chases, even horse races to take place, the horses galloping over an ever moving stage (operated by hydraulic machinery from beneath) with a mobile backdrop behind, thus giving an almost cinematic illusion of motion. Unfortunately during a performance of the famous horse racing melodrama The Whip in 1910 the machinery failed, a horse lost its footing and was hurled with its jockey into the orchestra pit. The rider was killed instantly and the horse sustained injuries so severe that it had to be put down. After this tragedy the machinery was never used again.  Nevertheless the theatre remained, in theatrical parlance, a ‘number one touring date’ and saw some notable productions, featuring the leading actors of the time, including the great Sir Henry Irving in The Corsican Brothers and The Bells*, and Sir John Martin Harvey in The Only Way. 

In the twenties the theatre was visited by, among others, Sir Gerald Du Maurier, Jack Buchanan, and the Aldwych Farce team. It is rumoured that Fred and Adele Astaire once performed there in Funny Face in a so-called ‘flying matinee’ (in which an entire London production would be transported from London for an afternoon). In the 1930s it became a repertory theatre and enjoyed mixed fortunes until the war when it became a concert venue for ENSA tours serving the nearby air force bases and the Seabourne Downs military camp. It was hit twice by incendiary bombs but sustained only minor damage. 

In 1945 it was bought by the millionaire philanthropist, Kenneth Marlesford, mainly, it is thought, for the benefit of his actress wife, Jane Selway. There she played leading roles in some distinguished revivals of classics and West End plays. (Her Hedda Gabler is still remembered in the town.) In 1953, following another tragic accident in the theatre, Marlesford sold the Grand Pavilion to Danny Cohen, and it became part of the Cohen-Majestic chain of theatres, specialising in variety and pantomime. Many of the leading variety stars of the time topped the bill here, including Bruce Forsyth, Frankie Lane, Max Miller (in one of his last appearances) and the singer Rex Raymond not long before a tragic car accident cut short his brilliant career. In 1966 when ‘live’ variety was beginning to suffer from the competition of Television, Cohen-Majestic sold the theatre to the Seabourne Town Council for an undisclosed sum. It was then run for some years as a seasonal repertory theatre with a pantomime at Christmas, but with no great success. Companies came and went with disconcerting rapidity — no less than three in the Summer Season of 1972. Finally, in 1974 the Town Council closed the theatre down. Despite numerous public-spirited efforts to put it back to its original use the theatre remains derelict though the Town Council, to its credit, has turned down applications to turn it into a Bingo Hall and a multiplex cinema.

 


*Almost certainly wrong. There are no records of the great Sir Henry Irving (1838–1905) visiting this theatre. The writer is confusing him with his son H. B. Irving who did visit the theatre on tour with revivals of his father’s classic vehicles The Corsican Brothers and The Bells (a tale of supernatural revenge).  [G.V.]

 


From Frank Matcham’s Theatres by Oliver Osborne-Pritchard F.R.I.B.A. (Vitruvius Books 1984) 


Grand Pavilion Theatre, Seabourne

‘See here the Bourne of lovers of the Muse


Whose temple Seabourne’s citizens may use.


And now on stage we’ll strive to play our part 


To match the skill of Matcham’s matchless art.’


So ran the last lines of the ‘dedicatory ode’ which opened the Grand Pavilion Theatre on March 28th 1893. It was spoken in front of the curtain before the first performance by no less a person than Ellen Terry*. Sadly laboured though the verses are, they do demonstrate how highly the theatre’s architect was rated. How different from fifty or so years later, when Matcham theatres were being destroyed wholesale to make way for uglier, cheaper, and more transitory buildings which met their own fate in a much shorter period of time. Fortunately for the Grand Pavilion, by the time it closed its doors as a theatre, Frank Matcham was beginning to be appreciated again, and a preservation order on the theatre was already in place.

Nevertheless it is now in a sorry state. An air of general neglect, indeed total surrender to the forces of decay, pervades. The roof of the dressing rooms on the top floor has caved in; there is wood rot in all parts of the building; and a deep pool of black, oily water can be seen (and smelt) in the orchestra pit, where the permanent pumping system put in by Matcham has completely failed. As a result I was unable to examine the elaborate machinery installed beneath the stage. The unusually high fly tower is now a tangle of ropes, with forgotten backdrops and cut-out flats of trees and rocks hanging at crazy angles, so that too is hard to appraise.

I was able to obtain access through the good offices of the caretaker and former stage doorman Mr Jack Pegley. Mr Pegley, something of a character, insisted that the proper designation of his role was ‘hallkeeper’, an old fashioned term. He was obviously proud of ‘his’ theatre, though saddened by its present state of dilapidation, and curiously reluctant to show me certain parts of his domain.

In spite of the decay it is still plain to see that the interior is an early Matcham masterwork. Indian motifs pervade throughout in the auditorium and foyers. The main ceiling is encrusted with fine rococo plaster scrollwork which frames cartouches on which Indian scenes have been painted: dancing nautch girls, a durbar, a tiger hunt, and, rather curiously, a scene of suttee in which an Indian widow is shown burning on the pyre of her dead husband. I had the opportunity to inspect this last at close quarters and can testify to the strange vividness with which the unknown artist has depicted a look of agony and despair, clearly visible though the flames and smoke, on the face of the young widow. I am quite sure, however, that very few visitors to the theatre would have given a second glance at this rather macabre insight into Indian life: the cartouche in question is only visible from the cheaper seats in the Gallery. 

Indian arches support the ceiling from columns, the capitals of which are in the form of double elephants’ heads facing the stage and the back wall. The effect of these is ponderous and perhaps a little sinister, but impressive. The boxes are made to look like howdahs or pavilions fit for a Maharajah. 

I was interested in these boxes particularly as I had discovered in my researches that one of them, the prompt side stage box, had, at the request of the original owner, been installed by Matcham with a speaking tube system by which means the box’s occupant could be in contact with the stage manager in the prompt corner at stage level. This was one of the many innovative features of the Grand Pavilion, but it is, as far as I know, the only one unique to this particular theatre. The first proprietor, The Hon. Arthur Faversham, a minor poet and keen amateur of the theatre, something of a dilettante by all accounts, is said to have kept the box permanently reserved for his personal use, and to have maintained communication with staff and even performers by means of this device. Records show, however, that debts and some aftershocks of the scandal surrounding Wilde, with whose circle Faversham was associated, forced him to flee abroad in 1896. (We also find his name mentioned in papers relating to the Cleveland Street Scandal of 1889.) I was anxious to discover whether the management which bought the theatre from Faversham, Joel Abernethy Theatres Ltd, or subsequent owners had continued to make use of this facility.

My anxiety to inspect the box was not, for reasons unexplained, matched by Mr Pegley’s eagerness to show it to me. Though he had been helpful in other respects, he point blank refused to enter the box and left me to do so by myself. I only mention this because it is indicative of the curious atmospheric hold this theatre has on people, even, I must admit, myself.

I discovered the communication system in the box almost immediately. It is situated behind a red velvet curtain about two foot square which covers a small alcove in the wall that adjoins the proscenium arch. Not only had the system remained in use but, around the late nineteen-forties or early -fifties I should guess, it had been replaced by an electric Tannoy system complete with microphone, speaker, and volume control knob. I casually switched on the speaker’s knob and, to my surprise, the thing appeared to be still operational. (Pegley had turned on the electrics for my benefit.) A barrage of static was followed by a strange whistling or whispering sound that resembled human voices. I called out to Pegley to see if he had gone down to the stage level, but he had not. 

I did not stay long in the box because I found myself subjected to a strong draught of cold air. I could not quite locate its source. Obviously something connected with Matcham’s famous ‘air duct’ ventilation system had gone badly wrong; hardly surprising after ten or so years of sustained neglect.

 



* Ellen Terry (later Dame Ellen) was at the time Henry Irving’s leading lady. She had a cottage in nearby Winchelsea, where she was enjoying an Easter break from work at the Lyceum at the time she fulfilled this engagement. (see Joy Melville, Ellen and Eddy, Pandora Press 1987. p. 146) [G.V.]

 


From Journal  of Paranormal Research Vol X No. 9 (July  1975): ‘The Grand Pavilion, Seabourne: a Haunted Theatre?’ by Harrison Bews 

Investigations were prompted by reports coming in about the theatre from various quarters beginning in 1972, including one detailed account from the actor Rodney D. Some scepticism was expressed about this testimony as Rodney D had described himself at various times to our researchers as a ‘psychic’ and ‘clairvoyant’, but his account, part of which we will come to later, was given in a relatively level-headed manner. Moreover it was corroborated at various crucial points by a number of other witnesses. However, general murmurs about the Grand Pavilion being a ‘jinxed theatre’ may be safely disregarded as the loose talk of a profession which by its very nature is unusually prone to superstition.

 Phenomena experienced were concentrated in two main areas, though a number of witnesses testify to sudden feelings of disquiet, sensations of cold, the feeling of being watched, etc. in other parts of the theatre.

The first main centre of psychic disturbance — henceforward referred to as Location (Loc.) A — was the stage area and the wings on what is known as ‘the prompt side’, i.e. the right hand side of the stage as the spectator views it. This is where the prompter (usually the chief stage manager) sits with the ‘book’ or script, and directs his assistants in any change of scenery or lighting. Many actors had testified to a sense of being pushed, or somehow psychically impelled, to the edge of the stage, so that there was a danger of falling into the orchestra pit, which is unusually deep and cavernous. Almost a third of those questioned on the subject say that this unpleasant sensation was accompanied by the sound, low and almost imperceptible, of growling, ‘like the growling of a dog.’ Some also heard a breathy panting, again like that of a dog. One person only thought he heard the whinnying of a horse.

The other sound most frequently heard in Loc. A was that of tapping. All those questioned were quite specific about the nature of this tapping and that it was altogether different to the usual sounds made by a theatre with antiquated heating systems, wooden structures in varying stages of decay, etc. The sound seemed to all of them to be like that of a stick, perhaps a light walking stick, being tapped on the floor. Commonly the subject would hear the tapping while engaged upon some task in Loc. A, but when he or she turned their full attention upon the noise it would cease. This could be experienced a number of times in succession. Thus the subject would turn back to the task in hand and the tapping would begin again; the subject would stop whatever he or she was doing and listen, the tapping would stop, then begin again when the subject stopped listening for it, and so on.

The second centre of psychic phenomena (henceforward referred to as Loc. B) was the prompt side stage box, i.e. the box to be found nearest to the stage on the prompt side. It may as well be stated that much superstition surrounds this box, which is known for reasons which we were unable to discover as ‘The Blind Man’s Box.’ It was hardly ever occupied, and tickets would only be sold for it in the rare event of a ‘full house’.

Many of the phenomena surrounding Loc. B have been in fact witnessed from Loc. A. A number of witnesses testify to having been on stage (in several instances during a performance) and having seen a shadowy figure watching from it when it was known that no one could possibly have been in the box. The figure has no features but is often said to have ‘eyes’, that is two points of pale light are seen emanating from the shadowy presence where eyes might reasonably be supposed to be. The clearest account of this unusual manifestation is to be found in the testimony of the aforementioned Rodney D, a twenty-five year old actor. His account, recorded by one of our researchers, dates from the year 1973:

‘It was changeover day and we were changing the set for a new production. We were clearing Dial M for Murder and were setting up for How the Other Half Loves. As you can only begin the changeover after the end of a performance these things can go on late into the night. This one was a bugger. As you know, How the Other Half Loves has this weird double location set and we were having trouble working it all out. Anyway, round about midnight we decided to down tools for a coffee. We were done in. I was sitting on the edge of the stage, in the dead middle where the stage bows out a little into the auditorium, with my legs dangling in the pit. I had a brew in one hand and a ciggy in the other — murder for the old voice box, I know. Anyway, you know how you suddenly get this urge to look in a certain direction — well, I do — and I felt myself almost forced to look up to my left, to the prompt side stage box. For a couple of moments I resisted; then I thought, what the hell. There was something in the box. If you’re in any way psychic like I am you’ll know what I mean: it was more a presence than an actual visual thing, but I did see something. It was the shape of a man, a sort of shadow almost dead black, and he was leaning forward, his head nearly over the edge of the box. He was not sideways on, profile; he was facing towards me with his right ear towards the stage, and it was as if he were listening, hard. And I saw what I suppose were eyes, only they were very pale and sort of luminous. In spite of the eyes I felt sure he couldn’t see me, but I think he could hear me. I’m sure he could, because when I coughed and dropped my ciggy into the pit he started and turned his head round, and it was as if he was turning his head to hear where I was. My God, it was horrible. I don’t know why but it was. I called to the others who were lounging about in the prompt corner. I said there was someone in the Blind Man’s Box. No, I’ve no idea why it’s called that, nor does anyone. At least— Anyway, they all came trooping on to the stage and of course they couldn’t see anything in the box and, to tell the truth, by that time neither could I. And that was it really, except — oh! — just as this thing was turning its head I bloody nearly fell into the pit.’

This is the clearest account of what was seen in Loc. B, though one detail is supplied by another witness, the stage designer Adrian C. He claims to have seen the figure on a number of occasions. His description is vaguer than that of Rodney D in all respects but one. In describing the ‘eyes’, he said they were luminous and described them as being of ‘a pale, bluey, greeny, milky colour, like light shining through Lalique glass.’ 

A strong reluctance to enter Loc. B was felt by many witnesses, though some claim to have tried to investigate and found it unaccountably locked. The few who did enter did not stay long, finding it suddenly prone to blasts of chill air and, as one witness rather cryptically put it, ‘full of little noises’.

The person who had worked in the theatre for the longest time — the ‘hallkeeper’ a Mr Jack P. — was questioned on a number of occasions but was either unable or unwilling to supply any relevant information about the theatre and its history.

Investigators were allowed in, shortly after the theatre had closed down, in 1975, but encountered nothing out of the ordinary during the daytime. During our one and only all night session — the Council, for some unknown reason, permitted us to set up our equipment for one night only — some tapping of the kind described by a number of witnesses was heard and recorded, but this could be put down to the usual odd noises to which a large building in a very poor state of repair is prone. One of our researchers was loitering along the front of the stage when she distinctly felt a hand in the small of her back impelling her towards the orchestra pit. This only occurred once and no other investigator enjoyed this sensation, so it may be put down as a questionable phenomenon. Much of the research naturally centred round Loc. B, where the main body of psychic activity had been observed in the initial reports. It has to be said that very little of a definitely paranormal nature was observed. On two occasions our equipment recorded significant localised drops in temperature within the box, but this could be ascribed to the draughts which pervaded the theatre. On several occasions in daylight and during the night investigators (myself included) felt a sudden blast of cold air on the back of the neck, but again natural causes for these can not be entirely excluded. One event may be noteworthy, and it occurred to me. At about two o’clock in the morning I was examining the equipment which had been installed in the box for communicating with the prompt corner at the side of the stage. I was endeavouring to determine whether this could be the source of the sudden localised falls in temperature which had been recorded. Suddenly I began to hear noises coming through the speaker which relayed messages from the prompt corner. They sounded like whispering, urgent and furtive, though I could distinguish no words. There appeared to be two voices, possibly a man’s and a woman’s. It was curious, because I had taken care to check that the speaker was  turned off  when I began my session in the stage box. I checked again and found that the speaker was off. I switched the knob on and off several times but this appeared to make no difference. The sounds continued intermittently for several minutes and then faded altogether. I later ascertained that during the time when this phenomenon occurred none of our researchers had been anywhere near either Loc. A or Loc. B.

 



From: The Daily Telegraph November 30th 1971, Obituaries page:


Sir Kenneth Marlesford C.B.E., Industrialist and Philanthropist known as ‘The Blind Billionaire’
(1885–1971)

Sir Kenneth Marlesford, who died at the age of 86, was one of the last of the old school of great industrial magnates. Born in the palmy days of the British Empire, he represented the sturdy values of that era, its overwhelming sense of patriotic duty, and also, perhaps, a certain inflexibility in the unquestioning conviction of the justice of its own cause. As an arms manufacturer he played a key role in both world wars, a role which made him powerful, influential, and phenomenally rich. The sobriquet ‘The Blind Billionaire’ may well have been first coined by the press with alliteration rather than accuracy in mind, but it probably reflects the state of his finances towards the end of his long life. He was born in Salford in 1885, the son of Ezekiel Marlesford, a manufacturer of moderately priced sporting guns. Kenneth Marlesford is said to have been to have been educated at the Manchester Grammar School, though there is no record of his attendance there. Certainly he began working for his father’s firm, the Marlesford Gun Company, at a comparatively early age, and was very soon demonstrating remarkable energy and business acumen. By the time he was in his twenties he had, due to his own abilities and his father’s ailing health, taken over the direction of the firm, which in 1911 became the Marlesford Light Arms Company. By this time the firm had already secured contracts to supply the military with small arms and light field artillery. With the advent of the First World War came a further expansion and another change of name, to Imperial Armaments Ltd. It was the war that made Marlesford a millionaire, but the advent of peace saw no dwindling of the business. The subsequent expansion of Imperial Armaments throughout the ’20s and ’30s was at the expense of other firms, many of which Marlesford took over or bought up, employing business tactics that are more familiar today than they were then. It was in 1935, however, that he suffered his first setback, though this was more on a personal than a business level. Accounts of how he was blinded differ, but on certain facts there is general agreement. There had been some unrest at one of his factories in Sunderland, owing to the lack of safety precautions provided for the men who were working on the manufacture of a new kind of incendiary shell. Marlesford went in person to investigate the cause of unease and settle the dispute. It while he was inspecting arrangements that the accident occurred: there was an explosion, and he received the full force of some virulent chemical compound in his eyes. Rumours that the event was not accidental, but the deliberate contrivance of disaffected workers, have persisted; however, nothing was ever proved. Within the year the Sunderland plant closed down, resulting in many people being thrown out of work. Marlesford did not let his blindness affect his energies and ambitions, and the fact that he remained in full command of a powerful and ever-expanding industrial concern in spite of his visual impairment is testimony to a character of extraordinary tenacity and fortitude. During the Second World War his position as one of Britain’s key arms manufacturers secured him a place in the secret councils of the war office, and he formed close alliances with Lord Beaverbrook (Minister for Procurement) and others of Churchill’s inner circle. Despite his handicap he had the ear of Churchill himself, who referred to him in private, affectionately enough it is thought, as ‘Blind Pew’. In 1943 he married a twenty-six-year-old actress, Jane Selway, to the surprise of many who thought him a confirmed bachelor, but the couple appeared, in the early years of their marriage at least, to be devoted, and he did much to promote his wife’s theatrical career. The differing climate of the post-war years brought changes in the industry, but no diminution of Marlesford’s energies. In recognition of Britain’s new role in the world, Marlesford changed the name of his firm again, from Imperial Armaments to Advance Systems International. After the tragic suicide in 1953 of his wife, Marlesford became something of a recluse and put his business concerns in the hands of a management consortium, of which he remained chairman until his death. Notwithstanding this withdrawal from the world, he began to give generously to various charitable and political causes, and it was these numerous benefactions which earned him a knighthood in 1967. (He had been awarded the C.B.E in 1945 for his wartime services.)  He had no children and has left the bulk of his fortune to the Actor’s Benevolent Fund.

 


From: The Seabourne Mercury, Monday August 18th 1952


ACTOR IN TRAGIC DEATH FALL


Horrific Discovery by Stage Doorman

At some time during the night of August 16th or the early hours of the 17th a tragedy occurred at the Grand Pavilion Theatre, Seabourne which has police baffled. On the morning of the 17th of August Mr Jack Pegley, stage doorman and caretaker of the Grand Pavilion, had opened up the theatre and was doing his customary round of inspection when he noticed that something was amiss in the orchestra pit. There he discovered to his horror the body of a man who had evidently fallen from the stage into the pit and broken his neck, though precisely how or why remains a mystery.

The body was quickly identified as that of actor, Roland Payne (31), who only the night before had been appearing at the theatre as Bruce Lovell opposite Jane Selway in a revival of Frank Vosper’s tense drama Love From a Stranger. Mr Payne, a popular figure both in the town and among his colleagues, had been playing leading roles at the theatre this summer, and had scored notable successes as Gregory Black in The Late Edwina Black and Thomas Mendip in The Lady’s Not For Burning. 

Whether foul play was involved or whether this was simply a tragic accident, police are unable to say at this moment, but the case has certain puzzling features. Mr Pegley has told the police that the theatre, to the best of his knowledge, was empty when he locked the stage door the previous night, and that it was still locked when he opened it the following morning.

Police investigations continue. Leading actress Jane Selway and her husband, the owner of the theatre, Mr Kenneth Marlesford are said to be deeply shocked and distressed by the event.

 


From: The Diary and Notebook of George Vilier. 



Friday 6 July 2006:

Train to Seabourne this afternoon. The town seemed to be full, but fortunately I had booked into ‘Sunnydene Guest House’ on the front for the week. 

I’d better state why I’m here, and why I have begun to keep this journal. I had been interested in ‘the Seabourne Tragedy’, as it was known in our family, for a long time because Roland Payne was my Uncle. As I was a month old when he died I never met him, and it was only recently that I had the leisure to investigate the case. My parents also died when I was comparatively young and were, in any case, reticent about the affair. A clipping from the Seabourne Mercury found in a drawer was all I had to go on.

 



Monday 9 July 2006:

Until today I have found very few people who knew anything about the events of August 1952, let alone remembered them personally. It was quite by luck that I was put in touch with someone who was able to help me. Something had gone wrong with the exhaust of my Renault and, on enquiring after repair garages in the area with Renault dealerships, I was referred to Pegley’s Garage on the Folkestone Road. Of course, the name Pegley was familiar to me from the press cutting about my uncle. It turned out that the proprietor, Tom Pegley, was the son of Jack Pegley, who had died in 1991 aged 85.

Tom Pegley is a friendly man. He was intrigued by my interest, but could tell me nothing of relevance beyond the fact that his father, despite having been little more than a humble theatre caretaker, died a comparatively wealthy man. But, he said, there was a box of papers and other items belonging to his father, which he had never troubled to look through. Would I care to see them?

The lack of curiosity that some people have about themselves and their origins always surprises, even shocks me, but I was glad to be allowed an uncensored look at this virgin material. Among the miscellaneous memorabilia of a life spent in theatrical environs there was one item which looked promising. It was a large brown manilla envelope containing something flat and cylindrical. The flap had been secured with sealing wax, and on it was written words to the effect that it was only to be opened on Pegley’s death, or before on his express instructions. Tom told me that it had been sent to him on his father’s death by a firm of Seabourne solicitors who had been keeping it for him. No, he had never thought of opening it. No, he didn’t mind if I did. 

The envelope contained another envelope, typewritten and addressed to ‘Mr J. Pegley’ which had been carefully resealed. By the feel of it it contained a letter. Then there was the flat cylindrical object which I had felt. It was a reel of audio tape, eight or nine inches in diameter, of the kind which could be played on those big old-fashioned ‘reel-to-reel’ tape recorders of the ’50s and ’60s. 

As it happened, Tom said he still had the old Grundig tape recorder which his father had salvaged from the theatre when it closed.  We played a few seconds of the tape, and when Tom heard that it was his father’s voice on it he stopped the machine. He does not want to listen to his dead father’s voice. I suppose I can understand that. Tom has given me the tape and the recorder to take back to my guest house. I am going to transcribe what his father says and give him a copy.





Tuesday 10 July 2006:

I have been sitting up all night listening with earphones on, transcribing Jack Pegley’s tape. I have hardly had time to think about what he said, and perhaps that is just as well. I give it here complete without any expurgations.

‘Testing . . . Can you hear me? Right. This is Jack Pegley. I am Jack Pegley and I wish to state . . . I am the Hallkeeper of the Grand Pavilion theatre. That’s right, hallkeeper. None of this caretaker, stage doorman rubbish. I been with the Grand Pavilion a long time. Before the war I started. Stage Carpenter, I was then, when there was stage carpenters. I was a flyman too; did all sorts. That was before Mr Marlesford, Sir Kenneth as he became, bought the theatre. I was there before him. Then when I injured my knee down that orchestra pit, they made me hallkeeper and I ran the corner. The prompt corner to you. I was in charge. Well, Mr Marlesford, he trusted me. He said I was his eyes. Blind he was, Mr Marlesford. “Pegley,” he said, “be my eyes.” So I was. Now this what I’m saying is for a reason, so I’m not telling any funny stories, only what I got to. [A pause. Pegley seems to be breathing hard.] Right then. Mrs Marlesford, she was Jane Selway, the leading lady and what she said went in the theatre. Mr Marlesford, he allowed that, and anyway he had his own, the arms and that, but he come down every weekend and sometimes in the week and he sits in the box with his guide dog Wisper, and he listens to the show, and sometimes he talks to me through the Tannoy we had made for him in his box where the old speaking tubes used to be. “Pegley, are you there?” he says, whispering through the machine to me in the prompt corner. “Pegley, are you there?” And I says, “Yes, sir, Mr Marlesford, and it’s five minutes to the end of act one,” or some such. And he says: “Pegley, leave the mike on so’s I can hear you in the prompt corner,” so I do that. He likes to hear me give my orders to ring down the curtain or dim the straws in the battens, or some such. Well Jane Selway, I call her Jane, because she says: “Call me Jane. Everyone calls me Jane,” she’s a fine, beautiful young woman and a fine actress. I see her do all sorts. “You should have seen her,” I says once to Mr Marlesford, accidental, and he says “I can’t!” All sharp and sudden like. He had a cold temper on him sometimes. Well, here’s the thing. Jane, she gets on with everyone, but specially with this young man who comes down from London. Roland Payne, his name was. Comes down having been in one of Mr Binkie Beaumont’s shows at the Haymarket. Oh, it’s Binkie this and Binkie that, and dear Noel and darling Boo Laye and what not, but he could act a bit, I’ll say that. Well, he and Jane they get on famously and that season, 1952 it was, I’ll never forget, they’re a team, like leading man and leading lady. Roland Payne and Jane Selway. They get a bit of a following, and people want to come and see Payne and Selway. Most nights they’re selling out, and it’s a big house, I tell you, thousand seater plus. Well, one night, it’s Love from a Stranger — no, I tell a lie, that came later: it’s The Lady’s Not For Burning. I remember there was a lot of fancy talk in that show. Well, I was in the prompt corner during Act I and I hear Mr Marlesford on the Tannoy “Pegley, are you there?” He says. And I say, “Yes, sir, Mr Marlesford; it’s twenty minutes to the Act One curtain, and I’m just nipping round to the opposite prompt side to put another stage weight on one of the braces. There’s a flat flapping about horrible. I’ve got plenty of time and they won’t need me on the book, so I’d rather see to it myself.”  And he says:“‘Right you are, Pegley, but still leave the mike on so’s I can hear the prompt corner.” So that’s what I do and then I went round to the OP and I fix the stage weight. And as I do so I look across the stage and see Roland and Jane in the wings on the other side, waiting to go on. They’re standing by my desk and talking, and touching, and I wonder if they know my microphone’s on. Well, it’s only a thought and I forget it when I get back to the prompt corner. Then it’s getting ready to bring the curtain down on act one. And it’s a big line from Mr Roland Payne that rings down the curtain: “For God’s sake hang me, before I love that woman!” I remember that. Funny stuff. The curtain drops, big round of applause and we bring in the iron for the interval. Then I hear on the Tannoy: “Pegley, are you there?” It’s Mr. Marlesford in his box. It was a shock like because I’d forgotten him. So I says, “Yes, sir, Mr Marlesford. I’m here.” And he says: “Did you see them?” Just that. It took me a time to figure it out what he meant and then the penny drops. So I says, “Yes, sir, Mr Marlesford. I did see.” Then he just says: “We know,” and clicks off. Well, I’m sticking to what’s important now, but let’s just say as the weeks pass it’s plain what’s going on. Mr Marlesford, he says nothing, but when he’s in his box he always tells me to keep my mike on, and sometimes he sends me off if I’m not busy in the corner to check the box office returns, or some such, just to get me away from the corner. I know what he’s up to. Anyway, we start on a two week run of Love from a Stranger. Always goes down well, that show; and Jane is playing the girl, and Mr Payne he’s playing the villain, Bruce, and we come to the Saturday, end of the first week. Mr Marlesford he’s come down to see the Saturday night show, but I don’t hear from him down the Tannoy till right at the end just before the curtain: “Pegley, are you there?” he says. So I says, “Yes, sir, Mr Marlesford. I’m here.” And he says, “Come up and see me in the box after the show.” Well, that’s a turn up for a start. He’s never done that before, so up I go after the show. And there he is bolt upright in his chair with his black guide dog Wisper lying flat on the carpet underneath it. “Pegley,” he says, “I want you to do something for me. Nodder” — that’s his chauffeur, Mortimer Nodder — “will drive my wife and self back to the Seabourne house, then he’s taking me to London. Now then, where does Mr Payne go for a drink after the show?” I says it’s usually The Feathers. “Right then,” he says. “When you leave the theatre tonight, I want you to throw the main electricity switch in the prompt corner like you always do, but I don’t want you to lock up as per, I want you to leave the stage door unlocked. Do you understand?” I says yes. He says, “Then you take your time, but you go over to The Feathers and you find Mr Roland Payne and you say to him these words: ‘There’s someone waiting for you on stage at the theatre. Go now. The stage door’s unlocked.’ Just that. Then you skedaddle.” And it’s as if he can see me opening my mouth to say something, because the next thing he says is, “Don’t ask any questions. I’ll see the stage door is locked afterwards, and I’ll see you don’t lose by it. That’s all.” Then he gets up and picks up his stick and whistles to Wisper who leads him out of the box and through the pass door and down to his wife’s dressing room. And I’m left standing there in the box, scratching my head and not knowing what to think. Well, I do exactly what I’m told and I go to The Feathers and I give Mr Payne the message. And there’s one funny thing. When I give him what I’m told to say, Mr Payne he doesn’t seem surprised. He just nods his head and gives a little smile, like what they call a smirk, and then he looks at me like he wants me to get out of there, so I do. And then the more I think about it, the more I don’t like it. It’s not that I can put my finger on it, but it smells nasty. So I wait round the corner from The Feathers — it’s a fine night with a big moon — and not long after I see Mr Payne come out of The Feathers with his trilby on cocked at an angle, cheeky like, and he hurries towards the Grand Pav. Well, I follow at a distance because I know where he’s going, and I go round the theatre the other way so I won’t be seen by him. And that’s where I see round the side, in the shadow of the theatre there’s a car. It’s Mr Marlesford’s Rolls with Nodder, the chauffeur, in his uniform standing beside it.

Now that gets me really worried, I don’t know why, but it does, so I hurry round to the stage door and Mr Payne, he must already have gone in, so I go in. Almost the first thing I hear when I’m in is this sort of crash and coming from the stage, it sounds like. Well, like a fool, I try to switch on a light and I’ve forgotten that I threw the mains switch to the building at the prompt corner. Still, I should know my way by now, so I feel hand over hand along the wall to one of the pass doors onto the stage. By God, it’s black as the ace of spades in there. I can’t see a thing, but I can hear. My Christ, I can hear. It’s someone screaming out in agony, like you can feel the pain yourself. It’s coming from somewhere near the stage, but there’s an echo, hollow like. And it goes on, this screaming. It’s Mr Payne, I know the voice, and now I’ve worked out where he is. He’s in the orchestra pit because it’s deep and hollow. I feel my way round the back wall and then the prompt side wall towards the corner, and all the time there’s this screaming going on. But now it’s getting weaker and mixed up in it is a sort of coughing and what I call a gurgle, like he’s choking on jam or something thick and sticky. Now I’ve got to the prompt corner and I stop dead still. Then there’s this great big choke and it stops. Everything’s quiet for a second — silence — and I’m just reaching up to where I think the mains switch is going to be when I hear this other sound. It’s like tap, tap, tap of a stick on the stage and the patter of paws and the breath of a dog. It’s coming my way towards the prompt corner but I can’t see a thing. Everything’s as black as bloody hell. He’s coming closer. I hold my breath. I say nothing. He’s three, four feet away and I can almost smell him. Wisper gives a little low growl, like she does, and he says: “Pegley, are you there?” I say nothing, and again he says “Pegley, are you there?” That’s when I run, bumping into him as I go and he’s wearing this long overcoat of soft cashmere like, soft and cold. I don’t know how, I find my way to the pass door and then I’m out of there. Then I forget but I know the wife, she lets me in three or four in the morning, and I’d got through a bottle of Bell’s by then, so she thinks she knows the reason, except I’m not usually a big drinker. Later that morning I have to go back to the theatre, though I don’t usually go in on a Sunday, because I know what’s going to be there and I have to report it. Then a few days afterwards Mr Marlesford and I have a talk, and he says he’ll see me all right. But I’m making sure he does, so when you hear this I might be dead; and if I’m dead and Mr Marlesford — Sir Kenneth, I should say — is still alive, then you know what to do.’

 

When I had transcribed the tape, and read it over, I opened the letter that was with the tape. It was addressed to Mr Pegley from a firm of London solicitors:

 


Parkins, Wraxall & Worby, Solicitors


1 Lupton Court 


Gutter Lane


Cheapside



London  E.C.2. 

Dec. 5th 1971

 


Dear Mr Pegley,

We have been instructed by the Estate of the late Sir Kenneth Marlesford and under the conditions of his will to charge you with the following task.

You are to come to these offices at the above address and collect from us the urn containing the late Sir Kenneth’s ashes and take them by train to Seabourne. There you are to gain access to the Grand Pavilion Theatre and place or scatter those ashes ‘Where,’ in the words of Sir Kenneth’s List of Instructions signed and dated 23rd December 1970, ‘Mr. Pegley knows I wish them to be so placed or scattered.’

For this task you are to receive the sum of £500 plus expenses. Should you reveal the nature of this task, or any of the contents of this letter, to any person whatsoever (family members included) you will at once forfeit the pension which Sir Kenneth has allowed that you should continue to be paid under the provisions of his last will and testament signed, dated, and witnessed, 23rd December 1970.

We await your response at your earliest convenience,

Yours etc,

Sydney Wraxall

 

I asked Tom whether his father had fulfilled this obligation. Tom says he doesn’t know, but he thinks he remembers his father going up to London (a thing he rarely if ever did) at about that time. ‘Anyway,’ said Tom, ‘our dad was never one to pass up the offer of a bit of extra cash.’

I did not ask Tom precisely how his father had died, but, as it happens, he volunteered the information. It happened in November 1991. Pegley was alone in his house, his wife having died three years previously, and he was sleeping in the first floor bedroom. At some time in the early hours of the morning he got up, presumably to answer a call of nature. He switched on the passage light, but the bulb blew and fused all the lights. One can only speculate what happened next, but it was probably in the confusion which followed this minor mishap that Mr Pegley took a step or two in the wrong direction and ended by falling down his own stairs and breaking his neck.

There had been an inquest, but the jury brought in a verdict of accidental death.

 



Wednesday 11 July 2006:

Today I managed to gain access to the theatre and stayed there just long enough to testify that the interior is indeed a splendid example of Frank Matcham’s art. I don’t want to write anything further about my experiences in the Grand Pavilion, Seabourne, except this: my quest is over, but what I have found will remain with me.

* * * * *
 



This is where George Vilier’s diary ended. A few days later his body was found on the rocks below Beachy Head some miles further down the coast. No indication can be found — apart, perhaps, from that ambiguous last sentence — that he was suffering from depression, or that his mind was unbalanced. 






 

 

 





Shades of the Prison House





Shades of the prison-house begin to close

Upon the growing boy . . .

 Wordsworth, Intimations of Immortality





I



FORGIVE ME, I can only talk in fragments. The memories are returning, but in bursts, like the sudden flowering of fireworks in a night sky. This is the way I remember now, ever since the blow to my head — when was it? — two days ago now? Everything up to the age of thirteen and then — nothing until I wake up here at the age of sixty . . . three, did you say? Dear God; and why am I here? No! Don’t tell me! I must have been well educated in that black and empty interim because I express myself well, do I not? So the rest of me is still in there somewhere, but I know nothing of it. Why, therefore, should I accept responsibility for whatever it is I am supposed to have done? No! Don’t tell me! I am trying to concentrate. Here comes another memory shooting up out of the darkness: I must get it down.

Sarson and I are in the back of the Rolls. Have you ever been in a Rolls-Royce? There is a special smell which I can only describe as the smell of wealth, the smell of soft and yielding upholstery, of polished walnut accessories and, above all, the faint intoxicating whiff of Montecristo Cigars from the front seats where Sarson’s Uncle Rex sits with the chauffeur. What was his name? Mort. Rex always called him Mort: his full name is Mortimer Nodder, I believe. I can’t remember what Mort’s face looks like, but I can see the back of his neck. He must be a thin chap, because the muscles and veins in his neck are visible and his skin is white, its surface irregular, like the skin of a plucked chicken. His dull brown hair is cut short and he always wears a grey peaked cap. Mort smooths the Rolls out of the drive of Russell Court School with a gentle purr from its engine. Then Sarson jabs me with something: a pin, I think it is.

Wait! This can’t make any sense to you. I must try to start at what is absurdly called the beginning, because, of course, there really is no beginning, or end. Nor, for me, is there a middle, but we’re not going into that.

I’ll have to start with my mother, a widow by the time I was eleven. My father died in 1955, leaving us well provided for, and we moved from Surrey to a quite luxurious service flat in one of those big blocks just off Baker Street. Mother had never liked the country: she much preferred London friends, London shops, and everything done for her. I still hunger for the country. I can see the flat now, full of the things she loved and I hate. She collects nineteenth century bric-à-brac, which is just beginning to be fashionable. Perhaps I acquired a taste for these things later in life, but I have lost it again now. There are papier mâché tables inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a crowd of brightly coloured stuffed birds under a glass cloche, and that pair of Staffordshire China dogs on the mantelpiece. I loathe them because they don’t look like real, proper dogs to me. I want a proper dog, not the London lapdog Mother has acquired: a black and tan Pekinese called Fu-Fu whose bulging eyes stare at me with loathing out of its puckered, snuffling little face. Mother is telling me that she has ‘just met a Mrs Sarson — such a nice woman! — and, do you know, we were talking and it turns out that she has a son called Giles who goes to Russell Court, just like you, and the same age too! Do you know him? You ought to be friends. Perhaps you are already. You never tell me these things, Peter, you’re so secretive.’

I never tell her, because until now she hasn’t shown the slightest interest. Of course I know Sarson! He is the most unpopular boy in the school, but I don’t tell mother this. She seems so pleased with herself, as if she has made a delightful discovery which will benefit me enormously. The holidays are coming to an end, and no doubt she will insist on my making friends with Sarson the following term.

It is not immediately obvious why Sarson is so unpopular. He is tall, fair-haired, and unusually good-looking. Contrary to what some people think, you know, pre-adolescent boys are very susceptible to beauty. Well, I am, but I’m still not keen on Sarson, though mainly because nobody else is. He’s not specially clever at work, or good at games, though he’s not bad, but he always acts as if he’s incredibly superior. It’s nothing you can pin down except that he boasts a lot about how rich his parents are. His father’s something in oil and they live most of the time abroad. And he boasts of course about his famous Uncle Rex, but I’ll come to that later. 

Ours is an old-fashioned preparatory school. I’m talking about the year 1957, fifty years ago — is that right? — so it must seem even more old-fashioned to you than it does to me. There’s a lot of petty regulations and a lot of beating. Does that still go on? The Headmaster even has names for his canes: they’re called Scipio Major and Scipio Minor, after the Roman generals who tamed Hannibal, you know. I suppose one of them is supposed to be less painful than the other, but I could never tell the difference. Well, Sarson is always getting ‘Scipio’d’, as we call it, though it doesn’t seem to worry him. What for? Oh, all sorts of things, but mostly for things he does to the smaller boys, like putting ink in their geometry boxes, or glue on their hair, or drawing pins on their seats. That’s when he’s caught, but mostly he isn’t caught, so he is feared as well as hated.

Am I painting too grim a picture? I do not intend to. I think I am happy here. The Head Master, The Reverend Richard Cowdray, always known as R.C., is pretty decent, in his intentions anyway. Russell Court is in Kent, situated a few miles inland from the Channel Coast on the edge of a little town called Northgate, one of those quiet, respectable places where elderly spinsters go to fade away in pairs, and retired Majors play golf and bridge. I am a solitary boy, which does not mean that I have no friends, but that I take them or leave them at a whim, and in between I walk alone, like a cat. I am not noticeably bad at games, but I never shine. I dream and wander whenever I can, and the grounds offer many places of solitude. In the summer the shade of trees beside a playing field is what I like best. There I can hide myself with a book or two until across the evening air the Master On Duty calls: ‘All In!’

Summer evenings on a Saturday or Sunday are my favourite because they are a time of no obligations or duties: no games, no work. You cannot be got at: being got at by people with intentions for me is the thing I dread. Those evenings are long, like the shadows that stretch across the cricket fields. I have a spot where I go on these occasions because it is where no one else goes. It is the Second Eleven Cricket Pavilion on Lower Field. Its quiet, self-proclaimed mediocrity soothes me and appeals to something deep within. I cannot tell you what it is; perhaps I discovered that later in life, but I don’t know, you see. There is usually an old deck chair on its verandah where I can sit and read unmolested.

It was the second or third Saturday evening of that summer term. I am not in my usual tranquil frame of mind because that morning I have had a letter from my mother. ‘I met Mrs Sarson again today in Harrods. Are you making friends with her boy Giles? He sounds a very nice sort of boy.’ I cannot fathom this last remark. What makes her think he is nice? Is it because his parents are rich? I feel guilty not simply because I have done nothing about befriending Sarson, but because I have no intention of doing so. You see, my mother’s wishes have been until now my only moral imperatives.

I am trying to erase her voice from my head — ‘Such a nice boy! Do Make friends with him!’ — so I wander down to the Second Eleven Pavilion with a book, Conan Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet. I have read it before, but that will help me concentrate and forget. I come near to the pavilion. The air is still, and full of the soft, lingering warmth of evening. To my annoyance I begin to hear voices. They are coming from behind the pavilion. I approach as close as I can without seeing or being seen.

‘Well, Stubbings, do you want to join the Ancient Order of Sarsonites?’

‘Oh, yes, Sarson.’

‘Then prepare yourself, Stubbings.’

‘Oh, I say, Sarson. What are you doing?’

‘‘Oh, I say!’ That’s a rather old-fashioned way of talking. Come along. You haven’t prepared yourself yet, Stubbings.’

‘Oh, all right, but what’s going to happen, Sarson?’

‘What are the two maxims of the Ancient Order of Sarsonites , Stubbings?’

‘Secrecy Above All.’

‘And——?’

‘No Pain, No Gain, Sarson.’

‘Precisely. Now, are you going to be a brave little soldier, Stubbings?’

‘What are you doing with that needle?’

‘I am rendering it sterile with this lighter, Stubbings.’

‘Oh, Sarson, please. Don’t——’

‘Don’t what? Now  come along, Stubbings. Sarsonites are brave. I don’t want you blubbing or anything. If you’re going to cry out, stick a hanky in your mouth. Now, are you ready to receive the Sarsonite mark of honour?’

‘Oh, all right, Sarson.’

There was a pause, and then a sound halfway between a gasp and a sob. I heard Sarson say: ‘All right, Stubbings, you can pull your shorts up now. You are now part of the Ancient and Honourable Order of Sarsonites.’

‘Thanks, Sarson. And you will get me that signed photo, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will. A Sarsonite promise is always kept. It shall be personally inscribed to you.’

‘Oh, no, Sarson!’

‘What? Are you being impertinent to me, Stubbings?’

‘No, Sarson! No, but actually, you see the signed photo, it’s not for me, it’s for my sister Janine. I promised her.’

‘Did you indeed? That was rash of you. Very well. Run along now, Janine, I’ll see what I can do.’

Round the corner of the pavilion comes Stubbings. His eyes are red and wet and he is rubbing the seat of his shorts. He does not see me, but Sarson does when he emerges. He is surprised but not unduly alarmed.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask.

‘Hello, Sternfield. Just initiating young Stubbings into my little Secret Society. You don’t want to join, do you?’

‘No dam’ fear!’ Sarson sees that I am not to be intimidated, so he tries a different tack.

‘I believe my ma met your ma in the hols,’ he says.

‘That’s right.’

‘You’re not going to sneak on me, are you?’

‘What about?’

‘Well you know, because R.C. gives us all that bilge about bullying in his sermons.’

I say, ‘I didn’t see anything.’ This is true. 

I don’t know why, I don’t know how, but Sarson and I do become sort of friends from that moment. It’s not that I like him any better, it’s just that we have shared some sort of confidence. And he fascinates me. My other friends warn me against him, rather pompously, I think. One of them, Merton, says to me: ‘He’s a bad influence, you know, Sternfield.’ I despise this, because I know instinctively that Merton has used a phrase that was just parroted from something his parents say. Boys of twelve and thirteen don’t talk about ‘influence’; I suppose because their life is all influence and nothing else.

I write to tell my mother that Sarson has invited me out with him one weekend,and she is delighted. At weekends, you see, boys are allowed to be taken out by relations for lunch and tea, and they are allowed to take a friend with them. I do not tell my mother that the relation who has come to take out Sarson and me is his Uncle Rex.

It is a couple of Saturdays later, midday, and we are about to be let out of class. Those who are being taken out for the day wear suits instead of school uniform. From my class I can see the front drive, where parents and relatives are gathering to greet their charges. Amid the sensible Rover Saloons and Estate Cars there sits, grand, immaculate, jet black, a Rolls-Royce. I know whose it is, and when I glance at Merton I sense that he does too. We exchange respective glances of triumph and envy.

Uncle Rex does not wear a suit, or a tie like most the other male adults on the drive. He wears fawn slacks and a blazer over a black polo-necked sweater. As our class ends he gets out of his Rolls and stands on the gravel drive, nonchalantly smoking his Montecristo, surveying the scene with the casual incuriosity of adults. When the master has left the classroom, boys gather at the window to stare at him; but I have gone to join Sarson and meet the man himself.

You’ve heard of Rex Raymond, of course? The singer. Is he still alive? You must have heard of him. ‘I’ll send my Love’, that was the big hit number of his they were all playing then. I can hear him now in my head, because I heard him sing it many times on stage. We’ll come to that later.

Wherever you may be


On land or sea 


I’ll send my Love


And if I die, my love


Then from above,


I’ll send my love,


I’ll send my Love!

 

That’s the tune. I can’t do his voice: smooth, sophisticated. A crooner, I suppose you’ll call him. Well, anyway, he’s big, believe me, and he’s got everything: the voice, the looks, the charm. In the flesh his face is easily identifiable from those sleek, cunningly lit photographs, but it is somehow less real, less characterful. Perhaps the features are a little fuller, more indulgent, but there is nothing to be read in the eyes. The famous soulful look of all the photographs is absent. He is in his early thirties, I think, and there is not a dark hair out of place, nor a recalcitrant patch of stubble on his cheeks. The grooming is professional. Besides the cigar smoke I smell something which I later know to be a male cologne. I feel the ridiculous softness of his fawn cashmere overcoat which has been draped carelessly over the back seat where Sarson and I have been installed. The coat seems more real than he is. He is a man of accessories and trappings whose perfect richness and newness excite me in spite of myself.

He takes us into the big coastal resort, Seabourne which is, strictly speaking, out of bounds to us, even when we’re with an adult, but this fact is not even mentioned. It happens that Rex Raymond is there for the summer, topping the bill of a variety show at the Grand Pavilion. 

We drive past the Grand — a vast Victorian palace of pleasure, a Matcham Monster — and there above the entrance is Rex Raymond’s name in letters as tall as a tree, and a giant photograph of him in black tie, gazing tenderly down on us like a god. There are other names, too, beneath his in smaller letters, and I ask about them. These, Rex tells me grandly, are ‘the support acts’: supporting him, I presume. I read their names and the mottos beneath them, which I am told are called ‘bill material’. There is the comic Joey King (‘Only Jo-King!!’) and Little Billy Wilshire (‘Radio’s Favourite, Billy the Kid’), Mephisto (‘The Great Illusionist’), Carloni’s Acrobats, and the Dave Dixon Dancers. There’s a great picture of these last along the front of the theatre, all in a row, ostrich plume head-dresses, sequins, long legs in fishnet tights with Rex in a gold lamé tuxedo, microphone in hand, parading in front of them, like a General at a Military Review. I long to see the show, but this is not possible. The first house begins at six and we must be back at Russell Court before then. Still, there are hours to enjoy and the sun is out.

We arrive the Metropole Hotel where Rex has a suite for the season. I see him change as he gets out of the Rolls because he knows he is being watched. ‘That’s Rex Raymond!’ He smiles to left and right, exchanges a matey little joke with the doorman, signs a couple of autographs in the foyer. We enter the Metropole deliciously in the wake of his importance.

There is lunch in the dining room off a vast à la carte menu full of French that we have not learnt in school: brochettes and mousselines and entrecôtes. We order lavishly; he asks for a bottle of champagne. Then he begins to talk. 

It is such a relief. Usually when you are taken out by parents or kindly relatives, you are asked how you are getting on at school and what is your favourite subject and who is your best friend. You do not want to tell them because they will not understand, and anyway your favourite subject is staring out of the window, or flicking rubber bands at your neighbour’s neck. Rex is not interested in our school; he wants to talk about himself.

Apparently Show Business, or ‘The Show Business Game’, as Rex invariably calls it, is all about percentages and agents and top billing and deals with the Management. ‘You’ve got to watch your back in this Show Business Game,’ says Rex. I haven’t heard this phrase before and I’m puzzled. How can you watch your own back? It appears that everyone — agents, managers, even fellow performers — are out to ‘get’ him, or to ‘get a piece’ of him. This is another phrase I do not understand. In spite of this, he seems to me to be doing well. The food arrives and we gorge ourselves after weeks of cartilaginous stews, watery cabbage, and semolina. Nutritional and not sexual deprivation is still uppermost in our minds. Champagne is brought in a perspiring, silvery bucket and we are allowed a glass. 

As we drink the champagne I notice that Rex is watching us closely. There is a strange look on his face. Could it be envy?

After lunch we go up stairs to Rex’s suite where we play vingt-et-un for pennies, and watch racing on television. This is still a comparative novelty to me. My mother has recently acquired a television but I am only allowed to watch a very limited amount, and under the strictest monitoring. After a couple of hours I notice that Rex is becoming restless. He goes into his bedroom to ring someone up.

After another race or two, during which even we begin to tire of the parade of monochrome horses, there is a knock on the door. Rex leaps up and opens it to a tall, coltish blonde girl. I reckon she’s eighteen or so, barely five years older than we are. She looks at us with some surprise, perhaps even alarm.

She says: ‘Oh, sorry, Rex. I didn’t know you were . . .’

Rex says: ‘No, no. Come in. Boys, meet Roxy. One of Dave Dixon’s tarts.’

‘Rex!’

Rex puts on a mock posh voice. ‘Ho, ai do beg your pardon. One of the ladies of the chorus.’

‘That’s better. Hello, boys, I’m Roxanne.’

‘Roxy. You can call her Roxy.’

‘No, Rex. You can call me Roxy, if you really want to, but you boys can call me my proper name. Roxanne.’

‘Rexy and Roxy. That’s what we are. Aren’t we, babe?’

‘If you say so, Rex.’

We shake hands solemnly with Roxanne. I like her, and feel as if she could be my friend. She has sharp, delicate features and long legs, like a bird. She has a nice smile and there is something fragile about her, in spite of which Rex appears a little uneasy in his presence. As a result he becomes assertive. He gives us ten shillings each to go out into the town and buy sweets, or anything we want. He tells us that he needs a rest before the show, so Mort will drive us back to the school. He gives us the number of Mort’s room, which is on the top floor of the Metropole. Sarson wants him to sign some photos for him before we go. Rex laughs.

‘Sell them, do you, you little beggar? Ask Mort before he drives you back. He’s got all the pictures and he signs them for me, too. Does my autograph better than I do. Now bugger off, the pair of you. I want some shut-eye.’ And he winks mysteriously.

I smile at Roxanne who smiles back at me, but I notice that she also smiles, and perhaps longer, at Sarson.

We bought sweets and comics in the town, and played the fruit machines that glittered and clattered in the arcades along the Seabourne front, all activities expressly banned by Russell Court. Soon, though, time was tugging at our sleeves, reminding us to return to school, and anyway the forbidden fruit machines had lost their savour. Sarson bought a packet of cigarettes, but having smoked half of one — I took a puff — and felt very sick, he threw it off the end of the pier. 

We thought of looking in on Rex in his suite and thanking him, but Sarson wisely decided against it, so we made our way to the top floor of the Metropole, room six hundred and something, to seek out Mort so that he could take us back in the Rolls.

His door is open, and I can see him sitting with his back to us, reading. The odd thing that strikes me now is that he is wearing his cap. In fact I never saw him bareheaded, without his cap on. No, there was one occasion. I’ll come to that later.

The room is small. There is a bed, a wardrobe, a wash hand basin, and the chair in which he sits. A dormer window permits a glimpse of sky with a pale grey stain of sea below it. I notice the strange, sinewy column of Mort’s neck, the dry, dull, sandy hairs sticking out from under his cap, and the book, an American paperback with a lurid cover. The title is Hot Dames on Cold Slabs. Sarson asks for some signed photos, which he gets from a drawer in the wardrobe and signs according to instructions, as if it were a perfectly natural thing to do. He drives us back to Russell Court.

There is little else that I remember about that occasion except that Sarson was Scipio’d for being found in possession of a comic, The Beano, I think it was. I never much liked children’s comics, even though I read them greedily if they came my way. I hate the way they portray children not as real boys and girls, but as malignant demons.

 



II



In the Summer Holidays, I am invited to stay for three weeks with Sarson in Seabourne. He was at the Metropole with his Uncle Rex and I was to share a room with him. My mother cannot understand my reluctance, but I sense that this is what she wants, so I give in. She promises to come and join me at the end of the three weeks.

I think I have to mention one thing she asked me to do, because it seems odd. She asked me to continue to go to church on Sundays in Seabourne. It is true that we go to church every Sunday in London, but I have never quite understood my mother’s insistence on the practice. Apart from these attendances she never showed any sign of piety or interest in doctrine. Perhaps it has something to do with my father, but I have forgotten.

Having gone out together with Rex in the Summer term, Sarson and I maintained cordial relations, but we did not get any closer. There was something in his smiling, scheming nature which either prevented intimacy, or warned of its dangers. I did not look forward to being so close to him, but the world of Rex Raymond had captivated me and held out a prize for my tolerance of Sarson. The question that I did not ask till later, too late, is why Rex wants us there.

Sarson and Mort are there to meet me at Seabourne station with the Rolls. I do not know what to say to Sarson, but that is all right, because he chatters all the way back to the Metropole. He tells me about the dog track that Rex took him to last night, and how he won five pounds. He is full of repressed excitement, and I am sure that it not simply the dog racing. I notice that his voice is beginning to crack; mine is still a treble.

I’ll give you the memories that come to me. They are clear, but mostly they have no date. The first night there we go to see the show — I’ll come to that later. But I remember the first night that Sarson and I share a room together. We are talking a long time about the show and everything, in whispers, though there is no danger of anyone overhearing. I fall asleep. The window is open and we can faintly hear the waves scratching the shingle beach. I fall asleep and then I am awake. A weight is on top of me. I look up and find I am staring into the face of Sarson two inches away from mine. He is lying on top of me, naked and smiling, that much I can see in the dim light. I think he senses my alarm, because all he does is to say, ‘Ha!ha!ha!’ in a conspiratorial, whispery sort of voice and slide off me. 

I don’t know what to make of it all, but I know I have entered a new and strange world. It is frightening and exciting in about equal measures. Nothing is said about this incident in the morning. We have breakfast in the dining room with Rex, and discuss the show.

That is very clear in my mind, because I saw it many times. It became an obsession with me, and with Sarson too, but I think for different reasons.

Oddly enough Rex’s act was the one I remember least clearly. He occupies much of the second half of the performance, with the first half being taken up with what he, but nobody else, calls his ‘support act..’ It is smooth and accomplished and, most importantly, rapturously received. I imagine that he must be on the pinnacle of happiness, but this is not the case. He is suspicious and insecure. He is troubled that there are others waiting to take his place, to depose Rex, the king.

I think he is wrong. He has a record player in his suite and he is always playing records, his own and other people’s, and restlessly comparing them. I remember he played me some records of a new man who is becoming all the rage in America. Priestly, I think his name was. Rex thought a lot of him, but I didn’t. Negro muck if you ask me — why are you looking at me like that? But he wasn’t a black, apparently. Rex thinks this new type of music will sweep aside what he is doing. I doubt it. It might have been big in the States for a while but would never have caught on in England. I wonder what happened to Mr Priestly. Do you know? He could still be alive, I suppose.

For me, the part of his show I love best is the dancers. This is mainly because of Roxanne, who is becoming a friend. But to me, the Dave Dixon Dancers are the essence of theatrical glamour. After the overture the red velvet curtains of the theatre womb part, and your vision is filled with light. Into them comes this line of girls, all moving and sparkling in unison. They and their ever changing costumes are the punctuation marks of the show, its shape and refrain. I know all their names now, and I am on the innocent edge of loving them for more than their sweetness.

The stage is crammed with spectacle with Carloni’s acrobats and with Mephisto, ‘The Great Illusionist’. I ought to remember him better. I think I can see a small, stout man in white tie and tails who does things with doves. There is a box in which Roxanne, who acts as his assistant, disappears, or is pierced with swords. But off stage he is an unremarkable person. His real name is Dennis Smith and, when he is not quarrelling with his wife in his dressing room, I see him slowly and meticulously poring over a stamp collection.

Then on comes the comedian, Joey King. Joey is, I suppose, in his fifties, red and raddled, with slicked black hair on a fat misshapen head that seems to burst from his collar like a boil on an adolescent’s back. On stage he wears black tie like the rest of them, but, as a concession to comedy, his jacket is composed of some loud check material of the kind you only otherwise see made into trousers for American golfers. ‘Only Jo-King!’, that is his catch phrase which Sarson and I thought was terribly clever, and we used to repeat it a lot, as a sort of secret code between us. We also repeat his other catch phrase which is ‘Here’s one off the top shelf.’ He says that when he’s going to give us a rather naughty joke.

‘Oi! Listen! The Manager’s just gone out for a quick one, so here’s one off the top shelf for you. Fellow goes into a chemist, and he’s a bit how’s-your-father. Know what I mean, Lady? Bet you do, sir! He walks a bit like this. Oops! Now, don’t get any ideas, sir. Goes up to the chemist, he says, ‘I’d like some Vaseline.’ Just like that. ‘I’d like some Vaseline.’ The chemist goes, ‘What’s it for? Is it for chilblains?’ He says, ‘No, it’s for chaps.’ Ooo! Wash my mouth out!’ We repeat this joke without quite knowing what it means, but we know it is funny because it always gets a good laugh, especially from the men: a rather raucous laugh, as if they don’t want to be found out not finding it funny.

He exudes a smell of brandy, and there is always a little patch of white foam on his lower lip. Roxanne tells me it is from the milk of magnesia tablets he takes incessantly for his dyspepsia. ‘He suffers from ulcers something chronic. A lot of comics do,’ she adds knowingly. Whenever I met him back stage or out in the town his reaction was always the same: he would wink at me and say: ‘Hello, son. What d’yer know, eh? What d’yer know?’ This unvarying ritual puzzled me at first, then began to worry me. I began to feel threatened, even persecuted by it, so much so that I consulted Billy Wilshire about it.

‘What am I supposed to say?’ I ask. There is a pause and finally Billy says, with his usual glum expression, ‘Well, why not say: ‘Not much for my age.’’

Next time I see Joey King I try this, and from that moment on I am greeted only with a wink, which is horrible enough. I thank Billy for his advice.

Ah, Billy Willshire!  In many ways he is the strangest of the lot. Billy is around fifty, I think, but from a distance you’d think he’s my age, twelve, thirteen that is. He is only a little over five feet tall, so shorter than I am, slender and willowy, and he wears a chestnut coloured toupée and horn-rimmed spectacles. Close to, his face is wizened and worn, and he has a wary look. He is best known for his long-running radio comedy series Billy the Kid. You must remember. Well, the catch phrase then? He plays this naughty little boy of about ten, and at the end of every episode he gets found out and the last line is always: ‘Oo, not the slipper, dad!’ The voice is a husky falsetto with a Lancashire accent. I often catch him looking at me, and he is always ready to talk.

I think he has the same attitude to show business as Rex does; if anything, his view is blacker. ‘Don’t go into the show business, kid,’ he said to me once. ‘It’ll break your heart.’ He always has a bottle of port in his dressing room — ‘for the voice’, he says — and it’s always full at the beginning of the first house and empty by the end of the second. (Most days they do two evening shows back to back.) He always tries to give me some of his port in a plastic cup. It is cheap port — even I know that — it is raw and sticky and gives me a headache. Billy reeks of the stuff during the show. He does a few comedy sketches with Joey and then he has a solo spot, playing the xylophone, finishing off the first half with a version of the William Tell ‘Overture’, very fast. That’s how he started in the business, he tells me, as a child musical prodigy. They called him ‘Little Billy Wilshire, the Miniature Maestro of the Xylophone.’ But that was long ago before the war, when he was younger, but no smaller.

We have chats, Billy and I, in his dressing room, and I’m not sure that I understand them. Mostly he tells me long stories about the friends he has had. They are not proper stories, because they have no beginning and no end and no point. Most of his friends seem to have been sailors: he has a liking for all the services, but the Senior is the one he prefers. ‘I had a friend once. A sailor. Jack, his name was. I used to call him Jack Tar. It was my bit of a joke, see. He liked that. We met on the front in Southsea. You should have seen his arms: big they were, like tree trunks. Muscles, you see. It’s all that pulling on ropes. He used to stay with me at my digs. I was in panto at the King’s playing Little Jack Horner. Mona didn’t mind; that was my landlady. Mind you, no more she should have: I once caught her in full sail on the kitchen table with a gas fitter. ‘Oh, Mr Wilshire,’ she said to me afterwards, ‘you must think I’m a terrible flirt.’ Jack was a lad. He went away. I never saw him again. I found out later he was lost on one of them convoys. Wartime, you see . . .’ Sometimes, after these recitals, which could be tearful if the day’s port bottle was nearly empty, he used to ask me about me and my life. I don’t think he really understood what I told him about school, but he’s interested in Giles Sarson. One day he said to me, ‘You want to watch that friend of yours, that Giles. He’s a growing lad. He’ll be up to all kinds of mischief. I know the sort. I had a friend like that once. Tinker, his name was. He was a tinker and all . . .’

Sometimes in the mornings Rex takes Sarson and me out in the Rolls. Often he drives himself — I think he may be afraid of Mort — and sometimes Roxanne comes too. The best fun is always when Roxanne comes, because she chirrups like a happy bird. She’s a child like me. Rex and Sarson are different somehow, and I can’t quite work out why. I think it’s in the way they take their pleasures. Roxanne and I just enjoy them as they come, and laugh them off when things go wrong. Rex and Sarson are fiercer, more intense, as if they want to suck the life out of their amusements. Rex takes a lot of photos of us all which I never see, and he always gets either Sarson or me to take a picture of him with Roxanne. I can see them through the reflex lens of his expensive camera. He is holding Roxanne’s slim little form close to him, too close, I think, for her comfort. She smiles bravely, though. We go to the races; we go to fun fairs (there isn’t one in Seabourne); once we set off really early and went to France and back, and nearly missed the first house in the evening. 

But in the beginning it is all fun, and there is not a cloud in the sky, though there is one thing I see which puzzles me, ‘troubles’ would be too strong a word. We are on our way back from the Arundown races. It is Saturday and, though we’re not going to be late for the first house, Rex has, as usual, cut it pretty fine. He is driving and I, as some special treat, am sitting beside him in the front seat; Sarson and Roxanne are in the back. We are going fast, which is exciting, but not frightening because Rex is a good driver. He concentrates intensely on his driving. The Rolls leaps along like a panther. As we crest a ridge we almost take off and everyone laughs except Rex. He grins though. I see his teeth exposed, clamped on the ever-present Montecristo cigar. I look back at Sarson and Roxanne to share their pleasure. They are both bright-eyed and smiling.  Roxanne is wearing a light summer frock of a pinkish floral pattern with a wide skirt. The New Look: you know what I mean. She is fresh and lovely. Sarson, who is sitting behind Rex, has his left hand under her right thigh and she has her hand round his wrist. It looks as if his hand has been severed. That is all. It is very discreet, but it also looks very secret. Suddenly I seem to know more than I think I know. Do you understand? I can read their faces. She looks bewildered, excited, afraid; his look is one of triumph. I turn back and keep my eyes on the road. Nothing more is said.

The next morning Sarson sleeps in late while I get up to fulfil my mother’s request by going to church. Sarson does not ask where I am going, and I do not tell him. I think it is about eight on a Sunday morning, and the town is cool and silent. There is a breeze from somewhere, which blows last night’s fish and chip papers down the empty promenade. I look around for a church, but I have no particular one in mind. In a side street I came across a small, blood-coloured Gothic building, like a large municipal toilet. Outside there is a sign which reads: CONVENTICLE OF GOD. Underneath it says: ‘Pastor: Dr Emmanuel Bocock.’ This must be a church, and there are respectable people in suits and overcoats going into it, so I go in. I do not want to waste time looking around for something else, so this will have to do.

A smiling middle-aged woman in a hat like a flattened sponge cake hands me a hymn book. She asks if I am a visitor and I nod. She says I am very welcome. It is polished pine everywhere, rather like the chapel here. Yes, I can remember that: I can’t think why. I am slightly surprised that the focus of the church is not the altar like the churches I know, but a great pulpit. The windows are of plain, opaque glass. There are no pictures, but there are texts written up on polished wooden panels, and there are two in particular on either side of the pulpit. One of them reads: BE YE SURE THAT THE LORD HE IS GOD (Psalm 100, v.3). I puzzle over this. After all, who else would he be? The second was somehow more comprehensible to me: HE HATH PREPARED HIS THRONE FOR JUDGEMENT. (Psalm 9. v.7) Immediately a picture comes into my mind of our Head Master, The Reverend Richard Cowdray, preparing the arm chair over which the victims of his judgement are bent. Even then, I know this is ridiculous, but I cannot escape the image. Its familiarity thrills me; somehow I have been connected to the Divine.

I begin to worry, though, because I can see that this is not a usual church. For one thing, it seems to be entirely composed of the middle-aged and elderly. There is a harmonium murmuring in the background, sounding like the wheezy, subdued conversation of the old. Someone sits next to me, a neat, white-haired man with a plum-coloured waistcoat under his grey suit. He asks me questions which I answer shyly. I avoid mentioning Rex and the life at the Grand Pavilio, because I feel sure he will not approve. He puts his hand on my knee and tells me I am very welcome. I move cautiously away from him in my pew.

Another man enters through a door in the wall and mounts the stairs to the pulpit. He is not wearing a surplice, as I had expected, but a black velvet gown over his suit. I see hints of purple silk in the hood and sleeves. He has big, regular features and greying, curly yellow hair. There are hymns and prayers and readings, and then he speaks.

This is the annoying thing. I cannot tell you exactly what he said; I only know that the words he speaks are for me. His eyes are on me. It was to be the end of time, that I know, and the elect would be lifted up while the rest were going to be cast aside like so much waste paper to be burnt in the flames. To those who have come to Him, all power and authority is given, and we will be charged with taking the fiery sword of His judgement to every corner of the earth and sea. In a moment I am not so much listening as living his words, floating high, unhindered over the forest of time, skimming the mountain tops like the eagle, running in the plains like the ravening lion. I come out of God’s Conventicle charged with His mission and a certainty that it must be kept secret. I have become God’s spy and will not give the game away. I am entering enemy territory. I think I say a few words to Dr Bocock, as he shakes hands with his congregation on the steps. I know he has invited me to take coffee in the little hall next door to the Conventicle, but I decline. He asks me to visit him the next day and I agree, not knowing if I will go or not, feeling free of all obligations except my divine mission.

As I walk back a part of me expects that at any moment my vision will be restored to normal sanity, but it is not, quite. I sense that from now onwards I will be walking between two worlds, and that gives me a secret pleasure and a sense of superiority over both.

As I am going back to the hotel for breakfast I see two people standing at the railings of the beach promenade. It is Rex and Roxanne. Not wanting to be seen I watch from a distance, so I do not at first catch what they say.

He is leaning casually against the railing, a smoking Montecristo in one hand, but I can tell that his pose is unnatural. He is tense, pretending to be casual. She stands upright, about three feet away from him, wearing a pale blue raincoat, though there is no sign of rain in the sky. She wipes the tears from her red-rimmed eyes. Distance exaggerates her qualities: she looks unnaturally frail and slender, like a delicate wading bird on a sea-fringed shore. Rex is talking, and she keeps turning away from him and then looking back into his face with wide, wet eyes. Again I have this feeling that though I have no idea what is being said and felt, yet some part of me knows. And equally as part of me, my physical body, stays staring at the scene, another part, huge and unknown, runs to comfort and embrace her. 

Rex raises his voice and I hear some words: ‘Cool it, baby. It was nothing. Don’t make a big issue of it.’ She turns and walks away from him, now sobbing so that the whole of her body is convulsed. He says: ‘Roxy!’ and starts to follow her. She begins to run. He pauses, decides to let her go, and petulantly tosses his cigar from the promenade onto the beach. He begins to stride towards the Metropole, and as he does so he catches sight of me.

Together we walk towards our hotel for some moments in silence, then he says, ‘Take a tip from me, Pete old sport, don’t have anything to do with women. Be like Billy Wilshire and stick to sailors. Love ’em and leave ’em; shag ’em and shake ’em off. That’s the drill. I mean, I’m an easy going man. Everybody knows that. Easy come, easy go, that’s always been my motto. So don’t let them get their sticky mitts into you. All right, boyo?’

I nodded. He ruffles my hair savagely.

 



III


I think everything up until now has been a prelude. The next act begins on Monday with a tiny incident. I say tiny now, but I didn’t think so then, because it allowed me to know that a war was beginning. It was a war, as St Paul says, ‘not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world.’ At that point I still thought you could take a neutral position; and it was only later that my mission from God was revealed to me.

Monday morning Rex takes us out in the Rolls. Roxanne is not with us and the atmosphere is restless and hectic. Rex does not seem to know what to do. He changes his mind several times. We stop the car in a little village and Sarson says he wants to buy some sweets, so he asks Rex for some money to go into the newsagent’s on the other side of the road to get some. Rex refuses to give him money. I have some money so, reluctantly, I offer it, but Rex stops me.

‘No! If my nephew wants some sweets let him get them himself.’

‘But how, Uncle Rex?’ says Sarson. ‘I haven’t got any money.’

‘Use your imagination, lad. Show us what you’re made of.’

There is a silence. Sarson’s mood turns from petulance to defiance.

‘All right, then!’ He says, opening the car door. He turns to me. ‘You coming?’ I shake my head. ‘Cowardy Custard!’ He says. I fold my arms because I don’t really care, and I stay in the car.

Rex and I watch him walk over to the newsagent’s and go in. The sun is shining on the pretty, quiet Kentish village and people are going about their lawful business. I stare out of the window trying not to think about what is happening. While I am doing this I become conscious that Rex has turned round in the driver’s seat and is looking at me.

‘Roxy will be back, you know,’ he says. It took me some time before I realise what he is talking about, my head is so full of other things. I nod. ‘It was just a thing,’ he says. ‘You know what girls are like. She just got het up over nothing. She’ll be back.’ I nod again, knowing that for all his apparent confidence, he needs to be reassured. At that moment we see Sarson running out of the shop. As soon as he gets in Rex drives off fast.

Sarson’s face is flushed and his eyes are bright. ‘I did it,’ he says and laughs. Rex laughs. We all laugh while Sarson distributes the sweets he has stolen and Rex drives on through the brilliant green countryside.

 That night I am wandering about back stage between the first and second houses. Most people go out for a drink or a meal between the shows. I don’t feel like anything to eat, and I like the theatre at this time, when it is almost deserted and I can explore its hidden corners without being observed. 

I am walking along the back stage corridor when I notice that the girl dancers’ dressing room door is ajar and a light is on. Through it I see that the room has only one occupant, and she is sitting at the long dressing table in front of the mirror surrounded by bright bulbs. She is smoking and staring into the mirror. She has on a pink silk dressing-gown, but it is untied and open, and I can see she has nothing on underneath but bra and pants which are only a little whiter than her skin. It is Roxanne. The sight of her fills me with an excitement that I cannot fully understand. Don’t get me wrong: I am not a complete innocent. The biological facts have been explained to me, but they are still only remotely fascinating pieces of information, like the geography of Mars, or Venus. 

I have learned that under such circumstances I must always knock, so I do. After a pause a faint voice asks me to come in. Roxanne turns to face me. She has tied up the belt of her pink silk gown tightly, so that her waist looks nipped in, no wider than a hand’s span. I notice that she has not only stubbed out the cigarette but washed the ashtray, too, so that there is no evidence that she has been smoking.

‘Hello, love,’ she says. I think she is genuinely pleased to see me. ‘What you been up to? Would you like a nice cup of tea?’ She indicates a chair next to hers then gets up, fills the kettle, and puts it on the gas ring. Presently she asks me to fetch the bottle of milk from its relatively cool position on the window ledge. When I have done this I turn round and find that she is looking at me with a little frown on her face.

‘Rex didn’t send you to see me, did he?’

‘No!’ My honesty is too transparent to need further interrogation. I give her an edited version of the day, which naturally does not include the incident of the sweets. I tell her how we went to a swanky hotel in Brighton for lunch and on the way back we walked along the Devil’s Dyke and Sarson and I ran races on the Downs, and how Rex offered a nip of whisky to the winner which was Sarson; but how I had a nip of whisky too.

At this Roxanne looked at me solemnly. ‘I don’t think it’s right that Rex should encourage you two boys in bad ways like that,’ she says. I thought she was being rather pious, and perhaps she was. She makes the tea in a little brown pot and gives me a cup. 

‘You have a nice drop of tea,’ she said. ‘That should sober you up.’ We drank our tea in silence. ‘That’s better, eh?’ I nod. Then she asks me if I know that Rex and she ‘have had a bust up’, and I say I do.

‘I don’t want to be treated like I’m just one of his girls. I’m not like that. I’m sorry. Do you understand?’ 

I nod and she sees that my eyes are filling with tears. She strokes my cheek.

‘You are a love,’ she says, but she’s wrong. She thinks that the tears are for her, but they are not. The tears are for me because I know I am not old enough to love her as I want to.

Suddenly Roxanne stiffens, and looks away from me towards the half-opened door. My eyes follow hers. We see a face leering at us from the passage outside, red, bloated, and pustular, like a great wart. It is Joey King.

‘Hallo, Hallo! What have we here? Love’s young dream? You want to watch young Romeo here, Roxy. He knows a thing or two, don’t you, boy? Eh? He’ll have your knicks off before you can say knife. Eh? Eh?’

Roxanne screams at him: ‘Piss off, you dirty old shitbag!’

‘Oooh! Wash your mouth out, young lady. Wash your mouth out!’ says Joey, withdrawing his ruined face from the gap between the door and the door frame. We hear him wheezing and spluttering with laughter down the passage. The moment is broken. I get up to leave, but before I do Roxanne takes hold of my arm. ‘Come and see me any time you want,’ she said.

That night I had my first flying dream. I don’t mean that this is the first flying dream that I have had. I think I have always flown in dreams, but this was the first I remember clearly. A couple of years before, when my father was still alive, we had flown in an aeroplane from Blackbushe to Dinard. It was the first time I had flown, and the only time I now remember. Nothing prepared me for the joy which awaited me when we rose above the grey overhanging skies of England into the bright cloud fields where the eye of the sun is never shut. It was that moment where my dream begins but I am not in an aeroplane. I am alone and free in the air. I can see a gap in the clouds and I fly down through it. All power is invested in me to go where I want. 

Below me is the sea and ahead of me a flat green coastline. There is a wide estuary debouching into the sea with shining, silty mud banks. I swoop down lower. The landscape is deserted except for some children, about my age, perhaps younger, who are playing on the sand banks at the mouth of the estuary. I come down further so that I am only fifty or so feet above them. I see now that there are seven of them, three boys and four girls, playing naked in the sunlight. I see my shadow pass across their backs, and it looks like the shadow of a great bird, like an eagle.

One of the children looks up, and to my dismay I see a look of terror strike his face. He shouts something to the others. They too look up, and are afraid too. They begin to run inland. I am coming closer to them, swooping nearer and nearer to the ground. One of the children, the youngest, I think, stumbles. His face is in the sand and he seems trapped there, his arms sinking further in. He begins to turn his face to me as I come down on him closer and closer. I am almost on him when I awake. 

 



IV



The next day Rex takes us out again. Sarson sits in the front with him and they seem to be in a conspiracy together. Rex takes terrible risks with the car. We nearly run over an old lady. He drinks too much at lunch, and his driving becomes even more reckless. The sky is cloudless, the sun hot. We stop in Norgate, that savagely respectable little seaside town only three miles from where Sarson and I go to school.

There is a walk along a cliff which looks down to a concrete promenade, and below that there is a beach, a rather dreary pebble beach. There is a family on this promenade, a mother and father, a son of about seven, and a baby in a pram. We watch them go about their business. Rex and Sarson make sniggering little comments about them and I laugh too, though I feel I shouldn’t. They are a very ordinary looking couple, in their early thirties, I suppose: he craggy and emaciated with horn-rimmed spectacles, she a little blowsy from childbirth, with mousy hair and a disappearing chin. The South London whine of their accents drifts up to us and gives us more amusement. First Rex, then Sarson, then I start to imitate them. And I may as well admit that the shame I feel is not because I am sneering at people for their accent, but because I am simply imitating Rex and Sarson. Even then I know that I have to be different.

They are encamped on a bench in front of some steps which go down to the beach. We watch them struggling into bathing costumes while trying to remain decent. They have obviously chosen this spot imagining it to be secluded, which it is, because all the other holidaymakers are at the sandier end of the beach. But they are not unobserved. We watch and mock them without being seen. 

Presently, after some discussion about the safety of this course of action, mother, father, and seven year old son descend the steps, hobble across the shingle and enter the sea. The baby in its pram is left on the promenade. Rex peers over at the baby from out vantage point some twenty feet above. He looks smooth and smiling, oddly like his publicity photographs. He turns to us and says, ‘A special mystery prize to the first one of you to hit the baby.’

Even Sarson is stunned. ‘Hit?’ He says. ‘What with?’

‘Anything you like. Stone, coin, whatever.’

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Why not?’ There is a hesitation. ‘Go on, then.’

Suddenly we feel that the tension can only be broken by action. Sarson and I scrabble for stones on the cliff top. I looked for small ones; Sarson didn’t care what size they were. Rex looks on, puffing his Montecristo, serenely pleasured by our activity. Then we are ready, and we have to go on our stomachs and put our heads over the cliff edge to get a good view.

There is the baby in its pram, fumbling with a white crocheted blanket like an old man on his death bed. The bland blue eyes look up at us without curiosity.

I drop my stone, but I make sure it misses; then Sarson drops his. It is a heavy pebble which hits the baby full in the face, and before we run off and get into the Rolls, I see a great flower of blood blossom from the child’s head. We drive off. All three of us, Rex, Sarson, and I are laughing hysterically. Well, they are laughing and I am pretending to. We go inland into the country and stop the car at the top of a ridge looking down over a field. Sarson and I get out of the car and go to the top of the field, where a tractor is ploughing. I remember the faint snore of the tractor and the shouts of a great wheeling flight of white gulls as they follow the furrow. My head is empty. What we have done — what Sarson did — has taken away everything and left only this moment. I take in the field, the ploughing tractor, the flash and fall of gulls and the bright, bright sky. I am alive.

I don’t know how long it lasts but after a bit we get back into the car and Rex gives us a swig of whisky from his little silver flask. Then he gives us a puff on his Montecristo which made me giddy and anyway, I don’t like it because the slime of his saliva is all over the end.

‘So what’s my special mystery prize?’ asks Sarson.

Rex reaches into the pocket of his blazer, takes out a silver-coloured  pistol, and points it straight at Sarson’s head. I see his finger squeeze the trigger. There is a click and from the muzzle comes a little flame. It is a cigarette lighter. He hands it to Sarson who is delighted. There is a fresh wave of hysterical laughter, an atmosphere of light, airy emptiness everywhere.

I can’t remember what we did for the rest of that day, but I know my mind kept going back to the baby and the peony of blood unfolding its petals from the white head.

That night I am dreaming again. It begins almost where the last left off, but it is not quite the same. The sky is clear; I am flying higher and I can see far up the river as it winds through green, flat lands. I know, of course, that I am dreaming: it is one of those dreams, and I am capable of rational thought. It occurs to me that the thing that I see is in my head: it is the creature of my mind. At the same time I do not consciously create what I see; nor can I alter it. I try to put trees and hills into the landscape, but it remains stubbornly flat and wide. Yet this does not prevent me from being the God of this world, the mightiest and most powerful being in it, one who, if he chose to wake, could destroy the land and sky with a single movement. And I can fly; I can move as I wish. 

I see the children down below, and they are running across the sands towards the mouth of the river. Once or twice they turn their heads towards me, and on their faces I see fear. Their fear does not trouble me as it has done; it gives me joy. I see that there are six running from me. One lies face down in the sand, its white skin bruised and purpled by the savagery of my world. I do not mind, because I know that in my world I can command the purple corpse to stand up and live again if I want it to. As it happens I do not. Instead I fly upwards into the blue dungeon of the sky. Darkness is rushing up out of the sea, richly black, unpierced by stars. I plunge into it, and the next moment I am fighting for breath in our dark hotel bedroom. Sarson sleeps serenely, shallow breaths just audible, like the ebb and flow of sea on a distant shore.

The next day, as if by common consent, Sarson, Rex, and I went our separate ways. Rex drove off to the station to meet someone; he would not say who. I was in a state of horrible expectation that, at any moment, the police would arrive and begin to question me about a dead baby in Norgate. I feel as if my insides have been excavated, and instead of my organs there was a large dark cavern. I have nothing to turn to but the external sensations of people passing, gulls crying, and the breeze from the sea. I go down to the pier to look at the sea, hoping to lose my anxiety in it, and, as I watch the waves, I do feel the episode of the baby diminishing. It becomes one of many incidents. After all, God kills far more babies than I do — if it was killed — and I didn’t kill it; I only did not prevent it from being killed; but then neither did God. These thoughts turn and turn inside me, and though I try to make the sea wash them away I cannot.

‘Hello, lad. Penny for ’em,’ says a voice. I start violently.

‘What you been up to. Eh? Eh?’ says another. I turn to face my accusers. It is Billy Wilshire and Joey King, out for a walk on the pier. They go into a sort of cross-talk routine which sounds as if it had been meticulously rehearsed.

‘That was a guilty start,’ says Billy.

‘Been up to naughties,’ says Joey.

‘He’s gone all white. Looks like a condemned man, don’t he, Joe?’

‘Guilty as charged, your honour.’

‘Where’s your partner in crime, then?’

‘He’s not grassing.’

‘We’ll have to take him in,’ says Joey.

‘We’ll have to. Get the truth out of him.’

‘By force if necessary. Fancy a cup of rosie and a fairy cake at the pier caff?’

‘He’ll come along quietly. Won’t you, boy? Eh? Eh?’ 

I come with them and we sit down in the little café at the end of the pier. They have tea; I have lemonade. Some of my fear of being found out has evaporated out of sheer curiosity. I had never thought of Billy and Joey sharing any common ground except the theatre, yet here they are, out for a walk. Joey has on a suit, rather too tight for him and a pork pie hat. Billy wears a white shorty mackintosh buttoned up to the chin, and a woolly hat which shows that he has removed his toupée. These are odd clothes for a fine summer’s day. I watch them and wait for their interrogation to begin, but it is not what I expect.

‘Well, Billy, now that we’ve got him here, what shall we do with him? Give him the third degree?’

‘Give him a fairy cake, Joey.’

‘You and your fairy cakes, Bill! So what do we want to know?’

‘We want to know everything, don’t we, Joey?’

‘You mean what’s going to win the 2.30 at Arundown?’

‘No, Joey. We want to know about Rexy.’

‘What? Sexy Rexy?’

‘We want to know all the low-down.’

‘Do you think he knows the low-down, Bill?’

‘He knows the low-down, Joey. I’ve seen him when he didn’t know I was looking. This lad’s a dark horse.’

As if on cue they both turn to me as I am sucking the last of my lemonade out of the bottle.

‘Never mind the burp-water now,’ says Joey. ‘Give us the low-down. What’s Rex up to? We know he’s up to something. Why’s he seeing his agent today?’

‘Is it true, the, he’s getting back together with Roxanne?’

‘What d’you know, boy? Eh?’

It is a moment of revelation. I see their faces, the one red and bloated, the other pale and wizened, not attached to people, but as images, symbols of the wickedness that has possessed them. They are not men: they are icons of envy and prurience, ready to be stuck up on a cathedral buttress. I know no more than they do about Rex and his agent or Roxanne, but they do not know this, and so I have power. In their greed they will devour anything I throw to them, because they have ceased to be anything but mouths to feed. I will give them what they want, which is an illusion, and in turn I will have what I want. As yet I have not decided what this is.

I told them that Rex is seeing his agent about a film contract. (Why do I say this?) Would this involve closing the season at the Grand Pavilion early? Possibly. Was Rex going to get back with Roxanne? I said that this will happen, but I doubt if the reunion would last for long. How do I know? I shake my head and smile.

Billy and Joey look at me in astonishment. I smooth my face into a mask of innocence.

Joey says: ‘I tell you. The boy’s got the second sight. Here, you wouldn’t know what’s going to win the Marlesford Plate at Arundown tomorrow, would you?’

‘Moonjacket,’ I say. The word had formed in my head. It seems a delightful word. I have said it. (Perhaps I have seen the name in Rex’s copy of The Sporting Times which is always lying about in his room; I don’t know.)

At the end of the last show I sometimes like to stand outside the Grand Pavilion stage door, watching the theatre people as they come out, and the little group of fans and friends that wait for them. To me it is yet another piece of theatre, as stylised in its way as the one that has just taken place on stage. This is accentuated by the fact that the stage door is above the street level, and is reached by a flight of stone steps going up the side of the building at right angles to the stage door, leading to a balustraded platform in front of it. That night after the show I notice Mort, Rex’s chauffeur, standing beside the Rolls, waiting for Rex, who is always the last to emerge. I cannot see Mort’s face because it is dark and he is in the shadow of the theatre. He is talking to a short, stout man, also in shadow. The man is wearing a Homburg hat and a coat with an Astrakhan collar, rather old-fashioned. Of course, I am talking about fifty years ago, aren’t I? I mean old-fashioned for then. I can’t hear what they’re talking about, but I guess that the man in the Homburg is Rex’s agent. There is an odd thing about their conversation, though. I expect to see some obsequiousness in Mort’s manner — he is, after all, a servant — but the two appear to be talking as equals.

The cast and theatre staff are coming out of the stage door in dribbles, and there is a crowd of young girls with autograph books waiting, mainly for Rex, of course. I notice that both Billy Wilshire and Joey King make their exits from the theatre at the same time in a rather deliberate fashion, as if they were expecting to be asked for their autographs. One girl asks for Billy’s signature, which he provides with a flourish and a quick glance of triumph at Joey, who slinks away unasked into the night. The dancers are coming out now in little giggling knots. Mort and the Agent stop their conversation and look towards the stage door. They seem to be studying the dancers intently. Mephisto, the Great Illusionist, comes out, closely followed by his wife who, as usual, is nagging at him about something. He pretends not to notice her, but when he sees Mort and the Agent he raises a hand in greeting to them. They salute back, but their minds are clearly concentrated on some other object.

Roxanne comes out. She is alone and preoccupied. I see Mort stiffen. The agent grasps his arm and impels him forward. When Roxanne reaches the bottom of the steps Mort begins to move in her direction. He follows her, but for a while makes no move to catch up with her. Just on the edge of the piece of waste ground behind the theatre he comes up behind her and puts his hand on her shoulder. His grey uniformed back is to me, and when she turns I can see her startled white face in the glare of the street lamp. While he talks to her she says nothing, but once or twice I see her shake her head. She looks at him as if mesmerised. There is a pause. Then I see Mort slowly raise his two hands to his temples. As far as I can make out he is lifting his cap from his head. Roxanne’s eyes become alive with fear, and what looks like intense pain. 

Just then I hear screams and shouts behind me. Involuntarily I turn. Rex has come out of the stage door and stands serenely on the little platform, waving to his fans. There is a rush for the steps, but with a little gesture of his hand he indicates that he wishes to descend them unmolested. When he reaches the bottom he is engulfed in girls waving their little oblong books, many of them bound in pale pink or blue plastic and decorated with hearts and flowers.

He is followed by Sarson, who has surveyed the scene with a look of boredom and contempt. Only I know that his manner is studied, and assumed to disguise other thoughts beneath.

A part of me wants to look back to the episode between Roxanne and Mort, and when I do he is coming towards the crowd while Roxanne is nowhere to be seen. I notice that the agent, too, has gone. When Rex has satisfied his worshippers, Mort drives us all back to the Metropole. 

The following day we are going to Arundown races. Roxanne is with us and she sits in front with Rex, who is driving. It occurs to me that, for a chauffeur, Mort does very little driving. It is good to have Roxanne back, but she is subdued. Rex has one arm on the steering wheel, the other round her shrinking form. Sarson is telling jokes on the back seat, and once or twice Roxanne laughs. They are pretty rotten jokes too.

We arrived at Arundown races on a sunny, windy morning. Flags flapped, bookies shouted, crowds wore their loudest, most cheerful clothes and manners. Rex gave us cherry brandy out of a flask. After a sandwich at the bar we strolled out into the sunshine for the main race of the day, the Marlesford Plate. We were met by Joey King and Billy Wilshire, dressed exactly as they had been when I saw them on Seabourne pier the day before. It was then that I began to see that life makes patterns for you, and, if you have the knowledge, you are presented with a choice. You may enter in and simply become part of that pattern, or you may take hold of the threads and weave a new pattern out of your material. I know from my dreams that I am going to take the second course.

‘All right, son?’ says Joey to me. ‘I’m relying on you. I’ve just put my best shirt on Moonjacket. Even Billy here’s had a little punt.’

‘I don’t hold with this gambling, but I made an exception,’ said Billy.

‘You’d better be right,’ says Joey to me. ‘You tell the ladies and gentlemen, Billy boy. How much did you put on Moonjacket?’ They have fallen into their involuntary cross-talk routine.

‘Ten shillings each way,’

‘Ten shillings each way! Ho, yes. The last of the big spenders! You’re tighter than an Aberdonian’s arse, you are!’

‘What is all this?’ said Rex irritably. It was the irritation of the boy who has been excluded from the game in which he considers himself the team captain. The position was explained.

‘Moonjacket? I know he’s running, but what is all this?’ He turns to me. ‘And what do you know about the gee-gees?’

‘Nothing,’ I say. 

‘Then how do you know about Moonjacket?’

‘It just came to me,’ I say.

‘He has the voices,’ says Billy very seriously. ‘My Auntie Rita was like that. She saw exactly how my Dad was going to die.’

‘Anyone could have seen that,’ says Joey, ‘what with that bloody knife throwing act he did, and the amount of Milk Stout he and your mum put away before a show.’

Rex says resentfully to me: ‘You never told me about these voices. Well, I suppose we’d better put our money on Moonjacket. I was going to anyway,’ he adds, and strides away from the rest of us. I look round and notice for the first time that Sarson and Roxanne are surreptitiously holding hands. They are not looking at each other; their expressions are still and blank, as if they are too astonished to move or react. They detach hands, but before they do so Joey has noticed, and he winks at me.

‘Come along, Aberdeen Angus,’ he says to Billy Wilshire, ‘let’s go and see if young Gypsy Rose Lee here has lost you your sporran.’ He guides Billy off in the direction of the grandstand.

Sarson asks me if I am going to watch the race. I know that they want to be left alone, so I say yes and begin to wander in the direction of the rails. But, of course, the last thing I want to do is watch the race. A part of me — the part which rules the world — knows the outcome of the Marlesford Plate already; the other part is terrified in case my godlike insight is all illusion. What I want to do is watch over Roxanne, because I have seen she is in great danger, body and soul.

Sarson and Roxanne have vanished in the crowd, but I will see them soon, as everyone is crowding to the rails to watch the Marlesford Plate. Behind this there are little knots of people, dubiously engaged in something other than the big race: the drinkers, the lovers, the criminals. I see Sarson and Roxanne making for the car park, as I expected. 

By the time the race crowd is roaring in the distance I am in the car park standing a few feet from Rex’s Rolls. I can see enough and know enough to guess what is happening on the back seat. What I cannot understand is the pain that suddenly passes through me, turning my guts to water and making my brain hot with rage.

Moonjacket won the Marlesford Plate. Of course it did. I told you it would. On the way back from the races, full of cash and wine, Rex runs some old lady in a Morris Oxford off the road. He is swigging from a champagne bottle at the time, and I am riding in front in honour of my great prediction. As the car swerves I look behind me and see that Sarson’s hand is hidden somewhere in Roxanne’s skirt. Her pallor reddens suddenly, and the look she gives me pleads. I turn my attention to the road again and we drive on. We do not stop for the old lady.

Late that night in our hotel room I am asleep, when I am awakened by a weight on my chest. Sarson is lying on top of me and staring into my face.

‘Get off!’

‘You know about me and Roxanne, don’t you?’

 ‘Get off!’

‘We saw you sneaking about. You can’t deny it.’

‘I wasn’t going to. Get off!’

‘If you peach on us, I will kill you. I can. I will. You’ll be dead, Sternfield.’

I said: ‘I don’t care. You can try and kill me, Sarson, but you won’t succeed, because I have the gift of eternal life.’

‘Don’t talk the most utter bilgewater.’

‘It’s true. I was right about Moonjacket wasn’t I? God has told me. I am the life everlasting.’

Sarson climbs off me, disconcerted because he doesn’t know if I am joking or not, you see. This conversation has not gone the way he wanted. Usually he manages to hide his own fears by creating fear in others, but this time he has come up against the wall of faith. ‘You’re mental,’ he says petulantly. ‘Do you know that, Sternfield? You’re completely and utterly mental. They ought to lock you in a loony bin.’

‘Keep your hair on, Sarson,’ I say. ‘Your secret is safe with me.’ Then after a pause, ‘Sarson . . . What’s it like — you know — doing it?’

‘You’re still a eunuch. You wouldn’t understand even if I told you.’ 

His words do not hurt me because I am pretty sure I do understand, rather better than he does. I know about love, which is more than he’ll ever do, and that’s what makes me angry. I am angry for Roxanne as much as for me, because we were meant for each other.

 



V


‘You are the Lord’s anointed; you are the chosen vessel of His wrath when He comes in the last days to judge the living and the dead.’ 

My ears do not deceive me. This is what I heard Dr Emmanuel Bocock say that Sunday in the Conventicle of God. He was speaking to the congregation, but his eyes were fixed on me. I can see he is a sincere man, but he is only there to pass on the message. I wonder, in the event, if that was really necessary. They tell me that ‘Christ’ means anointed:  so that means that I am the Christ. This is information you have to keep to yourself, I know that, because it can so easily be misinterpreted and mocked at.

In any case, I have been confirmed by my dreams. Once more I am flying high above the flattened landscape of the estuary, grey, green, and silver below me. Below me the six children are running from me up the river. The seventh child is lying in the wet sand far behind us now. The running feet of the six splash in the shallows. One, a girl, I think, is slower than the rest. I am ready to descend on her.

The following evening between the shows I go to knock on the door of the girls’ dressing room to see if Roxanne is there. I feel I must save her. I cannot tell Sarson that he is doing wrong, because he doesn’t understand the meaning of the word, but she does. There is no answer. I look in. The dancers’ dressing room is unoccupied, but all the mirror lights are on and the room smells heavily of powder and perfume. Sparkling costumes, fragments of underwear are draped over chairs. The great orange ostrich plume head-dresses of the girls’ finale costumes nod lazily from the tops of wardrobes; everything is in dazzling disarray. Someone has scrawled a red heart in red lipstick on Roxanne’s section of mirror. It is a cavern of pleasure and beauty, but an empty one.

‘She’s not in,’ says a voice behind me. It is Billy Wilshire. He has taken his toupée off and so wears his woolly hat.

‘How do you know?’

‘I saw her go out with you-know-who.’

‘Rex, you mean?’

Billy makes a little grimace, and I can see that he is not quite in control of his features. He has been drinking more than usual.

‘Come and have a chat in my dressing room. We’ll have a nice drop of port. Nothing like it for the voice. I’ve always taken care of the voice: that’s why it sounds so young. I had a friend once — Derek, in the merchant navy — he said I sounded just like his mother. That was a nice thing to say. He was a nice lad: blond, over six foot, I called him Lofty. It was my little joke. He went away. Died. Went overboard in the South China Sea. Nobody told me why.’

I had followed him to his dressing room. When we reach it, he pushes me gently inside.

‘Go on, in,’ he says. ‘We’ll have a nice drop of port and a good old heart-to-heart. It’s nice having a heart-to-heart, isn’t it?’

There were two bottles on his dressing table, one almost empty, both carrying a label made to look like parchment and the words: ‘Golden Galleon: Fine Old Ruby Port Type’ on it. He filled two plastic cups with the dark red liquid that looks almost black in the dimly lit dressing room. The curtains are closed and there is no noise from the outside world. He shuts the door.

‘Mud in your eye, hairs on your chest,’ he says in a dull monotone, sinking half a cup. I sip the horrible, sweet, sticky liquid: the alcohol in it burns my throat. The room is stuffy and smells of Billy’s socks which are drying over the back of a chair in front of an electric fire. 

‘Park your bum,’ he says. ‘Never mind the socks.’ He throws the socks into the sink and I sit down in the chair with my back to the fire. At the same time he carefully places a teacloth over his chestnut-coloured toupée that stands on a wig block on his dressing table. He must know that I know he has a ‘rug’ — that is what everyone calls it — all the same, I suppose he doesn’t want to remind me of it. Perhaps he doesn’t want to remind himself.

‘I found some very cheap carrots in the market today,’ he says. ‘Threepence a pound. I thought, “I’ll have some of that.” Never miss out on a bargain, me. So I bought six pound. You don’t fancy some carrots, do you?’ I shook my head. ‘No. Don’t have much call for carrots down the Metropole, do you? You see I’ve always had to look after the pennies. My mum and dad had an act on the halls and money was always tight. Then when Dad died in the accident, it got worse. It was lucky I was already earning as Little Billy Wilshire. Little Billy Wilshire, that’s me. Your dad’s gone too, isn’t he?’ I nodded. ‘There, see. We’ve got something in common.’ He paused and filled up his cup, then stretches out the bottle to fill up mine. I shake my head, but still he pours, his hand trembling slightly. ‘I’ll tell you something else I know about you,’ he says. ‘You’re in love.’

There is a long pause while he stares at me. His wizened face, his eyes, have the alien cunning of a little old monkey. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’

I nod. He drinks, nodding complacently.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Soon as I saw you looking into that dressing room with those cow eyes, I knew it. “This lad’s got the bug,” I said to myself. I know all about that. I had a friend once . . . But you’ve got a problem, haven’t you lad? The one you love loves another. Am I right? We’ve all been there, you know. We’ve all been there. So what are you going to do about it?’

‘I haven’t a clue.’

‘No, you don’t. And does he know?’

‘Who?’

‘Who d’you think, lad? Master Sarson, of course. The blond bombshell.’

‘Why should I tell him about it?’

‘“Why should I tell him?” Oh, give me strength! Because he needs to know.’

‘But he’ll kill me.’

‘He won’t, believe me. That thing with Roxanne won’t last.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Course I’m sure. Billy knows. He’ll come back to you.’

‘Who?’

‘Who? You’re not being very bright tonight. I mean lover boy, Master Sarson.’

‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but it’s not him I’m in love with, is it?’ Then a pause. I begin to understand. ‘You think I’m in love with Sarson?’ By this time I am hot and cold all over.

‘Don’t be silly lad. Of course, you are.’

‘God, no! That’s absolutely revolting. That’s disgusting! Ugh!’ My back is burning from the electric fire. I get up spilling the sticky port down my trousers, and make for the door.

‘Don’t you get all hoity toity with me, my lad,’ says Billy. ‘I’ve seen it all before, I have. I know you. Come here. Give us a cuddle. Show us your love-nub. We’re all friends here.’ I throw the rest of the port in his stupid old face and get out.

The next thing, I am out in the fresh air on the promenade looking out to sea. It is about a quarter past seven, nearly the half hour call for the second show. It is a dull evening, still light, of course, but the clouds are low. I am not thinking of anything, but my body is doing the misery for me. My eyes are thick with tears. I can barely see the sea, but I can hear it restlessly raking the little pebbles on the beach. There are two figures on the beach. I cannot see them clearly with my watery eyes: they look like ink blots but I can see they are holding hands. One of them waves at me. I wipe my eyes, and now I can see it is Sarson and Roxanne. I cannot run away, so I wait for them to come to me. Roxanne waves again; I wave back. As they come towards me from the sea, I can tell they are arguing about something. I catch snatches of querulous talk on the breeze but I do not know what it is about.

By the time they have climbed the concrete steps from the beach on to the promenade I can tell what it is about.

‘You ask him,’ says Sarson.

‘Why don’t you want to? He’s your friend. All right, we’ll both ask him together.’

‘No, you do it,’ he says. ‘It’s better coming from you.’ 

Suddenly Roxanne capitulates. ‘Okay, then.’ She looks at me and smiles warmly. ‘All right, love? Had a nice day?’ It is as if she is speaking to a child. She sees that something is wrong, approaches me, and hooks her arm into mine. She says: ‘Let’s go for a little walk together along the prom, prom, prom, shall we?’

‘It’s nearly the half,’ I say.

‘Oh, bother that! I can get changed in five minutes if I want to. Come along, love.’

We leave Sarson leaning over the promenade railings, staring at the sea. As we walk Roxanne explains to me what I already know about her and Giles Sarson. She then starts making a long explanation about something while my mind is elsewhere. Love and the wind have brought colour to her cheeks. Her brittle, birdlike quality has a vitality about it. I have never seen her look so beautiful, or so young. She is saying that Sarson and she need to ‘be together’, but this is impossible in her digs because of a landlady ‘with a face like a prune who watches me like a hawk’. On the other hand at the Metropole nobody minds anything, and, so long as she can avoid Rex (and Mort too, I suppose), she can spend time in private with Sarson. I do not ask why they need a bedroom to be private in because I know. And I know why I have to be absent from the room. She would like to come in the morning, because in the afternoon she will need to spend some time with Rex. I say nothing.

She says: ‘I know it’s difficult to understand——’ 

‘I do understand.’

‘No. I mean what you don’t understand is Giles needs me. So does Rex in a way. You don’t need anyone, Peter love.’

It takes me some time to think about this, but I decide that she is right. I say that of course she can use our room to be with Sarson, and I will vacate it for them. She throws her arms about me and kisses me on the cheek, as Judas did. Sarson is waiting for us, red-faced and scowling rather. When Roxanne tells him the result of our discussion he rather solemnly shakes hands with me. It is the first time I have seen him completely at a loss.

That night in my dreams I am treading on the clouds like one of the Sons of Light. Far below me I see the six who remain. Five are still far ahead, but one stumbles in the silver shallows. 

 



VI



As arranged, I have got up early and had breakfast. I don’t know if Roxanne is with Sarson. It is a fine day, and I have been for a long walk by the sea. I have had a vague thought of trying to look for the coast and estuary that I see from the sky in my dreams. I have not yet been successful.

I come back to the Metropole at about ten, thinking that I might spend some quiet moments in the hotel ‘library.’ It is a rather old fashioned amenity for such a splendid modern hotel, but it is a favourite refuge for me. I can spend a happy hour or two looking at all the drawings in the bound volumes of Punch. I do not want to go upstairs to my room. It is a matter of pride: to intrude on a possible intimate moment between Sarson and Roxanne would make me feel like a child again. All the same, the inconvenience of it all annoys me.

But I do not get as far as the library. Rex is in the hall with his chauffeur, Mort, who has a bag of golf clubs over his shoulder.

‘Ah, there you are,’ he says, as if I were late for an appointment. ‘Where’s Giles?’

‘I don’t know. He’s out somewhere. He’s not here.’

‘Well, I’m just off to Sandwich for some golf and I want someone to caddy for me. I suppose you’ll do. We’ll just have to leave Sarson behind. And where’s Roxy? I phoned her digs but she’s gone out too. I thought everyone would like a trip out to Sandwich.’ He seems very petulant and out of sorts, just like Sarson is when other people won’t join in his fun.

He takes out a cigar and then starts patting the pockets of his blazer. ‘Damn. I’ve lost my lighter again. Have you seen my lighter, Mort?’ Mort shakes his head. ‘I want my bloody lighter.’

I say: ‘Do you mean the one you gave to Sarson?’

‘Sarson? You mean Giles, don’t you. For God’s sake stop talking like a bloody public schoolboy. No, not that one. That’s just a silly thing some fan gave me. No, I mean my Cartier one. I’ve lost the thing. It has my initials on it.’ It is the unhappiest I have ever seen him. ‘Well, I suppose any lighter will do. Go up to your room and borrow the one I leant to Giles.’

‘But he’s not there!’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, boy, can’t you do what you’re told for once!’ To my shame, tears begin to start in my eyes. I sit down. Rex says: ‘Oh, dear God! Stop snivelling. Mort, go up to the boys’ room and get my lighter.’

‘The door’s unlocked,’ I say. And it is so. I had taken the key with me when I left Sarson sleeping that morning. I do not know why. To this day, I swear I do not. While Mort is gone, Rex does not exactly apologise, but he talks to me about golf, a new obsession of his, and how, in return for caddying for him, he would teach me how to play.

Mort returns carrying the silver pistol in his hand. He presents it to Rex who lights his cigar.

‘Did you see my wretched nephew Giles up there?’

Mort shakes his head. He has his back to me so I cannot see his expression. 

That evening I see Sarson only briefly at tea in the Hotel. He says little, but is subdued and nervous. At the theatre I see Roxanne, who is pale and hurried in her movements. I watch from the wings as she assists Mephisto in his magic act. When she gets into the cabinet which is about to be pierced with swords there is look of fear on her face. But why? She has done it before, and nothing untoward happens, of course. During the interval of the second house I am walking down a backstage corridor when Joey King comes up behind me and, without a word, steers me in to Billy Wilshire’s dressing room. 

Billy points to a chair and I sit down. He is in the costume he wears for the show: a grey flannel shirt, shorts, knee-length woollen socks and sandals. His horizontally striped V-necked pullover is comically too short. The chestnut toupée is on, but the peaked school cap rests jauntily on the bald wig block. He is a demonic caricature of a schoolboy, like the ones you see in The Beano.

Joey says to me: ‘All right, son. What d’yer know, eh? What d’yer know?’

Before I can reply, Billy interprets. ‘We know something’s going on. There’s an atmosphere. We can tell. It’s Rex and Roxanne, isn’t it? They’re both very how’s-your-father tonight. What’s happened?’ 

‘Has she been putting it about? Has that Giles been up to his tricks? Has Miss Muff been at home to Mr Sausage? What’s the game? Eh? Eh?’ 

For the second time that day I burst into tears. This time I don’t know why, because inside I am excited. The hot tears as they pass down my cheeks set my skin tingling. I feel power rising in my veins.

‘Have a nice drop of port,’ says Billy.

‘Don’t give him that muck. He wants a shot of brandy.’

‘No. You don’t want to give a kid brandy. That’s expensive stuff.’

‘Come on! Give us your brandy, you mean little runt. I could do with a nip as well. It’s in that cupboard, I know.’

‘It’s locked. I’ve got the key. You’re not having that. It’s Remy Martin four star.’

‘Give it here, you tight-arsed little bugger.’

Joey, big and bloated, makes a grab for the silver chain that hangs from little Billy’s belt and goes into the pocket of his shorts. It is there that he keeps the key to his special private drink cupboard. They begin to wrestle and curse, the red-faced comedian and the wizened little schoolboy, and during that struggle I escape.

I wander in the fresh breeze of the Seabourne night, feeling the world spin round me as I try to catch up. I stand alone halfway between my childhood and the adult world with no place for me, but I am not afraid. I am the watcher now.

When I go back to the stage door shortly before the final curtain comes down. Mort is standing in the shadows in cap and uniform. This is unusual, because Rex likes to walk back to the Metropole after the show, and it is a fine night. I do not wait to see what happens, but go round to the foyer to buy myself some chocolate.

Sarson is not in the room when I go to bed that night. When I dream, I am tearing down through the sky towards the estuary. The five are far ahead of me up the river but the sixth is running slowly. I can see the golden curls on her head. I am coming to take her up as Zeus stole Ganymede in the guise of an eagle. I will take her away into the blue vaults of the sky where we shall be alone forever. 

As I fly down to meet her I can see the fingers of my hands becoming longer, and wiry black hairs sprouting from their backs. I am disgusted, and wonder how my mother will react to this deformity. But at the same time I know it will prove useful when I come to scoop up the naked girl child who is running and stumbling in the turbulent surf at the river’s mouth.

She scrambles onto a sand bank, but I am now hovering just above her. I am between the sun and her white back. She feels the cold shadow pass across her, and looks up. I see the fear and pain in her eyes and I open my arms to reassure her, but all she sees is a hanging shadow with long grasping fingers. I seize her. She is wet and cold and soft. She falls to the ground and I fall with her. Her back is convulsed with sobs, so I grasp her to me, but she shrinks into the sand. Her flesh turns soft and spongy until all that is left of her is the foam of the sea washing over the smooth tawny sand bank. She has gone, but still it seems the smooth, wet sand is convulsed by her sobs. I dig my hands further in, but now I am conscious of waking, and a voice saying ‘Get off!’ I wake to find my arms around Sarson, naked and shivering in my bed.

 



VII


‘What the hell were you playing at?’ says Sarson.

‘What d’you mean? I was asleep and you were in my bed.’

Sarson has no answer, so he gets up and puts on pyjamas and dressing-gown. He pretends nothing has happened, as I do, but he cannot hide his nerves. He starts pacing about in front of the window. The moving lights of a car throws his shadow around the room.

‘Mort came in and found us,’ he says after a while.

‘Yes.’

‘You know? How? Were you there when he— You knew! You bloody knew!’

He comes and stands over me. His face is in shadow. Only faint light from the street comes through the muslin curtains.

‘Rex wanted his lighter,’ I say.

‘Then why didn’t you come and get it yourself.’

‘I couldn’t.’

‘What do you mean, you couldn’t? And another thing, why did you take away the key so we couldn’t lock the door. You planned all this, didn’t you?’

‘No, Sarson.’

‘“No, Sarson!” You little toad! You were jealous because I could do it with a girl and you couldn’t. You planned it all. You’ve spoilt everything. I never want to speak to you again. I never liked you. Now I hate you. I let you come on holiday because my ma felt sorry for yours, because she and you live in a ghastly little flat off Baker Street and can’t even afford a proper house. You’re pathetic. You’re nothing but a sneaking, pathetic little eunuch living in a slum with his ghastly mum. Go to hell!’

I am shocked but my mind is cold and hard. I am surprised he doesn’t attack me, so I ask him if he wants to fight me. He says: ‘I wouldn’t soil my fists with you, you dirty little weakling!’ I say I am perfectly ready to fight, and I get out of bed and square up to him. He retreats. He has seen me box at school and he must know that I am not much good at it, but he will also know that I am not afraid. Sarson never went in for boxing at all.

This gives me the opportunity to tell him it was all an accident, that I tried to stop Mort going up to get the lighter, but I couldn’t. I ask him what Mort did when he found them.

‘He didn’t do anything. He just took the lighter. It was on the chest of drawers.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘Nothing. Just stared at us with those fish eyes of his.’

‘He probably won’t say anything to Rex.’

‘Want to bet?’ I didn’t.

The next morning we were up early for breakfast, and so was Rex. We look for signs that he knows about Roxanne, but he gives nothing away. He does seem unusually stern and sober though, quite like an ordinary adult. He drove us to Sandwich, where we accompanied him round eighteen holes in drizzling rain. When Sarson asked him where Mort was, Rex replied shortly that he had gone up to London.

Just before the first house at the Grand Pavilion there is turmoil. Dennis Smith (Mephisto, The Great Illusionist) is not normally someone who causes a stir among the company, but tonight he, and more particularly his wife Lily, are making a great fuss. Lily is one of those wives whose natural hostility to her own husband is only turned outwards when he is under attack. At this moment she is raging against everyone: the company, the management, the stage management. In the first place, one of his cabinets had gone missing, the one into which Roxanne entered in a sequinned leotard, disappeared, and, a few moments later, reappeared wearing a ball gown that appeared to have been made out of the Union Jack.

Roxanne, too, has disappeared, though this does not worry Mephisto so much, because another of Dave Dixon’s dancers has been trained as his assistant. Joey King tries to make a joke out of it all, but fails. Lily’s scorn burns him. Then she comes up to Sarson and me. ‘You two. Do you know anything about this?’ It is less a question than an accusation. We say we know nothing but my heart is banging and my ears are burning just like a guilty man.

I have seen her, you see, in my dreams or my mind’s eye, and she lies on the sands in Seabourne bay with the sea washing over her, playing wearily with the little folds of her dress. Her blue eyes are still open but they have stopped looking, and they are veiled in a tissue of wet golden hair. She is gone, but I force the tears back from my own eyes in case they become suspicious. I know Billy and Joey will be looking to corner me again and ask questions, so I slip away and watch the show from one of the boxes. There is one box in the theatre which is hardly ever used, but I use it. From it I can look down in secret. Rex’s rendition of ‘I’ll Send My Love’ is very emotional tonight. There is a catch in his voice when he sings:

Wherever you may be


On land or sea 


I’ll send my Love


And if I die, my love


Then from above,


I’ll send my love,


I’ll send my Love!

 

Is he trying to impress me with the sincerity of his grief? If not me, who else? Himself?

Nobody has seen Roxanne. She was not at her digs, and there were no signs that she had packed her bags and left. Rex wants to phone the police. Sarson looks pale and pained, but this is only for my benefit. Everybody is acting. In the interval of the second house I meet Joey King smoking a cigarette outside the stage door. He says: ‘What d’you know, eh, boy? Eh? Eh? What d’you know?’ I say nothing.

When the show is over Sarson, Rex, and I eat fish and chips and wander along the front, but we don’t say much. Rex is constantly looking around him, searching I have no doubt for a blonde, birdlike creature in a blue raincoat. Sarson is glum. I know he can’t wait to get back to our room where he can talk. When we do, he talks endlessly about Roxanne until I pretend to fall asleep. He does a bit of sobbing for my benefit, then falls asleep himself. 

I am wide awake when she comes. This time it is not a dream but something different. Sarson in the other bed is locked in sleep, but my senses are sharp. The distant sound of the sea cuts my ear like a knife. The yellow glare of street lights through the muslin curtains hurts my eyes. It is a hot night, and we have opened the French windows which give out onto a tiny balcony overlooking the sea. The first thing I notice is a slight swaying of the muslin curtains, and then she is in the room standing opposite me at the end of my bed, naked. In the dim light she looks as if she has been made of silver. I can see that she is wet all over.

Her eyes are open, but they are dead fish and say nothing. Am I afraid? Fear is only fear if there is uncertainty, and I feel bound to what is about to happen. She puts one knee on the bed and I can feel her weight. The bed creaks under her. It is as if she is made of stone. She begins to crawl towards me from the end of the bed. The wet and the cold and the weight of her penetrates the thin sheet and blanket. Then with a fierce movement she has thrown them aside.

She is on me now. Her body is cold but lithe, and as slick and wet as a seal’s. She is tearing at what I have on to get at my nakedness. Cold, wet weight and restless movement is all I feel now, and her icy lips touching every part of me. She does not speak; I say nothing. No words need to be said. She is the cold wet girl of all my dreams whose passion is the passion of violence. We understand one another, and when she leaves my damp bed I am a boy no longer, but a man. It has been a marriage and a funeral all in one. I can look Sarson in the eye now and face him down into the grave.

I wonder what happens to him and the five others that remain from my dreams. Do they lie wet and dying on some shore? No, don’t tell me. That happened later in the time I will never remember again. The seven are all sleepers now, and like the seven sleepers of legend they will wake for me at the final reckoning.

They found the body of Roxanne on the sands just before noon on the following morning. They won’t say, but I think she has been strangled. She was not naked; she had on her blue raincoat. Naturally they question everyone, particularly Rex, but Sarson too, and me. I am not able to help them very much, but I do mention Mort the chauffeur, and how I had seen him waiting outside the theatre. They seem interested in Mort, or Mortimer Nodder as they call him, so I tell them about him talking to Roxanne that time. I am glad to have helped. I think they suspect Mort. 

There is a meeting at the theatre, which of course I don’t attend, about whether there should be a show tonight. A compromise is reached which seems to satisfy everyone. The first house will be cancelled, but at the beginning of the evening show there will be a minute’s silence in the theatre before the overture. That afternoon, as we are playing the fruit machines on the pier, Sarson asks me: ‘Did you wet the bed last night or something?’

I know what he is trying to do, but I have an answer for him. It just comes to me. It is something that our English master Mr Capstick (a bit of a show-off) is always saying to us. I say:

‘I am older than the rocks upon which I sit: like the vampire I have been dead many times, and learned the secrets of the grave.’

‘You’re bonkers, Sternfield,’ is all Sarson can say. ‘You’re completely off your rocker.’ Roxanne is already becoming a distant memory with him.

We watch the first half of the show from the front. We stand at the back of the circle because the theatre is full. The minute’s silence is restful, and it makes me happy. When it is over Sarson asks me why I was smiling during the silence, and I say that I was remembering Roxanne.

‘What do you know about Roxanne?’ he says aggressively.

I say, ‘A lot more than you do.’ It is a stupid thing to say, because then I can’t help talking about Mort and all the things I do know. He listens to me, but I don’t think he is taking it all in, so maybe it doesn’t matter. When he has heard me out he says nothing more, and we watch the show, which is going well. 

I notice he has gone in the interval. I look for him for a while in the bars and foyer before I go back stage just as the interval is ending. 

I have gone, not through the pass door from the theatre, but through the stage door, because I want to take a stroll outside. It is a hot night. It bears down on me and threatens thunder. I walk through the stage door, and as soon as I am in I know something is wrong. Pegley, the old stage door man, is looking at me in a funny way.

‘Mr. Rex, he wants to see you.’ Pegley always calls Rex Raymond ‘Mr Rex’ for some stupid reason. I do not like the way he says this but I go in. As it happens Rex can’t see me just at the moment. He is doing his opening spot of the second half. I can hear the orchestra strike up the opening bars of ‘I’ll Send My Love’. I stop at the dancers’ dressing room. The door is open and I look in. They are putting on fishnet tights for their next number, and chattering in whispers. One of them sees me, then another. They all fall silent. I cannot tell why they are looking at me, but it is the cold fishy stare of dead eyes, like eyes that I have seen before through a drizzle of wet silver hair.

Now I know that everyone is looking at me, even the stage hands, and I want to escape. I go into Rex’s dressing room. I must wait for him there. Sarson is sitting at the dressing room table smoking one of Rex’s cigarettes, trying to be grown up. He looks at me, and his eyes are bright with malice.

‘So you decided to come round, did you?’ I am bewildered. ‘Don’t look so innocent. We’ve all seen through you now. You were too clever, that’s your trouble. All that stuff you told the police about Mort. You thought it would throw everyone off the scent, but it was such rubbish. And Mort hasn’t vanished or anything. He’s here.’ 

Mort comes through the door of Rex’s private washroom and lavatory. He is in his uniform but for once he is without his cap. The dome of his bald head is as leprously naked as a skull. A blue vein snakes its way under the parchment skin at the top of his cranium. I step back in terror. Still I have no idea what everyone is doing. 

‘Stay where you are,’ says Mort in a faint, scratchy voice. I turn and bolt through the door. As I do so, Rex, on stage, is coming to the end of his number, and the girls in their fishnets are pouring out of their dressing room to make their entrance. Wide-eyed, they split as I pass through them. In my rush I bump into Joey King. He grins.

‘What you doing here, boy? Come to give yourself up, eh? Eh?’ He grabs my arm but I shake him off because he is old and fat and unhealthy and a failure at everything. But then I must find somewhere to go.

I reckon the safest thing to do is to get back through the pass door into the main body of the auditorium. To get there I have to climb some metal steps against the back wall onto a gantry, one of several which surround the stage one above the other. 

I climb the steps and look down. Rex has finished his number and is coming off stage to great applause. The dancers have formed a line and are entering from the wings, high kicking in time with the music. I see Joey King — a bald patch on the greasy top of his head I have not seen before — go up to Rex. After a swift, urgent conversation, they look around, then upwards, and see me at the top of the steps. Joey points. I run along the gantry on the prompt side to reach the pass door to the theatre. Just then it opens and Mort appears. My way is barred. I must now double back and go up the next flight to the second level, and thereby reach a door which will take me to the top floor of theatre dressing rooms. I reach the top of these steps, breathing hard, only to see Billy Wilshire coming towards me. He is followed by Sarson. I have nowhere to go and need a moment to catch my breath.

Billy comes towards me. He is wearing his schoolboy’s uniform, the little red schoolboy cap perched on top of his chestnut toupée, his round horn-rimmed spectacles gleaming, and, under this idiotic youthful façade, his face is old and evil. Wanting to look anywhere but where he is, I glance down towards the stage underneath me. Below, the dancers, dazzlingly lit, are turning in a perfect line. All I can see of them from the dark above are the plumed tops of their heads and their long, kicking, fishnetted legs: bodyless heads on wagging limbs, like those monstrosities of Bosch. Do I know about him? I turn back to the problem of Billy Wilshire. He has the look of a wizened, sexless dwarf, but he is a man for all that. He has opened his shorts and I can see that now, the horror of it. I need to cry for help. I look for it up, up to the gods, and see only a tangle of ropes and old scene drops hovering just below the roofed darkness. I look down the metal steps and see two faces staring up at me from the gantry below: Joey King’s, red and bloated, bursting from his tight, white collar like an eruption, and the pale, smooth face of Rex Raymond. They do not move; they appear to be there to see, nothing more, and their eyes have the strange emptiness of intense curiosity. I am backing away from Billy, watching his eyes as they watch mine, dead eyes, they seem to me, or longing for a kind of death, as I do. My hands grip and slip along the metal rail of the gantry as I retreat. Then suddenly my hand feels emptiness, I sway and begin to fall. I am tumbling down the metal staircase away from my persecutors Billy and Sarson — the Judas of the plot — and towards Rex and Joey below. My mind slows to a crawl as I watch the world spin. I am the fallen and betrayed Christ, the tumbling Titan. A glimpse of all those faces again catches them between horror and rage. I see the tawdry spectrum of the rows of batten lights: straws, pinks, ambers, and midnight blues, then my head strikes something, and then there is the long silence. I wake up here: I am fifty years older, and I do not know why.

I do not know why. I am the victim and not the perpetrator. I am certain of that; but, if that is the case, why am I locked in a white room every night? Why do the others shun me and call me names? Why did they come for me the other night in the showers and hurl my head against the tiles and leave me for dead? Rotten luck, I call it. Hard cheese! I wake up here and find that my childhood has been restored and my adulthood taken away. Now I am the child who was wounded, not the adult who did — what? I do not know. No! Don’t tell me! I have no part in it. I am not he. I am not myself.

But then, what do I know. Eh? Eh? Not much for my age.






 

 

 





The End of History






THE VICE-CHANCELLOR did not know why he was there, but he knew it must be for a very important reason, because University Vice-Chancellors are not invited down to the basement of the Physics Building for nothing. Besides, he was being accompanied by three other members of the University who were almost as important as himself. 

Dr Semple, Chaplain of Blair College, and Senior Lecturer in Theology to the University, was an old friend, though the Vice-Chancellor had never been quite sure what precisely he believed in. He had a shaven head, as round and smooth as a billiard ball, and his features looked as if they had been scribbled onto its surface as a casual afterthought. Simone Quoist, by contrast, was dark and slender with the face of a handsome lizard. Only last year she had come from Berkeley, California with little in her luggage except a formidable reputation, to be the new Ayer Professor of Logical Positivism. Representing the arts, and perhaps from his frequent television appearances the most recognisable of the four of them, was Jack Angleton, holder of the Sylvia Plath Chair in Anglo-American Literature, whose latest book, Shakespeare, the Urban Terrorist, had recently caused an extremely acrimonious, but financially rewarding, controversy in the media. 

In the foyer of the Physics Building, which resembled the inside of a giant glacier and was almost as chilly, they were met by a white-coated minion who escorted them to the lift. In this they were carried down several floors into a deep basement. The Vice-Chancellor, whose academic expertise was in Ancient History, did not know that the bowels of the Physics Building went so far into the earth. For a moment it crossed his mind that he and the others might be the victims of some bizarre terrorist plot to kidnap the academic elite of the world. Perhaps the Science Department was planning to take over the whole University. Then he dismissed the thought, because it had, after all, been his own nephew Dr Loring who had issued the invitation. 

The minion let them out of the lift at the lowest floor and led them along a white, featureless corridor to a reception area. Here some effort had been made to contrive something hospitable, even festive, out of the naked neon-lit, windowless space. Plasma screens on the walls showed glowing representations of impressionist paintings; there were Turkish rugs on the floor, and brightly coloured cushions were scattered over the leather sofas and armchairs. More significantly, a table at the end of the room was loaded with food and wine of the most sumptuous kind. The Reverend Dr Semple was the first to it.

‘My word, will you look at that,’ he said, picking up a bottle. ‘Chateau Merleau-Ponty 2052! Where in hell did they find it? My College Wine Committee would sell their collective souls for a case of this.’ 2052 had been one of the last of the great vintages of the Merleau-Ponty vineyards before global warming turned that particular terroir into a wrinkled desert.

‘I had some trouble finding those, I must admit,’ said a voice only the Vice-Chancellor recognised. His nephew Dr Loring had just entered the room. ‘But we are celebrating something pretty momentous here today.’

Dr Loring, like his minion, also wore a white coat which accentuated his extraordinary tallness and thinness. He was an inch over seven feet tall, and his black hair brushed the ceiling of the room. He looked like a normally tall, slender man as seen through a distorting fairground mirror, but his features had none of the coarse clownishness that often goes with excessive height. The Vice-Chancellor, secretly of course, liked to think of his nephew as part of a new breed of supermen.

‘Please “partake of the charming viands”, as Daisy Ashford would say,’ said Loring. A physicist who has read The Young Visiters! thought the Vice-Chancellor; that just proves the man is exceptional. 

Loring came over to him while the others crowded round the buffet. ‘Uncle Allan, how are you?’ The Physicist and the Ancient Historian shook hands warmly.

‘Robert, what is all this? Is the cloak and dagger stuff strictly necessary?’

‘Yes, as far as cloaks are concerned. You may think the daggers will come later. Your colleagues have been sworn to secrecy?’

‘I have their signed undertakings, but why has it been necessary to involve them?’

‘They are the world leaders in their respective disciplines?’

‘They are. Of course. This is Oxford.’

‘Precisely. What I am about to show you affects them all.’

‘And what about me? Apart from being Vice-Chancellor and your affectionate uncle, am I here in my humble capacity as Ancient Historian?’

‘I would say this especially affects your discipline, Uncle Allan.’

‘I wonder how. What is it you’ve been working on? Crystal Oscillation? I have no idea what that is: I only know that it has absorbed millions of pounds in research grants. And how does Crystal Oscillation affect Ancient History?’

‘You are about to find out.’

The theologian, the philosopher, and the literary scholar had already done full justice to the feast by the time the Vice-Chancellor arrived at the table, but he was not a greedy man. He sipped a glass of Merleau-Ponty and swallowed a quail’s egg or two. (Quails’ eggs? Weren’t quails supposed to be extinct?) His mind was too impatient to be bothered by sensual appetites.

Presently Dr Loring clapped his hands and ushered the group into a room which looked like a small cinema. To the Vice-Chancellor — who had been in his reckless youth a film critic for a highbrow journal — it brought to mind those little viewing theatres in Soho where one was taken to see the latest releases before they hit the big screens. The four academics settled themselves into the luxurious cinema fauteuils while Dr Loring mounted a small platform in front of a curtained screen. Everyone was now silent. The Vice-Chancellor wondered if their silence was not tinged with fear. Science, of all the academic disciplines, was in many ways the biggest beast: certainly the one which had the most visible effect on the outside world, for good or ill.

‘As you may know,’ said Dr Loring, ‘my department’s chief area of research over the last four years has been something called Crystal Oscillation. Briefly, in laymen’s terms——’ There was some unease in the ranks. The four academics, especially the Reverend Dr Semple, were not used to being looked on as ‘laymen.’ ‘We have found ways of oscillating silicone crystals in a vacuum up to speeds well in excess of the speed of light. The original purpose of these experiments was merely to observe how certain particles behaved at very high speeds, and whether the “breaking of the light barrier”, if I may put it that way, radically altered their properties. One of the things we discovered, much to our surprise, was that, at speeds beyond that of light, particles were refracting tiny sparks of coloured luminescence  from seemingly nowhere. It took us a long time to realise that what effectively was being thrown out at these high speeds was light that had been previously absorbed. In other words, light from the past.’

There was a small murmur of intelligent anticipation among his audience.

‘I won’t bore you with the details, but it was our idea that if, somehow, we could refine this process, we would be able to capture not simply these tiny disjointed scintillas of former light, but coherent images. In other words, we could see into the past. There then followed a long period of trial and error, and it was only by an accident that we discovered that the key to the process was an organic component. If the silicone particles were synthesised with decayed organic material and then allowed to form tiny crystals, then placed in what we called the Chronoscope and oscillated at high, but carefully regulated, speeds beyond the light barrier, then images from the past could be achieved. Of course, at first, these images were very crude and hardly recognisable as——’

‘Excuse me,’ said Professor Quoist, putting up her hand as if she were a pupil in class. ‘You mentioned “organic material”, more specifically “decayed organic material”. What kind of organic material would that be?’ Dr Loring’s supremely confident manner was marginally disturbed by the question.

‘It was animal tissue from certain parts of the body. After many trials we found that human animal tissue worked best. Brain synapses, parts of the eye. As we have progressed we have found that we can generate most of the necessary material from tissue cultures in the laboratory and genetic modification.’

‘Are you saying that you used cadavers?’ asked Professor Quoist. 

‘Corpses, you mean? Yes, we have done in the past,’ said Dr Loring briskly, as if dismissing a matter of minor significance. The Vice-Chancellor understood the implications. The philosopher was making her bid for superiority over the scientist. The scientist, she was saying, was merely someone blindly engaged in the pursuit of knowledge; Professor Quoist the philosopher was there to point out the moral implications of that quest and to control it if necessary. 

‘I can assure the Professor that no graves were robbed in the course of our research!’ Dr Loring added light-heartedly. A tiny ripple of laughter indicated that a point had been scored. 

‘Well, the next thing that had to be decided was how to use the Chronoscope effectively, and, for that matter, economically because, as you can imagine, it takes a vast amount of energy to oscillate even a small number of crystals at such high speeds. I can now reveal that the blackouts of 2063 in Oxford and surrounding areas were caused by the very high demands made on the grid by our Chronoscope. My apologies, but you can understand that, had we revealed at the time what you now know, it would have put all our work in jeopardy. So we had a problem with the energy supply, added to which the Chronoscope itself is a vast, unwieldy mechanism. The obvious answer was space. If we could succeed in getting a Chronoscope into orbit round the earth, then we could train it on any part of the earth whose past we wanted to research. In addition, we could have as much power as we liked to drive the Chronoscope from the sun by means of solar panels and condensers. Well, to cut a long story short, at the end of last year we managed to get our Chronoscope launched into the upper atmosphere courtesy of the Trans-European Space Project, and since February it’s been sending back pictures.’

‘Of the past?’ said Dr Semple in a very shaky voice.

‘Of the past. It is only very recently that we have been able to achieve precision as to dates and location, but we can now be fairly sure of being able to see what is happening at a particular time and place in the past. Of course, these things take considerable time and effort to set up, so I have prepared two examples to show you tonight, but, I assure you, you will be watching “in real time”, as it were. Neither of these two examples has been pre-recorded.’

‘How do we know this isn’t all a gigantic hoax?’ said Jack Angleton. ‘It’s quite easily done, you know. My television experience has taught me a lot about computer generated images and so on. I bet I could——’

‘Yes,’ said Dr Loring. ‘But what would be the point? I can provide you with enough scientific data to prove it, but that would take an age. The chief reason why you should believe me is that I have nothing to gain from fooling you except the childish gratification of a hoaxer. I think the Vice-Chancellor here can vouch that I am not the sort of person who is  interested in playing futile tricks on distinguished academic minds.’ The Vice-Chancellor nodded, wondering at the same time whether his nephew’s last remark contained a veiled reference to Shakespeare, the Urban Terrorist.

‘As a tribute to the Vice-Chancellor,’ went on Dr Loring, ‘my first example is from the period of Ancient History in which he has specialised. All of you, I am sure, will at the very least have heard of his groundbreaking work, Priestcraft and Society in Bronze Age Crete.’

‘A poor thing, but Minoan,’ murmured the Vice-Chancellor. It got a good laugh; it nearly always did.

‘I am hoping to bring you some images of the city of Knossos in Crete from the summer of 1387 BC, shortly before its destruction by fire which, I can now reveal, the Vice-Chancellor, on the basis of Egyptian chronology and some recently discovered Hittite cuneiform tablets, correctly surmised to be the year  1386 BC.’ There was a little patter of applause at this, but the Vice-Chancellor was beginning to feel distinctly uncomfortable, though he could not quite articulate the reason for his unease.

The curtains drew apart to reveal a screen on which an infinite number of points of coloured light scintillated. Dr Loring muttered something through a microphone to some figures who inhabited a glass box above and behind the seated academics. It looked like a cinema projection box except that there was no projector. The Vice-Chancellor supposed that the images would be beamed directly on to the screen in front of them.

Slowly the points of light, like the dots on a pointillist painting, began to form themselves into the image of a deep blue disc on a black background, at first a vague adumbration, but becoming progressively sharper. Was this the Earth?

A line of poetry came into the Vice-Chancellor’s mind unbidden, as it often did in what he chose to call his ‘dotage’: ‘You small blue circle swinging in far ether.’ Where was it from? Byron’s ‘Cain’, that was it. He was not such an old dotard as he thought he was. Yet how did Byron know a century-and-a-half before man ventured into the ether, that that was how earth would look from space? Human science was always limping to keep up with the human imagination. But wait a minute, should the Chronoscope be that far out of earth’s orbit? There came a great pulse of light and the Vice-Chancellor, his eyes fixed on the screen, had the almost physical sensation of falling at high speed towards the globe. Green continents and seas of piercing blue began to engulf his vision. For a brief moment he saw the rag of Hellas fluttering its golden ribbons of land over the dark Ægean, then he was hanging about a hundred feet or so above a recognisable landscape.

On a plateau of land within sight of the sea a cluster of monumental buildings was gathered: gaudy, complex, the stout pillars of its colonnades and terraces painted the colour of red earth. In the centre of it all a wide flight of steps led up to a great courtyard with a smooth pavement of dressed stone. He recognised it at once. In its ruined twenty-first century incarnation he had seen it many times. It was the great ‘Bull Court’ at the palace of Knossos in Crete.

Around the wide paved space, lit by a high sun in a cloudless atmosphere, many people were gathered, some in the cool shadow of the red colonnades that flanked it, some on balconies and terraces above. At one end, in front of the main palace buildings, a wooden platform had been raised, canopied with cloth dyed purple from the murex shell. On it sat a group of palace hierarchs, male and female. The central seated figure, to judge from his heavy and powerful build, was a man, but his head was entirely covered by an uncannily lifelike black bull’s-head mask.

All the spectators were festively dressed. The men wore short tunics, extravagantly fringed and tasselled; the women wore long, brightly coloured flounced dresses which reached almost to the ground: above their tight, embroidered bodices their breasts were bare.

In the centre of the court stood a group of a dozen young men, aged, at a guess, between sixteen and twenty-one. Their black hair was oiled and worn in long ringlets, and they were naked save for a loincloth and a short, fringed kilt around their nipped-in waists. Facing them on the pavement was a great black bull, larger than any the Vice-Chancellor had seen in his century. Its immensely long, curled horns reminded him of pictures he had seen of aurochs, wild cattle which had become extinct, if his memory served him right, in the seventeenth century.

The tranquil, almost static scene, suddenly burst into animated life. The bull had begun to trot towards the knot of youths, who immediately fanned out into a perfectly formed semicircle. A moment later the dance had begun. From all sides the youths were vaulting over the bull in a disciplined preordained sequence. Last of all, the tallest of them, who had remained facing the head of the bull, took a short run and leapt at the animal, grasping as he did so the two great horns. For an astonishing moment he was suspended in the air above the bull’s head, legs pointing up to the sky, head looking down on the bull, at right angles to its glistening black back, maintained only by his grip on the two horns. Then he vaulted off them with a double somersault, to be caught by one of his companions stationed directly behind the great bucking monster.

The vision was silent, of course, but the movements of the crowd suggested a great shout of exultation at this moment. The Vice-Chancellor watched in a trance, so absorbed by the scene that he was now barely conscious of the miracle of it all. He was seeing things which he had envisioned a hundred times in a hundred different ways. Far from disappointing him, it had exceeded all conceivable expectations. And yet something was worrying him, he could not tell what. 

Then the scene began to blur and flicker and waver, but just before it became indecipherable the Vice-Chancellor saw two white-winged objects a little like huge birds flash across the sky and turn away from the palace of Knossos towards the sea. The next moment the screen’s images were shattered into a million sparkling fragments once again.

‘Apologies for that,’ said Dr Loring, ‘but we’re still experiencing difficulty in maintaining an image for more than about ten minutes. It’s a minor technical obstacle which I’m sure we’ll overcome very shortly.

Professor Quoist, who had been sitting next to the Vice-Chancellor, turned to him and said: ‘You realise what you have just seen, don’t you, V-C?’ The Vice-Chancellor smiled wearily.

‘I think I know what you’re going to say, Simone,’ he said, ‘but tell us all the same.’

‘You have just seen the End of History.’

‘Explain,’ said Jack Angleton.

‘I would have thought even an academic media hack like you would have realised the implications,’ said Quoist. ‘This contraption will eventually — when Dr Loring’s little technical obstacles are overcome — reveal everything that ever happened in history. The result is that history will cease, because everything will be known. There can be no longer any speculation about causes, connections, consequences which are at the heart of what makes history a worthwhile discipline. All the causes will be known. Just one dam’ thing after another; that’s all you’ll be able to see. Everyone will have the power to access whatever they want, so they won’t want it any more: it’ll be like the early twenty-first  century Internet boom and bust, only worse. Wisdom will be lost in knowledge; knowledge will be lost in information. The intelligent people will desert history in droves; leaving behind only nerds and voyeurs. And don’t think you’re going to escape the consequences, Mr Celebrity Don Angleton. It’ll be just as bad for literary scholarship. If you know just when and where and how Shakespeare wrote the Sonnets — dammit, even what sort of a pen he used — if you can actually watch him rehearsing Hamlet at the Globe, who’s going to listen to Jack Angleton’s cock-eyed theories on the subject?’

‘And philosophy,’ said Dr Loring. ‘You’re forgetting philosophy, Professor Quoist.’

‘Oh, no! Okay, so you can watch Wittgenstein arguing with Russell and taking his boyfriends to cowboy movies, but so what? That does not invalidate or forestall any of the ongoing debates about meaning, about language games, empiricism, ethical systems.’

‘On the contrary,’ said the Reverend Dr Semple, who had been looking rather glum but had suddenly become animated. ‘Once you have seen everything man has done it is only a short time before you know everything man has thought, from Primitive Man to Plato and Aristotle to Wittgenstein and Frege. Then you will see that human thought does not progress, it simply goes round in a circle, and that nothing can validate one system of thought over another. Since you philosophers have banished metaphysics in favour of logic and empiricism you have also abolished the criteria by which truth can be separated from falsehood. You have no means of escaping your prison, so all you do is endlessly argue about what Kant or Schopenhauer or Hegel meant by so and so. And when you find that out, as you will, what is left? Your only way is to begin again the search for transcendence, for the things which cannot be seen by any Chronoscope, or microscope, or any other kind of scope. I mean the things of the soul. When all other kinds of knowledge are exhausted, as they will be by this device, Theology at last will come into her own.’

‘Oh, no you don’t, Reverend!’ yelled Professor Quoist. The Vice-Chancellor winced slightly at the philosopher’s vehemence. ‘Theology is the most vulnerable of them all. Shall I tell you why? Because the competing — note that, Reverend, competing! — theologies and metaphysical systems of the world owe their extremely dubious validity entirely to so-called authority, to the myths that surround their patriarchs and prophets and saints and messiahs. Once those myths are exploded by this little engine — and they will be! They will be! — once the walkings on water, and angels dictating Korans, and levitating Buddhas are exposed for the garbage they are, what have you got left? Nothing. Fancy words, no proof. Not even history.’

‘Which brings me rather neatly to my second example,’ said Dr Loring in a deliberately careful and measured tone. ‘I had rather anticipated some of these lines of argument, so I prepared a second scene to show you. I am not quite sure what it may signify, but I think it will certainly inform our debate.’

When the scene was revealed to them none of the academics needed to be told, as they were by Dr Loring, that the year was 33 AD and the place a hill outside the city of Jerusalem. The point of view was again about a hundred or so feet in the air and looking downwards but obliquely at a group of men, women, and Roman soldiers gathered around three crosses on which hung three men. The face of the central figure was turned downwards and away from the viewer, but you could see quite clearly the chaplet of thorny twigs that had been jammed down on his lank, blood-streaked locks. And above him on the cross a board had been nailed on which were scrawled in white chalk some words in Latin, Greek and Hebrew. The faces of the small crowd gathered on the hill were all concentrated upon the figure on the middle cross. Heavy grey clouds massed on the horizon.

It struck the Vice-Chancellor that the angle from which he was viewing the scene was not unlike that of Dali’s Christ of St John of the Cross, and resembled even more the crude but powerful drawing by John of the Cross himself which had inspired it. This began a train of thought in the Vice-Chancellor’s mind.

‘We have been trying to find evidence of the resurrection,’ said Dr Loring, ‘as yet without success. Neither proof nor disproof. I’m sure we will find something soon. It’s only a matter of time.’

‘Well, at the very least,’ said Dr Semple, ‘ what we have here proves the historicity of the gospels, much disputed by people of your ilk, Professor Quoist. It’s all there, you see: the soldiers, the women, and the disciples, Jesus crucified between two criminals, the crown of thorns. Look! There! Even Pilate’s superscription nailed to the cross, and one can just read it: HIC EST IESUS REX IUDAEORUM. Gospel Truth, my dear Professor.’

‘Show me the feeding of the five thousand, the raising of Lazarus, the water into wine,’ said Professor Quoist, ‘then I might begin to concede your point. So far all I’ve seen is a man dying in a far off place and time.’

‘Dying for you and me,’ said The Reverend Dr Semple solemnly, almost as if he believed it.

‘That’s the way you see it; it’s not the way I see it, pal.’

‘Exactly!’ shouted the Vice-Chancellor. Everyone turned to look at him. The three crosses faded from the screen and the meaningless specks of coloured light returned.

‘Robert,’ said the Vice-Chancellor, addressing Dr Loring now as his nephew, not as a junior colleague. ‘I think we can resolve this issue here and now. Can you return to Knossos one more time, same date, almost exactly the same place, except if you could move the point of vision to just off the coast of Crete and facing towards Knossos.’

‘Well, I can try,’ said Dr Loring, astonished at this sudden burst of energy from his Uncle. ‘I think I can do it. It may take a little time to recalibrate the crystals.’

‘I am sure we can wait,’ said the Vice-Chancellor.

While they waited conversation was desultory, no longer heated. The Vice-Chancellor refused to be drawn into any explanation for his outburst or his peremptory command.

For the third time the sparks cleared and the screen took them hurtling towards the past. This time they were above the sea, a deep azure beneath the sapphire sky, tiny wavelets glittering in the sun. Beyond was the green and yellow ochre of the land and, in the middle distance, the plateau on which sat the Labyrinthine palace of Knossos. The sea was unfurrowed except by a middle-sized, squat sailing vessel. It was evidently a fishing boat: men could be seen hauling in nets from its stern.

‘Are you sure this is what you want, V-C?’ murmured Professor Quoist.

The Vice-Chancellor took her hand in what he hoped would be interpreted as a fatherly way. ‘Hold on, Simone! Wait! Aha! Here we go!’

From the direction of the Palace of Minos two pale objects came flying, their white pinions flashing as they flapped slowly, rhythmically. Even from a distance they looked too large for birds. As they came closer the academics could see what they were, and all except the Vice-Chancellor shook their heads in disbelief.

A man in the prime of life and a young boy, no older than sixteen were flying towards them. Attached by leather straps to their outstretched arms were great wings of white feathers. The man was flapping slowly, gracefully. Once he looked behind him and seemed to speak to the boy who was following, his flight less even and controlled. He was swooping and soaring ecstatically. Now he was close enough to the point of vision for his expression of joy and exultation to be seen.

‘What in hell is this?’ said Professor Quoist. 

The Vice-Chancellor let go of her hand. ‘You are about to witness a tragedy,’ he said.

Just then the boy flapped his wings and soared upwards so that for ten seconds or so he was lost from view. The man turned again and glanced upwards, a look of alarm on his face. Then they saw the boy falling, falling at tremendous speed in a snowfall of feathers, his wings in tatters. He hit the sea with the impact of a bullet. A scintillating plume of spray shot upwards and the boy vanished beneath the waves. The last thing they saw before the vision faded was the look of anguish on the man’s face as he swooped low over the sea, looking for signs of his son.

Turning to Professor Quoist the Vice-Chancellor said: ‘Can you tell us what we have just seen, Professor?’

Quoist shook her head and smiled, an unexpectedly charming smile. ‘You go right ahead and tell us, V-C. You’re just dying to.’

‘Daedalus was a legendary inventor, and master craftsman. He came originally from Athens, I believe, but went with his son Icarus to work for the court of King Minos at Knossos where he built the Labyrinth. There came a time when he wanted to leave Crete, but King Minos would not let him; so, to escape, Daedalus built wings out of feathers held together with wax for himself and his son Icarus. Daedalus warned his son not to fly too close to the sun, as it would melt his wings. They successfully flew from Knossos, but Icarus, in his exhilaration, forgot his father’s advice. Flying too close to the sun, the wax holding his wings together melted in the heat and he fell to his death, drowning in the sea. The Icarian Sea, where he fell, was named after him.’

‘Are you telling us,’ said Jack Angleton, ‘ that we have just witnessed some sort of re-enactment of a Greek Myth?’

‘It looks very like it,’ said the Vice-Chancellor. ‘I mean we can’t deny that we saw what we saw, can we?’

‘It just doesn’t make any sense,’ said Professor Quoist.

‘On the contrary, it makes perfect sense. The myth of Icarus has one of the clearest significances of all Greek Myths. It represents the dangers of aspiration——’

‘That’s not what I mean, V-C, and you know dam’ well. The whole thing stinks. It just doesn’t add up. I mean, for example, the little fishing boat, there with all the people on board. Nobody on it seems to have noticed that there’s a man in the sky with wings and all, and a dam’ boy who suddenly crashes into the sea. Jesus, what is this?’

‘Why should they be noticing it?’ said the Vice-Chancellor ‘The ship “had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on”.’

‘I’m sorry?’ said Quoist. ‘Am I missing something here?

‘Yes. Read your Auden, baby,’ said Angleton complacently.

‘Professor Quoist to you, buster! And read our William Carlos Williams.’

‘More importantly,’ said Dr Loring, ‘the thing is quite out of the question from an aerodynamic point of view. A human being simply cannot fly by attaching a lot of feathers to his arms with wax of all things. It is a scientific impossibility.’

‘With science it is impossible,’ said the Vice-Chancellor, ‘but with the human imagination all things are possible.’

‘What are you getting at, Uncle Allan?’ said Dr Loring, whose manner suddenly reminded the Vice-Chancellor of a time twenty or so years ago when his favourite nephew was a boy and came to ask him questions.

‘I mean that whatever we see in past, present, or future is conditioned by our human nature. That does not make it false or true. It means it contains truth and falsity, and we have to use our judgement to separate the two. You had to use organic material in your Chronoscope, because all you would have got otherwise would have been meaningless shards of light. Something was needed to shape those fragments of former luminescence, to bind them together into patterned images, into hills and seas and bodies. There is no such thing as a perception without a perceiver.’

Dr Loring frowned and said: ‘Does that mean that everything we see through the Chronoscope is purely subjective?’

‘Neither purely subjective nor purely objective, but a very human mixture of the two,’ said the Vice-Chancellor. ‘History is not the extraction of truth from legend, it is the extraction of a truer legend from an older truth. I rather think that applies to all academic disciplines, from theology to the physical sciences. This is not the End of History after all, just the beginning of a rather interesting phase.’
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