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  ‘Or ser upon a golden bough to sing 


  To lords and ladies of Byzantium 


  Of what is past, or passing, or to come.’


  W. B. Yeats


  



  When the harbour silted up and its river died, the trade dwindled and the blood drained from our town. Hulks of derelict ships and the stark shells of wharves and warehouses lie marooned in mud and salt marsh, like the preserved timbers of bronze age settlements, visible far away, at low tide. The foreign sailors, who brought the chatter of strange tongues and carried bright birds and quick-fingered monkeys, have long departed. Their ghosts have been exorcized and forgotten as the town drew in upon itself, cut off from its neighbours by a dismal tract of agricultural land and the faraway ridge of hills.


  Our isolation is cherished and jealously protected and the town resembles the dry bloodless carcase of one of the muddy brown cattle, characteristic of our farms. They are known as ‘dunners’ and that is our nickname in the bustling city of Mariston. Accessible only by a lonely eight mile single-track road.


  Memories of our exotic past have been excised from record. ‘Cardamom House’ is now ‘Farriers Rest and ‘Clove Walk’, where Zanzibar spices were borne in wicker baskets to market, is now ‘Carters’ Way’. The impress of our ancestors, the crests of traders and the embossed w ooden heads of elephants and jungle cats, on cottage or tavern doors, have been sandpapered and chiselled away. They exist only as shadows, pale hinge marks in an empty stamp or photograph album, where the colours have been plundered.


  But, a careful observer will discern their echoes.


  A prominent family, which has raised generations of hearty beef-faced yeomen, will produce a child with the delicate bone structure and eyes of an Arabian princess. These changelings arc first rebuffed with clumsy humour and then suppressed or ignored. Like the intimations of romance in the town’s landscape and architecture.


  A solid tan blue stone, in the summit of our grey Norman church, has been gouged and scratched by local masons. But at dawn. I have seen the faint impress of an eastern head, surrounded by svmbols depicting the forgotten constellation of Argo Navis, the stars of mariners. Such a face might have watched the sun rise over the Bosphorus, a millennia ago. Where ships set sail, bearing silks and cloths of gold, bound for Aleppo and Samarkand. And there are days, when its faint shadow glow is luminous and our church bells resound with baffling peals in minor keys which disturb and befuddle the ringers, as they sit afterwards, over tea and buns in the squat ugliness of the parish leisure facility.


  But one building, in particular, its function long forgotten, and standing aloof, on the fringes of the marshland, appears to have been wrenched from the ancient east and reconstructed in an opium-induced dream or folly. It seems translucent, with a hazy patina of spiraling spider web lines in its coloured stone. Its fragile patterns have been subjected to a savage vandalism, vulgar and brutal, even by our town’s standards, as if sledgehammers had smashed its doors and windows and hacking tools had erased its carvings. Black powdered glass and splintered timbers are littered in the ruins of its interior. The top of its wrecked masonry is rough as if jagged stones had been cemented to deter trespassers or disrupt the gaze of the curious. But sometimes, by moonlight or under a limpid cast of the sun. I have seen the shapes of tiny fashioned birds, their colours fragmented and elusive, gathered on its walls. They are static and mute automata, the ghosts of artifice, awaiting their summons to song and flight. Their images are rare and transitory, like pictures imagined in fire, wood smoke or cloud formations.


  The building’s faded beauty, with its hidden shadows and eastern ambivalence, is an affront to the town’s prosaic sensibilities. The stolid shopkeepers and farm workers fear the bucolic facade will be subverted and our inhabitants slip into the folly and dissipation of the eathedral city across the hills. For centuries, that place has been the source of the town’s anxieties. Parents, schoolteachers and clergymen have warned the passing generations of the dangers and wickedness of its secret places with their dark labyrinths and forbidden enticements. And they fear that things, malignant and secret, will come roaring out of the city, down the solitary road, that isolates and protects, to overwhelm us. As they did. A few years before I was born.


  In the autumn of 1945. the town was engulfed in a fever, strange and extraordinary, that possessed the older children, young people and a few impressionable adults. Those who witnessed or took part in the madness, laugh uneasily as they recall their foolishness but have never disclosed precisely what took place on that day. Although they joke at its memory and shame, still ripe after nearly seventy years, there is a chill to their humour, a deep fear that something wondrous and forbidden was invoked.


  The local newspaper, which records in minute detail, the misdemeanours of drunks and criminals, and the activities of women’s guilds, sports clubs and agricultural societies, was silent. Subsequent generations know only the mythology, a depravin’ of strangers from the city, who invaded their town, bringing a danger, perilous and frightening. And they are vigilant in case it should reappear or be enticed back by treachery.


  As dusk fell, at the culmination of the hysteria, a group of older men and women, returning home from work, found their town transformed. Their prompt actions and ribald outrage punctured and dissolved the festivities. The madness was dispersed and the strangers were expelled. Ever since, they have smugly boasted of ‘ending the tomfoolery’ and ‘returning the town to its senses’. The instigator of the nonsense was my mother’s eighteen-year old brother. Robert. For several years, he had ignored his family’s advice and warnings with frequent visits to the city, studying its history of depravity and practising its vices. He alone was to blame for the town’s lapse into insanity. On the day following the town’s delirium, he was discovered on his hands and knees, scavenging in the wreckage. The site was scoured and all evidence of the city’s malign invasion was smashed. Remorselessly pilloried and the butt of their jokes, he became a cowed and apologetic figure, stumbling through the rest of his life to restore some dignity.


  From early childhood, the legends and mysteries of that day troubled my sleep. I dreamed that I was standing on the edge of town, looking down the long straight road that arrows through a desolation of turnip fields and rough pasture, to the city beyond the hills. W ith my solitary temperament, given to daydreaming and fancies, it was a place of tantalizing mystery and beauty , that one day might sweep down upon our dull backwater and divulge its secrets. I felt that something was coming and craned my eyes to the horizon, anticipating its magic. The fields are strewn with deciduous trees and in late autumn and winter, rooks nest in their skeleton branches, clamorous and angry at interlopers. They stretch to the vanishing point — black shadows, like leaves, twisting around the fulcrum of the roosts. They too sensed a hiatus, whispering and exchanging gossip in voices almost human, a hostile foreboding in their chatter. But. As the tiny speck took shape and approached through swirls of sea mist, it seemed mundane and commonplace — the laboured tread of a cyclist, crouched over the handlebars, or the steady plod of a horse, its rider cloaked and huddled against the cold. When the figure drew level, its face turned towards me and I recognised, with growing disappointment, my Uncle Robert.


  But instead of dropping his eyes in customary self-deprecation and embarrassment at his shame, he gazed at me in defiance, a secret smile on his lips, as if daring me to notice the extraordinary.


  Sometimes, the tail of his old chestnut hack was braided in a pattern so intricate and dazzling.


  It seemed a myriad of colours, antique and lost in these grey years, were woven in a dance of light. Or, the huh of his bicycle wheel would be sculpted as a silver mask, whose lips moved as the spokes revolved. The words eluded me always. On the days following my dreams, their images remained vivid and the dreary world of beefy vulgarity seemed dreamlike and fragmentary . I would pass a field or lane where the same horse or bicycle stood, sentient and watchful. But the braided colours and mouths of silv er w ere gone. A strange emptiness, of hollow ghosts, void of shape and pattern, had replaced them. And on those days, it seemed that the ancient hulks of the ships, marooned on the salt marsh, w ere more enduring and intrinsic than the shadow’ world of the town. Their sturdy unchanging forms were bulwarks that propped and supported the shadows. If they crumbled or fell, battered by wind or sea mist, the hollow spaces would shrivel and calcify. And the town would die.


  Until my tenth birthday, the stories and rumours about Mariston lent an enchantment ro the city across the hills. I imagined its inhabitants to be creatures of fairy land, able to exert their spells and magic on the lumpen mortals from our flat brow n lands. But on that day, Mother surprised me by telling me that we needed to visit its department stores to buy school uniform, unavailable from our modest menswear outlet. For years. I had observed our townsfolk, emerging from the motor coach that ran weekly to the city and been amazed that they disembarked from that perilous journey with sluggish aplomb, unchanged and unbeguiled.


  The outing disillusioned me. I was wearied by the long trudge through Mansion’s grey rain-soaked streets and made hungry by the queues for food in the cheap dingy restaurant that Mothers thrift selected, where frowsy shop assistants and bank clerks slurped their soup and spoke with mouths full of gluey meat pies. The city held no secrets, its enchantments were banal and vulgar. The girls, congregating under the bright shop signs, to attract the raffish young men. Smoking and polishing the mirrors on their scooters, had a garish brazen glamour, with their eye shadow, bold lipstick and tight skirts. ‘Paint and powder, slip and slap,’ said Mother, under her breath, as she hustled me away. But they were creatures of flesh and blood, these neon fairies, pouting and giggling, like their plainer country cousins, who flirted with their boys outside the draughty pavilion, in the sports field at home.


  Although, in my late adolescence, my dreams persisted, puzzling and disturbing, and in their aftermath, everyday objects reappeared, vacant and insubstantial, my fascination with the city evaporated and my interest in Uncle Roberts folly waned. I questioned him only once during those years, taunting him with sly references to his shame.


  Instead of answering directly, he read me Mervyn Peake’s poem about the winged horse, which rises, bedecked in stars and flowers, from the drab platforms of Victoria Station. The staid commuters, with black umbrellas, snigger, nudge each other and laugh out loud. He put the book aside and said.


  “How they scorned to hear the pretty birds sing. And what rage at such fine plumage.” Mother overheard our conversation and silenced him with a look of thunder.


  One other incident, barely remarkable at the time, stands out. A young woman, in her thirties, from the city, spent a week in our town, researching its medieval past and seeking myths and stories from those times. I observed her, vainly trying to discern pattern and meaning in overgrown pathways and obliterated carvings, and staring perplexed at the ruins of the eastern building. The town hampered and ignored her, maintaining a mule-faced hostility .


  In time, commuting each day down the long road, in my second-hand sports car. Open-topped in most weathers. I found work in the city . And when property prices were low, I bought an apartment in the heart of its thriving artistic centre, as a respite from the monotony of the town. Free of the old childhood spells and taboos. I began to uncover and appreciate the city’s history and understand how our silted river and sullen seclusion had diminished its glories.


  In medieval times, the track I travelled daily was known as ‘Silver Street’, for merchants’ wagons waited at our harbour and unloaded not only spices but jewels and precious metals from the east. A narrow alley, still known as ‘Goldsmiths’ Way’, was an enclave of tiny cottages, housing foreign craftsmen, whose artefacts were celebrated throughout Britain. But when the trade died, the city fell into a parochial barbarism, darker and more feral than our self-willed isolation.


  In the eighteenth century, annual fairs, known as ‘The Crow Revels’ mushroomed from the dark hovels and poorer quarters and spread to the city centre. The balconies, railings and facades of the market square were garlanded with huge black effigies, surmounted with grotesque beaked masks. And when darkness fell, on the last day, gangs of marauding youths, their faces hidden by the crow masks, rampaged throughout the city, demanding money, drink and sexual favours. The Xlariston Examiner of 1759 complained:


  ‘Householders are forced to secure their properties, their wives and daughters against the ravages of this heathen mob. Whose costumes and wanton destruction are a corrupt travesty of the myths of our former splendours.’


  At first. I speculated that my Uncle Robert had sought to revive these practices amongst our young in 1945. Bur to my surprise. I found that his wartime visits to the city — far from being furtive and dissolute, were recognised in the public archives. An exhibition, devoted to ‘The Home Front in Mariston’. displayed a series of photographs, attributed to Robert Stawley, recording bomb damage to Goldsmiths’ Way. Further inquiries to library staff revealed an exchange of correspondence in which my uncle proposed a study entitled


  



  Silver Road.


  An Investigation into the Bird Mythology of Medieval Mariston and the Byzantine Ghost and Fire Dances.


  



  The thesis remained unwritten and his promising career as a historian was unfulfilled.


  And gradually, even the monotony of landscape on Silver Street began to fragment and disclose its secrets, once I had passed the town’s farms, where the fields had been ploughed and bulldozed into submission.


  I noticed tracks and concealed gaps in the hedgerows where it seemed that ancient footsteps had worn down a path leading to a distant copse or mound and I began to explore these shadow lines, leaving my car by the roadside. Once, in early November. I stumbled into a grove of fruit trees — a lost orchard of rambling vines, apricots, quinces and peaches. Medlars were dropping and blctting on the wet grass, their caramel spice filing the air. In remote fields, I discovered the overgrown remnants of several dwellings, with strange twisting patterns in their stone and brickwork. An arch of dog roses led to a hidden lake where a marble head presided, surveying a cold green expanse, the home of huge fish, unknown to me. And on a bank of meadow saffron and thyme, whether barrow or sacred hill. I know not. I found three golden coins, left as offering or penance, each inscribed with a girls face with olive eyes and crowned with a circlet of stars. I replaced them as they had been set, like the eyes and mouth of some unknown god or lost beloved. The paths are deceptive and illusory. I have tried to retrace my steps on many occasions, but they meander and drift and I lose myself in thickets of bramble and blackthorn, emerging to discover new wonders, which in turn are lost in future expeditions.


  Uncle died in the spring of last year and the bulk of his tiny estate went to Mother and helped to pay for her room in one of our mouldering rest homes, overlooking the wide expanse of salt marsh and mud flats. When I visit her. I am aware that the dozen or so residents had been teenagers in 1945 and participated in uncle’s nonsense. But even in their dotage, their secrecy and watchfulness are maintained. They resemble the rooks, high in the trees on Silver Street, jealous and guarded, their harsh voices warning of intruders and eavesdroppers. When I enter the room, they fall silent and gaze out. As one. At the hulks of the old ships, the silhouette of the ruins of the eastern building and the roll of tide and mist. Their mouths move without sound and I wonder what distorted images they see and keep hidden as their wits unravel. Therefore. I did not mention to Mother, the package containing two heavily-wrapped items, secreted in the box of fishing tackle, that was my sole legacy in uncle’s will, for I knew the agitation and clamour its contents would evoke.


  The first parcel contained an artefact of hammered gold — a bird, no bigger than a sparrow. Its feathers were layered with filaments as fine and delicate as the wings of a butterfly. And textured within those folds, were strands of sapphire, jade, ruby and lapis lazuli. They not only formed the dazzling colours of the bird’s plumage but suggested the intrinsic and hidden nature of its lost art and purpose. Its neck was fluid and soft as if the creature slept or had been stunned by a blow. Held in sunlight, it appeared on the edge of song, a music that would sing the stones awake. But its feet and back had suffered a gash, a vicious scarring, as if a claw or beak of some fell beast had reached out in envy at its beauty and melody. A skein of golden wire enfolded the bird — not as rope or chain to bind it — but as fashioned branch or foliage. I was loathe to touch it. To allow rank flesh to paw and smear its feathers, for it is one of the birds of artifice I have imagined since childhood. In my heavy red Dunncr s fist, it seems more shadow and spirit, than ornament or toy.


  The second object, the diameter of a dinner plate, but thick like rock, was a broken chunk of black glass. Its outer surface was smooth, almost polished and its darkness was impenetrable. I felt I was staring into a deep well of liquid night. But where the axe or hacking chisel had scarred it, the glass was layered and mingled with dust particles which recalled the jewelled filaments of the bird. Its broken edges were benign, unlike the shards of ordinary glass, and the cloth that enfolded them, was stained in a kaleidoscope of colours, as if it had bruised the wings of a huge moth.


  I would not entrust the chunk of glass or the delicacy of the bird to the chronicler of the town’s folklore, whose family has run our chemist shop, since it opened as an apothecary, in the reign of George II. The patriarch, now in his nineties, was one of the men of commonsense. Who had disrupted uncle’s folly, in 1945. I knew that his son would tell me. With a dismissive laugh, that the golden filaments had disintegrated or that the glass had shattered. And he would smile provocatively and offer me a skin care voucher in recompense. He has devised a false history of quaint bucolic pastimes for our town — cheese throwing, three-legged cricket and ditch snorkeling. But they are twentieth century inventions — fraudulent and plagiarised from the folklore of other towns and villages, and imbued with our own coarseness.


  Instead, I wrote to the city archives, explaining their provenance. A week later, I received a phone call, inviting me to talk with a local historian and requesting that I bring the artefacts for inspection.


  The woman was past retirement age and appeared flustered and ill at ease as I entered. Discomfited. I babbled nervously about my childhood fantasies of the city and the cautionary” stories told by our town.


  ‘Oh. The mythology is mutual,” she said, unable to take her eyes from mv face. ‘Your town’s seclusion and insularity exert a fascination with many in our city . I grew up in the Old Quarter, before the war. We knew you not only as Dunners’ but ‘Marsh Witches’, who walked, wrapped in brown cloaks amongst the stark remains of ancient ships. It was said that you could summon Sea Ghosts from those hulks, that stand statuesque but never rot. And that they would gather and converge on our city. May I see your bird?”


  She handled it with gentleness and reverence. Her eyes softened.


  “Our legends take shape.” she said. “There are stories from the middle ages that seem like the sea fables of Hakluyt. It was said that goldsmiths, masons and sages from Byzantium sailed from the east to your town and built a temple of prayer, dance and music. They settled in our city , in the area still known as Goldsmiths’ Way. The road between us, Silver Street, was a thriving and busy highway, with hamlets and hermitages dotted through the woods and fields. Amongst the artefacts they created, were intricate birds, whose song and motion were believed to conjure the spirits of the ghost dances, which began in your town and then passed down Silver Street, where the festivities were renewed in the city’. By the early sixteenth century, when your river died and the trade ceased, the practices fell into abeyance and the settlements w ere abandoned.”


  ‘I have only heard of the violence of the Crow Revels,” I said.


  “Those parodies were a crude nostalgia for a lost mythology — a profane echo of something arcane and noble. The rumours of the old wonders persisted. My theory is that our citizens saw the gatherings of rooks on the old highway and their false associations with the birds created the trav esty of the revels.”


  “How did my uncle acquire the bird?” I asked.


  ‘He began researching the legends during his wartime visits. I have seen the notes concerning his proposed essay. The city was badly bombed in 1944 but your uncle’s photographs and studies focused entirely on Goldsmiths’ Way, where the damage uncovered medieval workrooms and chambers that had been bricked up and modernised.


  ‘I remember him. He was a tall charismatic youth who wore a thick brown overcoat and trilby and cycled down Silver Street each day, the wind billowing his coat like a witch’s cloak. That was how we children noticed him, as a figure with supernatural powers, from the town of fogs and sea frets. And one evening, my friend called out to him.


  I ley. Dunner! Marsh Witch! Are you going to bring the Sea Ghosts to the city?’ It was shouted half in belief and partly for sport and devilment but he turned, smiled in a knowing way and said, ‘Watch the road each night at dusk and they will come.’ A dozen of us waited there for the next few davs but nothing came. We never saw him again.


  “But the incident affected me profoundly and I became prey to dreams where I had summoned the entire city to watch at twilight. They thronged the streets and market square, crowding the balconies and spoke in hushed whispers of the Sea Ghosts and their magic. Their murmur rose and fell like the sound of countless hives of bees, from the affluent tree-lined avenues to the verminous terraces of the Old Quarter. Far away, on Silver Street, we saw a shaft of light, like a distant comet, illuminating the constellations. And we heard the music of a great parade, a dance of fire and shadow. And in that moment, the trees, the rooks and the noise of the city fell silent. I saw shapes and patterns in the night sky and secret things in their alignment. We were sure that they were coming and gripped each other tightly in excitement. But the moment was broken. It seemed not like a shadow passing or being eclipsed but a sudden vulgarity, like a belch or drunken profanity during prayer. I was the first to sec the thing that limped into view. It was a broken sports car. Lurching with flat tyres, its trailing exhaust pipe casting sparks and its horn blazing.The windscreen was shattered and jagged slashes had ripped the upholstery around the driver’s body and face — the face of a booby, a moon-crazed idiot, grinning and stammering in embarrassment. It was a slapstick jalopy, from the mayhem of children’s Saturday morning film shows, where Laurel and Hardy drove a squashed car in circles or the Keystone Cops capered and crashed their vehicles. This was the magic I had summoned. The city’s disappointment was soon engulfed by their hoots of derision at my humiliation. They gathered around the car. Poking and prodding the driver, and in their faces and rowdy laughter. I saw the ghosts of the old Crow Revels, bawdy and vulgar.”


  “Did you recognise the face of the driver? Was it my L’ncle Robert?’ I asked.


  “It was you — as you first appeared to me this afternoon.” she said, pausing briefly and shrugging in apology, before continuing.


  “As a young researcher in the city ’s archives, I sought to lay the ghosts of my dreams by spending a week in your town, to uncover its myths. But I found nothing — a past that had been deliberately erased and a commonplace people who obstructed my questions and celebrated the colourless monotony of their lives. I found no Marsh Witches.


  Bur I tracked your uncle to the solicitor’s office where he toiled as a humble clerk, his own researches abandoned. He laughed at me. ‘Adolescent folly and youthful shenanigans,’ he said when I reminded him of his promise to bring the Sea Ghosts. And a big beery man. His boss, ruffled your uncle’s hair and called him a ‘silly goose’. I couldn’t lift the layers of subterfuge or decipher the shadows of your buildings. I have found tantalising glimpses in the surrounding countryside but they too are deceptive. Once. I located a mound with indentations and runes, marking the altar of an eastern deity and returned the next day to find the stinking detritus of an abandoned badger’s sett. But, may I see your black glass?”


  I unwrapped its cloth, stained with colour. She studied it at length.


  “The later legends say that the golden birds sang into a black window or mirror, at the summit of a tower, that looked out far to sea. Their music probed into its darkness and unlocked a hidden light that shone like a beacon to the Ghost Ships, drawing them to the harbour. But the only documentan evidence from medieval times is this map or illustration, entitled ‘The Window of Orimandes’.”


  It depicted our town, when its harbour flourished. The eastern building was the focal point on the quayside and from its tower, the black window looked seawards. Embedded within the drawing, were thin filigree lines, like the filaments of a leaf or the tiny blood vessels of a huge moth.


  They radiated outwards, from the fulcrum of the window, beyond the confines of the town and I recognised Silver Street and the city of Mariston. I recalled the desecrated blue stone, high on the church tower, with its symbols of Argo Navis and the spider web intricacy of pattern on the walls of the eastern building, where the birds of artifice sang. The drawing was a tiny detail from their larger map. Where the ‘Window of Orimandes’ was but one star in a great constellation, a beacon that summoned the Ghost Ships. Perhaps they really had come, bringing their songs, their dances and their communal memory of past time as once their oars had furrowed the seas of the trade routes, bringing spices, cloths and precious metals. And what other towers, with their dark windows wrecked or forgotten, once stretched from Byzantium, through the cities and tow ns of Europe and Asia?


  It was a tomfoolery of our own. The conceit of dry academics, of stick-ridden dreamers, that tinkered and experimented with the fragile and damaged artefacts. We should have been content with the glimpses they gave of a forgotten world, however transient and elusive. Instead, the next day, we drove down to the town, to re-enact Uncle Robert’s folly and awake the spirits of the golden birds and invoke the ghosts of the ‘Window of Orimandes’.


  We suspended the golden wire waist-high on a broken section of masonry and balanced the tiny maimed bird. Its wings pulsed fitfully but on the edge of flight, twisted back upon itself, its dance crippled and corkscrewed. A small knot of onlookers had gathered, mainly youths and children, curious and boisterous. A few stones and clods of mud were lobbed. And on the fringes of the marsh, watching and pacing uneasily, like circling jackals, were older greyer faces, alert and fearful of treason. But the bird sang. Phrases and notes from a melody, dreamed by the musicians and artificers, who watched the stars rise and fall over the towers and domes of Byzantium, came in muffled fragments, as if the creature had flown, tired and broken-winged across the centuries. Its music bubbled into the mirrors pool of darkness and the surface swirled like a maelstrom.


  But the ‘Window of Orimandes’ no longer looked out to sea from its prominence. It was propped earthbound, reflecting the images of mud flat and salt grass. We knew in our hearts that the Ghost Ships, far at sea, would not come for this tawdry remnant that wobbled like a shaving mirror amongst stones and broken sea shells. Its memory’ and vision were flawed and could reach back only to the recent past and the time of its ruin. It floundered — a beached fish in a muddy pool, the tide receding.


  Shadows moved and faded through the wreckage of the dancing floor — brief spluttering images of seventy years past, coughed out from the damaged glass. I saw my mother, sixteen again, with her friends, their faces curious and shining — the lines of cynicism and fear unformed. They stared up at the black oval glass, surrounded bv its tracery of carvings and symbols. The hidden spider web patterns on the walls were revealed as a network of vines and exotic plants, their petals trembling with the motion of a host of the birds of artifice, now gathered on its pillars and walls. 


  I caught the fleeting scent of orange blossom but it was tarnished with the rot of seaweed and the carcases of gulls and crabs, the accumulated filth of seventy years.


  The faces of the townspeople were almost unrecognizable. Theirs was an ancient beauty as they moved in a circle, as if imitating the gyres and spirals of a labyrinth. The motion of their dance came in blurred and distorted fragments of memory but they seemed enshrouded in a flame that did not singe them or touch them with its heat. And there were figures, lithe and quick-limbed, the ghosts of the dancing fires, interweaving and entwining, with faces I have seen only on coins or illuminated in art or ancient manuscripts. Their final dance was sensuous and provocative, and overseen by shapes wearing masks of plumed birds and animals. I learned later that it was the Cordax. A rite of ancient Byzantium and lost for centuries. Its modern equivalents, the fandango and the rumba, are but tame parodies.


  A comet rose, zigzagging in the night sky, as the host assembled on Silver Street. And other shadows, moving from the distant fields and hedgerows were gathering to meet them before the parade surged towards the city. But its fanfares were disrupted by other familiar sounds, the harsh discordant voices of outrage and angry laughter. Figures were clambering on ladders, with hammers and spades to reach the black window. I saw the moon face of my Uncle Robert, his mouth opening and closing in protest, before an elbow floored him. The final image, before the shadows guttered and paled, revealed the townspeople slumped or stumbling, as if drunk or roughly shaken from the trance of sleepwalking, in the wreckage of broken glass and splinters. Silver Street was empty — a desolation of moonlit hedgerows and turnip fields.


  The disturbed tableau of memory conjured by the mirror had exposed hidden fissures and cracks in its glass and the grotesque contortions of the golden bird had exhausted its spirit. The spirals and corkscrews twisted to breaking point and unravelled. Their end was unspectacular — no explosion of colour or searing flash of gold fire and cascade of black glass rising skyward. They flopped — like paunched toys, their innards dust and rags, the tiny filaments of gold, glass and jewels blending into the mud of the river bank. I thought I heard the distant mockery of rooks, cawing in the fields around Silver Street. But the laughter came from the rows of windows, where the old looked out.


  They jostled each other, craning their faces against the glass, their bodies jerking and convulsing. Theirs was the clumsy animation of a prosthetic arm, its circuitry cross-wired and twitching, damaged by the echo of the pure flesh of the old limb.


  I could not face the inevitable gloating and triumphant banter of the town and spent the night in my city apartment, first seeking company and diversion in bars and restaurants. But even there it seemed that a vital force had been sucked from the streets and the city fell under a pall, a collective melancholy. Intuitively, it sensed, like twins or close friends, the sickness and pain of a sibling or distant friend. That night, there was a rash of unexplained suicides? Inhabitants in a cluster of houses near to Silver Street noticed disturbed and unnatural phenomena in the night sky and a young woman, in Goldsmiths’ Way. Returned from a business trip to find her furniture and ornaments, bizarrely rearranged and smeared with gold. But the city drew its breath, exhaled and returned to normal, albeit diminished in ways felt but not understood. It was but the involuntary spasm of a dead limb, the groan of a corpse as the gases are released.


  Next morning I drove to visit Mother in the rest home, too self-absorbed to observe the landscape. Still, the residents were grouped at the window, but they were waiting, as in dreams. I had peered down Silver Street for the magic to unfold. Mother lifted her finger, a smile of smug satisfaction creasing her face and pointed to the dark skeleton of a sailing craft, five hundred years old. Its mast teetered briefly and then sagged, the ship collapsing in a fall of black dust into the mud flats. Another old lady, ordinarily unable to recognize her family or locate her cardigan, waited with the stillness and poise of a hawk, and in turn, pointed her finger, more chalk than flesh, at the timbers of the old warehouse, where once cloves had been unloaded. Her eyes or intuition had seen what I could not and the building subsided and disappeared into the marsh. The architecture of our past, despised and feared, tumbled in an afternoon and was lost. The bird’s fall and the window’s ruin had drained its spirit and it had remained but a day, balancing on its own dust. The eastern building was the last to crumble, and with its death, the residents, their mouths now motionless and content, returned to the silence of their chairs. And I knew that the concealed paths on Silver Street, tenuous and shifting, would be gone. I would walk the dull fields of abandoned fox holes and badger setts but the landscape would be empty of the ghosts of lakes, shrines and orchards. The gold coins with olive eyes and circlet of stars were buried long under mud and clay. I left the rest home and headed for the main street.


  The town walked with a swagger. Arms swinging, congratulating itself that all vestige of nonsense and strangeness had been purged. Those who had witnessed the bird’s warped dance and heard its faltering song, hooted and guffawed, mimicking its fall in grotesque pantomime.


  But there was a giddiness to their bravado. Toes were stubbed and their gait was rolling and unsteady as if a blood vessel in their brain had shriveled and was leaking, drop by drop, clouding the chambers of memory and perception.


  All things were awry in the dead town, its fault lines exposed like knife slashes in a carcase. The flaws in the buildings, where the embossed ghosts of elephants and jungle cats had once shored up the empty structures, gaped hollow and void. Doors and windows toppled from their frames and huge fissures appeared in the facades of the shops and houses in the main street, exposing their skeletons. The bones were brittle and splintered, their marrow, a sterile dust, and as each cleft opened, powdered fragments were dislodged and blown in the wind.


  High on the church tower, yawned the space where the blue stone, symbol of Argo Navis, had watched over the harbour. The church bells rang, discordant and feral, an unholy clangour, their ropes scything and lashing. .And through the hollow bones and the empty spaces, howled the cacophony of broken bells and laughter. It rose over the rooftops, passing down Silver Street, where the rooks cawed, and caught its breath on the marsh winds, before its echo faded, far out to sea, where the memory’ of the Ghost Ships lingered.


  



  



  [image: ] 


  


  The Apoplexy of Beelzebub
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  Viewed from any of the six iron-grey hills which held it clasped, the city resembled a trapped and floundering sea monster. It sprawled across the valley, its limbs broken and bent backwards. They twitched and convulsed a little as if seized with painful cramps as the rush hour traffic edged forward in spasms. Landmarks and civic institutions, fashioned from the local stone, seemed bloated and ponderous, like diseased organs. They pulsed in the weak morning sunshine, pumping anaemic grey blood through the veins and arteries of the lanes and thoroughfares.


  The city’s cathedral was dedicated to St Catherine of Alexandria but the huge stained glass window, contrary to legend, depicted her spread-eagled and broken on the wheel. Blood from her smashed joints seeped even to the edges of its six spokes. A stone head stared from each, rapt and entranced at the sufferings of the martyr. But the ears, sentient and hideous, probed outwards into the expanse of the nave, as if searching for rumours and careless gossip. Etched around the scene was a quotation from the ninth chapter of Ezekiel.


  ‘Six men came from the way of the higher gate and even man a slaughter weapon in his hand and one man among them was clothed in linen and with a writer’s ink-horn at his side.’


  In his private chambers, the bishop inspected a pristine purple-bound volume. Several titles attracted him. He smiled as he anticipated ‘The Judas Doll’ and The Last Confession of Father Michael’ but chose instead ‘The Acolytes of Temptation’.


  The largest civic building, pressing down on the narrow streets like a monstrous yellow ear, housed the city’s archives. Here, scores of researchers laboured on arcane studies of local history. The city sought no international renown or fame from its publications for by geography and temperament, it was incestuous and inward-looking.


  In a ground floor study of that complex, close to the main public library , a young woman worked alone, relaxed and engrossed on a stack of photographs and documents. The door opened.


  “Your research is progressing well.” said the Curator. “Your predecessor unearthed much salient material on the story without ever penetrating the conclusion of the tragedy. Scour the local newspapers of our neighbours beyond the hills. Their journalism is flaccid but if you sift through the sentimentality, I think you will be rewarded.” Clare nodded, eager to please, only two weeks into her new job.


  “You seem contented,” said the Curator, pausing in the doorway. “I am pleased. Here there arc no malicious fingers, quick to steal the light bulbs and leave you locked in darkness.”


  The door closed and Clare frowned. The Curator was the man who oversaw and controlled the most productive local studies centre in England. Lights shone as he worked deep into the night from his private quarters in the Archives. Clare had overheard the excited whispers and gossip of her colleagues that he was preparing a special anthology to mark the anniversary of the cathedral’s foundation. The work would be long and arduous. Yet he found time to monitor and encourage her work. And even day, he reminded her of the ordeal which had brought her here, to seek the solitude and calm of academic study.


  She had been assigned work on a forthcoming volume to be bound in industrial-grey boards, entitled The Rituals and Customs of Factory Girls 1861-1981’. Most of the book had been prepared by her unnamed predecessor but one story proved intractable.


  During the Second World War. Girls from outlying towns and villages had been drafted in to make the factory’s chain-link fencing and barbed wire. The incomers received a hostile welcome and were dubbed ‘trugs’ and ‘fillocks’ by the local women. These words, from a rich and profane dialect, peculiar to the area, implied a mixture of false grandeur and sexual promiscuity. For the city had a long-ingrained Puritan streak, dating from the witch trials, which manifested itself, even today, in vigilante violence and burning of property.


  In 1943, two young country women had flouted an established taboo at a dance in the works canteen. Their jewellery, make-up and Veronica Lake hairstyles far excelled the dour factory women’s monochrome outfits. The next day. Led by a blonde harridan, known as ‘Chats’ Lane Beth’, the women dragged them to a shed, sheared their hair with farm implements, before tarring and feathering them. They were then paraded naked in a cart, through the city centre, to jeering crowds. The local newspaper captured the event with a photograph, a headline. ‘Tarring the Trugs’ and a humorous editorial linking the assault to a raffle for two onions. Clare recognised the tale as a brutal but accurate depiction of her city’s character. But she could find no record of its aftermath or the fate of the two girls.


  Remembering the Curator’s advice, she spent the morning scanning the weekly newspaper of a market town, ten miles away. Finally, in a report, dated May 1944, she read:


  ‘There were angry scenes at the funeral of two local women, who died, by their own hand, of coal gas poisoning. Relatives of the deceased burned copies of the city coroner’s report which described the victims as ‘simple-minded creatures whose fragile balance of mind was overthrown by good-natured horseplay’.


  Newspapers, which made light of the tragic young women’s ordeal, were also destroyed. The brother of one woman is currently serving eighteen months for assaulting a female he held responsible for his sister’s suicide.’


  Clare recognised at once the two photographs which accompanied the article.


  Satisfied with her work, Clare ate a meagre packed lunch alone at her desk, washed down with coffee from the vending machine in the public library. Her probationary status meant that she was denied access to the vast labyrinth of corridors, each housing rooms of specialist knowledge. Her tiny


  airless office was little more than an anteroom or lobby to the secret chambers of the main archives.


  Since medieval times, the city had never developed. The constricting chain of hills forbade any expansion. Instead, when fire, decay or enemy bombing damaged its fabric, the city sloughed off its skin and built on its own destruction. It was whispered that entire streets and their networks of alleys and conduits remained intact underground -tunnels which harboured the filth and detritus of centuries.


  Rumours from the tunnels drifted up to disturb the city’s sleep and many imagined the sound of footsteps, measured and muffled, pausing to catch the heartbeat of their homes. People spoke in hushed voices of The Listeners’, The Gleaners’ or The Gatherers’, for the city was steeped in superstition and rife with fears and portents. Even in daylight, in closed rooms, conversations would falter and someone would press a finger to their lips, in fear of who was eavesdropping. Hush. ‘The Walkers’ are raking notes.’ was a phrase peculiar to the city when a family secret was betrayed.


  Clare proudly showed the Curator the newspaper cutting.


  “This is excellent work.’ he said. “But one tiny detail remains. Who was ‘Chats’ Lane Beth’? Perhaps our city has a virago to match ‘Carroty Kate’ of Bull Paunch .Alley in Bath. No policeman dared to venture there alone! How I envy the West Country-archivist’s her rich legacy. Our readers would welcome a name and family history for surely this Beth has living descendants to cherish her deeds. If you can root out these records, your researches may find a place in a remarkable book I am preparing. Instead of the grey boards of the factory imprint, your story may be bound in gold.”


  He turned to go and Clare relaxed. But before the door closed he added, “You would not have enjoyed Bull Paunch Alley with its stench of decomposing meat and the attendant flies and maggots.”


  In the sitting room, at the back of her butcher’s shop, Clare’s mother, Grace Tabyt, opened the latest volume of the city ’s school stories. It was bound in dark lavatory-tile green, the colour of fear, of sickening first day nerves and the smell of disinfectant and cheap furniture polish.


  



  Framed on the wall was a photograph of her grandfather, proud and vibrant in his sergeant’s uniform. But the centrepiece of the room was a glass cabinet housing his Victoria Cross, the only military7 honour in the city’s history to be publicallv recognized. A statue outside the Town Hall celebrated his valour in 1916. when he stormed a German machine gun emplacement, killing several men and capturing an entire trench of enemy infantry. Mrs Tabyt had never known her grandfather. He died two years before she was born but his legacy and reputation earned her a grudging respect and status within the city. Her pride extended to his post-war achievements, fondly related by her own mother. The veteran had helped the top doctors at the hospital in secret research and she hoped that soon, the archivists would tell the full story.


  The school tale which attracted her the most was entitled The Stock Cupboard’ for it promised the corruption of flesh but instead she chose ‘The Apoplexy of Beelzebub’. The two stories were linked together and she would read them in chronological order.


  It was the last day of term and an English teacher was retiring. Throughout the year, his class had laboured over that favourite school text about the group of boys marooned on an island, gradually relapsing into warfare and murder. They had impaled a pigs head on a stick and danced their savage rites around its rotting fly-covered remains. Mrs Tabyt had read and enjoyed the novel but regretted the absence of girls, smiling to herself as she imagined new depravities. The teacher was counting the minutes remaining.


  “Will you miss us. Sir?” a voice asked, dangerously disarming and polite.


  And the teacher, dreaming of years of leisure, had dropped his guard.


  *I doubt it.” he said. *A long holiday abroad, put the house on the market in September and move to the Lake District — well away from this city.”


  “I think you’ll remember us. Sir.” came the mocking answer.


  The words were familiar to Mrs Tabyt and she laughed. Several years ago. Two youths had entered the butcher s shop and ordered six pigs’ heads.


  “We re holding a feast for someone special. We want them to remember us,” one had said. She’d realised the malice in their strange request but it was unwise to challenge the mysteries and practices of the city’s school children. The heads were delivered to an address in Ironguard Lane.


  When the teacher returned from holiday, he discovered, in each room of his house, the vermin-strewn remains of the heads, impaled on broom handles. On the third day of futile scrubbing and fumigating, his home unsaleable, he had succumbed to his stroke.


  Grace Tabyt closed the book, proud that she had contributed to the folklore and literature of the city’. Soon her daughter would return from work and the recriminations and bitter silences would be resumed. She comforted herself by anticipating ’The Stock Cupboard’. Perhaps she would read it aloud.


  Clare and her mother ate their evening meal of fried pig’s offal without speaking. Each dinner, grudgingly cooked, was a reproach, for the older woman had hoped her daughter would join her in the shop when she left school. Her meals, selected from the innards and bloodiest parts of a carcase, were calculated to remind Clare of the rawness of her trade. Her anger selected bullocks’ hearts, honeycomb tripe and the stewed remains of rabbits.


  



  Snared in the iron-grey hills, their flesh rendered sour and unpalatable by their futile struggles against the wires. Mrs Tabyt munched heartily but her face was blotched with a sickly purple. Approaching her fifties, she worked long hours and suffered increasingly from headaches and vertigo.


  From her early teens. Clare had begged her mother to abandon the city with its cruel rites and inbred prejudices. But the statue of a great man and pride in his exploits made her stubborn. And Clare feared the financial insecurity and loneliness of leaving the streets she despised. The pair clung together, scratching and squabbling, but never daring to let go. Pulling each other down in a quicksand of dust, unfulfilled dreams and bitter memories.


  Every night, Clare followed the same obsessive ritual of hiding her keys under the pillow and probing her bedroom for winged insects and things which crawled. Even benign spiders and moths, that pressed against her window, were dispatched with a rolled newspaper. Her bedroom walls were spattered with the stains of flies, mosquitoes and daddy-longlegs. Her precautions were futile for she knew the dreams would come.


  She was back in school. It was the last lesson of the afternoon on a stifling day in early July. I he bell had rung and her class streamed for the exit. She stacked the text books in the stock cupboard


  but the keys were missing. Two bags were thrown past her and she saw the face of Ben Gruck, a sly and obsequious troublemaker. The key turned in the lock. One bag heaved and buzzed before its flimsy paper unravelled and a mass of blowflies rose briefly before settling on the heavier object. Fur peeped through its torn polythene wrapping and it stank.


  Her knocks, calls for help and, finally, her screams, went unanswered. Recalling something familiar about its colour, she probed the package with her foot and the covering fell away to reveal the remains of a dog fox. Already seething with maggots. She recognised the creature by the distinctive grey and white markings on its brush and head. Ill-nourished and wracked with mange, it had scavenged for food in the waste ground at the back of the butcher’s shop. Clare had won its trust, over many months, with scraps of meat and it came to her hand to feed. She had not seen it for a week.


  Darkness drew in but the light bulb was missing. Throughout the night, she endured the buzzing and probing of the flies as they tried to settle on her head and arms. Also she imagined the maggots exploring the room, edging across her face and body. And from behind a locked door at the far end of the stock cupboard, which led nowhere, she sensed footsteps and the sound of someone breathing in the empty darkness. As morning came, she heard the sniggering and whispers as her class reassembled. She woke always to the memory of the door bursting open and being ushered away, disheveled and filthy, through massed corridors of hooting children.


  Later, when she reflected on her ordeal, she wondered how Ben Gruck had known about the fox. She had confided in no-one. Her mother would have laughed and snorted with contempt at her sentimentality’ towards an animal she regarded as vermin. The boy’s preternatural knowledge disturbed and puzzled her more as she relived the incident. He had escaped with a token punishment and she remained at home, goaded by her mother for her folly and cowardice. She returned only once to the school, where the headmaster, in a study lined with books bound in lavatory-tile green, told her of the prospect of work in the city’s archives.


  Chats’ Lane was unmarked on any map. Eyes weary with a fruitless morning’s work, Clare finally found a reference in ‘The Etymology of Fear’, an analysis of the citys slang, a volume whose access was restricted to archive employees. Its author argued that the city’s arcane language had developed through a terror of open communication, leading its people to speak guardedly in guttural whispers and rasps. She read:


  



  ‘Chat — a louse. The word, once common throughout England in thieves’ slang, retains its use in the city’s poorer quarters. Ironguard Lane, an area of once verminous habitation, near the Chain Canal, was known colloquially as ‘Chats’ Lane’. In 1862, it was the location for an unexplained phenomenon known as the ‘Chats’ Lane Terror’ which manifested in the cellars and outbuildings of the terrace. A full account is given in The Rook of Gold\ 1863”.


  Ironguard Lane was a group of only four bargemen’s cottages. The address was half-familiar to her and accessing the electoral registers of the 1940s, she understood. ‘Chats’ Lane Beth was Elizabeth Gruck. Clare remembered being sent the letter addressed to the mother of Ben Gruck, the boy who had locked her in the stock cupboard. It was the same address. Chats Lane Beth was his ancestor.


  “Your investigation has been painstaking and instinctive,” the Curator congratulated her. “Your notes are complete and you can begin preparing the final draft. I feel that you have unearthed a story of such cruelty, horror and tragedy that it warrants a place in my special anthology that takes shape even as I speak. Meanwhile, your colleagues, who research the medical archives, have uncovered some fascinating film footage.”


  Clare had seen their works. The volumes were bound in hospital red — the colour of a bloodied bandage. The Curator loaded a DVD.


  “I wonder whether you recognise the subject. The film was shot in 1921.’ It showed a man. Ostensibly in the prime of life, but locked in a catatonic trance. His eyes were set but as if in mockery, a convulsive tic gave him the illusion of winking. Doctors approached him, hamming theatrically for the camera, poking him with needles. Inducing loud noises and administering electric shocks.


  “He remained in this state for forty-five years,’ continued the Curator. ‘But see him now, after a revolutionary treatment!”


  Although frail and wizened, the patient possessed a demonic energy. Unaware of the grinning doctors and nurses, he appeared to be enacting a frenzied sleep walking ritual. Gripping an imaginary rifle, with bayonet attached, he charged a set of shop window mannequins, which lined one side of the hospital ward. Having mimed the disembowelment of each dummy, he stood triumphant, whooping and laughing, unaware that he had soiled his pyjamas.


  ‘Encephalitis lethargica!” said the Curator. ‘A strange illness which afflicted some of the sufferers of the Spanish Flu. The cure proved illusory and the victims soon relapsed into coma. This particular wretch died shortly after the film was shot. You recognise him. Of course.”


  ‘My great-grandfather.* said Clare. “Who captured a German trench single-handed.”


  “Exactly. A humiliating and ignominious end for the city’s favourite son. I wonder what effect the publication of his story and these film extracts would have on his ancestors — your mother in particular.”


  “It would kill her.” said Clare, simply.


  “I leave the decision to you. Take the film and ponder the consequences.”


  For three days Clare delayed her decision. Despite her loathing of the city and her contempt for her mother, to show that hideous film seemed an act of treachery. The Curator tactfully avoided the subject and even refrained from his customary asides about corrupted flesh and locked cupboards.


  



  But on Friday afternoon, he entered her study and asked disingenuously, ‘On your way home, Clare, would you make a note of this week’s entries on the Goatstone.”


  Clare was surprised. The Goatstone was a wall of an old city’ centre tavern named “The Blind Goat’. The custom was believed to have started during the witch paranoia of the seventeenth century. Rhymes and riddles of rumour and accusation were chalked on the stone and many citizens were interrogated, tortured and condemned.


  The practice persisted. There was now a special box, where anony mous messages could be posted and every Friday, the landlady selected the most cryptic or salacious pieces of innuendo and inscribed them for public display. Even the most reclusive and solitary citizens would hear the libels and falsehoods directed against them. Their names rang in the playground rhymes and skipping songs of children and drunks would hurl their curses late at night as the victims tried vainly to sleep. The Curator saw her frown.


  ‘We are engaged in collecting the stories of the city. The Goatstone catches its dreams and nightmares unaware and is a rich source of material.’


  Edging through the throng of people disgorging from shops and offices. Clare fancied they nudged each other and whispered as she passed. And on the wall of the pub. in the landlady’s untidy hand, were the words:


  



  ‘Gentle school miss, meek and mild.


  Cruel daughter, spiteful child.


  Library lackey, archive chit.


  Sly and poisonous hypocrite.’


  Clare slammed the front door, ready to confront her mother for her act of betrayal. The green book lay open, provocatively displaying ‘The Stock Cupboard’. Mrs Tabyt sat smug and knowing, reliving the memory.


  “Well, Miss Slypuss — now the whole city knows of your ways. Secretive and cunning you may be. But the Goatstone has found you out.”


  “Here’s something I’ve been meaning to show you,” Clare said. “It’s a film about your grandfather.”


  Walking to work on Monday morning, Clare was surprised to see that the Goatstone message had been erased and replaced with a rhyme suggesting the perversions of an eminent city dentist.


  The Curator was waiting for her. Beaming and avuncular.


  “You made the right decision — albeit after a little gentle prompting. Sentiment and family feeling are cumbrous emotions — unnecessary baggage that impedes the impact of a good story. And besides, the city does not tolerate hubris. We are sick of that statue and its conceit. When our citizens have read the full story and seen the film, they will pass your ancestor’s memorial with scorn and derision. They will feel contented in the knowledge of his final folly. The talc is magnificent. It captures the soul of our city and takes its rightful place in my forthcoming anthology. The sufferings and nightmares of St Catherine, the martyr, will be shown there in all their forms and agonies. Meanwhile. I will leave you to complete your proofs.”


  He returned, an hour before lunch with bad news of her mother. A neighbour had heard the fall and Clare hurried to the hospital.


  Mrs Tabyt recognised the ward and tried to tell the nurses about the mannequins lined up against the wall and the man who would disembowel them all but her words were slurred and jumbled. .And they, the heirs of Sarah Gamp, smiled slyly and dreamed not of snuff, gin and cucumbers but of cigarettes, pizza and pinot grigio.


  Her bed, in the intensive care unit, where the doctors had once lined a wall with dolls for sport, was next to a long-term patient in deep coma. In his sleep he wandered ceaselessly, with disinfectant and detergents, his arms flailing at a pigs head which dripped maggots to the floor.


  Mrs Tabyt’s fate was more merciful. When the figure of her grandfather, young and handsome, and wearing his Victoria Cross, marched smartly into the ward and was jeered by the hospital orderlies, her brain filled with blood and she was no more.


  Returning to work after a shabby funeral, decorated with mean bunches of scentless lilies and chrysanthemum. Clare exhaled deeply and planned her future. Many years ago. When her father was alive, they had visited the South Downs, a meadow country of shimmering dragonflies and hidden ponds. She would sell the butchers shop, catch the train that snaked through the glowering hills and pass from the city’s grip. She had written to the Curator and given her three months’ notice.


  He stood by an open door, beckoning her into the corridors and recesses of the archives, previously denied to her. She recalled briefly the stolid figure of a turnkey of Newgate or Bridewell, from old London prints, waiting on the threshold of a darkness which housed a thousand cells.


  “Perhaps you speculate on the absence of poets, artists and writers from our city .” he said affably. “Let me show you where their works are stored.”


  The passage was lit by pale oil lamps and he opened a chamber stacked with shelves of faded dust-covered manuscripts and pictures.


  “This desolate room is known as ‘The Museum of the Treasons’ for it is a library of forbidden books and paintings. Access is a privilege granted to only the most trusted archivists.”


  Clare began to speak, anxious to distance herself from further entanglement in archive ritual bur the Curator waved aside her protest.


  “We have heard the pens scraping in the lonely rooms and seen the obscenities taking shape.” He pointed to a box of canvases and held up one, whose colours, shapes and fantasies dazzled her eyes.


  “This one was an aspirant to the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. His daubs show mythological figures and other creatures of his


  disturbed imaginings, radiant and glorious in their pride, but contrasted against the grey backdrop of our city. We are shown as prowling amorphous beasts of mud and malice. They are depravities. An affront to civic pride.’


  Clare lifted a small pile of untidy handwritten manuscripts and read the titles: ‘The Slaves of Shadow’, ‘ The Solitude of Owls’, ‘Yellow House‘, ‘Souvenirs of Melancholy’ and ‘Sights Under a Waning Moon’.


  What happened to the authors?” she asked.


  ‘Oh. Whispers and allegations. The city is quick to condemn its critics and corroborate evidence. We nail our lies to the ghosts of suspicion. The details of their squalid little crimes enliven our black-bound volumes from the courtroom and the assizes, ironically, in time, most believe themselves to be rightfully convicted.


  ‘I visit this room often to contemplate their ruin. These birds of paradise dared to show their fine plumage and sing their strange songs in the presence of our city crows and rooks. Where are their gaudy feathers now? Ragged and slimed with corporation mud. Better their tongues had been cut and the songs stopped in their throats.


  ‘But come.’ he added. “Let us explore the true vasmess of what lies beneath our city.” Under the city streets they passed, where shadow and the pale orange glow of gaslight interplayed in the brickwork of abandoned houses. Ornaments, children’s toys and the skeletons of kitchens and bedrooms lay exposed and broken. A dull sound, like the rasp of a host of insects on dirty windowpanes drifted from the streets above.


  “The murmur of voices in a thousand lonely rooms,” he said. “In time your ears will attune themselves to catch the drift of conversation, to understand even the patterns of pause and silence. For I have heard you. Returning at evening, petulant and trapped, pleading with your mother to escape the clutches of your street and felt her intransigence, stubborn and mule-faced.


  “And sometimes we send sweet music rising to haunt the dreams of sleepers in the bedrooms smelling of dry rot and mouse droppings. A love song from a far river bank, a music hall ballad, lost on the edge of memory, or the gentle crooning of a dance band from the 1930’s, will tantalise the listener and destroy what fragile peace of mind he has fabricated. I have even whispered verses from “The Museum of the Treasons’.


  “They walk angrily through the streets, despising the vulgarity of their surroundings, vainly aspiring to catch the echo of their dreams. We reach them of their impotence and despair and they are ripe for our mischief. It is here we devise the stories of tragedy and madness that fill the volumes of the six colours. You have seen the imprints of school, church, factor)’, courthouse and hospital. But the remaining colour is reserved for the horror of the special editions. The books of the archivists are bound in gold. They are published at intervals of fifty years to mark the foundation of our cathedral in 1213.


  “Do you recognise this door?’ he asked.


  She shook her head. And then he performed a grotesque pantomime, exaggerating his tread and breathing with heavy theatrical gasps.


  “It was you behind the stock cupboard. I heard you listening in the darkness,’ Clare said.


  “Your talents were wasted in the musty corridors of the school. All of our researchers are recruited by ordeals which test the senses and expose the soul, naked and raw. Yes, I long observed you feeding that fox. A fond and sentimental act. And it was easy to whisper of your folly to Ben Gruck and to suggest the deed. He has a fertile imagination and. Like his grandmother, ‘Chats’ Lane Beth’, who thrived on austerity and uncertainty, he had the cruelty and wit to enact the scene. Your kindness meant the animal was easily trapped. Its end was not quick for the family enjoyed much sport before it was despatched.”


  “Why are you showing me these things?’ Clare asked. “I am leaving this city within weeks.” “I think not. There is some doubt in the mind of your neighbour about the precise time your mother fell.”


  “I was here at work, talking to you.” “Possibly not. Your neighbour now wonders whether she heard the noise earlier in the morning. She babbles about an argument, perhaps a fight. .And then there is the writing on the Goatstone.


  Your quarrels are well-documented. Her death comes at a convenient time for you. It will be argued in court that you contrived it. If you persist in this treachery of leaving your city, I feel sure that a charge of manslaughter or even murder may be brought against you. You may escape briefly and find vour idyllic cottage on the Downs. But the summons will come and you will be brought back under the shadow of the hills that bind us. The city gathers its children and embraces them all. Whatever sport we may have with them. But those who reject us, we smother or break upon the wheel. You have read The Apoplexy of Beelzebub’ and the fate of the schoolmaster.”


  They had walked miles into the tunnels where the murmur of voices from above ebbed and flowed. Crossing a bridge that spanned the flow of an underground stream, they stopped.


  “I will leave you here to consider,” he said. “You might have an illustrious future in the archives. Your work is outstanding. And I looked forward to your further contributions to my anthology. Incidentally, this gloomy spot marks the scene of one of the triumphs of our Victorian forebears. Using distorting mirrors, limelight and the sound of disembodied voices, echoing and resounding through the mean little terrace above us, they created a terror that still haunts the occupants today. Perhaps it is time, after one hundred and fifty years, to reawaken the horror. Do not fear the solitude. You will find the path back to the archives well-signposted.” Clare sat slumped on the floor, whilst above, the buzzing conversation rose and fell. As the minutes passed, she began to discern patterns of speech and turns of phrase that seemed familiar. A woman had once shouted at her in the street, a jeering cry of triumph. And there was a child’s thin voice, whining and insidious. She remembered ‘The Chats’ Lane Terror’, of 1862. She was under Ironguard Lane and eavesdropping on Benjamin Gruck and his mother. And in the background, barely perceptible, was another voice. It was the older brother, the boy from her mother’s book of school stories. ‘Perhaps it is time to reawaken the horror,’ the Curator had said.


  Rising to her feet, she walked back along the tunnels, stopping regularly to catch the emotions and moods from the houses above. Pausing beneath the rare sound of laughter, she pounded a fist against a cellar door, secured and bolted against any access. The happiness above choked and died and she could feel their fear in the silence that followed.


  As she climbed the stairs into the archives, she saw a brass plaque on a heavy oak door. It read ‘Clare Tab« — Senior Researcher’. Her new office was bright and spacious. On the desk were her keys to the entire complex and a pile of documents which tracked the lives and histories of the inhabitants of Ironguard Lane, together with the notes from 1862.


  But alongside these papers, was the template of a book cover. Embellished into the smoky burnished gold was the scarlet motif of the martyr, broken upon the six spokes of her wheel. At her side, stood the impassive figure of a writer, with an inkhorn in his hand. In scrolled letters that resembled chains, was the title, ‘The Ordeals of Sr Catherine’.


  Clare selected the files relating to the Gruck family, her ideas already formed in the hypnotic lure of the tunnels, where gaslight and shadow interwove their patterns and the voices murmured and faded in the houses above, like the rasp of trapped insects on a windowpane.
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  The Premonition
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  On Friday December 3rd 1909. at twelve minutes past one in the morning, the Isle of Man steamer ‘Ellan Vannin’ left Ramsey Harbour for Liverpool, earning mail, cargo and passengers. Although the weather was rough, she had negotiated far worse conditions in the past. But an hour and a half into the voyage, the winds increased to hurricane force and the ship finally sank in thirty feet of water on the Liverpool side of the Mersey Bar with the loss of all passengers and crew. Thirty-five victims were named but it is believed that others may have been on board.


  The January snows of 1909 on the island were bitter and prolonged. The railways were frozen, the steamers delayed and livestock perished in the remote farmsteads.


  



  



  



  In her cottage, deep in Sulby Glen, as dusk fell, Lena Dowan was preparing her evening meal and banking the log fire high against the cold. She faced a dilemma. Her uncle, who kept sheep on an isolated farm near Rhendoo. had just left. He brought bad news. His three best workers had fallen sick with influenza. The animals were dying in the fields. He couldn’t feed them or bring them to shelter on his own and he needed help. Lena agreed to stay the week with him, arriving the next day.


  “If you know anyone else, they’d be most welcome — some big strong lad,” he said as he closed the door, his face gaunt and worried.


  At nineteen. Lena was the finest seamstress and dressmaker on the island. Aged only eleven, she’d helped her bedridden mother earn shillings by mending the jackets and trousers of the lonely bachelor hill farmers. Her fingers were light and quick and the men grew to appreciate the little touches of luxury and comfort. Soon she began to make her own dresses with an elegance and taste that attracted the attentions of shrewd and wealthy women. Commissions followed and her reputation grew.


  She knew many big strong lads but none she would feel comfortable working with alone. They would tease and bully her. But there was someone who might help. She made up her mind, quickly pulled on her coat and boots, and stepped outside. Already, she could see the light from his cottage, a quarter of a mile down into the Glen.


  

  



  

  



  Gilrea Conill had always admired Lena but had been too shy to ask her to walk out with him.


  They both worshiped at St Stephen’s in Sulbv where he occasionally played the organ ___________ supplementing his meagre earnings as a travelling schoolmaster. At twenty, he was a careful and serious young man — unpopular with the rough labourers. ‘Limpy-Letty’ the farmers’ children had nicknamed him at school — a wet blanket, a dog in the manger — too weak and cowardly to join in their raiding parties on henhouses or isolated orchards.


  But Lena liked his quiet ways. Both had lost their parents and lived alone. She would rake the chance and ask for his help in feeding and sheltering the stricken animals.


  Gilrea agreed immediately, blinking like a surprised owl in his cramped little kitchen. He even insisted on seeing her safely home, holding his box lantern high to find her the least slippery path in the ice and snow.


  The week on her uncle’s farm was a success. Despite their soft-handed fumbling, they managed to save most of the sheep. Busy with rare physical labour, they had no time to be embarrassed or coy and found they enjoyed each other’s company. And every’ evening, exhausted and frostbitten, they fell asleep in the drowsy farm kitchen with its heavy sweet smells of peat fires, strong tea and fried bloaters.


  When the snows thawed, they both bought bicycles and toured the island together at weekends.


  Paul Bellaync, showman, ventriloquist and master puppeteer, stepped off the ferry at Ramsey in early April 1909. Although assured and


  self-confident beyond his twenty-two years, ; oppressive fear of his visit to the island had grow over the past few days. The islanders called ‘monney-vaaish’ — a death-warning and last nigh sleeping fitfully in a cheap Liverpool lodging house he had a disturbing premonition.


  He dreamed of a body, broken and sea battered, washed up on a dirty industrial bead shadowed by grey wharves and warehouses. Rough prying hands tore at the man’s clothing and clawed out a small money box, identical to the one h always carried, hidden deep in the lining of hi overcoat pocket. The thieves were dividing and counting golden sovereigns but he could no remember the exact amount for he had woken col< and shivering.


  He had learned to trust his instincts. Two years ago. In Vilnius, he had turned his wagon bad from a fair his family had attended for two centuries. He learned later that rioting had broken out and many caravans had been burned or smashed by the mob — the families now destitute. Throughout the ferry crossing, he watched the weather anxiously and viewed his fellow passengers with unaccustomed mistrust. The passage had been calm and uneventful but the faces of the crew puzzled and disturbed him. He felt he had seen them earlier in his dream but he could not quite recall the memory.


  But now, safely ashore, he waited for the arrival of his caravan and prepared for the journey to Sulby Fair.


  Lena loved the bustle of the fairground — the steam and farmyard smells rising over the Claddagh from the animals’ bodies and the familiar booths and drinking tents dotted over the green, with the farmers in their brown homespun, lazily smoking their pipes. The pair of them had walked up from the Glen to buy pullets' eggs and pick bunches of bluebells and primroses.


  The fair was mainly livestock and farm produce. Entertainers were rare but sometimes fiddlers and pipers from Port Erin or Peel would play for pennies and the sour Punch and Judy man from Douglas with his hoarse voice and trembling hands would brave the crowd’s mirth.


  But on that bright April morning, with the smell of wild garlic filling the hedgerows, a long exotic caravan stood on the side of the Claddagh. The sign, in black and gold, read ‘Bellayne’s Puppet Theatre’. A varied cast of painted marionettes embellished all sides of the wagon whilst two huge plumed shire horses grazed by the roadside.


  When the crowd of curious onlookers had swelled, the curtains on the theatre drew back to reveal a wide illuminated stage. The scene was instantly recognisable. It was Sulby Glen. A voice filled the arena.


  “Ladies and gentlemen. Bellayne’s Non Pareil, the most prestigious puppet theatre in Europe, presents for your entertainment and pleasure, the brutal murder of John Kewish. By his own son.”


  Both Gilrea and Lena grew tense and uncomfortable. The crime was still discussed locally in half whispers and asides. In March 1872, unmarried John Kewish, aged 40, murdered his sixty-nine-year-old father at their cottage in Sulby Glen. Also living there was the mother, emotionally estranged from her husband and siding with her son in the many violent arguments that raged throughout the house, and a simple- minded daughter of about thirty years of age. Six wounds were found on the old man, also named John, consistent with stabbing by a pitchfork. Kewish was found guilty and hanged at Castletown and his body was buried in the grounds at Castle Rushen.


  .Although the murder had been committed nearly a generation before Lena and Gilrea were born, its figures stalked their childhood. Their families had known John Kewish. He had stolen their sheep and stormed drunken and violent outside their cottages in the small hours of the night until the dogs were set loose on him. Gilrea had an uncle who used to taunt him with ghost stories about Kewish.


  “John Kewish is only sleeping — all cuddled up in his Castle Rushen grave. But hell rise soon and hell come looking for you. I til take him three or four hours slow walking and hell stop on the way to collect and sharpen his little pitchfork.”


  Gilrea would lie awake until dawn, listening for the tap of the pitchfork or the roar of Kewish’s voice in even’ gust of wind in the trees.


  For Lena, it was the sister’s story which troubled her. Her mother had seen the police wagon taking the deranged woman to the lunatic asylum — the same wagon that had hustled John Kewish to Castle Rushen the day before. She had seen the face staring out from the bars and heard the shrieking and cursing. Whenever Lena’s fingers grew tired or slacked at her needlework, her mother snapped,


  “If you go bad. Lena Dowan, you’ll end up like that poor nameless soul. Then the wagon will come for you and you’ll die an old maid in the asylum. And your name too will be forgotten.”


  The puppets had an energy and character far beyond the skills of the Punch and Judy man. Each capered or staggered with a distinctive gait and only I .ena’s eyes could see their strings — shadowed and green to blend with the scenery.


  When John Kewish lunged at his father with the pitchfork, little gouts of blood spurted from the mannequin. During the execution, the hangman produced brandy from his pocket, uncorked the bottle and poured a draught down his victim’s throat before swigging the remainder and hooding the prisoner. The spectators’ mouths dropped for the puppet had poured real liquid.


  But it was their voices that unsettled Lena and Gilrea. These visiting showmen had captured exactly the dialect words and speech patterns of their grandfathers’ generation. Half-remembered phrases from childhood returned as the voices rose over the Claddagh. When the sister was taken to the asylum, her screams echoed not from the stage but from the cart track that led to the Castletown road. Every one stared and looked back as if expecting to sec her face fading into the distance.


  The show ended and a girl of about ten edged shyly among the crowd collecting coins. Both Lena and Gilrea were deeply moved by the drama. Lena wanted to hurry away at once, away from the voices that had haunted her childhood and away from the gouts of blood and the dangling puppet. But it was Gilrea, unusually brave, who urged her back. And every day since, he had regretted and cursed his curiosity.


  “Let’s peep behind the curtain and see how they do those tricks.’ Propelling Lena forward, he pulled the curtain aside and started back, apologetic. Above his head, on a raised platform, exhausted from manipulating the puppets, was a young man, breathing in shallow gasps.


  Momentarily angry at being discovered tired and vulnerable, Paul Bellayne quickly judged the intruders, decided they were benevolent and impulsively invited them inside.


  The caravan was cramped and richly furnished.lt smelled of oils, varnish and spices. An old couple, their hands racked and swollen with arthritis, were preparing food for three young children, the oldest having just returned with the day’s takings. Staring down from every shelf and alcove were hundreds of puppets, some yellow with the age of centuries. They had been modeled in the changing styles of lost generations — the forgotten pantomime favourites, the murderers and heroines only recalled now in folk stories and nursery rhymes.


  Never had Lena seen such richness and delicacy of fabric that hung from their cork or Papier-mache bodies. There were purple satins, silk damasks with inlaid silver threading, gold brocade and intricate chinoiserie that swirled and shifted as the light changed. But even Gilrea noticed how dishevelled and threadbare their robes had become. They glared down in faded grandeur like a host of forlorn Miss Havishams.


  Paul Bellayne noticed their glances.


  “There is no-one left skilled enough to dress our puppets and mend their clothes. Moths do their work and mice nibble unseen in the darkness. We lost our mother and two sisters to typhus in a Salzburg winter four years ago. My younger sister, Katy a, is competent for the rough repairs of the clowns and villains you saw today but our true art is for the connoisseur. We entertain royalty . Palaces and the salons of the nobility are our real homes. But their eyes would spot any flaws. The fabrics must shimmer and shift like gossamer.”


  Lena delicately lifted the frayed and faded clothing of an ancient female puppet.


  “She is the Queen of Nineveh,” said Paul. “Modelled and dressed in 1598. She danced before the court of Elizabeth. Shakepeare remarked on her form and beauty .”


  “May I?” asked Lena, and from her bag produced her sewing tools.Without pausing she matched the smoky gold of the costume with cotton and instantly threaded a needle so thin it reminded Gilrea of a tiny herring bone.


  Paul Bellayne nodded and Lena set to work. There is a beauty and magic in watching an artist or craftsman at work and Lena held them silent and spellbound. Finally, the Queen of Nineveh was restored in all her finery .


  ‘I had to turn and double the fabric where it was torn and faded but I think shell do.” said Lena, dismissing her work as if she’d simply reattached a farmer’s jacket button.


  “She is exquisite,” said Bellayne. He pressed her to accept payment which she refused. Finally the tension was broken when the old man unlocked a wooden cabinet and produced a bottle of brandy and glasses for them all.


  “Tsar Nicholas presented us with a case of this five years ago when we performed at Saint Petersburg for the ninth birthday of the Princess Olga. Our play was preferred to the dances of the Ballet Russes. The wine comes from the court of Louis XV.”


  The drink cemented their friendship. Lena spent hours visiting the caravan, mending the puppets and teaching Katya the basics of her craft. Gilrea joined her when work allowed, bitterly resenting the time she spent with Paul. There were no arguments, no jealous quarrels, merely a brooding silent rage. But he smiled and simpered and all seemed well. For five months he became the showman’s loblollyboy — an errand runner, fetching their food and passing the hat round for sixpences.


  Summer passed. As the tide of day-trippers reduced to a trickle, by mid-September the puppet theatre was ready to return to the mainland. The caravan was manoeuvred onto the ferry. The old man bowed stiffly and handed a bottle of his Louis XV brandy to both Lena and Gilrea. Gilrea had not felt happier since April. Five months of smiling, of silent humiliations were over. He wished never to see them again. And then, as he mentally practised his faltering marriage proposal to Lena, he overheard Paul say to her. In an undertone.


  “I’ll be back late November, early December, but I’ll write first.’ Cold and desolate, a broken despair and hardness entered Gilrea. He would employ whatever cunning and deceit he could muster to win her back. He would watch and spy on her.


  He began by intercepting her mail. He knew the postmaster at Sulby well. It had been easy. His duplicity shamed and surprised him.


  “I’m visiting Lena this morning. I’ll drop her letters off — save John the extra journey.” Her cottage was a long detour and John the postman was grateful. And so it became a habit. Of course he had to endure the postmaster’s sly jokes and innuendoes.


  “I reckon in a month or two John’ll need stop at only one cottage for the pair of you. And then your trouser buttons will be sewn on fine. She’s a darling, that little one.”


  When he visited her she seemed preoccupied and hurried in her work. For the past two years she’d helped with the costumes for the late December production by the Douglas Choral Union. This year they were performing ‘H Pinafore and Gilrea was playing the piano. Lena was making only Princess Buttercup’s gaudy and extravagant dress and by late November the costume was already complete. To Gilrea it seemed as if she had rushed the work for something secret and more important.


  On November 26th. a day of shadow and cold fogs, the letter arrived. He recognised Bellayne’s ornate copperplate with the continental numbers. He had practised steaming open his own letters and rcsealing them with a thin colourless glue but still he scolded himself as his fingers shook uncontrollably. He read the letter.


  “My Dearest Lena — I will catch the early morning ferry to Ramsey on December 2nd and hire a dogcart for the trunk. I loathe deception and deceit but understand your reasons for concealing our plans from Gilrea. I wish him well. Yours ever, Paul.’ Nothing could be clearer. She intended to leave the island and dared not tell him. Paul was collecting her trunk and she would follow him soon after. He began spying on her cottage for hours at a time, lying concealed and soaking wet in a rough ditch. He saw the trunk. It was hidden in her bedroom. Continually for three days she packed it, carefully placing objects wrapped in cloth, her body light and graceful, as when she’d danced so proudly with Bellayne at Douglas and Port Erin.


  From mid-morning on December 2nd, Gilrea watched from his ditch. At midday Bellayne arrived, paler and thinner than in the summer. Unusually, Lena’s lacc curtains w ere drawn and all he could see were their silhouettes earnestly talking for nearly an hour. Finally the trunk was loaded on the dogcart and Gilrea watched them embrace at the door of the cottage. It was a lovers’ parting, a kiss more fervent than he had ever dared. As the horse started. Gilrea crawled from ditch to gorse bush. He w ould cut across the Glen, follow him and wait his chance.


  Paul Bellayne had forgotten his dream of the previous April throughout his summer stay on the island. Yet a sense of foreboding returned as his dogcart climbed towards the Ramsey road. Last night, in the same dingy Liverpool lodging house, the premonition had returned, the faces of the ‘Elian Yannin’ crew, men he recognised and knew as friends, passed like shadows while a storm raged. There was the body again, lying in oil and tar on the beach. Hands ripped at the clothes and coins were counted and divided.


  And then he remembered. They had counted seventy-five golden sovereigns — the exact sum he now carried, deep in his overcoat, after giving Lena fifty pounds.


  On a farm track, surrounded by strange twisted gorse bushes, edged with flowers of fire, he was aware of a tension, an ill-defined hostility. His horse sensed it too. He’d been made welcome on the island throughout the summer. Strangers had warmed to him but he knew that malice flourished in even the most benign and idyllic settings. Lena had told him that a year or two back the farmers were in fear of wreckers and incendiaries who came in stealth at night. He clasped his knife and urged the pony forward.


  Shivering and wet behind the furze-bush. Gilrea watched him and felt that his chance was gone. He returned to his cottage and resolved to walk that night to Ramsey. He would confront Paul in one of the town’s inns or wait until the ferry sailed. There, the matter would be decided.


  At eleven o’clock that night, Gilrea locked the door of his cottage and began the six mile walk to Ramsey.He knew it to be the most foolhardy and reckless act of his life. He sang softly to himself the lyrics of ‘Mylecharaine’ — the solemn melancholy tune of his Jurby ancestors.


  ‘And all alone she left me


  Like a furze-bush in a flame of fire.’


  He stopped and spoke those lines in English, absorbed in his self-pin. In daylight, he always felt a part of this landscape, sensing the benign ghosts of his people in the rough pathways and shining gorse bushes. But tonight, indifferent or even hostile, they shut him out. The hills, black and massive, towered above him. There were no lights left in the isolated cottages and his box lantern seemed solitary and fragile.


  In his darkest moments he’d imagined murdering Paul Bellayne. He could have bought a secondhand revolver and ammunition in Douglas for ten shillings and shot his rival in a secluded lane or bridleway. But he knew the futility of the act. He would become a nightmare figure like John Kewish for a new generation of children or have his folly dramatised for a jerking penny-in-the-slot machine on Douglas sea front. No, his plan was more reckless, more romantic and true to his island forebears.


  Lena had always teased him about his thrift. ‘You see even’ penny as big as a cartwheel.’ she said.


  There are no pockets in a shroud.’ And she compared him to the miser. Mylecharaine, from the old song, who shamed his daughter by wearing odd shoes to church. She was wrong about Mylecharaine. His grandfather had told him the real story. Mylecharaine had deserved his sevenfold bad luck because he paid his daughter’s dowry. Long ago. It had been the custom for the bridegroom, if he really loved his girl, to pay handsomely for her. His grandfather had known a man. Three generations back, besotted with an Irish tinker girl, blown in from Sligo during the hungry forties. A ‘scrawny wee skite she was’, but the man had paid her family £io and a gold ring and they lived happily in Jurbv still. And Gilrea. Who loved Lena. was going to pay Paul Bellayne to let her go. He had beggared himself. .Ml of his hard-earned savings and inheritance had been withdrawn from the bank. He had sold his mother’s silver cross, kept in the family for centuries, together with even keepsake and ornament. Xothing had been spared. Only his cottage, cold and blank-walled remained. ‘Lonely didst thou leave me,’ he repeated the words of the song. Bellayne would understand. He acknowledged him as a man of honour who respected the traditions and customs of the old ways. Besides, with the money, Bellayne could afford to restore his puppets. With these weasel words he reassured himself and touched the metal money box deep in his overcoat pocket. He had raised seventy-five sovereigns.


  As Gilrea entered the George at Ramsey at twenty minutes to one. Lena Dowan awoke, a tiny doubt spoiling the success of her day. Often, since the summer, she’d nearly spoken to him about the trunk and her plans but even’ time she mentioned Bcllavne. He’d grown taciturn and morose and changed the subject.


  Of course she’d imagined leaving the island and joining Paul. He’d asked her today — simply and guilelessly. And she’d turned him down. She dreaded the confines of that little caravan, the stories of violence and disease on lonely European roads and the feeling that Bellayne was the last romantic remnant of a lost tradition and time.


  On hearing her refusal. Paul had bowed, hugged her and wished her well. It was the same embrace Gilrea had witnessed from his ditch.


  “Will you marry Gilrea?” Paul had asked.


  “ Yes. If he wants me,” she said.


  “ Sometimes a man needs help. Why not ask him yourself?” And with those words he was gone.


  Lena knew she would be successful at her work and her bicycle gave her the freedom to travel the island she loved and visit customers despite the mutterings of the hidebound old about young women tying up their skirts and showing their legs. Throughout the autumn, she had repaired and dressed a hundred puppets, the pride and pick of Bellayne’s theatre, using original antique fabrics. Never again would she doubt her ability with fine expensive material. And she had been paid well. Fifty pounds was a fortune.


  She regretted never discussing her work and finances with Gilrea. He worked long gruelling hours and earned less than her. Recently he had become sullen and sensitive about money and Lena shied away from the subject. But no other man would have accepted or tolerated her solitary visits to the caravan. She’d fallen in love w ith him in the snows of January. His patience and tenderness with the farm animals had surprised and charmed her. She’d watched him asleep in front of the kitchen fire, wet and frostbitten and imagined growing old together on the island. She would speak to him tomorrow and propose. They could live in his house whilst her cottage could be her dressmaking shop. Relieved and settled in her mind, she turned over and fell asleep.


  On Ramsey quayside at one o’clock. Paul Bellaynes unease grew. The storm was rising but he had known far worse weather at sea. His trunk was ready to load on board. A woman spoke.


  “Good evening. Mr Bellayne. We’ll need our sea legs tonight. I fear.’ She worked in one of the Ramsey hotels. As she spoke her tiny pearl necklace moved and glinted in the gaslight. Thirty feet of water in Liverpool Bar, he had overheard a sailor say on the ferry that morning. Full fathom five. The words of Tempest’came to him. Those were the pearls that were his eyes.’ He looked towards the ‘Elian Vannin’, rising and falling gently in the harbour.The ship no stronger than a nutshell.’ And then he saw the wheel. In his mind, five men were gripping it, trying in vain to steer as the seas crashed over them. The same men now passed him in single file, mute and hunched. They were part of the crew of the ‘Elian Vannin’, — shuffling as if sleepwalking to the gangway. Each one solemnly nodded to him. Distant and dreamlike. His premonition of the night before returned. The body of the drowned man. Lying in the oil and tar of a Liverpool wharf, was turned over and the face revealed. He rushed to stop the ship from sailing.


  Warm and snug inside the bar of the ‘Elian Vannin’, Gilrea Conill ate greedily and self-absorbed. He would wait and speak with Paul Bellayne in a quiet corner of the ship. Somewhere on the quayside he could hear shouting. I Ic thought of Myleeharaine and his own Jurby ancestors. Would Paul understand and accept his money? The shouting had increased. He hoped it wouldn’t delay the boat. The wind was strong tonight. He never minded rough crossings. With a sigh of relief he felt the boat move from the harbour. Soon he would meet Bellayne. He joined a group of passengers. Amongst them was a member of the crew. He knew him well.


  “What was the trouble on the quayside?” Gilrea asked.


  ‘It was that showman Bellayne. Drunk, I suppose. Said we were sailing to our deaths into a hurricane.” He laughed. ‘Refused to go on hoard and took his trunk back. It was filled to the brim with those puppets — all dressed up in fine new dolly-rags. He mentioned your name in particular. Wanted to speak to you desperately. I was coming to fetch you but then he said you had seventv-five gold sovereigns hidden in your pocket. I knew then he was drunk or raving.”
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  A Calendar of Cherries
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  I saw the folder fall from his hands, as I barged against him, clumsy twelve-year-old as I was, running late to school. A lost story’, it has been called. But I saw the sheaves of manuscript and the plumes of colour rise from the drawings and illustrations. The book was barely in its infancy and I watched it grow, during those strange years of their homecoming.


  They did not arrive at the town s main station, refurbished and modernised to accommodate the new factories and houses, but a deserted halt of the old empire, now falling into ruin. Weeds overran the sidings, where stood the broken carriages of antique trains, their doors wrenched open and their glass smashed.


  We lined the rickety wooden platform, where foxgloves, bergamot and sunflowers pushed through the broken slats, with red butterflies settling on our clothes, our eyes strained towards the east. Packed main line trains rattled past and it seemed that disembodied heads swiveled and laughed, teeth bared or mouths agape. But our train emerged, wheezing and coughing, from the tunnel of a disused branch line, leading to a borderland town of shifting and volatile allegiance, where communication and travel were fitful and unreliable. A rusted engine, all trace of its paint eroded, pulled two carriages, displaying the liveries of train companies unknown to us.


  When the guard flung open the doors, the men did not move, for they were asleep, cocooned in their compartments, snug and dark like roomy coffins. Their wives and mothers prised them out, poking them with sticks and umbrellas and shooing them onto the platform, where they formed into shabby lines and trudged like prisoners to the waiting carts.


  Seven years they had been away, reluctant and ineffectual soldiers and medics. Taken captive in the early months of the war. They had languished in a remote civilian prison, somewhere on the borderland. Empires fell. Armistice came and civil wars erupted and overthrew the new governments as they slumbered, knowing nothing and remembering only the patterns of the seasons and the rhythms of time past.


  News of their homecoming surprised us, as if the dead had been resurrected. A minor official had found them, stumbling in darkness, seven years buried, and returned them to us, on a bright summer’s day of birdsong and butterfly wings.


  Our procession homeward skirted the new factories with their shops and dormitory houses which had risen in the last two years like towers of yellow fungi. We were in the country of the poster board people, who lined our route. They smiled and grimaced from the displays which advertised silk stockings, toothpaste, lingerie, tobacco and tinned meat. Perfect white teeth were clenched in a rictus, as their mouths anticipated lipstick, potted ham and brown cherry wood pipes. In the elegance of the eighteenth century, to bear one’s teeth was the mark of the madhouse, where mouths foamed and dribbled in frenzy and rage. The poster board people teetered on the edge of that insanity . It seemed that when their tongues tasted the fish paste, cough lozenges or mint bonbons, their eyes would bulge, their teeth would clatter and the endless line would howl from their hoardings.


  At the head of our procession, a band was playing a stately march of welcome-, an antique ritual, its music dignified and sombre. And from the tawdry’ shops and poster board houses, where apple orchards, rose gardens and lakes of carp and grayling had once dreamed, the occupants watched us from their doorways.


  The music had drawn them, as burrowing insects, deep within their holes, hear the tap of feet and are led upwards. Their clothes, hairstyles and teeth mimicked their poster board icons but the weariness and drudgery of their work in the yellow factories, had soiled them subtly.


  Facial tics, a blackened tooth or a walleye shamed the crazed perfection of the hoardings. And when they witnessed the ancient solemnity of our passing, their mouths distorted and frothed in hoots of derision.


  Some edged forward to poke and prod the men or tweak their beards. Others mimed their bedraggled posture in obscene pantomime gestures. And all the while, the bulging eyes and fixed teeth of the poster boards strained to join the burlesque.


  The kitchen tables were laden with dishes of welcome. Mother had prepared halibut cooked in sour cream, pickled an ox tongue and baked poppy seed cakes and plum tarts. But instead of feasting, the men climbed, without speaking, to explore again, the neglected upper storeys of their houses.


  Even before the long years of , these rooms were their places of refuge from rhe banal tumult of everyday life, where saucepans boiled and spilled and the voices of women, children and babies rose and fell in unending clamour.


  During the time of the men’s absence, our mothers were content to inhabit only the kitchens and a few downstairs bedrooms and parlours, « here they would entertain their friends with gossip and pastries. The ramshackle network of lumber rooms and attics, where the men sought sanctuary and selfabsorption. Was left to spiders, dust and decay.


  In time, the staircases became perhous and those of us, brave enough to explore the lost rooms, pulled ourselves up by rope, high Into the hidden domains. It was here that I discovered Father’s ‘Room of Cherries’. I had a dim memory’ of the quarrels that raged when the sour cherries were ripe. Mother would jealously gather the crop for jams, pies and compotes but Father wrenched baskets of the fruit from her grasp and hastened into the attics, bolting the doors behind him.


  And filling the shelves, were huge glass jars of brandy with the shrunken cherries preserved, each labelled with their year and dating back to our family’s arrival in the town, centuries ago. The floorboards were sunken with the tread of generations and my own footprints barely disturbed the dust that had gathered since his exile. The liqueur remained untouched for Father was abstemious.


  As light from my candle penetrated the varying shades of red within the jars. I understood his obsession. The colours told of the rhythms and uncertainties of each unfolding year: its festivals and celebrations and its sadness and ill-fortune. Carmine and crimson, vermilion and maroon, their shades spoke of our family’s triumphs and sorrows. One jar, labelled 1852, the year of typhus, was coloured a pale rose, cloudy and insipid — the cherries shrivelled like straw. But the brandy of 1871, the year of Father’s birth, glowed purple in its pride and richness. I could almost hear their voices, as the candle flame burned into the depths of those jars. They came as faint whispers, like the brush of a bird’s wing in a faraway copse. And I knew that if I lingered past twilight, into the long still hours of the night. I would see their faces and share their secrets and dreams.


  The pages of that book, as they scattered on the muddy pavement, tantalised and disturbed me. I sought his companionship on the way to school, where he taught drawing to the older children.


  He alone was invited to walk and converse with the men of the Homecoming, in the lofts and chambers, above our houses. He alone knew the chasms that separated the town they had left in 1914, with its backwater rhythms, unchanging and entrancing, from the modern clamour and roar of the poster boards. They invited him. In his murals and sketches, which filled those rooms, to recreate the lost streets and landscapes. And. As the colours shone and took flight in the dust beams and patterns of sun and moon, he listened to the stories of the living and the dead. He showed me only a fragment of that book, a few tiny shells glimpsed on the ocean floor from a seabed alive with unseen shapes. Only he knew the towers and striations of the coral and the tunnels of starfish and sea anemone.


  At first, the men made desultory attempts to resume their trades, careers and businesses.


  One of those who returned was our schoolmaster, Mr Hirsch. An inspired poet and teacher. In the intervening years, his place had been taken by old Dr Moskin, the administrator and overseer of the school, who adhered to the formal routines of the empire. Every day, we cut the penny plain images of Franz Josef from toy theatre drawings and coloured them according to the ceremonial calendar, to mark the passing of the year.


  Lining the walls and ceiling of our classroom, were the stuffed remains of all the birds and animals shot by Dr Moskin and his ancestors. Daily, we traced their decay as dust, feather and fur fell in trickles of grey and brown. Their eyes were cold and lifeless, made from identical spheres of blue or green enamel.


  But on the morning of Mr Hirsch’s return, we found our desks piled high with the exhibits; the cheap enamel prised from the eye sockets and we stared into the dark void of their souls.


  “The reedbeds and hedgerows are waiting,” he said. “The wind blows impatient.” And from a blue leather case he drew handfuls of amethyst, amber, lapis lazuli and stones I cannot name. The classroom was lit in arcs of falling stars as the jewels were caught in our grubby hands.


  “Let us disturb the dust and shadow.” he said.


  I stared into the depths of two grev-blue agates and saw, far below me, the sea, teeming with shoals of fish. I was held in a warm current of air and felt the rise and fall of tides and stars.


  My desk groaned under the weight of asn eagle, forlorn and worm-eaten; its plumage tatered and falling.


  “For one brief afternoon, we will see wonder as the blood stretches through tired veins and they flex their limbs and wings,“ Mr Hirsch said.


  Our fingers, which usually fumbled with shoelaces and gripped our pens like knives, world! Without thought. The gemstones were fixed, hard and immovable, in the eye sockets of hawks, lynx, stoats and creatures of forest and air that are no longer seen. And then clambering on ladders and chairs, with a dexterity and gentleness, unknown to that classroom, we returned them to their perehot


  Briefly, their bones and sinews creaked, life pulsed faintly, but soon the walls and ceilings heaved with their motion. Forests and seashores came to our musty classroom that day with wind and sprays that roared and toppled our flimsy desks. We saw the wing beats of huge birds, the ripling slyness of pine martens, folding around the trumps of trees and the dappled outline of an antique brindled cat, hunting in the reedbeds. Hours passed, and one by one, they departed from us, to a landscape of scudding clouds and thunderstorms.


  Mr Hirsch’s spectacular return to the sc ho was brief for the lure of the rooms above our houses enticed and drew him away. His absences led I dismissal and Dr Moskin returned to the bet: classroom where the old routines were resumed…


  Some mornings, on our walk to school, he spoke of the adventures and journeys of Lemuel Gulliver, Robinson Crusoe, Sancho Panza and Edmond Dantes. He said that the wonders, stories and transformations seen by the men in the rooms above, were as strange and mysterious as in those great works of literature. But his book remained closed to me. I dared not ask to see how the chapters unfolded. Once, I saw phrases scribbled on a discarded matchbox — ’Postcards from Dubrovnik’, ‘Maps of Lost Galician Towns’, ‘The Medicine Cabinet of Aunt Amelie’ and ‘The Pavement Artists of the Seventh Courtyard’. He noticed my curiosity.


  “They are your father’s tales — a few threads of the many he has recounted,” he said.


  All were unknown to me. They had been remembered in his years of exile, during that deep sleep, in the town on the borderland.


  Our walk to school was long and circuitous for frequently he crossed the road or took detours down deserted lanes and alleyways. Eventually I realised he avoided passing the houses of his pupils. Their fabric moved, as if unseen creatures nestled in the timbers and plasterwork. And we heard scratchings and rustlings as if nests of giant cockroaches or rats infested each dwelling. The closer we passed, the noises fomented and increase in pitch to a high trill.


  And it seemed that shadows, flattened against the ground, followed us. They shunned the daylight and moved under cover of bushes and dustbins. The nests had emptied and, as we crossed the threshold of the school, the parade of flattened transparent things traipsed behind him into the classroom. They breathed not through their heads but by drawing air into their sides. And they stank. Once, I had visited a fading uncle in a cheap lodging house where lice and vermin crunched under our feet. That was the smell that gathered behind him.


  One afternoon, I was assigned to deliver a message and found him perched and besieged, sketching the monstrosities. They had burrowed into the dark crevices of the classroom and the walls heaved and concertinacd with their motion. Some, fed and satiated, slumped like huge bloated beetles, in the shade of their desks. They had colonised the room but the loudest and roughest of his class, clustered about the corners of the ceiling, disputing and quarrelling over who deserved the highest station.


  .As evening came, they lurched back to their homes, in the walls of the houses, scuttling under bushes and trees, to avoid the remains of the sun.


  One hot summers day, when the rasping of the creatures from that classroom rose to a deafening crescendo and the stink of them filtered to all parts of the school, he showed me. On the way home, his ‘Book of Moons’.


  These were the pencil sketches for the murals of the lumber rooms, where the mysteries of the twelve moons were to be depicted. The vast cavities were each interconnected, with chambers and passageways holding secrets of their own.


  And he spoke of the colours, sacred to the seasons, of ivory blacks interweaving amongst the ripened grain of the Red Moon in August and the grey breath of the Wolf Moon, stark against stone and ice.


  Of all the men who returned on that strange train that wheezed out of our past, into our little station. Mr Taubman was the most curious to see the new buildings and poster board people of our town. He owned a ladies’ dress shop and before the war. his long ankle-length frocks, modelled by china mannequins, demure and stately, were eagerly bought by our mothers and sisters to brighten weddings and christenings. But now. he stared, puzzled and fascinated by the haughty young women, who flounced past, shingled and defiant, naked up to the knees. He followed them, hiding behind corners, furtively sketching in a grey notebook. After he had passed from us, I examined that book and found elegant drawings of shoes, always black, but varying subtly in their curvature and the sharpness of the heels and the impact of their footfall on pavement or grass.


  His decline was hastened when he announced the creation of his new designs. All the ladies of the town gathered, reassuring themselves that Mr Taubman’s genius had returned. But the dresses were grey and formless, things of shadow and cobweb. They were modelled by waifs and servant girls, each one teetering and giddy upon high-arched black heels of shiny leather. They were the shiksas and slatterns who slouched about our houses, grumbling as they emptied chamber pots and spitting cherry stones into the fire.


  “He clothes us as blowflies and daddylonglegs,” Mother snorted and the women swept from the room.


  During the heavy snowfall of that December, he went missing. The men searched diligently for him as he had not sought the refuge of the attics. I le was found in the ruined house of his childhood, remembering a winter of fifty years past, when his mother had made strudels. He was sat, at a bare table, kneading dough. I lis hands pulled it in every direction and it was tissue paper thin. Through translucent dough, my father saw, from the doorway, the blackened grate of a dead fireplace and the imprint of chairs and crockery.


  Gently they ushered him away and guided him up the ladders and ropes into the room of the Long Night’s Moon. It glistens with the skeletons of December trees, hung with frost, and the warmth of old ovens, where strudels of apple, apricot and pear are fashioned with dough that he works until it is transparent.


  One soft evening in late August, I met my artist friend as he clambered down a rope ladder leading to the secret rooms and attached to his coat was a shape that folded and flexed like some fragment heaved back from beyond the middle ages. It was a tiny moth.


  “Gothic, they are called.’ he said. “And they gather and cluster in the candlelight of the attics like the walls of a great cathedral. As their wings move, it is as if the moon casts shadows on the stone. The patterns and scenes are fluid as the moths come and go. The men watch them rapt and see stories in the living stone. They saw, on a fiery night of shooting stars, the Cathedral of Reims ablaze, as it was in 1915, when the molten lead poured through the mouths of gargoyles to the streets below. That night, their tongues were unloosed. Bystanders heard amazed the reveries and thought music of mute stone — the poetry of marble and granite and the song of their dust and ruin.


  “Or, when mists drift in from the marshes, on quiet mellow nights, they watch entranced, the spire of the Madonnina, in Milan; her face shining through damp and fog. All species of moth flit through those chambers and settle on their still bodies. Your schoolmaster, his dull classroom tasks long forgotten, shimmers red. In wings of glory, as countless cinnabar moths feed from the nectar on his clothes. And from slits and spyholes, the men peep into the moonlight, where clouds of ghost moths perform their courtship rituals-, gold and yellow under the Thunder Moon.”


  Gently, he flicked his coat and the stray memory’ of stone, eight centuries old. Took wing and returned to the rooms above.


  In the first few months of their retreat, sensations filtered down from the lost rooms, like blurred images seen through the tissue paper of strudel dough. I heard birdsong from a copse, remembered from childhood and realised that the calls and notes were missing now from our town. I had once walked in a rose garden, long torn down to accommodate the poster board houses, and its sharp intense perfumes came back to me. Along with the memory’ of spider webs trailing the bushes, like transparent chain mail from a troupe of wandering knights. Brambles stretched over the walls of the rose garden and I recalled a dragonfly, gold and black, its wings pulsing, as it sucked on the black fruit.


  The women fussed and harried their sons and husbands for the days spent in self-absorption and solitude and the neglect of household duties but only one concerted attempt was made to dislodge them.


  Our house was deemed the heart of the malaise and one afternoon, a brigade of aunts and matriarchs arrived, bearing brooms and chairs. To ensure their modesty, they had loosely tied rope around the bottoms of their skirts and. In stately pavane. They clambered on to the chairs and hammered in unison on the ceiling with their broom handles.


  The sound reverberated briefly and was swallowed up in the vastness of the spaces above them. Showers of flaking plaster drifted down into their hair and with it came a terrible silence. The glimpses and echoes of that world above, retreated. And with their passing, came an emptiness where our furniture, ornaments and pictures lost their familiar resonance and became cold and reproachful. Soon after, my artist friend showed me a drawing. It was a roofscape. Where clouds, towers and forests were seen in minutest detail, as if through a telescope. As the murals took shape and life, so the world above our houses, expanded. No longer did they need to peep through chinks or holes in timber to see the dances of moths. The whole canopv of the seasons, their clouds, stars and creatures, was open to them.


  In those brief years of the Homecoming, when the wonders and mysteries of the past were gathered and secluded in the lost rooms, the stories and tales of our town faded from the memory of those who remained. They had been told by aunts shelling peas in summer kitchens, exchanged on market days with goose feathers billowing around the stalls and by our fathers, when the fire burned low on winter nights. They stretched back beyond the first wooden huts to the years of wandering.


  One night in August, when the men had scaled up the entrances to the attics and hauled up the rope ladders, Mother began a story about three great uncles who had fought in a trial of strength for the love of a girl in Bukovina. But the words died on her lips. Their names were gone, the beauty and grace of the woman forgotten. She stuttered and lapsed into banalities.


  “The men have carried the stories with them.” he said when I mentioned my mother’s confusion. ‘There is no malice in their act. After seven years they have returned and found their world changed. It passes even as we speak. But, for a brief time, its echo remains in those rooms.”


  As rumours of the hidden mysteries of the rooms spread, our feasts and celebrations became listless and empty. My uncle Simon had long enthused over his daughter’s betrothal but now he grew quiet and withdrawn and the preparations stalled. I overheard him as he confided in my father.


  “I dreamed I sat at the feast of Anna’s wedding on the banks of the River Seret. Throughout the late afternoon and evening we danced doinas and shers and watched the Blood Moon, the moon of harvest and baskets of ripe fruit, rise in the sky. Happiness made me tired and I fell asleep with dreams of cornets, drums and a clarinet. I awoke cold in the September darkness for their ceremonial procession had forgotten me. Far in the distance I heard the solemn music of the dance reserved for the parents of the bride and groom. It marks the sadness of the passing of our children yet also the joy of their union and the promise for the future. We tread the steps of our parents and forefathers. The path to home is deep with the imprint of past lives.


  “I hurried to catch the procession and the music drew closer. But it led me through a strange landscape to a grand house of many chambers, where music and sound, beyond my imaginings, came from the far rooms. And there were wonders — a hall lined with bones and antlers, all engrained with lines like hidden maps.


  “I spent only hours in that house of secrets and when at last I returned at dawn to the town, I was a stranger. Our houses were gone and our names erased from memory. I wish only to revisit that mansion and spend the rest of my days in its rooms.”


  My father drew from his pocket a fragment of horn, scimitar-shaped and patterned with grainy lines and indentations. I remembered a scene from ‘Gulliver’s Travels’. Lemuel Gulliver was waiting for the hour of a tide, to set sail for home, in a boat, made from the skin of beasts, with the kindness and blessing of horses, who spoke. The sun was rising and the moment was filled with hope and wonder.


  My uncle stared deep into the horn and without a second thought, climbed the rope ladder, the wedding preparations forgotten, and passed forever to the rooms above.


  At the far end of our town was a broken-down shack which every year, housed the ‘Theatre of Shadows’, a travelling troupe of three melancholy brothers. They performed plays without words or actors, the stories told by hands casting shadows on a huge screen and silhouettes mounted on scarecrow-like frames. They used fire and smoke and cast ashes into the air and in the dust of those flames, we saw the demons and heroes from the old stories like The Door to Gehenna’. The Underwater Palace’, ‘Lilith’s Cave’ and The House of Witches’. At first we would be aware of the rough hands with dirty fingernails, the plum brandy breath of the brothers and the creaking frames of the silhouettes. But as the smoke and ash filled our eyes, the images became ecstatic and involuntary; the fingers moving trancelike as the pictures unfolded. Unlike the fading tales of our families and our town, known only now in the secret rooms, these stories were embedded deep in our folk memory. And during the time of the Homecoming, we needed their certainty and permanence as never before.


  He was there that night, sketching the three stooped figures of the brothers in charcoal; the book at his feet, ripe with the colours and mysteries of the dreamers of the attics and roofscapes.


  We had been promised the ‘Demon in the Tree’. It was popular with the women for it told of a wife’s shrewd and practical plan to save her husband from a childhood folly.


  We saw the shadows flicker to show the boy pronounce his marriage vows as he slipped his ring on a finger which emerged from a tree trunk. And looming from the dark foresr. Was the shape of his betrothed, the demoness of the wood. Years she waited for his manhood to come and then, two wives she slew, in jealousy.


  But we knew all would be well for the third wife. She understood the love that demons have for sweet fruit. She would pacify that daughter of Lilith with plates of jam and suggest they share her husband’s favours. .After seven years, the ring w ould be returned and they would be free, their children unharmed. The women had speculated which fruit would be chosen and Mother decided on raspberry’ or cherry jam. The absence of the twelve men was all but forgotten in the wrarmth of bodies in that little shack, that smelled of cedarwood and bonfire smoke.


  But then the shapes faltered and the hands of the brothers flapped, twitching and palsied. Instead of fruit trees, laden with the ripening harvest, we saw’ a parched and blackened landscape and heard the roar of fire. From the distance, something was coming, lurching through the smoke.


  One of the brothers spoke — a thing unknown.


  “Clouds they are without water, carried about of winds, trees whose fruit withereth. Without fruit, twice dead, plucked up by the roots.”


  And each of us w’alked through the desolation of our town and the emptiness of our houses, w here all that remained were the poster board men and wromen, who smiled their rictus grins in the factories and new’ estates.


  His sketching had ceased and in his agitation, pages of manuscript were strewn across the floor, trampled underfoot by the confusion of the audience.


  ‘Seal up those things which the seven thunders uttered,” the brother said to him, kindly. “Soon, no man will be found worthy to open and to read the book, neither to look thereon.”


  The ancient folk memory had guttered and failed us. The words spoken were of Jude and the Book of Revelation. Gathering the soiled manuscript together, he hurried from the room.


  I last saw my father on a late evening when a handful of the men of the Homecoming gathered outside our house. I feared they would march to the shabby railway halt, where the train to the borderland town was waiting, fall asleep in their compartments, furnished like coffins and be gone from us forever. I ran ahead and hid in the abandoned waiting room. Its tables were piled high with the discarded remnants of the main station. Timetables detailed intricate connections from our town to Vienna. Prague, Trieste and all the remote outposts and forgotten stations of the old empire. And on the floor, were the tickets, once arranged alphabetically and priced with mathematical precision, but now scattered in chaos.


  Supreme above the wreckage stood a plaster bust of the old emperor, alongside the empty plinth of his wife. Sisi. His face bore the puzzled gaze of a somnambulist. The door opened and my father entered. He gestured at the bust.


  “Trancelike, with flakes of chalk in his hair and whiskers, he has sleepwalked the narrow confines of this room, for ten years, marking the lost ceremonies and protocols, and despairing at the disorder. Nightly, he cries out to the absent shade of his child bride who seeks comfort in the salons of Paris and the arms of actors.


  “As you knew, I have come to bid you farewell. But the tracks of the old branch line are gone and bulldozers have demolished the tunnel and its bridges. When I climb the rope ladder tonight it will be for the last time. Your friend has told me of the future visions of the Theatre of Shadows. I knew it to be so. I will finish the quotation. Raging waves of the sea, foaming out their own shame, wandering stars to whom is reserved the blackness of darkness forever’.


  “But we bring you a gift from the rooms above and to all the families of the twelve. I have seen your footprints in the dust of the ‘Room of Cherries’ and know that you have understood the mystery of the jars of brandy. Here is one shrunken fruit for each, from a year when their houses prospered. Plant them and you will remember us.”


  And he gave me twelve tiny purple caskets, marked with the names of the twelve families.


  We walked silently together past the houses of the poster board people, under the gaze of faces with bulging eyes and clenched teeth, and back to the old and familiar streets of the shtetl. The others had joined us, their own last journeys complete. And then they climbed the ladders to the rooms above. I heard the faint sound of bolted locks and their footsteps fading into the distance and then the long silence.


  The book of the Homecoming had swelled, its colours and stories bursting out of the frayed leather straps. It is said that he gave one copy of the manuscript, a novella, to a friend. But I saw twelve parcels, books of sun. moon and season, their destinations hidden from our understanding in the arcane lettering of the patterns of moths settling on stone, the striations of bone and antler, of dragonflies feeding on the bloom of brambles and the reveries of sea eagles and pine martens. I saw him post them. He had sealed up ‘the things which the seven thunders uttered’ and they passed beyond the dead letter offices, the book bonfires of the coming years and the inevitable decay of all light and colour.


  Like the men of the Homecoming, they had passed beyond human folly and mutability. And here, under the shade and scent of a sour cherry tree in spring. I wait, an old man. In a country far from home, dreaming of Galicia and communion with my past.


  


  Ancestral Rooms
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  ‘I am the family face; Flesh perishes. I live on.’


  Thomas Hardy


  



  Ellie will be five next month,’ my daughter said, as if I needed a reminder. “The nightmares have started. You know what you must do.’


  Of course I knew. I would give her a doll, as my own great-grandmother had solemnly presented me with my Martha, on my fifth birthday, nearly eights’ years ago.


  I have always wondered where the dolls come from. They are older than I dare imagine and have the faces of matriarchs, wise and knowing. They are our confidantes but keep their ow n secrets close.


  One cold November morning at Undercliff, when I was a child. I opened the pages of our family photograph album. The earliest showed a stiff formallv-posed group, dated 1855.


  “Look,” I said to my mother, pointing to an old woman with narrow suspicious eyes and a pockmarked face. ‘It’s Martha, my doll.”


  Mother said nothing and the album was hidden. But I knew they were identical. I learned later that the figure in the photograph was born in 1781 and died in 1861. Her name was Martha too. Naively, I imagined I had chosen the name for my doll. In adulthood. I’ve seen those coarse eighteenth-century female faces, riddled with doubt and smallpox, in the engravings of Hogarth and Rowlandson. My Martha stares back at me, scarred and all-seeing, from two centuries ago.


  My daughter’s doll. Marjory, is older still. Her face has the religious fervor and certainty of pious nuns and martyrs I have seen only in illuminated medieval manuscripts.


  And I knew that when we came to Undercliff, a doll would be waiting for Ellic. It was her rite of passage and signalled her ownership of one of the three bedrooms. And her nightmares would be pushed back to the edge of dream and become bearable.


  We carry our dolls wherever we go, but especially to Undcrcliff. In the darkness, thev arc our morphine, our laudanum, but more potent and more soporific than any chemical narcotic.


  “Ellie will need your room now at Undercliff,” my daughter said. “Well clear your old things out for you — make it suitable for the child.”


  “Where will I sleep?” I asked, knowing the answer.


  “Well put a spare bed in my room.” she said. “Your clothes smell of lavender, picked in winter. But it fades quickly. My autumn rose will follow soon. Old ones like us won’t overpower each other.”


  She said it with a laugh but there was fear in her voice.


  The birthday parties were always at Undercliff. The house appeared to have been thrust into the foot of the Dorset hillside by the fist of an angry giant at the dawn of time. Strangers assumed it was a huge house, with attics, lumber rooms and cellars. But there were only three bedrooms.


  “Will her father be coming?” I asked.


  “Of course nor. You know that.’


  The men in our family passed through our lives with the transience of tradesmen. Like milkmen and postmen, they performed a function, but we scarcely remembered their faces. Their been jokes, the heavy clump of their boots on the stairs, faded like footprints on the Dorset beach. Their words were the empty cawing of rooks — poor songbirds and dull plumage. They were never invited to Undercliff. It has been the second home of the women of our family for generations untold. It is both a refuge from the world and a bastion — timeless and immutable.


  A week later, my daughter brought three packing eases to my bungalow. All the detritus of mv eighty years at Undercliff was bundled up and banished. My books and pictures, intimate and private, lay exposed on the pavement. My old room had been ransacked. Its smells of lavender and jasmine had been sanitised and disinfected.


  



  My daughter was irritable.


  “One of the stones at the back of Ellies room is loose. Why didn’t you tell me? The child might have dislodged it.”


  Already she called it Ellies room. All three bedrooms are built into the cliff face. And behind them are rocks, chalk and the ponderous weight of earth. .All the fossilized remnants of trees, ancient creatures and the steady drip of millenia lie behind those walls.


  Even as a child I sensed that and on a February evening, long ago. When I was curious and wilful, I began chipping at the cement holding one of the stones behind my bed. Finally. I worked it loose and eased it away. But instead of bare earth, the head of a doll, malicious and cunning, gazed back at me. I nearly cried out in fear and surprise for the doll bore the face of my great-grandmother, with her pursed Victorian lips and eyes that held her emotions shackled. She was dead but five years. I jabbed at the creature and ir fell into a cavernous chamber. The air smelled not of soil and but the silence of desolate rooms. I replaced the stone and told no-one.


  That night I clutched Martha tightly but the dreams came. I walked in an old house of countless bedrooms and corridors. As I fumbled in the darkness for door handles to escape and passed through its chambers, I breathed the dust and cobwebs of centuries. And the smell of each room was subtly different — like sniffing the remains of rotting flowers, pressed in an old album. All were dried and decayed but an essence of each one remained.


  And I sensed that each room was inhabited. It was only the warmth of Martha’s body in my arms as I slept that kept those figures away for I could feel them rustling and murmuring as I passed among them. I woke troubled and shivering.


  “You won’t forget to walk with Ellie after you’ve given her the doll, will you?’ my daughter said.


  It was the custom on such auspicious occasions for the child to walk with her great-grandmother along the seashore and the cliff paths. It symbolised the changing and passing of the generations. I dreaded the ordeal for I was weary of the tired old rituals of birth and decay, childbirth and dying.


  “No, I won’t forget.” I said.


  Ellie’s doll was waiting in the shell of my old room at Undercliff. They had sealed the loose stone and hung wallpaper depicting blue butterflies and gauzy-winged fairies. The room waited only for the imprint of the new occupant.


  The doll had a Tudor face, confident and independent with a thin sensuous mouth. With no attempt at ceremony, I gave her to Ellie, who loved her from the first.


  “Hello, Jane,” she said, cradling her.


  I knew that later, when I examined our family history, I would find her. Jane was born in 1516 and died in 1604. I wondered which of the three rooms had been hers and what her own doll had been like — Saxon, Norman, or something older and beyond recorded time.


  Anxious to be alone, I found the makeshift bed in my daughter’s room and placed Martha near the pillow as a comfort for the long night ahead. She sagged, lifeless and empty — a bundle of rags on the eiderdown. The animation and spirit had left her eyes which were rheumy and tired. I remembered. In life she had seen eighty years — the exact time we had been together.


  My daughter found me.


  “Ellie is waiting. Walk with her before the darkness comes.”


  We began on the seashore. The coastline is battered by tide and rockfall. The cliff crumbles and subsides into the sea. Only Undercliff remains immune from the ebb and shift of falling earth. In this landscape, dinosaur footprints, bones and fossils become exposed. I am comfortable with the ancient past. There are no human remains to stir troubled memories.


  



  But when we climbed the cliff paths and walked in the disturbed fields. I grew uneasy. The imprint of the people who worked this land is raw. Animal bones, flint tools, coins and fragments of pottery poke through the earth. The land disgorges its secrets and lays bare its obscenities.


  Ellie stooped and pulled an object from the soil. It was the blackened skull of a sheep — its eye sockets gaping. She hugged and stroked it as if she held a kitten in her arms, running her fingers over the jagged outline of the teeth.


  She saw my face crumpled in disgust and held the sheep’s skull close to mine. And then, smiling with sly malice, she screwed up her own face so that it resembled both the rotten bones and my own expression. She stared back, daring my anger.


  Was I as cruel and tactless to my own greatgrandmother all those eight) years ago, near this same beach, where the tide rolls in, pitiless and unchanging? I believe I was. I remember her wheezing and stumbling over the pebbles as the waves hissed and I ran on ahead to taunt her.


  “I don’t think your doll, Lizzy, loves or wants you anymore,” I said. “She turns her eyes away from you and flops like a saggy heap of rags. She’s ashamed of you — a tired old limpy thing.”


  And I saw the impotent rage and despair in her eyes. Perhaps this is the ritual, the purpose of these walks. It is the necessary humiliation of those passing into death and shadow and the exuberant mocking defiance of the young. The shifting balance of the quick and the dead.


  We returned in silence to Undercliff. Ellie circling me in provocative skips and dances. At the


  house, the others smiled, secret and equivocal. Desiring solitude, I sought refuge in my daughter’s room. Perhaps I had an intimation of what was to come for I opened the door nervously.


  Martha was missing. At first, I searched calmly, looking under pillows, behind the bed and in cupboards.


  But then panic overcame me. I burst into the living room where they all stretched, snug and contented.


  “Which one of you has taken Martha? Where have you hidden her?” I asked.


  And with shaking fingers, scratching like the claws of a trapped bird. I seized their handbags and rummaged through them, throwing the contents on the floor.


  ‘No-one has taken your doll.” my daughter said, with infuriating calm.


  “Elbe has taken her.” I said. “She has been baiting me since we arrived.” ‘Ellie has been with you all the time, on the beach,” she said. ‘Have you grown jealous of a five-year-old? You are deliberately ruining her party. You have become a cruel and bitter old woman.” For the first time in my life. I lost all self-control and slumped, sobbing, head in hands in an armchair, rocking to and fro.


  Ellie sat. poised and self-absorbed, while the others ignored me.


  ‘You have no need for a doll,” my daughter said at last. “The room is no longer yours. The dolls come and go. Martha has left you. But we did not take her.” I crept to bed that night — a sulking child whose tantrum had spoiled a celebration. My daughter bid me a curt good night and turned herself to the wall. Beside her. On the pillow. Marjory’s face peeped out, confident and shining.


  I feared sleep but soon drifted into an uneasy half-waking slumber. Without Martha, the dream of my childhood returned at once and I was back in the house of endless corridors and musty’ bedrooms. A pale silver light shone as I opened chamber after chamber. I was searching for someone I could not name or bring to mind. My anxiety grew for I feared both the failure of my quest yet dreaded the terrible secret waiting in one of the rooms. Every’ one was occupied by a doll, passive yet sentient. Their faces bore the mark of our family — stretching back centuries and beyond. They were covered in dust which fell in plumes from the ceiling.


  And then I found Martha. She was curled up asleep, a tiny shrivelled woman. Already, cocoons of dust and cobwebs enfolded her. Overcome with love, sadness and nostalgia, I approached and gently shook her. From the door, a voice spoke. It was my mother.


  “She can no longer hear you. She has passed beyond dust and bone, beyond rags and sawdust. She is no longer a part of you. She has forgotten you and will sleep now for centuries and dream the visions and nightmares of dolls. Only in her dreams will she remember you.”


  I woke knowing that worse waited for me in the nights to come. For the person I sought so fearfully had eluded me.


  I left Undercliff the next day and returned alone to my bungalow. The others accepted my decision with a mixture of frozen politeness and relief. Butin the days that followed. Undercliff and its dreams began to affect my waking life as never before. From afar. I could sense my family’s disapproval and I could hear their gossip and laughter.


  I felt numb and disembodied, passing as a shadow amongst streets and people I had known for forty years. My own books and ornaments appeared insubstantial. Their colour was drained as if seen through a photographic negative.


  But the night-time images became clearer. I dreamed of the dead dolls lying in the darkness of their rooms and walked again amongst them, searching for the thing I feared. Far away. I heard the pale ghosts of the men, lost and unwanted, flickering against the sides of the rooms, like blundering daddy-longlegs. And there were voices I recognised.


  Through corridors of dust and shadow I followed the sounds. I heard Ellie’s shrill laugh and mv daughter’s dry sarcastic voice. Finally. I came to a short recess with three identical doors. I opened the first and the room smelled of lavender, crushed or rubbed in winter — pale and frost-blighted.


  On one wall a stone had been newly-repaired. Its cement was clean and fresh. I was in the chamber behind my old bedroom. And perched on a stool, facing that stone, was a doll, keenly listening to the voices behind the wall.


  In all the other rooms I had felt a presence, a murmuring of resentful whispers and the sense that I was intruding. But here was silence. The room was unoccupied. The doll too was waiting for someone.


  I touched her softly and turned her face towards me. I stared back into my own image. Even line and wrinkle were captured. From behind the wall we both heard my daughter’s voice.


  “She has become a jealous and spiteful old woman.” Ellie giggled, baaed like a sheep and they both laughed.


  I gazed back into my face of rags and saw dust. There was sadness and recognition in its eyes.


  I have only days — maybe hours — before I join my doll who is waiting for me behind the wall in the darkness. And there, together, we will listen to the voices, dreading the laughter and humiliation — the sorrow of all the yesterdays. They will shed no tears for us.


  And we will join the others who murmur and whisper with their dolls. The weight of the suffocating generations and their sour breath is oppressive. Theirs is a terrible knowledge. It has the kindness and malice of a thousand lifetimes. Already I dream of centuries of dust and bone. And then I will be hurled back again into the obscene brightness and vigour of the world as a gift for a five-vear-old.


  As they hold me in their arms, I will keep from them the secrets of what is to come. I will sing my lullaby of sawdust and rags. The nightmare has come at last. The monsters are amongst us and part of us. And I long for the cocooned and cobwebbed sleep of Martha, whatever dreams may come.


  


  The Princess of Phoenicia


  [image: ]



  On the night of June 29th 1904. the icon ‘Our Lady of Kazan’, was stolen from the city’s Monastery’ of the Theotokos. Several years later some of the thieves were caught and the Madonna’s circlet of gold and precious stones were recovered. The thieves claimed to have destroyed the icon which dated from the early years of Christendom in Constantinople. However. Later rumours persisted that it was either housed secretly in Saint Petersburg or that the Bolsheviks sold it abroad. During the Siege of Leningrad, a substitute, apparently dating from the eighteenth century’ was solemnly paraded around the city on the orders of Stalin.


  Everyone has forgotten or pretends to forget. I dare not speak or look closely into the eyes of those I have known for fifty' years lest we give ourselves away. Everything changed on that bright summer’s morning in June 1904. in our town of Klon Batiuska, in the marsh country, five miles from Kazan. Before that day, wars and revolutions were no more real than the folk stories we heard in class. They passed by us like the arrival of wild geese on the mudflats or the distant glimpse of wolves on the hills in February.


  But now, the long years of cowardice, of looking away, have passed. No longer can I merely ‘seek faded roses and listen to lifeless nightingales’ as Nikolai Gumilev, patriot, poet and friend, wrote. The ghosts of past days have come back. They will watch and judge me in the hours to come.



  Although it was high summer, Alexander Cherevin. Our schoolmaster, had lit the log stove to toast little oat cakes in honour of our visitor. It was our annual inspection and a dignitary from Kazan was our guest and inquisitor. Bowls of strawberries and vases of dark violets were dotted around the room and their fragrances mingled with those of the flowers and wet grass drifting through the open window.


  Alexander Cherevin was an excellent teacher who’d never raised his voice to us in anger let alone used the birch rod padlocked in a high cupboard. He told us about the legends and stories of our people — of .Alyonushka and her star-bear, of Ivan the wolf rider and the Gamaun. The prophetic bird, which flew out of the east on rhe gathering storm, singing our sacred hymns and bringing tidings of war and ruin.


  Our task was to retell a story from the Old Testament. My close friend was last to stand up and read. We’d all performed creditably but knew that his tale would be the longest and the best. At eleven years old he could write romantic verse in the style of Pushkin or imitate the languid satire of Goncharov. We called him The Little Master’. His story was called The Princess of Phoenicia’.


  He told of a proud woman, tired and bitter, yet still defiant, looking out from her upstairs window, waiting for the approach of her enemies. She applied kohl, the black eye shadow, to hide her wrinkles or brushed her dyed hair far down her back, as she reflected on her life.


  As a young girl, on the shores of the Mediterranean at Tyre, she’d laughed at the coarse shanties of the Egyptian sailors and dreamed the love songs of the river poets. Every morning she’d risen early, watched the sea turn salmon-pink as the sun rose and listened entranced as the priests wove their voices in harmony for a hundred different prayers to Baal. Then, heartsick and crying alone in her cabin, she’d been sent abroad in a forced marriage to a weak king in a harsh arid land. Theirs was a brutal barren religion, without any of the art and music she loved, and in time she brought over many of her own prophets and advisers. Everyone of them had been slain out of spite in a test of strength against the local beliefs. Amongst her dead was a man whose evening hymns to Astarte could sing the woods awake. Countless nightingales would echo his music across the groves of cinnamon and pomegranate. There was a scholar who alone knew the ancient moon dance of Arwad and a love poet whose subtle lyrics had shaped her girlhood, t hey had not only been her prophets and religious leaders but her friends and confidants; sharing jokes, games and memories long into the desert night. All of them had been butchered on the orders of one man. In fury she’d driven him from her lands, but now. Her fool of a husband long dead, she felt old and beaten. Younger, stronger enemies were coming — she could hear their horses.


  In a weak moment she’d considered escape — sailing back to Phoenicia — to fade quietly among the orange groves of Tyre or to grow old in the indigo city of Sidon, watching the craftsmen making glass or rich purple dyes out of snail shells.


  But no. she would face them as she’d always faced her enemies. Better to die alone, better to be devoured by the wild dogs that ranged the city walls than to go meekly and without honour. She recalled her words to the man who had killed her friends, “If you are Elijah, so I am Jezebel.”


  The inspector from Kazan was a lazy, self-satisfied man who’d been snoozing in the morning heat. He’d eaten well and cake crumbs were dusted over his mouth and shirt. He’d been lulled by my friend’s lyricism but when he heard the name ‘Jezebel’ he sat up. Awake and bristling with rage.


  “This is blasphemy. You give a voice to profanity and corruption. It’s clear you have been badly taught. This classroom, this town, reeks of luxury’ and sin. It’s rank with the dust of violets and fallen fruit.” Rising quickly, he seized the bulk of my friend’s story and threw the pages into the log stove. “As Jezebel defied the law and burns in hell, as Awakum defied the law and burned at the stake, so I consign this heresy to the flames.”


  Quietly my friend replied. “.As Shakespeare gave a voice to both Miranda and I ago, as Dostoyevsky gave reason to both Raskolnikov and Sonia and as even Pontius Pilate shall speak, my manuscript will not burn.”


  Incensed, the visitor grabbed my friend and thrust the hand which held the last page of his story deep into the flames. During his ordeal he never flinched or cried out but we could smell the burning paper and flesh mingled with the summer flowers.


  Alexander Cherevin sat crumpled and helpless at his desk. Someone dismissed us and we dispersed into the streets and alleys of Klon Batiuska.


  That night I dreamed I was at my bedroom window, watchful and anxious, looking east towards a bright cloudless dawn. At first the sound was barely perceptible, like the fall of a rose petal in a distant garden. On the horizon, a tiny black speck appeared, elusive and half-imagined; a nightingale passing from shadow into darkness. Outside, the leaves were stirring and the skies darkening. A bird was coming on the wings of the storm. In my fear I’d known her name but dared not admit it. She was the Gamaun. The bringcr of storm and ruin. But she was not like Viktor Vasnetsov’s painting with its head of a sorrowful Russian maiden. This was a vile screech owl — Lilith the night monster — whose harsh voice rose and fell as the trees outside bent and broke. She spat out our sacred songs in mockery and contempt. I strained to catch her words as I heard the endless list of villages, towns and cities which would suffer the killing storm to come —Moscow, Saint Petersburg. Odessa. Surely she would not include our town for we were protected by God. Kazan and our ancestors. And then she flew onto my windowsill and I could smell the rank contagion from her feathers. Clearly I heard her say, ‘Kion Batiuska’. My parents found me asleep and shivering by the open window.


  They allowed me to sleep late and when I woke at midday the town was in turmoil. There were rumours that .Alexander Chcrevin had been dismissed or that he’d committed suicide. Both were true. .And then riders and tradesmen from Kazan brought news that the holy icon. ‘Our Lady of Kazan’, had been stolen in the night from the Monastery of the Theotokos. We shared their horror and grief. The Madonna was the protector of the city. Our protector. It was like hearing that our own mother had been defiled. Our priest smashed his fist on a stone wall.


  “I curse those responsible. I curse their families, their homes and all those who shelter them.” he said.


  That afternoon I sought solace and consolation in ‘The Hall of the Whispering Puppets’. It was a long wooden house of comforting shadow and darkness, lit by flickering oil lamps and smelling of beeswax, sandalwood and frankincense. In 1675, a traveller from our town showed kindness to the Old Believer, the Arch-priest Awakum, when he and his family were imprisoned in the sunken pit at Pustozyorsk, on the Arctic Circle. Risking his own safety, he lowered black bread, two cold roasted fowls and wine into the prison. In thanks, Awakum tore three strands of hair from his head and told our traveller, that if preserved, those hairs would protect his family and town from all wars and conflicts, both then and in the years to come.


  On his return, the traveller wrapped the hairs in a ball of clay which he moulded into a face. His wife wove some black clothes and a puppet was created. Down the centuries, whenever one of our town died, three hairs were plucked and a puppet was made. Their names and dates were recorded and thousands lined the shelves of the main hall and overspilled into its murky recesses and cellars.


  In times of personal anxiety or national danger the townspeople visited the puppets. Some were content to sit in shadow and sense the rows of unchanging faces stretching back into the darkness over the quiet untroubled years. Others, like myself.


  Took a puppet from the shelves, placed it over our hand and listened to the whispers.


  My favourite was Gregory the Storyteller 1726-1795. His puppet sensed what tale you wanted to hear. Today I wanted reassurance — the story of Alexei the Woodman, who married the moneylenders beautiful daughter. Alexei built a cottage in the heart of the woods with stone so strong that the wolves and bears could never break through. In the evenings he sang the old songs to his wife and children while the fire glowed and the stove sizzled with bacon and sausages. Outside, under a full moon, the shadows of the wolves would pass. But inside all was warm. All was safe. That was the story I wanted.


  I slipped Gregory ’s puppet over my hand and waited for the soft voice to begin. What came was hoarse and breathless.


  ‘But men from the town grew jealous of Alexei’s good fortune. They coveted his gold and lusted after his wife. Each day when. Alexei was working far away in the woods they chipped quietly at the stones which protected him. Soon those stones were held together only by dust and the men whispered to the wolves...’


  I could stand no more.


  Others confirmed my fears. The puppets were in ferment. Wise old grandmothers, long consulted for their folk wisdom, muttered of miscarriages, abortions and secret smotherings whilst the pious blasphemed and giggled of depravities.


  Few people in our time chose the old Archpriest Awakum as a confidant. He was rough-spoken and used archaic Russian beyond our understanding. But during those troubled days the archivist himself sought the Old Believer’s advice. He emerged grey-faced and shaken.


  “He swore at me. And worse. He told me we’d betrayed them. And then he was silent. I don’t think he’ll ever speak again.”


  A week after the Kazan theft the puppets remembered their old stories again but there remained an anxious unsettling tone to their voices — as if they were afraid of strangers, as if they too had seen the Gamaun in their dreams. The archivist was right. Awakum was mute. He never spoke again.


  Two weeks later. I received a letter from my friend. Furious with the school inspector, his father had enrolled him in a Moscow” academy. The pair were living in a tiny apartment, whilst Irina, my friend’s older sister, retained the house in Klon Batiuska.


  He wrote, “Last night I thought of Gestas, the unrepentant sinner, crucified at Golgotha, the hill of skulls. Christ is always portrayed looking away from him tow ards Dismas, who joined him in Paradise. I saw Gestas surrounded by an aureole of eleven stars, wincing in pain at the fiery brightness. I believe our own Gestas knows about the stolen


  Madonna. But beware of that puppet. He’s a dangerous and angry spirit. The first time I spoke with him he told me I would become a great writer. On my second visit he said I would spend many years of despair in an asylum — forgotten by all but one woman.”


  Of all the puppets, he was the one I feared the most. His real name is lost. In 1836 he was convicted of stealing a gold necklace and confined. Throughout his forty-five years in prison he protested his innocence, riled and swore at the priests who visited him and was thus nicknamed ‘Gestas — the Unrepentant Sinner’. Two years after he died, defiant to the last, the gold necklace was found in the deathbed of Martha the Devout Seamstress — 1802-1883. Poor Gestas had told the truth. His puppet then acquired the gift of prophecy. But he was a cruel adviser. Men and women have killed or gone mad after speaking with him. For in death, as in life, he always told the truth.


  His was a disturbing puppet. It reminded me of some African juju dolls I had seen. It had been made in grudging haste with filthy sackcloth before his innocence had been established. The eyes were two cracked ill-matching glass beads which squinted as I lifted him from the shelf.


  His voice was petulant and sullen. “Another child has plucked up the courage to goad me. Is it a dare? A forfeit? Knock on the door of the witch’s house and run before she puts you in her oven. But no. I do you a disservice. I sense that, like the other one, you come in good faith. You worry about the Lady of Kazan. Rightly so. The thief has been here before you. For two days and nights I hid your Madonna in my rags. While men scoured the houses of robbers and ransacked their attics and cellars, she was with me. Then only her gold and jewellery were left but that was stolen too. Well burn for this. All of us in this hall. And you’ll abandon us. You’ll whisper against each other and your town will tear itself into rags as mean and filthy as the ones I was given. But your Madonna will come back to you. The thieves will say they destroyed her. Liars one and all. She keeps fine company now. How your priests’ mouths would gape!


  “And you. Boy, will die a happy death. An old man’s death in your own house. Laughing as you watch shadows on a screen while a wall crumbles. They smash it brick by brick, dancing in the rubble, and your heart will fail, even in its joy.”


  Things were never quite the same in the town after the Madonna was gone. We heard anxiously the news from Baku. Sevastopol. Tallinn and Moscow and felt it coming closer. Still we pretended. But one cold evening in February 1913, we found slumped on a footbridge, a man we once knew as a fine singer of ballads. He’d left us fifteen years before, with his daughter, who was to dance at the academy in Saint Petersburg. He was young then and full of dreams. He was fed, rested and given shelter. Then he told his story.


  “Eight years ago my daughter, Natalia, danced in Saint Petersburg for the role of Aurora in ‘The Sleeping Beauty’. She practiced and rehearsed so hard that her toes bled. But in the evenings I bathed her feet in wild honey and rosemary and we were content. I sang to languorous hussars and their drowsy mistresses in cheap nightclubs to pay our rent. During her audition of the ‘Rose Adagio’, she danced so perfectly she needed no support from any of her male dancers. She was accepted and was to tour Paris and London. On the morning of January 22nd, we walked in happiness down the Nevsky Prospect and up to the Winter Palace, hardly noticing the crowds of people solemnly marching through the streets. Do you remember that day? No, I felt the same then. I thought the outside world could never harm us. We felt like spectators, curious and entertained by the icons held high; by the images of the Tsar on banners. We were untouched for soon we would be in Paris with an apartment overlooking the Seine. Then people began screaming and running and volleys of shot crackled from the Winter Palace. My daughter, caught by a stray bullet, never spoke a word. One moment she was talking of champagne in our rooms, of bluebirds and Puss in Boots, then she was dead in my arms.


  “I’ve spent the empty years since singing sentimental ballads in cabaret. I taught a man the ‘Cherry Tree Tango’, a sickly confection with ceiling fans, peacock feathers and palm trees and he taught me how to like cocaine.


  “Our dancers have since learned a new step. The music’s harsh and dissonant and the feet are turned hack upon themselves. It’s full of stamping and anger. A rite of spring? A rite of death. In Paris, during the terror, the mob danced the Carmagnole; hundreds weaving through the streets, mocking and mimicking the victims of the guillotine. We’ve come to that.”


  The news of Natalia’s death numbed us. We’d all celebrated their departure for Saint Petersburg in 1899 with a street party. Her photograph was still pasted on our classroom wall — a shy happy girl dressed as Clara in Nutcracker’. It seemed our town was held together by dust like the cottage in Gregory’s story. Soon the wolves would be here.


  When war came I served in intelligence at Tannenberg. Our junior officers, brave and naive, were better suited to dancing polkas at regimental soirees or blowing lazy blue smoke rings in the billiard rooms of Saint Petersburg. By late August they were broken — the remnants shivering in tattered uniforms — betrayed by folly and misunderstandings. And waiting for their moment, quiet and watchful, were the political agents and agitators. In our retreat, as we passed the lines of bodies, I overheard one say,


  “The Nutcracker hussars and chocolate soldiers will sleep forever now. We’ve done with their fairy stories.”


  Our town came of age at Tannenberg. All the years of ease and detachment came rushing down on us in those two weeks. Our classroom registers became roll calls of the dead.


  At the height of the battle I met my old friend again in a field post office, surrounded by sacks of mail. We shook hands.


  “They call me now The Kind Master of the Dead Letters’. I’m an unwilling intermediary between the living and the dead. These letters arrive from all parts of the Empire — from wives, sweethearts and fond parents. All of them are written to the dead. You’ve seen them out there in the fields and ditches. My task is to write back. Everyday I lie and lie a thousand times, reassuring each peevish wife that her husband died with her name on his lips — all her complaints and grievances forgotten. I’ve become a whispering puppet, comforting the unknown from Kamchatka to Yalta. Like Gogol’s Chichikov. I am a gatherer of dead souls.


  “Yesterday I was thinking about my tale, The Princess of Phoenicia’, remembering my burnt hand, the theft of the Madonna and my father bringing me to Moscow in his anger. As the guns sounded and the wind roared. I smelt again the sickly mimosa of spring in Kjon Batiuska that I hated. My bible blew open to Nahum’s book of vision, about the fall of great Nineveh — the city of a thousand sorrows — that bloody city full of lies and robbery. He writes that the shield of the mighty men is made red, that chariots will rage in the streets and that the palace will be dissolved. Our town and all old Russia arc finished. You know they caught and punished the thieves who stole the Madonna — men from our town. They recovered only the circlet of gold and jewels that surrounded her. The thieves say they found it in one of our puppets — poor old Gestas. They say they destroyed the Madonna.”


  I told him of Gestas’ prophecy, that the Madonna would return to our town.


  “The word of Gestas against thieves. The same old story. Who would you believe?” he laughed bitterly. “My father is ill. When I left Moscow his reason was fading. I found him searching in despair for my lost story, crying over its burnt pages. He told me he must walk out, like the doomed wanderer in Schubert’s ‘Winterreise’, into the storm and the cold. He knows no-one in that city. He sees the hostile landscape of those songs, w ith the images of loneliness and despair, in the grey faces and bone-shaped buildings. Finally I persuaded him to compose his ow n settings for the song cycle.”


  We parted amid the wreckage of our country’s young. As order disintegrated I joined the platoons of White Guards and saw’ action in many western parts of our lands.


  We found him in a barn at the beginning of August 1918, near the town of Revda. My companions wanted to shoot him as a spy for, by his clothing, he was clearly a Bolshevik. But there was something defeated and empty about him, something that welcomed capture and would have embraced death, that puzzled me.


  I questioned him alone, sharing a bottle of vodka as we spoke. He was Hungarian, in his early twenties, embittered by his own army’s collapse and easily seduced by the red fervour.


  ‘No-one told us,” he kept repeating. “A month ago we were guarding a house at Yekaterinburg. Yurovsky was our commanding officer. He woke our barrack room at 1 a.m. in a blue panic. The Czech army was breaking through and we had to move quickly. He picked seven of us — Hungarians and Latvians. No Russians — I thought it strange at the time. There were three Bolsheviks with him. Smiling and rat-eyed. He told us we had to shoot a group of spies and led us down to a basement. Holy Mother of God. No-one told us. We were the ones. We shot the Romanovs. We all hesitated at first but Yurovsky threatened to shoot anyone who refused. My pistol jammed. The men. The boy and the Tsarina all fell dead at the first volley but the daughters were barely touched. One of the Latvians dropped to his knees, sobbing that they were immune to the bullets, that they were protected by God and that we were all damned. Even Yurovsky was pale and sweating. The air was full of smoke and screaming. One of the girls ran to the door and clawed at the wood. We’d guarded them for weeks. We liked them. Maria — we called her ‘little how-bow’ — always asked us to guess the name of her dog. It died in that cellar with her. When the smoke cleared they fixed bayonets and massacred them. I was still on the ground fumbling with my pistol. It seemed to last forever. That butcher’s shambles. We found out that the princesses had diamonds and other stones sewn into their dresses which deflected the bullets.


  “We buried them outside and poured sulfuric acid on them. Yurovsky took the clothes. I hear they sold the stones. But when we returned to our barracks, I found that a bloodstained piece of one of the dresses — Maria’s — had stuck to my boot. There were eleven jewels inside the cloth. We quickly decided that it was our payment for what we’d done.


  “It seemed though that Maria’s blood had soaked into the bones of each stone. We kept wiping them clean as I’ve seen men. Too long at the front, continually washing their hands.


  “Such dreams we had that night. I was lucky’. I was only a witness to the slaughter but I sensed the grey shapes, the shadows of the dead in the firelight, of all the men I’d killed since 1914. The others knew no peace. The dead were always with them.


  “One dreamed every night he was playing charades with the young princesses before the war, miming the continual plunge of a bayonet. And they were laughing, trying to guess his actions.


  ‘You’re father, planting apple trees at the Summer Palace in Yalta.’ ‘A dancer in Mr Stravinsky’s new ballet that we’re not allowed to see.’ ‘Our English uncle Tum-Tum. Shooting rabbits.’


  ‘Hamlet, killing Polonius behind the arras.’


  ‘I know who you are.’ said Maria. ‘You’re our murderer.’ “And then he saw again the killing, the burying of the bodies and smelt the reek of sulfuric acid on flesh. They smiled at us when we entered that cellar. They thought we’d come to help them evacuate the building. That made it worse. They thought we were taking them to England.


  “And as the presence of the dead grew with each day, the faces of their own wives and children at home became lost to them.


  “I cannot remember what I was or where I come from,’ one told me. ‘I had work once, in a western country long ago, but I can’t remember the way back.”


  ‘Sleep deserted us. We felt the dead around us as we marched. Quarrels festered over imaginary plots and slights. I was handed the jewels as the others feared them and distrusted each other.’


  “What happened to your companions?” I asked.


  “One shot himself after pleading with a man he’d killed three years before. The others deliberately walked, rifles raised, into a platoon of your White Guard. They saw your banner with the white skull and laughed. .All of them are now dead.” With a gesture of surrender he drew a leather pouch from his pocket. “Here, please take them.” I think he would have welcomed a kindly bullet but I hated those squalid executions of the raggle-taggle foot soldiers who are left behind.


  A few weeks back we’d met a family of travelling actors and musicians sheltering in a house near Cherkassy. We were tired and homesick, and in exchange for food and a little money, the grandparents, women and children, danced, sang and tumbled for us. There were no men. I didn’t ask what had happened to the men. One of the girls was shivering with fever and without thinking. I gave her a spare jacket and hat. Three days later we found them all dead in a ditch. My charity had killed them. The Bolsheviks recognised the clothing and assumed they were our spies.


  Anna Akhamatova. Gumilev’s widow, wrote that wild honey smells of grass and freedom, a girl’s mouth of violets but that only blood smells of blood. In vain did Pontius Pilate wash his hands. Still the stench of it stuck to his fingers.


  I’d seen and smelt enough of blood during those four years. I sent the Hungarian back to his mother in Cegled. Perhaps the shadows would leave him now that the jewels were gone.


  I shook the eleven stones onto the table and examined them. It was like looking from a high bridge into a dark whirlpool where the river rushed past perilously below. I feared sleep when I remembered the terrors of that wretched firing squad. Finally tiredness overcame me. I dreamed I was in a sickroom — imposing and austere. On the bed an old man was dying alone — slowly and painfully. His lips moved constantly but no doctor or friend answered. Instead, from a nearby room, angry and frightened voices were whispering and quarreling. At the doorway, surrounded by an aureole of eleven glittering stars was Maria, the murdered princess, aloof and imposing, watching the old man. And then it seemed that her face changed and I saw instead the Madonna of Kazan, as I remembered her when we visited the Basilica all those years ago in 1903.


  I confided in no-one about the Hungarian’s story. By the summer of 1921 we were beaten. My own courage drained the day in August when I heard of Gumilev’s death. He had seemed invulnerable as he mocked and raged against the Bolsheviks. I met him in Kiev’ and he spoke as fearlessly as when he walked in .Africa amongst the giraffes and hippos he loved. They shot him for his support of the Kronstadt uprising in March. He read me his bitter poem about the gates of paradise. There was nothing grand or sacred about them — merely an opening in a forgotten and neglected wall. There was no Saint Peter either — only a tired beggar with a set of rotting keys hanging from his belt. That would have been his end. A shabby death in a damp cellar. An heroic end nonetheless but one I feared and hid from.


  Like the lost cabaret singer we found on the footbridge in 1913. I staggered back to Klon Batiuska in the summer of 1922. Our town had been renamed Smiertdush. Within a week we were called to a public meeting by the Commissar of the People’s Russian Office — (COPRO).


  Lie addressed us. “Not only do the inhabitants of this town persist in the false superstition of the churches, but you suffer the delusion that your ancestors speak with you through a collection of moth-eaten, flea-ridden rag dolls. Your ancestors are long dead and buried and will now be forgotten. The entire toyshop will be destroyed tomorrow at noon. If you need advice or direction you will consult with a party member in the very same building, for we need its many rooms and cellars for the public good.”


  And so. Our ‘Hall of Puppets’, with its many hidden recesses and dark corners of sanctuary’, became “The Cellars of Whisper’, a place of hearsay, rumour, accusation and death.


  Next day, our townspeople helped them pitchfork the puppets into the market square. They were the same men and women who had sought solace from the storytellers and balladeers. The old priests and merchants, the wise and the wicked. Gumilev wrote that his executioner came dressed in a red shirt with a face like an udder. Our townspeople fell over themselves to suckle at its monstrous dugs. At any time since the proclamation was issued. I could have rescued Gregory’ the Storyteller but I felt numb and impotent. In the daylight the puppets had lost their magic. They were crude clay or papier-mache dolls dressed in dusty rags. They burned without a murmur. Two hundred and fifty years became ashes in ten minutes. There were no prophecies. We had abandoned them.


  I buried the eleven jewels in a lead casket underneath a humble white rose bush in my garden. For over thirty years now, their blooms have been dark red — contorted and twisted flowers of exquisite dream and nightmare. Their perfumes recall the rooms, gardens and landscapes of mv childhood. But. Each year, on July 17th, the anniversary of the murder, they smell only of blood.


  When the terror came and we all became shrunken and cowed, afraid of our neighbours’ malice, afraid of the gossip and rumour that would lead to a basement and a bullet in the ‘Cellars of Whisper, only Irina, my friend’s older sister, outfaced them.


  We’d always treated her with amused contempt. She reminded us of Gogol’s lumpen peasant women with her heavy stolid walk, thick pebble glasses and shapeless grey clothes. She taught piano to the bored daughters of clerks and merchants and played with a hesitant stumbling touch.


  ‘She has the soul of a turnip.’ I said once and that became her nickname.


  In the summers before the Great War we’d walk the paths among the reed beds, shyly offering the girls flowers picked from our gardens and inventing stories about the marsh wolves to make them cling tighter. No-one walked with Irina. She was too plain, too desperate for affection. She also claimed to know from memory a lost Schubert sonata, taught to her by her grandmother, but we laughed. She struggled to play her pupils’ exercises.


  But now even thing had changed. She knew that the world that might have made her happy had gone forever. Her despair gave her a reckless courage.


  One afternoon I was dragged from my desk and taken for interrogation. First, they removed my belt and shoelaces and made me walk with my hands clasped behind my head. It’s impossible to retain any dignity , to walk with pride when your trousers are flapping at your ankles and one shoe has fallen off. But. As I stumbled in the mud outside the ‘Cellars of Whisper’. I heard piano music start from Irina’s house.


  It was a sombre andante, a hero’s march to the scaffold. My captors grew uneasy, fumbling with the keys to the cellar. The final movement was a wild careering presto agitato of fifteen minutes, a piece of dazzling virtuosity and defiance. Irina flung all her years of failure and defeat back into their faces. Her modest little piano rang out with forgotten harmonies and unearthly echoes. It was the Schubert, the lost E flat minor, the key of storm, rage and darkness. Occasionally she struck the major key but it was like a falling man briefly grasping at slippery rock grass before plummeting into the swirling waves.


  Every time one of us was taken Irina played her sonata and always with the same passion and intensity . Her music was the last sound some of our townspeople heard.


  One night they broke her door down and smashed her piano into matchwood with sledgehammers. They ripped her music into shreds and one by one broke her fingers.


  The next day Irina tore down every notice she could find. It was a proclamation about ‘appropriate designated forms of address’ — the weasel language of the semi-literate. In front of the ‘Cellars of Whisper’ she made a small bonfire and destroyed them all.


  They took her within the hour and she was gone from us. She shamed us all.


  One November morning in 1932, I was woken at three o’clock and taken in my nightclothes to the brightest of those cellars. Box files had replaced the puppets and the perfumes of sandalwood and frankincense had long been sanitized. Facing me across a plain metal desk was the Commissar. He feigned apology for the hour and my disheveled appearance, uncorked a bottle of the best burgundy I have ever tasted and placed before me a chessboard. The pieces were elaborately-carved onyx, the white representing the Tsarist forces and the black depicting the fallen Austro-Hungarian Empire. We played and drank in silence for an hour and then he spoke.


  “I understand your dilemma. In four moves you will checkmate me. But do you dare to win? Or, do you risk more by allowing me to win?’ he laughed. “No — in every thing that matters most you have allowed us to win. I play this game for fun. The victory is yours.’ He knocked over his king — the Emperor Franz Josef.


  “You have a former school friend in Moscow. A writer. A Master, it must be said. He interests us. Sadly he is unwell but is enjoying the best care our doctors of the mind can offer. That is why your nostalgic reminiscences of lost youth have ceased. He is deeply troubled by an incident from the dear dead days. The theft of the Madonna of Kazan. Guilt and that tiresome old vice of forgiveness haunt his work. He writes about Pontius Pilate, a crucifixion and a thief called Gestas. A waste of talent that troubles our leader, our Gardener of Human Happiness. You know his views on such mummery.


  “But these old icons may well have their uses in the glorious days to come. Don’t believe those old stories that we sold it to buy tractors for our sweating peasants. And we don’t believe that the thieves — from your town, I remind you — destroyed it. Of course, we arc aware that you were only eleven at the time. But children see things. They remember. If your friend recalls anything and confides in you. We wish to know. You enjoyed your wine? Good. Here is another bottle. Take it. We will play again. Next time I will represent the Romanovs.”


  His revelations disturbed me. I had no suspicions about the thieves. I knew of course that the Commissar would read in advance all of my letters from the Master and intercept my replies. I was being tested and in fear dutifully showed each one to him. My friend’s doctors encouraged him to write, hoping that one of us would incriminate someone from the town.


  Over five years he wrote perhaps a dozen times — chatty innocuous ramblings about our schooldays, families, favourite authors and the puppets. Never once did he refer to his own writing or the Madonna. And then in 1937, in the middle of a long anecdote about his dead father was this short extract:


  “You remember it was my father who suggested we should first speak with our favourite puppet, Martha the Devout Seamstress. I still miss her warmth and honesty.”


  Every word was a lie. Martha was the thief responsible for the forty-five years’ imprisonment of Gestas. Hers was the only puppet our parents forbade us from consulting. She was a trickster and


  a liar in death as well as in life. Why was he linking her with his own father? What was he telling me? And then I understood. The terrible burning of his hand by the inspector from Kazan and the theft of the Madonna were no coincidence. In revenge the Masters father stole the icon and hid it for two days in the puppet Gestas. Discarding the gold setting- Someone else had discovered her jewels. They were caught and punished. The Master’s father must have confessed the truth as he lay dying, causing my friend to lose his reason. But what had become of the Madonna? Had his father really destroyed it?


  The Commissar read the letter over our game of chess.


  “Still the same longing for the past. Childhood games and fairy stories. The pair of you are like that dreamer Pasternak. Harmless cloud dwellers. Holy fools.”


  In the years that followed I rarely heard from the Master and he offered no more clues about what his father had done with the Madonna. My games of chess had stopped for the Commissar himself was taken to the ‘Cellars of Whisper’ and a new man faced us across the metal table. From him we learned different fears and a new generation was taken and forgotten. But in February 1953, a package arrived early one evening in the Master’s handwriting. The letter read:


  ‘I’ve searched all these years through my late father’s documents and boxes but can’t find ‘The Lives of the Tatar Saints’ you wanted returned to Klon Batiuska. I fear he destroyed it. Instead I have sent you his settings of Schubert’s ‘Winterreise’ and some poems by Anna Akhmatova. All things return at last to what they once were.”


  I opened the package.


  I saw it burn. In that classroom nearly fifty’ years ago. I saw him throw the manuscript on the fire and then burn the Master’s hand with the final page. I smelt the wood smoke, the strawberries and the violets. But when I unwrapped the poems and the Schubert it was there before me again. ‘The Princess of Phoenicia’ had returned. There were his finger marks and the strawberry stain on one of the pages. When I held it up to the light a pale shadow formed like a watermark of a flaming arm with smoke rising from the fingers.


  ‘My manuscript will not burn.’ he had said. The ghosts of past days had come back to me. I recalled the voice of a puppet. ‘She keeps fine companv now. How your priests’ mouths would gape.’


  Outside, as twilight fell and the marsh fogs swirled over the town, twisted round the carcass of Irina’s ruined house and through the broken teeth of the school, the sadness of those fifty years overcame me. I remembered the Gamaun, the screech-owl of my dream and Lilith in the bible stories, who carried away children and destroyed them. I hey were our classroom registers of the dead at Tannenberg. I remembered Jezebel, defended and given voice by the Master. I held ‘The Princess of Phoenicia’ in my hands. Two pages were stuck together. In the firelight the watermark gleamed gold and black, secret and strange.


  Carefully. I pulled the pages apart and there she was. The lost Madonna. The power of all the ages was in my room. Created in Constantinople, at the dawn of our faith, where forgotten artists, goldsmiths and holy dreamers worked by the shores of the Bosphorus, she’d seen that geat city pillaged and wrecked in three terrible davs. Countless icons and sacred books were trampled and burned while the mob danced and howled. Taken to Kazan and buried in a garden when the Tatars invaded, she was rediscovered in a child’s dream. How many thrones and empires had fallen in her time? Rome, Constantinople. Paris, Berlin. Saint Petersburg…


  Her gold and jewels had been wrenched away in anger by the Master’s father. I counted. Eleven empty settings around her. Eleven bright stars around the Princess Maria in my dream and eleven dark and perilous stones buried in a lead casket in my garden. Eleven stones that spread madness and fear like a contagion among the guilty.


  The Undertaker of Human Happiness had sought her in the years before the Second War. He would have her. I would bring her to him.


  Shrouded by the fog. I dug tentatively under the rose bush. The casket, buried for a generation, yielded to the first thrust of the spade. Inside again. I rolled the stones on the table alongside the Madonna. They arranged and aligned themselves. I had feared that it would prove impossible to set them firm but as I fixed each one to its appointed place they became immovable — a vault of Heaven. Looking into the smoky gold of the icon — coloured by centuries of incense — I saw the old city of Constantinople, clouded and shimmering with eleven stars. I made preparations for my journey to Moscow.


  As the crowded train rattled through the night. I walked the corridors as if invisible. No-one spoke and no guard or security officer checked my papers. Lulled by the smell of soot and heavy damp woolen clothes. I drifted into sleep. I dreamed of a bleak landscape with hollowed smashed buildings and shapes of people crawling in the wreckage. It was the town of my childhood. But. As dawn broke far away, salmon-pink like the seas of Tyre, eleven bright stars shone. The Gamaun was coming again. This rime her music was solemn and sweet. The tidings of ruin were not for us. I heard the names of those who would fall. Some were known to us — the mighty ones — the Undertaker and the Snakecharmer. Others were thrusting alongside on their coat-tails, and some, unknown to me now, were our future masters. These were the ones who would watch as their Cellars of Whispers were torn down.


  A cold mist draped the early morning Moscow streets as I joined the silent crowds as we swept up Kuznetsk) Most towards Red Square. In the half-light people appeared disembodied — huge rabbit faces, grey with stubble or sheep wrapped in headscarves. Mouths falling open. They were frightened and subdued, eyes expecting a hidden blow. Was this how the crowd shuffled and jostled on the way to the Hill of Skulls?


  I posted my package in the special box-knowing that he would open it. I’d added stamps with the old double-headed eagle of the Tsars. That would catch his attention. I thought of the puppets, of Irina, of Nikolai Gumilev and the Master.


  Turning back to the railway station. I remembered the words of Gestas. That as an old man. I would watch, as the walls crumbled and fell.


  


  Blackthorn Cottage
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  I dream always of Blackthorn Cottage, during our first winter there, in the cold of 1947, when we huddled around the paraffin heater, watching the snow fall. No-one could harm us, for we were hidden, far from the street. And, as the snow piled up and settled, we looked out onto the wilderness, knowing that no silent eavesdropper had left their footsteps.


  In the big house, even when the curtains were drawn, passers-by could see our silhouettes and hear our music and laughter. I would peep out anxiously and sec them pause, bent and muffled against the wind and snow. Their faces would turn briefly towards the light and the warmth and I studied them carefully for signs of malice and understanding.


  My parents bought the big house, with its long rambling Victorian garden, that petered out into wasteground and woodland, in the summer of 1946. And it was in September of that year, aged eleven, that I started my first year at the local High School for Girls. Blackthorn Cottage was on the hinterland between clumps of neglected blackcurrant bushes and a dense copse. Father checked the deeds of our property and confirmed that it was ours perhaps a summerhouse or old servants’ lodge, from before the Great War. A crudely-painted sign showed only the first five letters of its name. But Father noticed the sloes, like huge opals, that hung in the bushes that twisted far into wilderness and suggested the name.


  The cottage had last been used as a children’s playroom or den, although the old couple who sold us the house, were childless. But when I first brought there Carol, Lizzie and Susan — my new school friends — it was a sanctuary and refuge, far from the prying eyes of the street.


  The walls still held the impress and discoloration where a number of postcard-sized pictures had been stuck. And in the middle of the room, as if it had been left ready for us, was a wooden trunk, containing old clothes. It was a dressing-up box with additional wigs, false beards, men’s ties, cut from curtain material and cheap ladies’ hats, embellished with feathers and decorations, held clumsily in place with safely pins and string. Nestling on top was a blue High School exercise book, the colour of the English department. About a third of the pages had been neatly cut and removed but the rest were pristine and unmarked. Hidden under the clothes, we found eight photographs, which we restored to their former positions. They depicted individual family portraits and party groups, set against the background of a wealthy Edwardian villa. The wigs, beards, hats and costumes from the dressing-up box mimicked the clothes in the photographs.


  We adopted the abandoned family and began composing plays and stories about their imaginary adventures. The women wore cloche hats, long strings of pearls and their hair was shingled. One portrait depicted an ungainly young man with a foolish foppish look, wearing sports flannels and carrying a tennis racket. We had been reading the Jeeves books and in our fantasies, we devised comic liaisons, infatuations and all the confusion of broken engagements and flirtations that we loved about Wodehouse. And we added to the gallery of characters with vicars, aunts and eccentric uncles, whose costumes we improvised from our parents’ wardrobes.


  At the back of the cottage, was a strange little door that would not open. It led into dense undergrowth and we imagined secret paths and arches of roses that meandered between the houses of our characters. We devised riverside trysts and invented gazebos and classical arbours where they hid and romanced.


  Father, captured in Belgium, whilst serving with the British Expeditionary Force, had spent five years as a prisoner of war. He now affected the life of civilian domesticity. He bought a second-hand copy of ‘Saturday in My Garden’; wore corduroy trousers, a waistcoat and straw hat like ‘Adam the Gardener in the ‘ Sunday Express’ cartoon and planted fruit trees, recommended by Bunvard in his ‘Anatomy of Dessert’. During these bursts of optimism, he would call out to me, as we made our way to Blackthorn Cottage, ‘Hey you, you with the stars in your eves.’ But his enthusiasm was short-lived. The fruit trees were beset with canker and scab, and weighed down by brambles and bindweed. He spent long periods alone in his study, surrounded by photographs of prewar army sports teams, supposedly working on a memoir of his captivity, that was never discussed. He had returned from the war with a sheaf of handwritten notes that he kept locked in his desk. Years later, after his death. I examined the journals, hoping to uncover the secrets of those lost years. They were filled with fictitious games of alphabet cricket: meticulously recorded with league tables, bowling and batting averages. During his confinement, he had recalled the names of the 1939 county teams, filling the gaps in his memory with fallen comrades. Family life, the austerities, privations and novelties of postwar Britain, confused and baffled him and he retreated into the fantasies that made confinement bearable. Corporals and sergeants from the regimental boxing, athletics and football teams took their place alongside the cricketing legends — numbering several who had themselves fallen in battle. The living and the dead, bowled and batted together, season after season, until he died in 1979.


  His room remained unchanged — a memory of summer. 1939, where he sat. like the shoemaker. Doctor Manette, seeking oblivion in mechanical repetition and the roll of meaningless letters on the page.


  But although Father was beset by demons that caused his withdrawal into self-absorption and fantasy, he was a kind and gentle man. Carol’s father, one of the first officers to enter Bergen-Belsen. Had witnessed scenes which both fascinated and repelled him. His anger and cruelty were visited upon her elder brother, who had grown up a stranger to him, during his wartime service. Carol told us that once he had found white stains on the crotch of the boys trousers. Abhorring the practice of self-abuse, he had administered a violent beating. Her mother, sniffing the stain, had identified it as toothpaste. She had said. ‘If you touch that child again. I’ll go straight to Doctor Thornley and show him those books of yours — the ones you think I don’t know about.’


  Lizzie’s father had been in bomb disposal. His eyes were dead for he took pills to steady the tremors in his hands and the nervous tic that played at the corner of his mouth. And Susan spoke of the occasional screams and nightmares of drowning, that her father, a submariner, experienced.


  At the High School, we thrived in the top class, with the most experienced and distinguished teachers, who were both humane and erudite. We were free from bullying, violence and all the petty jealousies and spitefulness often found in cliques of school children. Or perhaps they were stifled by the one fear that gripped everyone in that school and seeped into the consciousness of the town.


  We believed that a secret society existed in the school, whose aim was to seek out the happy, the confident and those untouched by grief or self-doubt, and destroy them. Victims were selected, their lives documented, chronicled and probed for weaknesses. They targeted not only individuals but often sought the destruction of entire families. Lures and temptations were offered, false accusations made and heists of deception and intrigue were sprung. Ruin might come through marital betrayal, financial disaster, the onset of madness or court of law. They were known as ‘The Grey Sisters’ or ‘The Grey Furies’ — after the colour of our school uniform.


  Some said that the society had been founded after the Great War by the daughters of fallen or maimed soldiers, who witnessed the children of shirkers and profiteers flaunt their prosperity. But others believed it was far older and ingrained into the soul and fabric of the town.


  We knew it was a society controlled only by girls. A thirteen-year-old can act and simulate the role of a woman, and with guile and cunning, has the assurance and self-confidence to mix with adults and manipulate them. A boy of that age. Blushes and stammers and his imagination ranges no further than dreaming he is Denis Compton or Tommy Lawton. Girls can plan ahead and a group that utilizes the talents of each member, is a potent and formidable force.


  It was rumoured that records were kept meticulously and hidden when the society’s schemes finally culminated in ruin and humiliation. Months, or even years later, they reappeared as published stories, or were spread by gossip and whisper, to confound and add to their victims’ miseries and to inspire a feeling of communal dread. From newspapers and eavesdropping on the stories told by our parents and classmates, we learned of families whose fortunes had plummeted through folly or ill fortune and we speculated which ones had been prey to the Grey Sisters.


  When the girls passed beyond their teenage years, their roles in the society gradually abated and younger recruits took their places. But it was rumoured that older women, known as The Grey Sibyls’, still advised and counselled the group.


  At school, we were careful never to boast of our achievements or the success of any family member. There was a culture of modesty and self-deprecation which the teaching staff followed, almost in deference to the myth. After examinations, class positions were not divulged and prizes were either posted to our homes or given secretly, to preserve our anonymity.


  As we passed through the throng of girls in the corridors, we were wary and circumspect — suspicious of sidelong glances and smiles. And at all times, in our homes, we were fearful of footsteps sounding in the street, lest the sound of laughter or our silhouettes should attract the attention of one of the Sisters. On Saturdays, during the town market, girls from the society were believed to wander the streets, spying on the shoppers from behind the stalls; seeking and stalking potential victims.


  Adults never openly discussed the Grey Sisters. But their presence in the town was silently acknowledged. If we tentatively broached the subject, they would laugh and joke, but secretly, they too believed.


  Only Miss Riley, our English teacher, seriously entertained the idea.


  “Oh yes, I believe the machinations of a group of such troubled and disturbed girls could wreak havoc. And our town is susceptible to the inventions and conspiracies of dream and rumour. Perhaps they do exist — although not necessarily in the shape you imagine.”


  The four of us had waited until the lesson had finished. We were flattered that Miss Riley conversed with us as equals. She delighted in the fictions of our adopted family from Blackthorn Cottage, encouraging us to enact their farces in little sketches and plays, which we performed in front of the class. She read aloud our compositions and anecdotes and suggested subtle twists and Wodehousian jokes to add depth and humour.


  On her desk she had a photograph of a handsome young man in uniform. School gossip maintained that he was a former lover, lost during the Battle of the Somme. But she confided to us alone that it was her brother, who had survived four years of trench warfare, only to succumb to Spanish flu. Months after her family had moved to the town from London.


  Our plays continued for about six weeks, until one afternoon when Mother made a rare visit to the cottage. We were acting a scene in which the foppish young man had been caught stealing a cow creamer, to win back the affections of his estranged fiancée. At first, Mother smiled at our play but her attention was drawn to the photographs on the wall.


  “They’re the people from the Whittingslow murder,” she said. “I’m sorry, but this is ghoulish and macabre. And it must stop.”


  She tore down the pictures and made us remove our costumes. She told us only the barest details but I researched the story and it reappeared months later in a Sunday newspaper series entitled ‘They Cheated the Hangman’s Noose’.


  In the early 1920’s, in our town, a solicitor’s wife, aged thirty-five; the doyenne of local sports clubs and amateur theatre, had become besotted with a motor mechanic, in his late teens — our foppish young man. Their clandestine affair, conducted through snatched moments in dressing rooms, draughty tennis club pavilions and country hotels, failed to satisfy’ them. The solicitor fell ill, died and suspicions grew. Incriminating letters, which the pair strenuously denied having written, were discovered. As the results of the postmortem were awaited, the couple fled in panic. With the police closing in. they committed suicide in a Brighton guest house, proclaiming their innocence in a final scribbled note. It was a cause celebre at the time and the Home Secretary, Joynson-Hicks, highlighted the decline in morality’, following the Great War.


  After the Whittingslow photographs were confiscated and burned by Mother, Blackthorn Cottage seemed forlorn and abandoned. The empty’ spaces on the wall gaped and we were determined to fill them again. At the Saturday market, there were several stalls selling old postcards and we scrutinised and hunted through their stock of portraits. But they depicted Edwardian music hall soubrettes, actors and sportsmen. We wanted a set featuring a modern family with a range of characters to interact and play out our little dramas. We resorted to rummaging through back numbers of second-hand magazines, in the hope of assembling a gallery of people. And in a woman’s weekly journal, sandwiched between the pages of an article entitled ‘A Perfect Postwar Kitchen for a Bright New World’, we found an envelope of eight negatives, which when held to the light, showed the shadowy outlines of a family. We paid a penny for the magazine postcard-sized photographs.


  The series depicted a birthday party and we became engrossed in the imaginary lives of that vibrant working class family, with their children ranging from toddlers to adolescents. We found the innocent cheeriness of their celebrations, amusing and endearing, and there was a carefree energy and confidence that glowed in their faces.


  Snobbish and superior, we patronized them by devising their nicknames — ‘Pops’, ‘Flossie’. Dumps’. ‘Bubs’, ‘Pud’ ‘Gertie’ and Jubbles’. Their catchphrases sent us into paroxysms of giggles — “Oh, Bubs, what a clinker!’, ‘None of your sauce. Flossie’, ‘What’s for dinner, Gert?’, ‘Pouts and black looks, and donkeys, stuffed with soldiers’ buttons.’


  We imagined their outings and treats; their days at the seaside and trips to the pantomime and the circus. And we pictured them opening the locked door and passing beyond the wooded landscape to their places of fun and adventure. Miss Riley smiled at our stories and praised their humour and dialogue.


  At the end of our first term, there was a parents’ evening, which we dreaded. We knew that the older girls and prefects, ostensibly present to assist with ushering and giving directions, would be circling and watching. Amongst their number would be the Grey Sisters, scrutinizing our parents


  in their unguarded moments, for signs of self-congratulation and pride. And whilst Father’s hermetic retreat to his study made him aloof and reclusive at home, his reluctant attendance at social engagements, produced bizarre and embarrassing outbursts. At a pre-Christmas party, as our host welcomed us, he had quoted from the little book of Persian poetry, that stayed with him throughout his captivity.


  ‘Open wide the Door! You know how little time we have to stay. And once departed, may return no more.’


  “Shut up. You fool,” Mother had hissed. “No-one wants to hear your nonsense. It’s a party, not a seminar on death and mutability.”


  As we entered the hall, where the teachers sat waiting at their desks, I glimpsed Lizzie, Susan and Carol, with their parents. Their faces were white with fear and Lizzie’s fingernails had dug into her palm, making it bleed.


  “Just nod, smile and say nothing,” I begged Father.


  ‘Coughdrop. What’s the name of your English teacher?” he asked, as we approached Miss Riley. And I knew, as soon as he saw her badge, he would sing the old doggerel from his East End childhood, with that curious mannered dance, that infuriated Mother.


  “Old Mother Riley, she got drunk. She fell in the fire and burnt her bonnet.


  And now she hasn’t a hair upon it. She has to wear a wig.’ There was a slight pause, before the word ‘bonnet’, to emphasise the innuendo. Every face turned towards us and I could feel the sly smiles of the Grey Sisters, as they homed in on their prey. Miss Riley’s reaction surprised me. She rose from her seat, laughed and shepherded Father to his chair and said in an undertone: ‘”And three chambermaids rolled him into the gutter.’ I’m delighted someone else remembers the old rhymes. I grew up in Shadwell and loved the coarse songs of the watermen.” 


  They gossiped and laughed like old drinking companions. But Mother was outraged, her face seething with silent fury.


  I hoped that the danger had passed. But next morning, at school, one of the girls from the bottom class, that didn’t study Latin, approached me*, her smile malicious and knowing.


  “Don’t think that little charade of your family wrent unnoticed — trying to attract sympathy by feigning queerness. You’ve done very well for yourselves with that big house. And we all know about your hidey-hole. A cottage all to yourself. I bet the Grey Sisters are scheming and plotting this very’ minute.”


  At the end of the last English lesson before the Christmas holiday s, Miss Riley asked the four of us to wait behind. She presented us each with a small package.


  ‘Our prizes are not trophies, embossed with scrolled bookplates, inscribed in fine calligraphy, to be paraded before simpering relatives. You know the mood of this town and its abhorrence of hubris. These are workbooks — models for the apprentice, with all their successes, flaws and omissions. In your dramas and stories, you create worlds and dreamscapes for the townspeople. These are the fictions of your forebears — anonymous girls, whose triumphs are not trumpeted on vulgar rolls of honour, or recorded in gold letters on wooden display boards. Their stories, written in our blue exercise books, the colours faded to grey by dust and time, are lovingly collected, typed and distributed to girls of vision and aptitude.’


  At Blackthorn Cottage, we unwrapped our prizes. The book was entitled Stories from the Dream Houses’. It was a collection of tales, spanning the Victorian and Edwardian eras. But each store was incomplete and consisted of the musings and reflections of schoolgirls, from the seclusion of dens and secret hiding places. These were their theatres, where they acted out the imagined dramas of the townspeople they observed.


  During the school holidays, we tried to locate the Dream Houses but most were ephemeral transitory sites, now overgrown or lost under modern buildings. But we found Rookcliff Lodge, once a substantial tree house, overlooking three properties and the focus for an Edwardian intrigue, in which warring families manipulated and conspired against each other. Through binoculars, we saw a dusty old trunk and empty spaces on the walls, where once the girls had pinned their pictures. The rope ladder had been cut and the tree house was inaccessible. But there was a shimmer, a strange afterglow to the scene, as if terrible secrets were ingrained into its shadows. Plucking up our courage, we knocked at the door of the house and asked for directions to Rookcliff Lodge, from the elderly woman.


  “There is no such place.* she answered, but there was a flicker of fear and memory in her lie. And she fixed Lizzie, the quietest and most intense of our quartet, with a strange knowing stare.


  The only other location we identified was once an old tollhouse, long derelict and set midway on the long causeway, that spanned the town’s river. From their hide-out, the girls had watched the carriages stop, as they paid at the booth. They wrote about the lady from the big house, whose barouche passed into town, to shop, at eleven o’clock. And travelling in the opposite direction, was a pedestrian, ‘the lady, in blue, who visits the husband on the hill’. But there, the story ended, unresolved. The figures passed, dreamlike, as automata in a clock appear on the hour, to enact their little scene. And the narrative was interrupted by worried asides about the drunkenness and violence of the toll keeper, the father of one of the girls.


  We visited the ruins on the banks of the river and passing down a wooden staircase, discovered the den. Peepholes had been bored so that they could watch the road, unseen themselves. And there were rusted nails in the walls, where pictures had been pinned. A wooden trunk remained, containing musty Victorian clothes — amongst them a cheap blue dress and an old bonnet, with swans’ feathers attached. And hidden under the clothes, was a blue exercise book, with half of its pages neatly removed, and a series of sketches, depicting the characters from the story.


  ‘Stories from the Dream Houses’ was a disappointment. I suppose we had hoped it would offer some insight into the secret society of the Grey Sisters. But its authors were benign, free from cunning or malice — lonely children, who sought diversion from their sorrows or parental neglect, with fantasy and invention. Phrases hinted at their own fears of being targeted by unnamed shadowy figures. Even’ writer emphasised the sanctuary of their dens and their anxiety that other girls may be watching them. Many mentioned the Grey Sisters and speculated that fellow pupils or class teachers were members of that society.


  Father was too preoccupied to read the stories and Mother, still angry with Miss Riley, was appalled at the amateurish vocabulary’ and sty le. But it was Carol’s mother who knew the real story about ‘the lady in blue’.


  “It was a scandal from the 1860’s,” she said. “The owner of the manor house, recently married to a beautiful young heiress and seemingly happv, embarked on a disastrous affair with one of the spinsters, whose house bordered his estate. She was a plain pious woman, in her early forties, who rose early, walked to church every morning, returning before noon. And then some strange madness overtook the pair of them. She visited the young master, in open view of his sen ants, whilst his wife was in town, shopping. The inevitable happened and the poor woman, heavily pregnant, drowned herself in the river, by the causeway bridge.”


  Throughout the holidays and into the New Year, inspired by those flawed and incomplete tales in ‘Stories from the Dream Houses' , we expanded


  and improved our own dramas.


  One afternoon, Miss Riley asked the four of us to wait behind, after school.


  “As always, your stories shine, with flair and imagination. But consider the legends and myths of our town, that trouble you so much. Your little family is too brash, too confident. They draw too much attention to themselves with their happiness.”


  That evening, we discussed Miss Riley’s comments and agreed that our family, serene and joyful, would attract the inevitable malice of the Grey Sisters. To protect them, we would have to devise some misfortune that would cloud their public faces. We invented Peggy — their first child, born simple and intractable; the victim of her mother’s German measles in pregnancy. Housed in


  an institution, deep in the countryside, she howled relentlessly or rocked from side to side, inconsolable at being separated from her mother. The family visited her monthly, taking the long coach trip, down remote gravel tracks, feeling a mixture of shame and guilt.


  Lizzie’s father had endured a brief spell in an asylum, suffering from depression, and she described its atmosphere as we planned the scenes entitled ‘Peggy at Blackthorn Manor’. She spoke of the blank faces, locked in solitary’ worlds; the strange gestures and compulsive routines of the inmates and the sheepish troop of visitors, bringing tokens from the outside world. The knitted hats and jumpers; the jellies and barley sugars and the film magazines that had seemed so vibrant and exciting, on the bus journey, were soon tainted and made banal by the odours and sounds of the asylum.


  “I took Father a painting — the best I’d ever done,” Lizzie said. “I was so proud of it. But when I showed it to him in the ward. I knew it to be worthless and cheap. And I was ashamed. For it seemed already to belong to the world of the mad. And when I saw my own face, reflected in the windows, it merged seamlessly into the stares and grimaces of the inmates and I felt I would never be allowed to leave.”


  And she described the clothes that seemed designed to humiliate-, the trousers with missing buttons, that rose to the chest or dropped to the floor like clown’s pantaloons, and the dressing gowns that trapped and displayed gobbets of food, from a week of sorry dinners, with their bowls of soup that dripped and lingered.


  At the Saturday market, we scoured the trays of postcards to find Peggy’s photograph. We unearthed freaks and moon-crazed grotesques from American fairs and circuses. And some of the Edwardian music hall clowns and female impersonators had expressions that teetered on nightmare. But those sorrows and secret visions belonged to their own deranged worlds and were alien to the town streets, that we walked. And so we observed and tracked passers-by; noting their odd mannerisms, quirks and twitches. Back at Blackthorn Cottage, we assembled the gestures of despair, stretching our faces to stare and leer in empty terror.


  We became dedicated to our art in capturing all the derangements and terrors of the asylum. The snows of our happy seclusion thawed. Spring passed in an ecstasy of rehearsal.


  For every major episode that we finalised and perfected, we had inveigled Father into taking a photograph and ‘Peggy at Blackthorn Manor completed the roll of film. In all of the others, we looked like little girls, dressing up in an old shed; our costumes and postures, exaggerated and affected. But for that scene, some strange inspiration gripped us in our acting, lighting and set construction.


  The drama took wings and soared to another world, transforming our makeshift tawdry props into something potent and magical. In that photograph, our bodies appeared limp and distorted, as if our limbs had been exhausted by cramping muscle spasms. We appeared bound and straitened, in a neglected room, in a remote institution, shrouded from public gaze by dense woodland. And by accident or malignant design, a shadow, cast from an open window, hinted at a malevolent watcher — a nurse or orderly, eavesdropping and waiting, before administering some familiar horror.


  Our stage props suggested medicines to induce compliant oblivion or restraining devices, made more frightening by their vague or blurred outlines. I played the part of Peggy but my face did not seem my own. I remember it as a howl of bone, straining against stretched skin; a Tyburn or Bedlam face, or one glancing at the camera from the cattle trucks of Bergen-Belsen. And the shadows of Blackthorn Cottage gave a depth to the scene. Through the curious locked door, at the back of the cottage. I sensed the wards ranging back through corridors of black linoleum; the smell of swede and ox liver from the grey kitchens and the faces of the forgotten, in every damp silent room. The images in that photograph seemed the only reality that existed. All other things — benign and happy — were illusory or faraway. But Father had sensed nothing. He had smiled, clicked the shutter and returned to his own ghosts.


  Thar night I dreamed Miss Riley opened the locked door and led the four of us into town, through paths and gravel tracks unknown to me. It was high summer and the surrounding woodland was thick and impenetrable: the blackthorn bushes laden with sloes and filled with birdsong. But from dens and secret hiding places within the trees, eyes peeped and we heard whispers, anxious and furtive. It was a Saturday and passing down the back alleyways of the main street we arrived at the market. The pavements were thronged with people, clustering around the stalls. We wore the costumes from our asylum scene and each of us clutched pages from the exercise books where we had written our stories and dramas. We offered them, like leaflets, to the pageant of people who swept past but they scurried away, with downcast eyes: unsettled by our deranged appearance. Our fathers passed one by one, oblivious to us, their lips moving in solitary incantations. But one group stood apart, happy and self-contained. It was the family whose lives we had created and embellished with our stories. Angry and hurt that they too shunned and ignored us, I approached them and thrust a page into the hand of the mother, the one we called Jubbles.


  ‘You have forgotten us,’ I said.


  Our task was over and I walked, alone and unrecognised, back to my bedroom in the big house. But the landscape and the season had changed. It was night and snow was falling, thick and fast. The panorama of the town stretched out before me; the streets still and silent, apart from one figure, ill-defined and shapeless in the blizzard. It was swaying rhythmically, as if blown by the wind, and I realised it was searching for me, street by street and house by house. Its face pressed against the darkness of the drawn curtains as if listening for the heartbeats of sleepers, in the rooms above. In the street opposite my bedroom, was an illuminated pub sign, in the shape of the constellation of ‘The Plough’. I had always found its light sinister and unworldly but that night, it seemed to glow with added menace, as if the pattern of the stars pointed directly at me. As the figure rounded the corner into our street, I saw that it was wearing the second-hand clothes from our trunk; its dance mimicking the rituals and convulsions of the characters we had created. It was both girlish and a creature of the asylum. And from its mouth, came an ululation, forlorn and plaintive.


  I remembered Blackthorn Cottage and the feeling of sanctuary’ and protection it offered. Pulling on my dressing gown, I tiptoed downstairs, the rooms silent and dead. Under the light of the moon, the pathway was clearly lit and I anticipated the warmth and snugness of the armchairs and paraffin heater. But there were footsteps in the snow, leading to the cottage. I hesitated but the figure was fumbling with the garden gate, its face contorted in a grimace of stretched skin over bone. I stumbled into the cottage and inside, waiting, was Miss Riley. She opened the strange little door at the back to reveal the vast network of corridors, Treatment rooms and wards of the asylum. Susan, Lizzie and Carol were visible, strapped to their beds, their faces vacant or grinning in barbiturate dreams. And sat in our chairs were the Grey Sisters, busily writing our story-, every word and paragraph, a strap or restraint, binding and enfolding us into the heart of the asylum.


  I’m not sure if I screamed or cried out at the climax of the dream, or even if I was found sleepwalking inside the cottage. My parents never spoke of it and perhaps I imagined a hidden tension in their light breakfast charter. But inside Blackthorn Cottage, the pages from our story had been neatly cut and removed, leaving the remnants of a blank exercise book. Our costumes, which we had left strewn on the chairs, were tidily folded in the trunk and the photographs were missing from the walls.


  When the three other girls came to play, there was a tacit understanding that our dramas were over. Instead, there was a mood of sobriety and secret shame, as we discussed and speculated on the new school year. Blackthorn Cottage seemed diminished and empty as if the family had abandoned us in disgust when their photographs were removed. But we did not speak of them or seek to replace them.


  On our return to school, we found that the classes had been reorganized. Girls from the lower forms, who had shown unexpected promise, were promoted, replacing some in the top class, whose potential had been overestimated. I was relegated to the third class and hid my bitter sense of disappointment and injustice. No reason was offered and my parents accepted the ruling with quiet resignation. Lizzie, Carol and Susan were placed in the bottom class.


  “At least we won’t have to worry about the Grey Sisters for a term or two,” said Carol.


  All contact with Miss Riley ceased and passing her classroom, I often saw her, with a new group of girls, talking intently and passionately about their stories and plays.


  Isolated from Carol. Lizzie and Susan and the changing gossip about new teachers and classroom humour, our friendship sputtered and died. I formed new acquaintances but the fervour and passion of that first year were never replicated. I still feared the watching eyes of the Grey Sisters and sought refuge in Blackthorn Cottage but it became a study rather than a place of dreams and magic. Its fabric seemed to slump or flop, as if its bones had been broken. The door and window frames became unsteady, floorboards decayed and the roof was infested with rats. It seemed a cruel irony. For, in all its years of neglect, it had prospered, untenanted; sturdy and welcoming. Even Father sensed my isolation and we played melancholy little games of cribbage there, like two old drinking cronies: tapping out our scores with matchsticks. I blamed Miss Riley for my decline and I hated her.


  And the towd shed off its skin of wartime entrechment and austerity to build new roads and housing estates. The waste ground was compulsorily purchased, together with most of our garden, to accommodate a car park. Blackthorn Cottage was demolished in one afternoon, whilst I was at school. The sense of impenetrable woodland and infinite worlds of possibility, with tunnels disappearing into brambles and gorse bushes, was gone. The area seemed squalid and confined — busy with trucks, diggers and fat little men in vans. The magic was purged.


  My early promise evaporated and I drifted through my remaining school years in a trough of indifferent academic achievement. With a clutch of unremarkable GCE’s, I obtained work as an estate agent’s secretary. My literary talents were restricted to disguising the faults or embellishing the limited virtues of the properties we advertised.


  By the early 1980’s, both of my parents were dead and I was the sole occupant of the big house. From the master bedroom, I looked out onto the expanse of car park and once more, imagined Blackthorn Cottage, on the hinterland, melting into the thorn bushes and copses.


  I learned of Miss Riley’s death soon afterwards and visited her grave with a small bunch of lilies. For. Sorting through Mother’s papers, I had found a 1947 letter, from the headmistress at the High School, acknowledging Mother’s disquiet about the intensity of our childhood dramas and her request that I be separated from my friends and moved to a class, free from Miss Riley’s influence. The headmistress expressed great regret but complied with reluctance to Mother’s demands.


  There were many floral tributes and cards with literary quotations from former pupils. But wedged amongst the carnations and roses, was a wreath of barbed wire, with an ugly piece of cardboard attached and the message: ‘ Old Mother Riley — Grey Sister — Grey Witch With malicious eye askance to watch the working of her lie’.


  I was joined at the graveside by a younger woman. We discussed our former teacher and I mentioned Blackthorn Cottage and the ‘Stories from the Dream Houses’, that we had been given at the end of the Christmas term of 1946. But I did not reveal our creation of Peggy and the fevered dream it had induced.


  “I too was given one of those books,” my companion said. “But the stories were from between the wars. Oddly, one had a name like yours. But it was Blackbird Cottage and featured the people from the Whittingslow murder. The girls imagined and penned letters from the two killers — silly childish things, that no adult would have written. Mother read it. Thought it morbid and rather eerie, and returned the book to Miss Riley. For the girls had devised their drama months before the murder happened, as if they were prompting and goading the people they observed: pulling the strings of live puppets. One of their mothers belonged to the same amateur dramaties group as the killers. They sifted through a sheaf of her photographs before selecting their eight portraits. And the tale was suffused with their own paranoias about the Grey Sisters. A brother of one girl had fallen to Spanish flu and they believed the Sisters were trying to infect them as well. Blackbird Cottage was a refuge for them, a haven in the midst of woodland and waste ground, far from the street.”


  I turned the subject away from my home and pointed at the tributes.


  “Miss Riley certainly inspired great loyalty and occasionally loathing and fear. Do you think she was one of the Sisters or Sibyls?”


  “Oh. We suspected all of our teachers in turn,” she said. “The strict ones for the fear they inspired and the meek for their duplicity . But personally, I doubt the existence of the Grey Sisters. And anyway, I’m sure that Miss Riley was unconnected to them. Of course, she had her favourites amongst us girls. But consider the ones she chose. We were unworldly, rather disturbed and timid creatures. We had neither the gumption nor the social skills to mix and conspire against the adult world. Miss Riley retired from teaching nearly twenty years ago. I assume those strange stories about the Dream Houses ceased long ago.” And she gathered up the wreath of barbed wire, wrapped it carefully in a polythene bag, placed it in a litter bin and waved goodbye.


  A few weeks later, I was given the keys to a property I was valuing for probate. Often such houses are seen at their worst; neglected during their owner’s sickness or long-term stay in a residential home. But although the decor might be frayed or outdated, a vibrancy and sense of past happiness usually remains. However, in this bungalow, it seemed that the occupants had sleepwalked through nearly four decades. It was furnished in the style of the late 1940’s. Originally, the designs, colours and ornaments had been chosen with frugal sty le and good taste. But the house was comatose. The wallpaper had faded to the colour of dried skin and there was an unhealthy chill to each room that penetrated to the bone. There was no television or hi-fi equipment — only a wind-up gramophone, with a stack of records featuring Bing Crosby, Glenn Miller and Jo Stafford. There was a series of comic character jugs and the greyish light that filtered upon them, gave their expressions a resigned and sardonic look. The rites of hygiene had been maintained but it was only a perfunctory' cleanliness. The soul of the house had been left somewhere in the 1940’s. In the garden, fruit trees and shrubs have been prunned with savagery, designed to minimise work. And in the shed were the stashed remains of children’s toys and rabbit hutches, still bearing the names of former occupants.


  No family photographs were displayed and on the mantel shelves and piano, were spaces, where I guessed they once had stood. I found them stacked face down in a wardrobe. Amongst them were the eight photographs I remembered from Blackthorn Cottage. Here were the people, whose lives we had imagined — Bubs. Jubbles, Flossie. Gertie. Dumps, Pops and Pud. Something terrible had happened to them around that time to send the house into slumber and decay.


  I returned the next day, to meet the executor of the will. I recognised him as the boy we had nicknamed Bubs’. He was now in his mid-forties but looked much older. There was an air of resignation and defeat in his manner, but also relief, that the burden of the house and its memories, were ending. This encouraged him to confide in me as I probed for his story. He introduced himself as Robert.


  “Mother died a month ago and hasn’t lived here for years. But we kept the place in limbo, in case she recovered. Her first child was stillborn — a girl, named Margaret, after Mother. But it never affected her and we were happy. Things started to go wrong during that terrible winter of 1947- The cold and the snow seemed to enter our bones and suck the breath from the house. Mother became convinced that both Doctor Thornlcy and Father had lied, and that Margaret, born damaged and simple, was alive and confined in an institution, hidden in the town. She began searching, sometimes rising in the middle of the night and walking through the silent snow-bound streets: peering in at windows, until Father coaxed her home. The doctor could offer no rational diagnosis or cause and she spent some months recovering at the asylum. She returned home in the summer, much improved, until one Saturday.


  “We spent the morning rummaging through the stalls and enjoying the sunshine. We sat on a bench and I remember a small group of schoolgirls, dressed in the grey uniform of the High School. They were handing out leaflets for a summer fete and a teacher was with them. One approached Mother, very politely, and said she’d forgotten or dropped something. It was this postcard.”


  And from a drawer, he handed me Father’s photograph, with my neat handwriting on the back, ‘Peggy at Blackthorn Manor’.


  ‘Mother was distraught and never herself again. Days and nights were spent in fruitless searches for the institution, where she believed Peggy was constrained and bound. And she imagined that the teacher was shown in the photograph — very indistinct — but Mother swore it was her.”


  It was nearly forty years since I had seen the raw horror that we had created. I studied the shadowy figure that appeared to be eavesdropping and waiting. It was like imagining shapes in clouds, tea leaves or flames, in a coal fire. Briefly. I recalled Miss Riley, at the far end of a dimly-lit corridor or her shadow, stacking books in the stock cupboard. But the image faded, blurred and elusive.


  “Of course, to satisfy Mother, we inquired at the school. But no girls or teachers had been handing out leaflets that Saturday. There was no summer fete. You could almost believe the myths about the Grey Sisters. Mother was inconsolable and eventually was committed to the asylum, where she died.”


  Snow was beginning to fall, on a cold winter’s afternoon, approaching twilight, as I gazed from my bedroom window, at the expanse of car park. Four girls, their shapes indistinct and blurred in the half-light, stared intently at the house, and then consulted a loose-leaf folder or booklet. They began pacing and marking, as if measuring an imaginary building. A few minutes later. I heard the inevitable knock,


  “Excuse me, madam,” the boldest one said. “We’re researching a piece of local history, for our teacher. Miss Watson. Could you direct us to Blackthorn Cottage.”


  I recognised the lie and equivocation in her voice. I wanted to speak, to tell them how the story of Bubs, Flossie, Jubbles, Peggy and all the others, had ended. And I wanted to read again, our immature fevered narrative. Their appearance and manner, with its mixture of naivety and childish cunning, reminded me of our 1946 group. The girl at the rear, quiet and withdrawn, had masked the bruises on her face with make-up. And I knew instinctively, that she, like Lizzie, would be the imaginative force, that drove their story to its tragic end. It was Lizzie’s vision that had created the derangements and nightmares of the asylum. I stared too hard, for the child blushed and looked away. I wanted to say something but I knew that I was required to maintain the rites of secrecy and silence. Only their dreams and wanderings, both in the lost houses and around the market stalls, would decide the characters and the story. And so I said.


  “There is no such place as Blackthorn Cottage.”


  They thanked me. Knowing my deception, and passed into the gloom.


  The snow settled and the landscape from my window, resembled again the wilderness of 1947. And I could sense those four girls, huddled together, in their lonely garage, poring over my story; satisfied that no eavesdropper had left their footsteps in the snow. I could feel the presence of them all: from Rookcliff Lodge. To the derelict stretching back through time and season. And in the twilight of those places, the murmurs of their voices, rise and fall, and their grey forms, shape the stories of our town, as they wander through the hidden doors and passages.


  


  The Choice Child


  [image: ]



  June 1914


  Lora Kewin had foreseen the accident and knew the man was dying. She’d been gathering germander and sea holly in the afternoon heat near the beach at Blue Point. They were a curious couple, obviously father and son. Playing like children on the shoreline; two tiny figures in an empty landscape. The older man was stripped to his shirtsleeves and roaring like a bull as they bounced pebbles on the water. There was horseplay and a race across the sands but only she saw the black shard of jagged rock, jutting from the mud. The leg wound was deep and perilous. The youth, close to tears, fumbled with a handkerchief to staunch the blood. But no bandage or tourniquet could save his father


  Neither saw her approach. Touching the wounded man’s temple, she spoke her spell in an undertone and the blood stopped at once. The face, already rigid and grey, like a stone mask, softened and regained its colour.


  “We must guide him to my cottage.”


  She shook the young man’s arm and whispered a charm to drive the panic and shock from him, for he stood shaking and blabbing. She needed his wits intact.


  “Come, help me lift him. Your father can walk but only as if sleepwalking or drunk.” She’d inherited the gift of charms and herbs from her mother. She was the Choice Child. Her elder sisters, now married and living far away, lacked her skills and intuition. Aged only thirteen, in the spring of 1910, she’d diagnosed the malignant tumor on the lip of a Jurby fisherman. She’d gathered and prepared the poultices of hemlock, soothed his agonies as the herb worked its magic and then tweezed the cancer from him like a grotesque leek, its roots snapping like threads of linen. She smiled at the memory’, for the man returned by stealth on the eve of every’ long voyage, to roll like a dog in her herb garden for good luck.


  Together they raised the injured man to his feet and began the mile-long walk. The youth was soft-spoken and articulate. Lora was surprised. These were no idle holidaymakers on a rowdy spree.


  “My name’s John Stallybrass,” he said. “Father’s a sergeant in the Lancashire Fusiliers. His regiment’s in India. We lost our mother to yellow fever in February and he’s on compassionate leave. England holds too many memories and associations of their courtship so we hoped some months on the island would heal his grief. His heart is breaking but he laughs loudly and jokes to hide the pain.”


  “It’s not far now,” said Lora. “You are almost there.”


  Lora’s cottage was spacious, its kitchen airy and aromatic. The shelves were lined with jars and bottles of herbs and tinctures. On the stove, a mash of bark and leaves was bubbling.


  As they guided Sergeant Stallybrass to a couch, Lora’s mother, lithe and quick, assessed the wound with a frown and reached automatically for plants and ointments.


  John sat red-faced and out of breath with the unaccustomed exercise as Lora rubbed a mixture into the gaping wound.


  “This is snakeweed, comfrey and clown’s woundwort. It prevents infection and will save his leg,” she said as she reached for a long scimitar-shaped needle and threaded it with thick white silk.


  Eighteen firm stitches sealed the gash in the sergeant’s limb. She worked swiftly, like a sailor sewing canvas, while John gripped his father’s hand tightly.


  The worst was over and a nearby farmer drove John and his father in a hay cart back to their lodgings at Ramsey.


  Lora Kewin visited the housebound sergeant regularly over the next few days. But her attentions were more selfish than she admitted. John Stallybrass intrigued her and she invited him to join her in herb gathering and foraging. He readily agreed. The bleak desolate landscape of ancient barrows and stone circles enchanted his imagination. She told him the myths and stories of the burial mounds and explained the lore of plants, flowers and healing.


  In the lazy hot evenings John watched her prepare the leaves they had gathered. Drowsy perfumes of boiled herbs, or the sudden release of spices as she pounded seeds with a pestle and mortar, intoxicated him. Accustomed only to the dull company of other youths, the atmosphere in the cottage was heady and sensuous. And walking together one afternoon, the only humans in sight, in a haze of swirling butterflies and birdsong, she slipped her hand in his.


  That night, grave and serious, he sought his father’s advice. He was nineteen and had served his apprenticeship as a carpenter and boat builder. There would always be work on the island for someone with his skills — enough to marry and raise a family.


  His father smiled.


  “You couldn’t find a sweeter girl in all the corners of empire. Ask her. She won’t say no. And here’s a gift. Call it my blessing.”


  And he pulled from his tunic an object that sparkled and glowed.


  John resolved to propose on the night of her eighteenth birthday. A parry was planned on August 4th with feasting, singing and dancing. He would wait until the guests had dispersed. He would ask her by moon and starlight, surrounded by the dark hills of her ancestors.


  August 4th, 1914


  Late in the evening. Lora Kewin leaned against her orchard wall and watched as the carts, riders and small knots of walkers snaked their way up the footpaths to her cottage. The stars were out and the air was thick with the scent of honeysuckle and roses. Her instinct told her that something momentous would happen that night but also she sensed a coldness in the wind that she could not understand. She shivered, dismissed the idea and prepared to meet her guests.


  She was a gracious hostess, knowing the exact word or gesture to make each bashful labourer feel valued and honoured. The farmers and fishermen held her in awe and their gifts of smoked fish or baskets of fruit were offered with sheepish humility . Sergeant Stallybrass, proudly in uniform, was scrubbed pink and shining, his moustache pomaded. He added three bottles of best ruby port to the feast.


  But it was John’s present that made every guest gasp. It was a gold locket, its strands interwoven like the patterns of fur on an exotic jungle cat.


  “It was a gift to my wife. Isabel, twenty years ago, on the day we knew she was with child — our John,” the sergeant said. “I fastened it one evening with a kiss on the banks of the Irrawaddy, in a violet dusk of perfumes and temple-bells.”


  The voice broke with emotion and John eased his embarrassment by fastening the locket to Lora’s neck.


  The musicians and balladeer understood the gesture and they performed the lively comic song ‘Manx Wedding’. The guests winked and nudged each other slyly as the lyric ended.


  “The like of that weddin’ has never been seen!”


  John bided his time and waited for the games and dancing to end, anticipating the quiet intimacy of his proposal.


  Towards midnight, someone noticed a solitary lantern approaching fast from the Andreas road. Guests had overspillcd into the garden and they fell silent. The figure was running and occasionally stumbling on the uneven path, its breathing strained and laboured. They recognised the young man at once, lie was from the post office but his clothes were dirty and dishevelled. Rushing past them he entered the cottage without knocking.The music faltered and the dancers lost their step. The young man scoured the room and saw the tunic with three stripes.


  “Sergeant Stallybrass. A telegram. You are to return at once to your regiment. War is upon us. German airships have invaded Belgium. Their army marches soon. Our country is mobilizing.”


  The celebrations were over and Lora was forgotten. The younger men, light-headed on ale and rough cider, roared their outrage against the Kaiser and vowed to enlist that same morning. John Stallybrass swallowed hard.


  “Lora. I must go with my father and join rhe regiment at once. The Germans must be stopped and it will be done quickly. I‘m sure of that. And I’ll coinc back to you before the leaves have fallen.”


  As an afterthought, he planted an apologetic kiss on her forehead and, with a shy backward glance, was gone. His proposal was left unspoken.


  Within minutes, the cottage was empty. From her orchard, where the leaves and ripening fruit hung thick and dark, Lora watched the guests’ lantern paths to Andreas and the neighbouring villages. They stood out like the veins and blood vessels on an outstretched hand until they flickered out of sight and into darkness. The shouts and jubilant songs of war faded and she saw now the cold indifference of the stars.


  Inside, her mother waited amongst the abandoned feast. Lora could still smell the men’s pomade and the air was hot and charged with the memory of their dancing and laughter.


  “It was ill luck to sing that wedding song before he’d asked you,” her mother said coldly. “When they sang ‘And some of you cryin’ it’s over too soon’, I knew something amiss would happen.”


  “John will come back as he promised,” said Lora, her chin jutting forward.


  “Men are fickle, faithless creatures for all their gifts and pretty gewgaws,” her mother gestured angrily at the locket. “There will be girls in


  Belgium and France. Where there are soldiers, there are always girls. He will betray you even before the leaves fall. But you know how to bring him back. You know the herbs and the song. And look, here are strands of his fair hair still on your shoulder. See how they entwine in yours. The gold and the black.”


  Lora trusted John Stallvbrass and felt the spell was unnecessary. But she felt angry and cheated. She would perform the act to occupy her mind and case her nerves.


  She plucked the tangle of hair from her ! shoulder and comforted herself in the sudden pain. Without looking, she reached for the herbs. Brionv and vervain for love and lily of the valley for remembrance sealed the charm with fire from a tallow candle. The mixture burned blue and gold and she sang,


  “And the roar of the wind and the roll


  of the tide


  Will remind him of Mona Ma Chree.”


  It was done and a thin pall of black smoke hung in the air.


  Her mother returned and inspected the jars on the table.


  “Why did you use yew? That herb is a guide for the dead through the land of shadow. I strew its ashes on the graves of those who died in sadness and grief.”


  Lora looked up. On the shelf, the vervain was untouched. In her haste, she had grasped the wrong jar.


  “It matters not,’ she said. “John will come back.”


  The leaves turned brown and fell from the trees but John Stallybrass did not return in the autumn as he had promised. Months and years passed. Silk embroidered picture postcards, with French captions arrived but the messages were scant and heavily censored. He was alive and sent his love. And then, in the summer of 1916, even the postcards stopped. Lora began to doubt.


  February 1919


  In shifting fog, a line of passengers, swathed in drab overcoats, disembarked on Ramsey quayside. Their faces were hidden by mufflers and trilbies and in the mist, they seemed like the shadows of men, pale and insubstantial.


  On shore, many islanders were also masked and they held aloof from the strangers. The influenza was at its height and its victims were the quick and the vigorous. Several young Manxmen had returned unscathed from four years of war and succumbed to the pestilence.


  One of the passengers, more hesitant than the others, his straw-coloured hair showing beneath his hat, politely asked directions to the George Inn. John Stallybrass, former lieutenant in the Lancashire Fusiliers, had booked his room in advance.


  “Have you visited the island before, sir?' the chambermaid asked as she stoked the fire, intrigued by the handsome empty face staring into the coals.


  “I don’t know,” said John Stallybrass. “A song brought me here. My memory is gone. I’m told that a shell exploded near my foxhole at the Battle of the Somme in 1916. I’ve been in hospital in England for over two years. I remember my father was a sergeant. They say he died in the first weeks of the war.


  “I remember a bugle playing at my mother’s funeral in Amritsar in 1914. A troop train shunted past the cemetery, the men fell silent and removed their caps. Line upon line of solemn sunburned faces passed and in the hazy distance, an elephant called and brightly-coloured birds rose from the trees. Then there was a long sea voyage with my father, who feigned heartiness and good humour but sobbed uncontrollably in the darkness of the cabin next to mine. But the last five years are lost to me.


  “I belong somewhere,’ I told the doctors, as my nerves healed and the sound of shellfire in my head receded into nightmare. Then other images, seductive and beckoning teased my memory.


  I dreamed of walking in a land of hills, with strange mounds, stone circles and high earthen hedges, a butterfly country of scented flowers and herbs. Someone was walking by my side. But I could not recall the face. I had something very important to say but the words would not come to my lips.


  “It seemed that a host of men passed through that hospital — troubled souls, locked into their own terrible memories. Amongst them. In the summer of 1918, was a balladeer, shell-shocked and feverish, who sang sweetly into the dead hours. His tunes haunted our nights. One lyric touched me deeply.


  “The gorse blazing golden o’er mountain and dale


  Made a sunshine in Mona Ma Chree.’


  “I’d heard that song before. I knew it to be a part of me. I asked him where he was from. “From Mona’s Isle. And I’ve seen your face there in happier times. I saw you at the moment when our world collapsed. You must go back to the country I will never see again.’


  He died later that night before I could question him further. And so, I have come to a land I know not but feel I belong. I’ve come to search for my past. I’ve written letters to the Manx authorities, asking if I was ever resident here, but my name is unknown.”


  The chambermaid, moved by his story, smiled sadly and left him to his reveries.


  John Stallybrass’ story became well-known and his photograph appeared in the ‘Island Examiner with appeals for information. But no-one remembered him. Most of the lads he had met briefly in 1914 were dead or self-absorbed in their own grief. And his face had changed. The chubbiness and pink puppy fat around his cheeks were gone and his countenance was cavernous and grey.


  But he did not remain friendless. His natural modesty and good nature invited sympathy and respect. He supplemented his savings with carpentry and was pleased to help where able-bodied men were few and in demand. And in the evenings, with the mist rolling in from the sea, he joined a sober group of mature solicitors and doctors in the bars of the Ramsey inns. In a haze of wood smoke, he planned each day’s search.


  For weeks John Stallybrass tramped the island. In the rains and fogs of early spring, the landscape was elegaic and full of shadows. As he passed through a vale of trees or entered a bridleway, he expected to hear a voice or a footfall on the path. But the lanes were empty'. There were no ghosts. The dead of Flanders Fields, the Somme and Passchendaele had not returned.


  In the houses of his new friends he saw the overcoats of the fallen still hanging on their hooks, smelling of rain, fields and pipe tobacco. Their armchairs waited for the impress of familiar bodies and the sound of their jokes and laughter. But there was nothing. As he walked, he studied carefully all the soft rainwashed cottages, racking his lost memory for a clue to his past. Their doors and windows stared back, blank and impassive.


  One evening in early April, alone and despondent, he sat in the Railway Inn at Peel, where he had been working on the roof timbers. The bar was subdued and reflective. An old man sat by the fire, lazily playing some airs on a battered fiddle. One tune caught John’s attention, as it rose, plaintive and melancholy. He remembered the Manx balladeer singing the lyrics of that song and then dying at the military hospital. He told the musician the story.


  “It’s a song of remembrance,” the old man said. “In Ballawhane, Lowdas and the villages of the north, they say it has the power of drawing people home to where they belong.”


  John resolved to walk the northern fields and footpaths the next day.


  He breakfasted at dawn and a milk cart carried him through a swirling mist as far as Ballaugh, where he began his walk north. The hamlets passed grey and dreamlike but an impulse told him to head towards the coast. As he crossed the Killane River with the sun rising, he felt a sea change. In the hills and on the shoreline, the landscape was invigorating and bracing. The pall of dampness and fog had lifted.


  At noon he walked on a bank between the roar of the tide and the cliffs above. Stepping on the beach, he stooped to pick up a pebble, hurled it out to sea and watched it bounce on the waves. The outline of stones and sand dunes puzzled him and he nearly tripped on a black rock, protruding and razor-sharp. Nearby, a young woman was gathering samphire in a wicker basket, her body light and fluid. She was singing softly to herself. He remembered a voice long ago, before the nightmares and the constant sound of shellfire in his head. ‘It’s not far now. You are almost there.’


  “I knew you’d come back,” the woman said.


  He stood, gawping and helpless, as he had blundered and flapped, all those years ago, on the beach, where his father lay dying. She clasped him tightly, for he swayed a little, giddy and confused, as the memories returned and the years of absence and regret were swallowed up. The hot fervour and intensity of her embrace surprised and overwhelmed him. His face was smothered by the black folds of her hair, which smelled of seaweed, leaves and the dried herbs of her craft, and her kisses were rough and made him struggle for breath. Gripping his arm to steady him. Her body pressed hard against his limbs and torso, for he staggered slightly and gasped for air, the pair climbed towards Lora’s cottage.


  In the kitchen, the headiness of high summer was replaced by the sharp flavours of wild garlic, rhubarb and sorrel. A fire burned in the grate and vases of fresh violets stood on the table. Lora’s mother was baking bread and paused only slightly when they entered.


  “Crown tired of those French girls?” she asked him but her tone was kindly and without bitterness. His postcards were displayed on the mantelpiece and he noticed a yellowed newspaper, dated November 1918. It seemed incongruous and untidy in that bright busy kitchen with the sun streaming through the windows.


  “Didn’t you see my photograph in the local paper?” he asked. And he told them the story of his war; his father’s death from a sniper’s bullet, his lost years and his solitary walks across the island.


  Lora placed her hand on his arm.


  “The doctor brought the paper to show us the war had ended, but we pay no heed to the world and its passing. We knew you’d come back.”


  As she bent over him, he saw a pale patch of skin where a pendant or necklace had once hung. He remembered his mother’s locket. Lora anticipated his question.


  “The chain snapped on a yew branch when I was gathering berries in the churchyard,” she reassured him, rummaged in a drawer and handed him the locket with its rippling jungle-cat gold.


  “Ill take it to the jeweller in Ramsey. It will be repaired in time for our wedding, he said.


  He promised to return the next day when they would visit the vicar at St Andrew’s to arrange the marriage.


  It was late afternoon when he began his walk along the Andreas road to his lodgings in Ramsey. Far down that path he watched her, silhouetted on the hill, still waving from the herb garden, where the new season’s growth had been carefully cut and transplanted.


  He walked steadily, discovering again the lanes and footpaths to their secret places of tryst and shy intimacy of five summers’ past. The war had been but a paltry interruption to their happiness.


  Reaching Ramsey and anxious to share his news, he joined a group of his companions in the George Inn. Amid the congratulations, celebratory drinks and beery jokes, his friend Doctor Creetch was strangely silent and watchful.


  “I’m driving out that way early tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll save you the walk. I know the family. Unlike most of my profession, I have a hearty respect for their charms and folk cures.”


  “Thank you,” said John. “Lora told me a doctor had brought the newspaper telling of the Armistice. It must have been you.”


  But he didn’t notice the long thoughtful gaze of the doctor nor the excuse he offered for accompanying him to the door of his lodging and seeing him safely inside. John felt hot and light-headed and noticed in the mirror that his cheeks were florid.


  In the doctor's pony and trap, John Stallybrass spoke so volubly of his happiness and plans that he failed to notice his friend said little or answered him evasively. As they passed beyond Andreas, he expected to see Lora profiled on the hill, waiting for him but the landscape was empty. The fire had not been lit and the chimney appeared stark and bare against the horizon.


  As they pulled up to the cottage. John stared at the garden. Small shoots of nettles and brambles pushed through the soil and thieves had ransacked the herbs. Clods of earth jutted unevenly and weeds grew in profusion.


  The door was jammed, but to John’s surprise, the doctor had a key. Inside was the rank smell of decay and desolation. John’s postcards were strewn on the floor, trampled and soiled. The books of charms and spells, together with the dried herbs, ointments and preparations, were missing. The stove was dead and stagnant water lay in the oven. A slab of bread, green and mouldy, was wedged in the corner.


  “John, you had to see this for yourself.” said Doctor Creetch. “Lora and her mother died of the influenza in November last year. I called in with the newspaper and found them. Their skills were a match for most diseases but this sickness is new and beyond anyone’s knowledge. They’re buried in St Andrew’s churchyard.”


  “But I saw them,” John said. “They were here. We kissed. Everything I told you happened. And who has desecrated their home?”


  “The villagers meant no harm,” the doctor said. ‘They believed Lora and her mother had supernatural powers. They took the plants and tinctures to bring themselves luck. And see this.”


  A tiny bunch of violets, now brown and faded, had been left as a tribute to the dead.


  “I believe your memory returned on the beach,” said Doctor Creetch. “And then your imagination and hope invented the rest. It will pass in time. I have some powders of my own which will ease the pain.”


  From his overcoat, John took the locket and toyed with it in his grief, the sunlight catching the gold as if in mockery. Doctor Creetch’s theory7 stuck in his throat as he stared at the jewel.


  “Where did you get that?” he asked.


  “Lora returned it to me yesterday. She broke it walking in the ehurchvard.” The doctor’s voice changed.


  ‘When I visited them on Armistice Day, she was already gravely sick. But always she clutched that locket. It snapped in the final commisions of the disease. We could not prise it from her grasp, even in death. It was buried with her. We thought it fitting. The villagers lined the route, masked against infection and followed the coffin in mute procession, a line of shadows. The atmosphere at the graveside was heavy with unspoken emotion. In my imagination. I thought I heard a song drifting through the yew trees.


  ‘The innocent days are all gone past recalling


  There yawns a dark gulf twixt my darling and me.’


  “I’m sorry, you were right. My diagnosis of you was glib and pedantic. We have witnessed something strange and outside my understanding.”


  Neither man spoke on the return journey. Doctor Creetch draped his overcoat over John for he was shaking and his hands and face were blue. The sound of the pony’s hooves on the dirt road was soft and hypnotic. John fell into a half-waking slumber. It seemed to him that a great host watched them pass. In the distance, he saw the dim shades of the barrow people, peering from the hills. And marching alongside him were those he remembered from Ypres, the Somme and the military hospital. Close by he heard his mother, father and Lora. The fever was in his bones and the voices were growing louder. He could see their faces clearly.


  “It’s not far now. You are almost there,” he heard Lora say.


  By the time the pony and trap passed the first cottages of Ramsey, he had joined the procession. Lora was singing.


  “Art thou not mine through the long years to be.’


  As the pony stopped outside the George Inn, the doctor shook him gently but he was no more.


  


  The Houses Among the Trees


  [image: ]



  



  Many years ago, when I was young, I tracked and found one of the missing. In quiet, desolate areas of the city, I alone noticed that someone was leaving garlands of wild flowers. Common hedgerow blossoms of dandelion, buttercup, daisy and sloe had been interwoven with grasses, ferns and reeds. Each garland contained hundreds of individual blooms, threaded with great intricacy of pattern and artifice. These delicate creations were placed unseen, deliberately hidden from the teeming crowds, in broken lift shafts, derelict railway sidings and abandoned supermarket trolleys. Their perfume and beauty lasted but a few hours and then faded into a heap of ragged vegetation.


  I recognized him immediately from a score of posters requesting information. On a spring morning, he had walked out, laughing, to buy milk and bread for his family’s breakfast. No trace of him had been found since that day.



  I watched him, self-absorbed in his art, as he selected subtle shades of yellow, picking or discarding flowers and strands of grass. Not a word was spoken or glance exchanged; but we understood. Ours was the silent acknowledgement between outcasts and pariahs.



  I knew that close by was one of the houses with its inner facade of furniture, books and ornaments. And hidden behind them were the rooms and passages where, beyond the shallow needs of food, company and entertainment, he sat in an empty chamber, weaving wreaths of grass and buttercups.



  But few of the lost retain even that transient contact with the bustling futility of the world. I do not speak of those who are taken by force for lust, revenge or sport and then discarded or buried in secret. Theirs is a different sorrow. Nor those who die by their own hand, unseen and undiscovered. I speak of those who walk in solitary glory, away from the world, to find perfect seclusion.



  As my commuter train rolls across the hills of the southern counties, I see the isolated cottages and farm buildings, hidden in valleys and copses, and speculate which ones are the secret houses among the trees. They always appear unoccupied, and a curious rambler, peering through the dust on the windows, would observe only the fading interiors of yesterday’s fashion. A vagrant might force entry and find shelter for days without suspecting their true purpose. But eventually, the forlorn emptiness of the rooms would worm into his soul and he would resume his wanderings, leaving the house and its occupant untroubled.



  



  *


  



  I have known of the houses ever since a hot summer of simmering quarrels and despair when I was nine years old. My parents always waited until I was in bed but still I heard the voices rise and the doors slam. After each crash I listened for footsteps and the reassurance that the house was still occupied. For even then I knew that eventually they would leave and seek the isolation of the missing. To hide the sound of their anger, they played the symphonies and piano concertos of Beethoven. When I heard the narcotic dream-encrusted slow movement of the Emperor Concerto, I could drift into sleep, knowing that soon they too would be in their bed.


  But one night the front door slammed with finality and I heard only the faint sound of a dripping tap and the rustle of cockroaches exploring the darkness of the kitchen. Eventually I fell into a fitful sleep but in my dream I began searching the abandoned house.



  The furniture seemed neglected and reproachful as if we’d returned after two weeks’ holiday. Already, it appeared to belong to another family. Their bedroom was spartan and vacant like the unused backroom of a rundown hotel.



  I had to find them. I felt no emotional attachment but I knew that the school would find out and I would be sent to the hospital, the prison or the asylum. Those were the places I was threatened with when I misbehaved, the three inevitable destinations for those of our family who remained.



  I pulled on my clothes and stepped into the street. Although it was past midnight, crowds thronged the pavements and a pale, watery sun lingered behind the rooftops.



  I decided to search the coastal wall where we often walked. The tide was out and on the seashore were old men with forks and buckets, digging for ragworm. They stretched to the horizon, hundred upon hundred, spattered with mud and seaweed. As I passed, they stared, heavy-witted and hostile, like cows in a field. One spoke.



  “They’re not here. We haven’t seen them for over fifty years—your dad with his spade and his bucket of bait and your mum with her thermos flask. Best look in the houses among the trees.”



  That was the first time I had heard the phrase and I misunderstood. Wrongly, I resolved to try the hospital, prison and asylum.



  The hospital was small, a place of pain and confinement where I would be sent to have my tongue cut if I lisped. I had been shown the police station, which I knew as the prison, as a warning when I took sweets from the forbidden jar. The desk sergeant named each cell after executed murderers—Christie, Bentley and Hanratty. He had shown me inside the fourth cell.



  “This is the Ruth Ellis suite, especially for young ladies like you. Perhaps in time, your name will be remembered here as well.”



  But both hospital and police station were in the main street. Only the Victorian asylum, two miles along a country track, was shrouded by trees. It has long been closed, its patients dead or disgorged back into the angry world. Its main block is now a health club for jaded socialites but the porter’s lodge and a few outbuildings remain, lost and crumbling in dense woodland.



  In the early 1960s, with Mother, I was a regular visitor, for diverse family members endured brief or prolonged committals. And, every Christmas, we presented Uncle George with a box of crystallised jellies. In 1954, he had swallowed a bottle of aspirins in a vain attempt to escape family life. He remained, permanently confined, until he died in 1982.



  I knew the duty nurse and she frowned.



  “I haven’t seen them. And your own room isn’t quite ready yet. But have a peep at your uncle. He’s asleep.”



  We passed down the familiar corridors, vast and rambling, where hundreds of our townspeople were confined. I felt their communal heartbeat and the murmur of their breathing through the walls.



  I peered in. Although asleep, Uncle George’s eyes were wide open and flickering from side to side in fevered ecstasy. The curtains at his open window were billowing for a strong wind blew outside. His cheeks were pink with the blast and his hair moved in rhythm with the curtains. In those crazed barbiturate-fuelled dreams, he was bestriding hillsides, turning into the gale and laughing as it pinched his face.



  I returned by a secluded bridleway and it was there, by chance, that I found the house among the trees. It was a nondescript, isolated cottage, hidden by yews and rowans. Through a gap in the hedge I noticed its front door, gaping wide. The rooms were unfurnished and blank, like anterooms or lobbies to secret halls and passages of enchantment. I felt the lure of those inner chambers and strained my eyes to see into their depths. The house was waiting for someone and, when I heard footsteps, I expected to see my parents. But it was Mr West, a near neighbour.



  Even as a child, I knew of his sorrows. Mother predicted he was soon destined for the asylum and his usual demeanour was broken and submissive, his clothes unwashed and food-stained. But that night he strode past me confidently, arms swinging, and was swallowed up in the hidden recesses of that strange house.



  When I arrived home, I could hear the hypnotic adagio of the Emperor Concerto on the gramophone. They had returned and the crisis was over. The rooms smelled again of pipe tobacco and fried bacon. The familiar bedraggled ornaments were comfortable and relaxed.



  Next day the street was agitated with news of Mr West’s disappearance. His family was distraught, weeping for the husk of a man they had despised and mocked.



  I knew no better then. I blurted out to the crowd that once I had seen him enter the house near the asylum. Mother was angry with me for ‘telling tales’. I realise now she meant informing and sneaking rather than lying. She knew that only in dream could I have witnessed his escape.



  Of course they found nothing. The house was now securely locked, apparently left vacant by a woman living overseas. There were no hidden chambers and the rooms were all furnished. The lost ones remembered enough about the insides of people’s houses to compose a convincing facade.



  But later that afternoon, when alone, I peeped through the windows. I spotted little anomalies. The bookshelves were lined with cheap paperback cowboy novels, incongruous alongside weighty translations of Greek and Roman classics. The sheet music on the piano was for the violin and the family photographs displayed no common features or likenesses. The rooms had been assembled overnight in haste from jumble sale remnants like a clumsy amateur dramatics stage set. My dream, with its unexpected visit and the vision of Mr West, had provoked the emergency.



  



  *


  



  In my twenties I obtained work, empty and facile, but well-paid. Father was gone. He walked out, one bright Saturday morning in May, carrying his fishing rods and promising a supper of bass and flounders. The rods were found twenty miles away, in a field of ancient barrows, a place of mists and shadows, where ancient peoples slept under hill and stone.


  I hadn’t seen Mother for over fifteen years when, one Sunday evening, she knocked at the door of my house.



  “We were always a cold family,” she said. “This box, which was my own mother’s, is now yours, with all its secrets and betrayals. You are childless, which I commend, but, when your time comes, bequeath its contents wisely for it contains great gifts and knowledge. I have gathered but a little for you—a handful of sand from a vast beach, which slips through my fingers even as I speak.”



  With those brief words she was gone, and I knew I would see her no more. The police, tactful and sombre, brought me the news of her disappearance, two days later. To humour them and ease their stumbling embarrassment, I feigned distress and even summoned tears. But I felt nothing.



  



  *


  



  To my surprise, the box contained no family documents. Its contents comprised loose pages of scribblings and drawings dating back several centuries. The first one I studied read:—


  ‘In caverns under Chislehurst, Mendip and Creswell Crag, they carve monsters out of stone and labour in ecstatic frenzy, comforted by the dust from their chisels and the drip of buried rivers. Untroubled by the accumulating bones of their fallen predecessors, they fashion Leviathan, Kelpie and Cirein-Croin. Seven herring a salmon’s fill but seven whales a Cirein-Croin’s fill. Pigments of ultramarine, umber, sienna and ochre burn unseen in the darkness of their art.’



  The manuscript was dated 1762. Pinned to it was an engraving of a naked sculptor, dwarfed by his creation—a vast sea beast, barely visible in the candlelight. And in the distance, stretching back to the unfathomable vastness of the cave network, were the shadows of other stone monsters and their artists. I remembered one of Mother’s ironic teasing misquotations.



  ‘Canst thou draw out Leviathan with a hammer,



  Or his tongue with a brush?’



  So, there were houses of refuge underground too, vast tunnels which sheltered the missing for their remaining span of brief fervour. Their last days were consumed in the passionate fire of their art.



  



  *


  



  Buried among the documents was the poem she would recite in my bedroom, with only the orange night-light glowing palely from the landing. Her face was always in shadow and her voice seemed hypnotic and insubstantial. It remains the most frightening poem I know and, in the darkness, it would send me reeling into nightmare.


  It is from the ‘Mother Goose’ collection and I believe it to be centuries old. An old woman goes to market to sell her eggs. She falls asleep on the King’s highway where a pedlar cuts off her petticoats up to her knees. She wakes shivering, her entire sense of soul and identity lost, crying ‘This is none of I.’



  Her only hope lies in her little dog at home who will surely recognise and greet his true mistress. She returns at night but the dog barks, rejecting her as a stranger. The poem ends in despair with the forlorn repetition of ‘This is none of I’. Her eggs, petticoats, dog and home are lost and she is left in the darkness, uncertain of who she is.



  Over the years, I’ve discussed the poem with acquaintances and they wink and smile in that nasty modern way and say:—



  “That pedlar did more than cut her petticoats. No wonder her knees were shaking.”



  They misunderstand. A shrewd old market trader would laugh off even the roughest sexual assault in those brutal years. I would follow her in my dreams as she wandered, lost and nameless, through hostile townships and barren wildernesses. Mother laughed when I told her.



  “Oh, she’ll find a place where dogs, petticoats, homes and all the weary bustle of the marketplace are as vain and pointless as a child’s toy, broken in a silly tantrum.”



  It is only now that I realise her kindness in preparing me, warning me in advance of an inexorable truth. For the day would come when I returned home and found another family living there, as if I had barely existed.



  It began innocently. A few circulars bearing the name ‘Parsons’ were delivered to my house. I tore them up. Then personal letters and holiday postcards arrived. I read them and the Parsons family seemed more bustling and vibrant than my own sheltered crablike ways. I could almost hear their kitchen banter and feel the jab of their elbows as they clumped downstairs. In the evenings, after work, I found my few sticks of furniture had been replaced with sleek leather sofas, reeking of the showrooms. My spare room, left to the wanderings of benign spiders and rainbow plumes of dust, was littered with toys and bright with posters of pop stars.



  And one Sunday, returning after a weekend’s conference, in a grey hotel of locked doors and muffled footfalls, I found them in residence. Already, they had made better use of my house than all my years’ occupation. The dank garden, with its stumps of dead chrysanthemums and blighted roses, boasted a child’s swing and trampoline. The rooms seemed animated and sparkling, glad to be rid of me.



  The Parsons were very considerate. The few items of clothing and toiletries I needed, were packed neatly into my suitcase and left on the doorstep, together with Mother’s box. And their young daughter was most thoughtful in running down the drive and handing me my china dog. I have lived ever since in the backroom of a shabby hotel on the edge of town. I am comfortable.



  The china dog is a cheap trinket, bought for sixpence on a rare spring day of contentment, when I was five. It was always a talisman for me and was originally paired with an equally tawdry black and white cat, playing with a ball of blue wool. I loved them both deeply but the cat was crunched under Father’s heel during a bitter quarrel that flared up over a lost penknife.



  



  *


  



  One afternoon, I returned early to my hotel room. The door was open and the chambermaid stood motionless, facing the window. Outside, mist and shadow rolled across an empty salt marsh. I overheard her say:—


  “Alone, I speak, with the lamp at my back, to a sea fragrance that hangs still in the air.”



  I had scarcely noticed her before, as she is aloof and solitary. But she turned and smiled, without embarrassment that I had caught her quoting poetry in a faded room, barren save for a cheap china dog on a dressing table. Her words were familiar. I searched Mother’s box and found a collection of poems by Li Shang Yin of the T’ang dynasty. Their imagery is beautiful and startling but I struggled to find any meaning. But then I found a scrawled note in Mother’s handwriting entitled ‘Of Moons and Oysters’. It read:—



  ‘As the moon waxes and shines full on a vast sea, so the pearl swells within the oyster. And at that time, in wooden houses, rising out of southern seas, they see mermaids whose eyes exude tears of liquid pearl.’



  Delicate Chinese watercolours showed isolated houses, constructed on stilts and separated by a huge expanse of ocean. Inside, illuminated only by pale oil lamps, stood solitary men and women, their faces rapt by moonlight and the motion of the sea and its creatures. Each house bore the design of a full moon and its mirror image of a pearl within an oyster. Other watercolours from the same series depicted figures in a hollow stone circle. Mother’s note read:—



  ‘In cavernous vaults, open to the rolling firmament, they sit, in study and enchantment. And when the stars are gone, they sleep, crouched in shadow, away from the sun that is loved by the roaring crowds. They are beyond the wants of food and drink and they wait only for the glories of the night sky.’



  On the grey walls of each mound, a constellation was carved—Orion, Cassiopeia and Lyra. In the night pictures, they glowed like phosphorus and seemed to move across the stone in harmony with the stars in the sky.



  And each day, as my train snakes over the rolling landscape, I watch for houses bearing the sign of the stars, the moon and a pearl within an oyster. As tramps chalk secret codes on the dwellings they have visited, do the houses here have runes embedded to guide the solitary ones to glory? Do the caves bear images of sea beasts?



  



  *


  



  My hotel borders bleak marshland at the end of a long lane housing an abandoned industrial estate. In my two years of residence, I have been the only guest, eating alone in a large dining room and retiring early to bed along winding corridors of flaking plaster and black linoleum.


  It is a hinterland between the empty noise and bustle of the town and the solitude of the mud flats. At dusk I can see the grey shapes of the bait diggers at low tide and am soothed to sleep by the sound of foghorns. The landscape is fluid, shifting between mud, fog and water. Sounds of seabirds, ships’ sirens and the rumbling pipes and timbers of the building, blend and echo in the corridors. My choice of this desolate place had always seemed fortuitous and coincidental. But one evening, whilst idly reading Mother’s cryptic notes, I found the reference ‘The Inn of the Marsh Lands—Where the Scenes are Changed’.



  The interiors of the other grander bedrooms had always puzzled me. I am the only resident. But my room, dark and utilitarian, is barely larger than a broom cupboard.



  Early one November evening, after the unvarying Thursday meal of hashed meats and tinned peaches, I sought out the remotest landing. The first door I tried was unlocked. The room was piled high with the matching furniture, books, ornaments and pictures of an entire house. I sensed the owner’s tastes and could picture her—early sixties, fastidious, chintzy, with a fondness for light romance and country pursuits.



  The other rooms held their own distinct character—a slovenly bachelor’s dusty and beer-stained possessions or the homely clutter of a young couple with toddlers. They smelled of the stereotypes they portrayed. Here were kept the inner facades and stage props for the hidden houses.



  



  *


  



  In my bedroom the chambermaid was waiting.


  “Another guest is expected tomorrow evening,” she said. “Your room will be needed. But I know you have made plans, for nothing here happens by chance.”



  I was surprised and worried. Evidently, the hotel had only the one room available for guests, who, by their very nature, were reclusive. The chambermaid saw my alarm.



  “You will know by morning,” she said. “For I have been told that your room is ready now at the other house.”



  I knew my time had come. The words of my mother, spoken over twenty years ago, returned to me. ‘Bequeath its contents wisely.’ On impulse, I opened her box and read aloud the poem about the woman who walked to market and returned in the darkness, crying ‘This is none of I.’ The chambermaid listened intently, without smirking, as the others had done.



  “It happened exactly so,” she said. “One evening I walked home from school. I was sixteen. My family no longer knew me. It was as if I had never existed. The rooms of that house bore no trace of me. I walked into the night and found my way to this hotel. Here, I arrange the scenes, matching ornaments, books and pictures for imaginary people whose lives I know better than my own. But I have no knowledge of the houses about which you speak in your dreams. My room is adjacent to yours, and nightly I hear of moons, oysters, the watchers of stars and sea monsters, carved by dreamers underground. But I have never left the walls of this building in all my three years’ service. I see only the shift of mud, sea spray and mist, and the shapes of the bait diggers in their hundreds at low tide.” She smiled. “I will leave you to sleep now.”



  On my dressing table, my china cat, with her ball of blue wool, had returned, fifty years after being crushed under Father’s heel. I recognised her at once from the missing flecks of paint around her ears. The chambermaid had found her and restored her to me.



  The girl reminded me of the old Chinese men, carved on the piece of lapis lazuli, in Yeats’ poem. They look down from the mountainside, insouciant and shining, their eyes glittering as civilisations rise and fall, while below, the tragedians rage and stamp their feet in vain.



  The delicate sculpture, fashioned by Callimachus, who made stone breathe and shimmer, survived but one day before riot smashed it into dust. Marble statues and tawdry china cats alike are crushed underfoot and moulded anew.



  



  *


  



  That night, in my agitation, I dreamed I walked again through the landscape of my childhood, searching for my last refuge. I passed the hospital and, through the frosted windows, saw the shapes of children, constrained in their beds as if wrapped in shrouds. The police station was deserted, its rooms the home of foxes and lush vegetation. The once-potent names of dead murderers, chalked on cell doors, were fading into distant memory. At the old asylum, through modern plate glass, I saw the shadows of the health-seekers, cavorting and frolicking in futile convulsions. ‘Your room is ready now,’ the girl had said. I remembered the duty nurse from nearly fifty years ago and our walk down the long passages to visit Uncle George.


  At the end of the old pathway, now overgrown with gorse and brambles, was the porter’s lodge. Scratching myself on the thorns and passing through copse and woodland, I discovered its entrance. On the gate, carved in bold curves, like the shapes of chalk animals on the Dorset hillsides, hewn by ancient peoples, were images of my china cat and dog. The door gaped wide and past a facade of bachelor relics from the early 1960s, were the corridors and wards of the old asylum. I recognized at once my uncle’s room, where he sat asleep, crazed by dreams of windswept crags. Here, where time turned back upon itself, would I sit, in perfect solitude, in the glory of The House of the Roaring Winds.



  



  My last act before leaving the hotel early this morning was to scribble this account in a notebook and leave it inside Mother’s box. I have added but little—a few grains of dust from the vast mud flats. But the chambermaid, whose name I never sought, will understand.


  


  The Candle of Wildondorf


  [image: ]



  Eastern Austria 1989.


  



  I have always dreamed of lights from the abandoned lands, where the old railway track winds to the derelict sorting office of Wildondorf and its cluster of cottages and plain brick chapel, on the hinterland of our three troubled countries.


  As a girl, before the war, when Father loaded the bags on the mail trains to the east, the fire of the engine and the glint of the conductors’ pipes and cigarettes, soothed me to sleep. The roll and echo of steam trains in the dark marked the pattern of my childhood nights.


  And during the long years of the Russian occupation. Father would take me aside and say, ‘A special train is coming through tonight. Keep the curtains drawn and do not look at the faces passing.’


  But disobeying, I saw them all. Framed in the yellow glow of the carriage windows, with lights so pale they seemed like candles to mark the passage of the dead. I saw the grey faces of soldiers, taken prisoner in the west and sent back, discarded and despised. There were civilians too. Seeking shelter with false papers, whose identities were exposed. The east, like some bloated jealous spider, was scraping back her offspring, to trample and smother them all. Their eyes fixed on the windows of our busy rural station, the last of Austria, before the tunnel and the darkness devoured them.


  It seemed that our town too would be engulfed as the old territories and allegiances fragmented. We felt ourselves dragged to the edge of the quicksand, clinging to strands of tufted grass, to avoid sinking into the mud. The lights from the track appeared then like malignant will-o’-the-wisps, marsh spirits that brought sickness and misfortune. Their oily fire seeped into our houses, leaving the walls filthy and squalid. But, when the Russians left in 1955, the line was allowed to decay unclaimed, a buffer station between unseen enemies, surrounded by barbed wire and lookout towers. Our town, with its thriving station and bustling post office, was spared, to become a barren outpost of the west, like the stump of an amputated limb.


  During those turbulent months, with Franziska, who arrived as Father’s assistant in the post office, in 1945, I would climb the hill, that bordered the old sorting office, to avoid its clamour and gathering panic. Her papers stated that she was born in the western Danube town of Tulin, but when we sat on the promontory, to view the river in all its hazy silkiness, her gaze was to the east and its scattered wooden villages and townships, with their church spires rising our of the mist. We watched the flocks of dunlins, twisting and swooping, in clouds of silver and black, and her eyes fixed on that grey water, as it stretched to the vanishing point.


  



  On mornings, after the special trains had run, Franziska would fix a sprig of violets to her dress and place a vase of anemones in the window of her room. Candles, smelling of camphor and saffron, burned on her dressing table.


  ‘Anemones for sorrow and death, incense for prayers and remembrance and violets for humility,’ she told Father, who looked away and said no more.


  Franziska affected an enthusiasm for the trappings of western culture. She listened to the swing music and crooners of the American Forces Network broadcasts from Linz and Salzburg, avidly read any magazines devoted to Hollywood and styled her hair in the fashion of its starlets. But her lasting legacy to our post office was to buy a small collection of four cheap character jugs, depicting figures from literature.


  As the years pass, their three remaining faces seem to have grown older and more introspective, in resignation and cynicism with the modern world. Lemuel Gulliver stares down at me, not with the excitement of discovering strange new lands, but repulsed by the coarse humanity of his wife and children. Lie remembers wonders from which he is excluded by his own baseness. Don Quixote is caught in the terrible self-knowledge that his romance is an illusion, that his folly is mundane and unworthy. And Doctor Manette, afraid of what the world will do, turns aside, as if reaching for the mechanical oblivion of mending shoes for ladies.


  The Russian officer, in charge of our town, inspected the post office regularly. His visits were made to feel like social occasions, full of bonhomie and heavy humour. He sought out Franziska, teasing her with his anecdotes in thick clumsy German. I assumed he had formed a tendresse for her, but in the last month of the occupation, her documents were re-examined and exposed as forgeries.


  His cruel and spiteful game had been played for years, taunting her with his feigned interest in her American gramophone records and pictures of movie stars. He allowed her twenty minutes to collect her possessions. But she took nothing. Instead, she destroyed the ephemera of the false world to which she had aspired. Film photographs and magazines were ripped in ugly chunks and her records smashed. The character jug she most admired and kept apart in her room depicted a hopeful Mercedes, offering Edmond Dantes the bunch of muscatel grapes.


  Her final act, before being hustled into the waiting train, was to hurl the bust against the walls of the station. On the piatrorm, bather argued and protested, but his intervention was futile. My own courage failed and I ran inside, drew the curtains and waited, hidden by pillows, for the train to pass.


  In late August, 1955, on a day of sunshine and sudden squalls of rain. Father and I boarded the last train to the old sorting office to collect any stray letters and to lock its doors. From the platform, we watched the tired engine heave the carriages up the gradient, leading to Bratislava and the eastern Danube towns. There was no valedictory whistle or hiss of steam to mark its departure — only the sombre rattle of wheels, fading to silence.


  As each key turned in the lock, it seemed we were performing a ritual incantation of sleep. Already, the interplay of sunlight and rain on the indentations of the brickwork, gave the station an afterglow, a patina of shimmering patterns and fungoid mosaics. Ivy and brambles, and shrubs, alive with butterflies, would rise around it. And. As their vegetation covered the windows, darkness would fall softly in the empty rooms.


  On that early autumn afternoon of dappled sunlight, shadow and falling leaves, we walked the four miles of track for the last time, carry ing the station’s clock and a few fragments of lost property. Father recorded our progress on a prewar Leica camera and those strange monochrome photographs, framed on my bedroom wall, are the melancholy landscapes of my dreams. A signal beckons the ghost of an oncoming train that will never pass, where the deserted track stretches to the horizon; the shadow of a water tower appears to form a face in the window of an engine shed; the blurred flight of a sparrowhawk rises above the silence of a level crossing and always, there is the fall of leaves, soft and elegaic, like smudged birds dropping from the trees. On the wooden platform of Margorsdorf Halt, I too am caught, a woman passing beyond youth, squinting and shielding her eyes from the sunlight.


  In the early years, after the Russians had gone, the line fell into a deep sleep, free of dreams. Behind the barbed wire, the railway track and signal box became hazy and indistinct, overgrown with shrubs and creepers. In the railwaymen’s storage hut, we dared not disturb the silence of the dust, falling on the remnants of lost property', salvaged from the old station.


  



  But when Father died, in the harsh winter of 1963.I scraped the rust from the lock of that cabin, where eight years of neglect dripped from the walls. Covering a lady’s travelling bag, clinking with delicate scent bottles, powder compact and antique tortoiseshell combs, I unrolled a shawl, bedraggled and weathered bv time and mildew. But as I shook it free winter sunlight caught the echo of its pearl tracery. The colours flickered briefly in the dust beams and they rose in plumes, transformed and numinous, elusive with forgotten perfumes. I remembered a spring evening, walking with my aunt in Budapest, when I was seven, the air full of jasmine and mimosa. Lamps were being lit at twilight on the shores of the Danube and birdsong seemed to lead us through the trees down to the bandstand. And. As the music swelled, she took my arms and swung me, round and round. Looking up.


  I saw the stars spinning in time with our dance, until we fell, dizzy and laughing on the wet grass. The fading beauty of that shaw l covered my bed for years and nightly, its glow was mirrored by answering searchlights from the borders of the abandoned lands.


  From a bundle wrapped in sacking. I inspected the lost books Father had retrieved from the old station. Instead of the expected cheap paperback editions of popular wartime novels. I found tiny volumes of verse and arcane twisting stories of unknown towns, landscapes and the distant branch line outposts, remembered from my childhood. A manuscript, in a language I could not understand, was decorated with languorous illustrations of shadowy pencilled figures, their eyes withheld and secret. And alongside four of the blurred portraits, someone had scribbled in the old Gothic script of Western Europe, the names of tales or poems. I researched their titles — ‘The Crimson Balustrades of Vizovice’, ‘Invocations From the Marsh Towns’, ‘The Lost Book of St Quirinus’, ‘Notes From the Apothecary of Mostar’.


  But the archivists in the library at Vienna shook their heads sadly for the books were unknown to them.


  Wedged amongst them was a child’s colouring book, depicting the crude black outlines of churches from our afflicted eastern neighbours, now inaccessible and remote. But an artist’s hand had given them a strange fluid life which fluctuated with the hours and the seasons. In the dank winter sunlight of the railway hut, the colours of the Art Nouveau Blue Church of St Elisabeth, in Bratislava, glittered and shone with bold azure and ultramarine. And in the cold moonlight of my room, a pale indigo serenity’ transformed the painting. The red brickwork of Milch’s Synagogue, in the same city, breathed and flickered, as if cooled under a sudden shower. Sunlit towers and rainwashed stone shifted and danced in all the completed drawings. But two pages were left uncoloured, their buildings blurred and insubstantial. No town or city identified their location or function. Instead, each was marked by a scrawled quotation. They read: ‘Hide them in the dust together and bind their faces in secret’ and The stones of it are the place of sapphires and it hath dust of gold.’


  When I hold them to the light, there is a hidden graininess, like a watermark, that eludes me, slipping always out of sight. In my dreams, I grasp their grey stone but it falls away, in liquid dust, like quicksilver. And over the years, came the feeling that long ago, I walked, unknowing, through their rooms and corridors. Fascinated by their shadows. I have tried to bring their latent beauty to life and recall my memory with colouring pencils. But mv garish daubs feel like defilement and the hidden pictures drift further from my understanding.


  In the years after Father’s death, the line began to stirr in its sleep. Troubled and confused. At night, dreaming alone, in the empty railway houses next to the post office, I heard the metal piattorm signs swinging, at the old sorting office. The rhythm of their motion took hold of the telegraph wires, which pulsed in the wind, rattling the level crossing gates and scattering the dandelion and ragwort seeds, under the rotting platform of Margorsdorf Halt. And far away, I could feel the uneasy lap of the tide on the wooden houses by the shores of the Danube and the disturbed swirl of dunlins’ wings, silver and black.


  On the days before the storms rose, a mistle thrush would perch on the roof. His song was lyrical but slightly offkey — like a cracked church bell, made sweeter and more poignant by its ominous echo. The bird sang of hidden faces in the leaves, of mouths made silent by time and our forgetfulness, and the soft fall of dust, in waiting rooms, four miles away. Since the line was closed, the mistle thrush, through all its generations, has been the genius loci of the abandoned lands and my familiar. I have sought its plaintive song and company, gazing deep into the thickets behind the barbed wire. Yet I have feared its bold presence. Father called it the storm-cock’ for its notes signal bad weather and troubled times. ‘Do not look too closely,’ it seemed to say, ‘for the trees are filled with faces and the bushes tremble with their voices.’


  And one morning, when the gale had abated. I found a letter on the station platform, bearing my name, written in a violet ink, tinged with copper, I had not seen since childhood. It bore a Hungarian design of 1935, a stamp of shaded blues recalling sky and river, merging into cloud and mist. Inside, was a photograph, taken from the hill of the abandoned lands, of the hazy Danube towns. In handwriting, I knew and dreaded, were the words: ‘Who is left among us, who knew these houses in their former quiet glory?’ Its splendour accentuated the drabness of my room and the surrounding backwater of our town. We fear the dog that scratches in the graveyard — not for the decaying mass of green corruption and bone he may unearth. Hut the terrible sweetness of the memories that may emerge. Their beauty shames and diminishes us all.


  In the spring and summer nights of this year, it seemed that the flashes of the searchlights became more hesitant and sporadic, until they guttered and paled. And the lifetime’s grip of the east trembled and sagged like knots of worn-out rope, unravelling and falling to the ground in scattered fragments.


  But as the watchtower beams flickered and died. I dreamed of other lights, fleeting and intangible, that beckoned from the old branch line. At dawn, I peered into the tangled thickets, where the mistle thrush called, unseen and equivocal. And I studied the blank pages in the child’s colouring book with renewed intensity and frustration at their hidden images. From the abandoned lands, memory, passion and all the lost understanding of colours, sounds and fragrances, were waking from their sleep. For days, I hesitated and prevaricated, convincing myself that I was deceived by birdsong from a distant copse; lured by an old woman’s nostalgia for sensations, long dead.


  But in late October, on a morning when the trees in the abandoned lands shone with gold, russet and scarlet. I gripped the boundary fence. The chains and barbed wire lurched and fell away like flimsy lace curtains and I followed the railway track to the old sorting office. The architecture of the line, its signals, points and wires, were still; their ghosts sullen and withdrawn, as if resenting the intrusion of an interloper. I was walking back into the past through a landscape from which the living had been banished.


  A mail carriage stood marooned in a siding, its presence hostile and remote. I dared not look-inside and imagined meaning and prescience in its frosted windows and in the steady drip of rainwater, overspilling from a nearby water tower. Always, I understood my own betrayal and cowardice, hiding behind drawn curtains, my head covered by pillows.


  My key opened the door to the post room that, thirty-four years ago, Father and I had emptied. Mail bags bulged, letters and postcards spilling out onto the tables and under the door, where they blew across the platform and onto the track.


  They were not of our time, not of these grey modern years. They bore prewar stamps in the muted colours of Hungary or the intricate designs of old Czechoslovakia. The addresses, to local or Viennese destinations, were written in the violet and copper inks of my own letter. Through luminous envelopes I saw the sepia shadows of townships, family groups and sweethearts’ momentos. Theirs was a desperate urgency — a passion for life and a fragile tenderness, as of Friar Lawrence’s ill-fated letter to Romeo. I carried a sheaf of them back and delivered each one — decades too late. The recipients were now lumpen and coarse, all romance drained from them. When they saw their past lives, their aborted friendships and amours, they reacted with hollow fury. Their homes smelled of cabbage water and failure.


  I return each day to the letter office, carrying as many messages as my strength allows, but I have retrieved only a fragment. I have become a postmistress of the dead, stirring tired memories with an unwelcome knock at the door — a dog scratching in cemeteries. There is a growing impatience and restlessness in the heaving bundles. For they know that soon, the modern world and its banality will come and the abandoned lands will be filled with factories and warehouses. It will not endure the chapel where the candles pierce and dazzle our eyes, nor will it suffer the poignancy of the letters. 


  Theirs is a terrible beauty. Which ones of us left can bear to look upon them long?


  


  The Madness of a Chalk Giant


  [image: ]



  ‘The Moon’s my Constant Mistress’


  



  He had communed with her for millennia, his chalk body mirroring and embracing her cold stone, knowing her touch in all its phases and incarnations. Fear had created him. The Celtic tribes, staring out into the vastness and void of the heath, had carved him into the hillside with iron and flint. His nakedness protected them from the ghosts and spirits of their imagination and his massive club threatened their neighbours’ advance from across the valley.


  In those early years they had brought him offerings of hares, cattle and the best of the smudgy-faced sheep that cropped the grass. And in recent times, almost within human memory, when the winter bore down on them with its emptiness and raw suffocating cold, they lit beacons, stretching far across the landscape and down to the coast. He understood their terrors and the meaning of the old Saxon.


  Beacon.


  Beckon.


  It meant the same. Come to me. And they had gathered together, clasping the fire and hugging themselves to drive away the darkness within them. Even those modern men. Who traveled in railway trains and displayed family photographs on mantelpieces, knew the same comfort as the tribes who had etched him into the chalk — a figure about to spring forward to defend them. The madness was kept at bay and they slept easily in their cottages of brick and local stone. At night, under the moon, he could smell the seaweed and salt spray on the breath of that stone, quarried from the cliffs, and hear the ghost echoes of sea birds, easing the dreams of the sleepers in the houses where the windows were small and shuttered.


  But these new estates, which straddled and impinged upon the heath, like a creeping decay, stared out boldly and wildly, with their glass and steel. And the fires the interlopers brought, were no longer votive and festive. Theirs was a different burning — sterile and terrible, and he knew the creatures that would be drawn to its beacon.


  On this bright midsummer morning, a car, with its top down to breathe in the scent of gorse and heather, edged slowly to the nearby market town. A young woman turned her face towards him on the hill and smiled — a glib empty smirk, devoid of wonder and belief. He had heard their jokes about his naked phallus. ‘Poor old Pillicock.’ one had said. ‘A pity no-one carved him a wife. All those centuries of eager frustration.’ All things turn at last to madness, he thought. ‘Through the sharp hawthorn, blows the cold wind.’


  



  


  ‘In Durance Soundly Caged’


  
    

  


  The ribald smile on Miranda Caundle’s face was tempered with the puzzle that the giant’s brazen nakedness always posed for her. It amazed her that the church, with its zeal to smother the old beliefs, had tolerated, even encouraged, the ritual scouring of the chalk, to renew his outline. Women had been examined, tried and hanged for signs of the old religion but this flagrant celebration of pagan rites had been nurtured, unchanged for centuries.


  Her journey, to the ancient prison on the outskirts of the town, was a regular part of her work as a psychiatrist. She had been asked to assess the mental health of a man, held on remand, for causing the latest in a familiar series of arson attacks on the surrounding heathlands. But this offender was no drunken youth or solitary obsessive. Trevor Fernsby was a respectable retired professional with no previous convictions or history of imbalance. His guilt was certain. He had been arrested, spraying petrol under a tree, whilst his fire raged across tinder-dry swathes of countryside.


  Her brisk efficiency and copious research masked an ignorance and detachment from the men and women who passed daily before her. Willingly they poured out their stories, for her manner was inviting, but she was no confidante or confessor and offered only the sparse consolation of prescription drugs for their confusion and distress.


  She saw the shambling grey defeat in the face of the man who took his seat opposite her but failed to notice that he shielded his eyes from the glare of the window and avoided gazing at the thin sliver of hillside, visible from the interview room. But he was articulate in his answers to her questions.


  “My wife and I moved here last autumn when I retired. We bought a house on the new estate that bordered the heath. We’d spent many summer holidays in Hardy’s Wessex and I longed to walk the hills and ancient trackways, returning tired and happy to watch the twilight fall over the landscape. But during that winter, the heath submerged me and I felt myself become nothing. My footsteps were muffled and I called out to reassure myself that I still walked. Do you know Browning’s poem ‘Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came’.? Its title is taken from Mad Edgar’s song upon the heath in ‘King Lear.”


  She shook her head. Poetry and the imagination meant nothing to her.


  “I too felt myself wandering across sand and stark black dearth, where the land broke in patches like boils. And, as in that failed quest, I felt the click of the trap shut tight. I became ‘quiet as despair’ in the emptiness, under those grey lowering skies. I saw the ridges of the barrows, gathered on the far hills and felt the cold shadow of centuries — the brief Fitful lives of the flint people and their descendants — futile and suffocating. And my own house seemed more transient and impermanent than the remnants of iron tools, carved bone and the spent musket ball I found one afternoon.


  “When the spring came, I expected my mood would lighten but the feeling intensified, as if the dearth of the land was invigorated and deepened by the season. One summer night, with the house lights blazing, I stared out onto the heath. I saw my reflection in the windows, an empty hollow thing, like the crazed figures beneath the tree in that strange deserted church in the valley, that they call ‘The Chapel of Fools’. The furniture and ornaments of my living room, which should have been framed in that view, had disappeared. All I saw, to the ends of the horizon, were the grey spread of heathland and the black outline of the giant’s tree, the ossified remains of a palsied oak, visible from my window and called by some ‘The Naked Man’. As in the Browning poem, it has a cleft, a ‘distorted mouth’, that seems to gape and mock.


  “That night, between sleeping and waking. I sensed the teeming landscape — the churning roots of blackthorn, gorse, bramble and crab apple and the underground nests and hives of countless insects and burrowing creatures. It was a restless hum — worse than the dripping of a thousand taps in the dead hours, to madden the efforts of sleep. And all the while, the mouth of the tree and the brute face of the chalk figure on the hill, stared down in mockery. At dawn, I took fire to them all.”


  He shrank back inside himself as she finished her notes, smiled routinely, displaying two rows of perfect teeth and with soft words, reassured him that she would visit the scene of his folly.


  She lunched in the town and from the window of the cafe, looked out onto a plain modern building that might have been a warehouse or office facility . To deter thieves and vandals, a stronghold of concrete and steel supported a high cavernous vault of glass, which appeared fragile and vulnerable to the elements.


  There, a man was stacking chairs and she was surprised that he wore the vestments of a priest. It was a church in disguise, unadorned and empty’ of religious imagery and symbolism.


  With the room dismantled, she could see the range of hills and barrows through the void of glass. Its only token of faith was a cross, barely visible through the window. It was a thing of white metal, perhaps aluminium, more practical than spiritual, for it suggested a joist, designed to keep the tiers of glass from crashing into the streets below.


  His caretaker’s task complete, the priest stared out bey ond the row of shops and restaurants, to the wilderness of the giant. Locked in a private reverie, his face assumed a mask of blank idiocy, reminding her briefly of the men she interviewed, who waited in silent despair for their cases to come to trial.


  



  ‘To the Wilderness I Wander’


  
    

  


  Trevor Fernsby’s property was on the fringes of the charred heathland and the vanguard of the new estate. Miranda approved the vibrant confidence of the architecture, with its long rooms, airy and open to light and scrutiny. She did not detect how furtive and incongruous they appeared for all their brashness and innovation. The houses were merely facades of modernity — temporary scene changes, propped up in an ancient hostile landscape. They seemed like backdrops to a staged garage sale, flower show or cookery contest, held alfresco, to be demolished when the sun went down. If the giant on the hill sneezed, they might topple — a fall of plasterboard, plastic workstations, electrical wiring and loft insulation.


  Outside, the owners affected a solemn normality’. Cars were cleaned, hedges clipped and dogs exercised but they moved in defined circles, like radio controlled toys, to a backdrop of blackened wilderness, still stinking of smoke and ash. The houses were surrounded by a lime-green hedge — alien and unnatural in its shiny bright foliage. From a distance, Miranda was surprised to see it festooned with birds’ nests but closer inspection revealed them to be polythene bags of dog excrement, neatly tied and stuffed into the folds of branches.


  She could see people moving in the windows, grey shadows absorbed in domestic futility, flitting to and fro. But occasionally, they paused and stared out into the ruin of the burnt lands, moon-faced and empty’, like lost sleepwalkers or absinthe drinkers. Miranda had visited the pockets of quiet despair. The previous winter, one of her clients had forged a suicide pact with her husband. At the last minute, her courage failed. And for three months, she paced the rooms and climbed the stairwell where his body hung, maintaining the charade of neighbourly chat when she emerged to buy groceries or clean her car. She remembered the case but struggled to picture her. The faces of them all passed before her and were quickly forgotten in her efficiency and mounting workload.


  She rang Trevor Fernsby’s doorbell and heard heavy footsteps approach. In the garden of the next house, its walls draped with forlorn unlit bulbs depicting Santa and his reindeer, a woman was deadheading roses — garish pink blossoms with the waxy sheen of artificial flowers.


  The front door opened and Mrs Fernsby ushered her into the living room, a long open-plan chamber with huge windows at both ends. Here, the props had been dismantled and were stacked in packing crates and suitcases. The remaining fixtures — radiators, shelves and cupboards, seemed subdued and apologetic in their desolation of glass. The cream-coloured carpet was smudged with black footprints from the burnt heath as if reverting to wilderness.


  The room waited in limbo. Others would have crammed it with the imprint of their lives. But the wind would blow through the windows of their glass facade and they too would lapse into silence and stare moon-faced into the void.


  “I’m moving in with my sister,” Mrs Fernsbv said. “I can’t live here anymore. I’m renting it out and the tenants arrive this evening. The furniture’s already in store. I’m sorry, there’s nowhere to sit.” She dithered fretfully with scissors and packing tape amid the untidy mass of boxes.


  “We made a mistake coming here. I soon tired of the bleak landscape but Trevor spent too long walking alone on the heath and probing an abandoned chapel in the valley. Its melancholy unhinged him. He became convinced of the malign influence of that dead tree, called ‘The Naked Man’ by locals. He claimed it was mentioned in an old Elizabethan poem.”


  She rummaged in a carrier bag, containing the remains of her husband’s books, now destined for a charity shop. She found the volume and read aloud.


  “From the hag and hungry goblin


  That into rags would rend ye,


  And the spirit that stands


  By the naked man


  In the book of moons, defend ye.’


  “It’s a thing of nonsense — a pastiche of the doggerel uttered by the fools and clowns in Shakespeare. I too found the view from this window suffocating and oppressive. The branches of that tree seem to cast their shadow over the entire house. But my husband’s actions were bred of a sick mind.” She fidgeted and resumed her packing, her fluster and nervous anxiety salves against thinking too deeply. Later, her taxi would bear her away, far from the terrors of darkness and madness.


  Miranda thanked her and promised to investigate the tree and the church. Her gaze spanned the horizon, calculating the time she would waste on this fool’s errand. As she passed the neighboring garden, she scarcely noticed that the blooms had been stripped from the rose bush. With the earnestness of a child, building palaces in a sandpit, the woman was unpicking the petals, one by one. And stacking them in neat piles, upon the lawn.


  


  ‘An Host of Furious Fancies’


  
    

  


  Miranda expected the fire-ravaged section of the heath to be a lifeless charred desert. But already, tufts of new growth were showing on gorsc and heather and insects were crawling in the ruins. A colony of black beetles, seething and numerous, was feeding on the remains of a small snake, overcome by smoke, its body grey and plump. The tree stood immutable, touched only by a thin veneer of fire, a black skeleton, more akin to stone than wood. She studied its outline and could see how a diseased imagination might picture human limbs and a malign gaping skull, but only as the credulous discovered faces in clouds, coal fires and coffee grouts. She shrugged and set off on the long walk to the church.


  From the hill, the giant observed yet another human drawn to the fascination of the tree. He had witnessed its birth and infancy — a stray acorn caught in the rough clothes of a traveller and taken root in a barren soil. He had speculated how many brief summers it would stand before drought, sheep or accident levelled it.


  Rut it had thrived and the early tribes had drawn succour and comfort from its branches. Under its shade, their rituals of harvest, solstice and the shy trysts of lovers were enacted. He had watched a sly and solitary priest smear orange mistletoe berries in the fork of its branches under a Crow Moon and claim the flowering of the plant as his own magic. By such acts of benign deceit, the nightmares of the wilderness were abated. And in time, the Saxons and the Christians performed their own rites and were at peace.


  Its prominence and hubris destroyed it on a night of storm. Its fall by lightning coinicided with an outbreak of pestilence, a miscarriage or the loss of a favoured child and its blackened carcase became a harbinger of legend and rumour. Stark against the landscape, its gaunt frame resembled the pock-marked trunk and splayed limbs of a tormented figure.


  And in the years when the monasteries were overthrown, the cycle of madness returned and the heath was overrun with lost creatures who imagined devils and ghosts. Each one bore the mark of folly with a brand burned into his arm. It was one such Abram-man, a sometime rhymester and balladeer, a Tom O’Bedlam, who saw the spirit that stood by the naked man.


  It was a gallows sprite, its changing clothes and hues mimicking and parodying the passage of the seasons from the old carvings of Moons and Suns which the first tribes had inscribed into the hillside. Those images had long passed into grass and chalk, but the monks, drawing on some fleeting dream memory, had remembered them in their illuminated books and windows. Sun and moonlight caught the colours in the glass; patterns of fertility and dormancy under the oak, in all its changes.


  How quickly the humans forgot. Its branches became a hanging tree for thieves, smugglers and witches, who kept sheep by moonlight under the sad gaze of their own chalk shepherd. And the credulous bystanders had clamoured and fought for relics of the corpses as they weathered and dropped. Pieces of rope, locks of matted hair, scraps of clothing and even fingers, hacked from the bodies, were kept as tokens to ward off the spirit, as years before, their ancestors had worn the oak, the rowan and the mistletoe.


  There was no spirit, no hag, no hungry goblin — only the chalk, the moon and sun, the heath and the inexorable roll of stars and seasons across the wilderness. Real fear came from the flight of a damselfly, the transformation of a chrysalis and the constant churn of roots and nests. They could not bear the bleak indifference of the wasteland. They were diminished to the twitch of a flailing beetle and so their imaginations sought refuge in malign ghosts and sprites. Theirs was a vertigo of panic and confusion like the flocks of sheep, who would run and scatter, sometimes hurling themselves to ruin from the cliffs in their distraction.


  “I Befell Into This Dotage’


  
    

  


  The church was located in a dip in the hills, far from the burnt lands and accessible only by a footpath that led from a minor road. Constructed of Dorset limestone and brick, it appeared abandoned. A bell, once used to summon the rural population to prayer, was mute, its clapper long stolen. A few panes of stained glass remained in the windows but the rest had been smashed and boards, covered with years of graffiti, had been nailed over the gaps. Grotesque caricatures of the giant featured prominently. Here, he had been given a wife, a bulging monstrosity, and the cartoon figures cavorted, spurting and sprawling in obscene folly. As she approached, a flock of sparrows, noisy and angry at her intrusion, scattered to a distant bush.


  At the top of the hill, Miranda noticed a parked car and in the tiny neglected graveyard, a bonfire was smouldering. The door to the church was open and she entered. A heap of broken coloured glass lay on the floor, newly-swept and awaiting disposal. Sat at a table, self-absorbed and oblivious of her entry, was a priest, patiently tearing the pages from a dusty heap of old tomes and screwing them up for kindling. A strong breeze was blowing into the church and they drifted like pale leaves, creating heaps that gathered or drifted in the draught. She coughed and he turned to face her. She recognized him as the priest from the modern town church.


  “Youths from the local estate,” he said, smiling, holding an empty cider bottle. “They display great fortitude to brave the long walk and shy missiles through the remaining windows. I can’t say I’m sorry. The sooner the land is sold and this ruin is demolished, the better. My ministry in the town is hindered by visits to this anachronism.”


  In her work, Miranda had met many clergy men of his ty pe and she felt at ease in their company. They were worldly and comfortable with modern society’ and its humour. They told bad jokes, raised money for charity and their sermons referred to celebrities and television soaps rather than dead saints and spirituality.


  “This is a barbarous little church, known locally as ‘The Chapel of Fools’,” he said. “Its windows depict all the ancient fears and rank superstitions associated with that desolate tree that can be seen from here.”


  Far on the hill, the outline was visible, framed against the remnants of the grass. Her footing was precarious for sections of the pews were loose and strewn across the floor together with stray planks of wood from the altar.


  The remaining windows showed cowered rustic figures, grouped under the branches, gaping in fear of a spirit, in human form, which draped itself around the trunk of the dead tree. It reflected the cycle of the seasons unfolding, for in summer its clothes were adorned with flowers of the heath and in winter, its limbs were stark and skeletal. The figures were locked in their self-contained tableaux, without landscape. The broad sweep of the wilderness was excluded and no sun, moon or stars impinged upon their isolation. Yet despite the hideous expressions of fear on the faces of the rustics, there was something theatrical and innocuous about the artwork. They seemed like picture book devils or childish bogeymen from fireside tales. But the priest hated them.


  “Is it any wonder that the young vandalize and destroy these arcane monstrosities or burn the land that surrounds them?” he said.


  Miranda took her leave but paused in the churchyard and studied the bonfire. Amid the charred remains of paper were sturdy book covers, still smouldering, their titles visible. The priest was burning the parish registers, patiently ripping out the centuries old records of births, marriages and deaths and consigning them methodically to the flames. Puzzled, she glanced back and saw him at the window, surrounded by the scrunched remains of the old parish.


  Twilight came and went and it was dark before he drove home to his tiny flat in the market town. The fire rose and fell many times, for his work was long and there were many books to burn.


  ‘The Moon Embrace Her Shepherd'


  
    

  


  The priest’s beacon smoked and guttered fitfully into the night but its fire was observed from the new houses of glass and metal, where the residents passed like shadows at the windows and stared out into the darkness.


  The giant remembered that ruined chapel in all its forms. The old tribes had gouged their carvings of Moons and Suns into its banks and celebrated the passing of the seasons. Roman and Saxon gods followed and were assimilated seamlessly into the landscape of chalk, the moons stone. And when the vast emptiness overwhelmed them and fear gripped their souls, they kept faith with their shepherd on the hill and his outline was refreshed and made vibrant once more.


  It was a wise Christian abbot, from the monastery, long destroyed, who recognized his potency. During the great pestilence, when whole towns and villages succumbed to the fever and black swellings, the monks’ faith deserted them. They saw themselves, tiny and insignificant, in a landscape, bleak and indifferent. The madness came and they roamed the heath, empty and moon-struck. But the abbot armed them with trowels and forks and marched them to the hill of the giant. The physical labour of digging and scouring calmed their terrors and although many died of the plague, the survivors retained their wits and their faith. The practice continued and the church tolerated his pagan nakedness, placating his enemies with jokes and laughter.


  And when the monastery’ was dissolved and the countrywide was beset with wanderers and licensed madmen, whose rhymes and crazed fantasies centred around the ruins of the oak, an nspired priest had commissioned an exiled monk to create the windows of ‘The Chapel of Fools’. The spirit that stands by the naked man was fixed on that benighted tree and the painted devils of the windows gave shape and reassurance to the nightmares of the congregation. Their fears became tangible and bearable and less open to the terrors of the wilderness, in time, they roared out the words of the hymn at the end of every Sunday service.


  ‘No goblin or foul fiend, can daunt his spirit’. And under die spell of those words, aided by the fire of the beacons at the bleakest month, their fancies really did flee away’.


  He remembered their cider breath and their crude laughter as they enacted the annual scouring of his outline on the hill.


  But the incantations were now broken or forgotten. Those who scratched at the chalk in these faithless times brought him no gifts, like the necklace of black beads, fashioned from the shale on the cliffs, they called haunted. It rested now, in the darkness of chalk and roots, under the bones of his forearm, next to the shin of an ox, from the last herd of the lost wild white cattle.


  ‘With a Thought I Took for Maudlin’


  
    

  


  Miranda’s unaccustomed exertions made her fall asleep at once but her night was troubled by dream. She stood at dusk, upon a ridge, looking down on a landscape that was black and smoking. Little pockets of fire were still burning far into the horizon. On the opposite hill, the outline of the dead giant was scorched into the bare heath like a brand. Figures moved in the smoke and amongst them, she recognized the priest from ‘The Chapel of Fools’ and the woman with dying rose petals, like the wax of artificial flowers, melted into her clothing. They carried torches but these were no beacons of celebration and homage but pale corpse lights, glinting fitfully in the haze of smoke and ash. Each bore a mark, burned into their arms.


  Their homes stood abandoned, empty of decoration and ornament, their facades of glass and metal teetering and flapping like a collapsing stage set.


  Other things crawled in the desolation. At first, they appeared peripheral and tiny — a solitary’ black beetle regaining its footing, the twitch of a Caterpillar on a scorched branch and the stirring of roots beneath the feet of the wanderers. But gradually, the nests and colonies opened and the landscape was seething with their industry. Someone whispered, ‘Through the sharp hawthorn blows the cold wind’, and as its roar increased, the distraction on the faces of the torchbearers grew to a terrible despair. A hive of insects rolled like tumbleweed towards the first property. The wall wobbled a little before crashing upon its neighbour, until one by one, the houses of the estate collapsed.


  Miranda woke dull-witted and with a headache. But she was practical and hard-working. Paracetamol and black coffee soon banished the images of her dream. And besides, three more cases were waiting her attention. They included a complex child custody dispute which promised weeks of work. An extended winter holiday in the Caribbean beckoned. Quickly, she drafted her notes concerning Trevor Fernsby.


  She could offer him no help. Depression or a mild psychosis would be the likely conclusion but she would await his doctor’s report. Drugs would alleviate his condition and he would sink, a grey furtive thing, swallowed up in prison routine and brutality’. The strange occurrences of the previous day were lost or sanitised in the jargon of her profession. As she switched her attention to the next case, she remembered the giant on the hill. She had forgotten to ask the priest why the church had tolerated his nakedness. She paused as she recalled his face at the window, surrounded by sheaves of torn paper and there was something from her dream that troubled her. But the thought passed and the file was closed.


  



  


  ‘I See the Stars at Bloody Wars’


  
    

  


  All day in the barren vaulting towers of the modern church in the town, the priest felt a restlessness and anticipation. His modest bonfire of the books had given him comfort and an unforeseen communion with the distant companion lights from the new estate. His fire had reached out and he sensed their longing for his beacon. He remembered the wooden wreckage of the pews that grazed his ankles and imagined the power of their beckoning. The flames would rise high into the night sky, obliterating the moon, the stars and all the restless heaving of the wilderness. As dusk fell, he gathered matches, filled a petrol can and soon, his ear snaked its way through the country lanes, dodging startled rabbits, to The Chapel of Fools’.


  The night had been the giant’s time. Until the new houses came, with their glowing lights and faces which flickered around the glass, he had been free of the fantasies and anxieties which had created him. The moon embraced him as a lover and, when she was full, clouds of his chalk breath were blown in an interplay of light and shadow.


  He had often reflected on his own death and imagined a gradual merging back into the hillside, when the unbelievers forgot him and neglected their annual scouring. He could endure that soft oblivion, the same silence as the flint men in their barrows, or the insentient bones in the ragged churchyards. He wanted no such futile memorials — no offerings, headstones or mounds of earth,


  But he had never dreamed of this end — to be engulfed by the madness of his creators. Nightly, they were gathering at the windows, their gazes prolonged and transfixed. He felt their malice in the sneers and jokes of those who glimpsed him on the hillside and those who mocked and carved his image on walls with their spurting obscenities. And he had seen the planks of wood from the pews in the chapel, waiting their moment. The beacon would rise high and the watchers would come to its beckoning.


  The first flames were visible now and every window on the estate was filled with shadows. The fire flickered on their faces, twisting and distorting them. Eyes and lips that knew only emptiness twitched and rolled with the old fears. The flames would bring them no comfort but draw them out into the wilderness. Soon, their own beacons of madness would be lit — more terrible and more perilous than any arcane fiction of a gallows sprite or painted demon cast in glass.


  


  The Weimar Spider


  [image: ]



  On November 19th 1942, the Polish writer and artist, Bruno Schulz, was shot dead in the street in his home town of Drohobycz by SS Officer Karl Günther. Schulz had recently completed a mural at the home of a rival German officer, Felix Landau. Unpublished manuscripts and artwork, left by Schulz with friends, were lost. These include his novel ‘The Messiah’ which when rubbed, exudes plumes of colour.


  



  *


  



  I can’t bear the smell of flowers any more. Not since Vienna. Not since Miriam.


  In the delicate perfume of jasmine, freesias or bergamot, I sense the reek of corruption — the foetid decay of corpse flowers. That must have been what Baudelaire felt in ‘Les Fleurs du Mal’ or that fool of a friar, talking of honey in ‘Romeo and Juliet’ — “loathsome in his own deliciousness”.


  And books? I used to love the smell of dust in old libraries and bookshops and the burst of colour or austere black of the illustrations. They’re all deceivers — painted and powdered like old harlots to hide what moulders underneath. Bury them, burn them, drown them! I am sick to the craw of them.


  It had all started so well. I’d graduated that summer — double first in Art History and European Studies — when I learned that I’d been left a legacy in my great-aunt’s will. All her money and property were entailed elsewhere but I received the contents of her house.


  She was born in 1916 in Vienna, the year the old Emperor died, into an assured aristocratic family. But. Whereas my grandfather, her elder brother by two years, had adjusted, become dull, studied hard at Salzburg and Oxford, married and settled in England, Sophie had embraced the dangerous.


  “She had the morals and sexual appetites of a street apache,” Mother told me when I was old enough to understand, shuffling through family photographs on a winter’s afternoon. In her youth she had been beautiful. She had the same presence as Louise Brooks in ‘Pandora’s Box’ but without the vulnerability. Sophie was no victim, no Lulu.


  There was one photograph from the late thirties of her dancing with Ribbentrop and the poor booby was smitten. Mother showed it to me half in shame but there was that guilty pride in her face. Look! We weren’t always so commonplace.


  Even we could mock and enthrall the famous and the damned.


  Sophie married an envoy in the Vichy government and traveled widely through occupied Europe, enchanting and entrapping as she pleased. When the war turned, her husband disgraced and imprisoned, she cased away to Switzerland and returned to Vienna in 1955.


  She was approaching her forties. The war and exile had coarsened her and the young men stopped calling. The generals and bohemians who had shone and sparkled for her had long departed together with the excitement and danger. The men, who now wheezed and puffed up her stairs, were minor government officials and bureaucrats, who wore ill-cut suits and dirty’ shoes. She despised them and herself even more, but they smoothed her life and provided her with second-rate luxuries in the weary postwar years. Her letters to England spat of the dullness and indignity.


  “I’ve seen that film about my city.” she wrote of ‘The Third Man’. “My countrymen are shown as furtive bat-like grotesques, illuminated and surprised by shadow. Our great buildings are carcases in which the rat scuttles among the bones.” She hoarded books and pictures. I visited her once and I doubt that she knew, let alone had read, a tenth of the literature and manuscripts piled on her shelves. She bought books by the yard to impress and lure her drab admirers.


  “Ezra Pound wrote ten poems for me in Florence. The Sophian cantos, he called them. All unpublished. They’re here somewhere.” But she never found them.


  In the autumn I travelled by train — London. Paris, Strasbourg, Munich and finally Vienna — and relished the bustle and flow of people in the stations and corridors. I was part of that swift concourse. “Vibrant” was the word I flattered myself with as I chatted and flirted, joining the passing pageant of suitcases and sandwiches, magazines and goodbyes. Vibrant, alive and quick. The quick and the dead. How easily the wind changes. How soon the sun falls behind a cloud.


  I spent the first two weeks in this false holiday mood, blending in with the crowds in the bars and cafés. I found it easy to make friends, talking lightly into the small hours of plans and dreams, over wine and coffee. What a fine fellow I was with my generous expense allowance from the estate and Aunt Sophie’s house in the old city. The three or four Croatian, Hungarian and local girls who shared my old brass four-poster bed were overawed. I could have been a young Viscount or army officer on leave.


  Then I brought Miriam, a beautiful self-possessed gamine of eighteen from Prague, back to the house. She wasn’t impressed by the faded stucco ceilings and cornices and the frowsy glamour of the curtains and drapes.


  “There’s no warmth here — just a cold pallor. Where are her family pictures? You say she had scores of lovers but where are their photographs with the pet names and bedroom jokes? And look at all the unread uncut books. Their titles are like little headstones in some vast cemetery.”


  As she spoke the firelight flickered and glowed burgundy-red on a ring she wore. She noticed my glance.


  “That was given to me years ago — a lifetime away — by a jeweler friend in Prague. The stones came from a giant stolen ruby that was being cut in 1893 for a wedding brooch. An acquaintance of the jeweller, a young writer and mystic, Gustav Meyrink, had warned them against defiling such a peerless gem but they ignored him. The cutters hand slipped and the stone shattered. The images that have been seen in those shards and fragments have destroyed many lives. A young child will see with terrible clarity the disdain and contempt its mother feels, no matter how she smiles and simpers. It will realise its own worthlessness and ugliness in her eyes. My friend used some of those fragments for this ring.”


  “It seems to spell a word. M.E.T.’ I said.


  “It means ‘death’. It shines brightly as there s decay and emptiness in this house. It seeps through the walls. I can feel the shadows of all those who have slept in that bed and can hear their cries of agony and joy and their lingering despair. They press like children’s faces on a shop window. In life


  they were broken frightened people. Now they are grey shadows, peevish and scuttling with failed desire. But there are beautiful lost things here as well. Do you see the ring change?”


  As she moved her hand, another letter appeared as the firelight glowed. An E . E.M.E.T.


  “ ‘Emet’ means truth and beauty’. With ode flick of the hand, one sweep of the fingers, darkness and death turn to beauty and colour. And back again.” She moved her hand and the ‘E’ disappeared. “There are wonderful things here in this room. I’ll help you look.”


  From the dark recesses of the shelves, she retrieved a book that had been wedged out of sight and carefully brushed the dust from its covers. It flickered with a soft blue light.


  “See — she has Meyrink’s book — ‘Der Golem — unread and neglected. Let’s see what else is here.” How was I to know? If only I could crawl back through the hours and days of my folly and say. “Yes, let’s look now. Let’s find what is disregarded and despised,” then all would be well.


  But then I hated and distrusted that mystical babble. Once, when we were all drunk on cheap cider at college, a girl persuaded me to let her read my Tarot. I drew the Fool, teetering on the edge of a cliff, blithe and oblivious of the ruin below, then a tower, struck by lightning, with people leaping from the burning wreckage and finally a man waking from a nightmare, surrounded by swords.


  “Look,” said the girl. “It’s your bed!’ And it was — with the college’s wooden carving and Mother’s patchwork quilt of blue, yellow and red.


  “At least I didn’t get the death card.’ I said. And then we saw it. The death card had slipped out of the pack and had fallen into a vase of jasmine.


  “You’ve cheated death,” someone said. “Death lies impotent among the jasmine.” I felt that they were all laughing at me and that’s what I thought Miriam was doing. I yawned loudly and deliberately.


  “Let’s look in the morning,” I said. “Come on.” and motioned towards my aunt’s four-poster. She laughed as if I’d suggested something ridiculous.


  “It would be like making love in a shroud, in a mass grave. But if you want my help. I’ll be around. There’s an old man, Herr Dolwerrande. I’m sure he knows something about your aunt and her books. He’s been here before. He’ll help. But be careful, I feel that something important here in this room hangs in the balance.”


  Then she left, smiling like a fond grandmother to a sullen sulky child, and wished me well.


  I was furious with her. I’d seen Herr Dolwerrande alright — the old scarecrow. He’d been pestering me since my arrival in the city, offering to help sell the books and paintings. He was a wretched disgusting creature, aged, I guessed, in his seventies, whose hands and teeth were dark brown with nicotine stains. I had the idea that he was shadowing me for I kept seeing him on the fringes of the cafés — a dead stick-like thing — in the midst of all that life. He had the face that you see in a column of refugees or prisoners from Second World War newsreels. Each man looks briefly at the camera and is gone but one holds your attention. One lost face in ten thousand, one in ten million.


  In my wounded vanity I decided that he and Miriam were in league. They knew that there was a priceless volume in the room — probably the Ezra Pound — possibly others as well. I wondered about their relationship. Maybe she was his granddaughter — a sickening Little Nell, playing prim and virtuous — while grandfather drooled over the money. Perhaps he was her pimp.


  Before she’d shown me the ring I’d opened our second bottle of Gewurztraminer. Within the hour I’d drunk the lot and tottered to bed sneering at the ghosts she’d imagined seeping through the walls. I dreamed of nothing. No shroud, no shadows, no mass graves kept me awake.


  I have a good head for drink. I woke the next morning a little disorientated but with no hangover. Still angry and with my pride hurt that Miriam hadn’t slept with me, I resolved to start selling Aunt Sophie’s books and pictures immediately.


  I began with the handwritten folders and documents. I threw her letters, theatre programmes and newspaper clippings into two Hessian potato sacks. I wanted rid of her. Old sickly perfumes worn half a century ago, the scent of forgotten dance parlours and long-dead lovers returned for a moment. There was one strange illustrated book smelling of pressed flowers — mimosa, jasmine and roses. When I flicked through, its colours seemed to rise into the room. A note had been scrawled in German on the title page threatening dire consequences unless it was returned to somewhere in Poland. A spoilt child’s colouring book. I thought. Scratch and sniff. Let it smell of potatoes. I threw it into the sack. One sweep of the fingers. One flick of the hand.


  I took the sacks to a second-hand bookseller in the old city. He gave me 72 euros after a cursory glance at the contents.


  “I know someone who’ll love this lot,” he said. “‘The Weimar Spider’, I call him. Surrounds himself with mountains of ephemera from the old dead days. His house no longer has rooms. It has tunnels. In the morning he reads one single page — no more — plucked at random from the dust-covered piles. In the afternoon he reflects on what he’s read and in the evening he composes erotic poetry to the ghost of Dora Diamant, the mistress of Franz Kafka.”


  The previous night’s drinking must have affected me more than I’d thought. I stepped from the gloom of the bookshop into the swell of the crowd on the Singerstrasse. For the first time in that city I felt alone and disembodied, sleepwalking against the tide. I must have stepped into the road for I was hit hard by a van. I remember thinking as I fell that I would land on my head, that the van driver had a face like a fat yellow doughnut and that my bed was unmade. When I looked next I was stood on the pavement, blinking at the sunlight in the puddles. The doughnut face had staring disbelieving eves for I was unhurt. It swore and drove away.


  I slept badly that night. In a confused dream, my Tarot was being read but I was no longer with friends. There was no drink, no laughter but instead, an atmosphere of dread and foreboding. A young man, wearing a ruby-red cloak, was standing in a garden, festooned with roses. Their scent was cloying and overpowering. I knew the man to be Gustav Meyrink, the mystic who had created Miriam’s ring, for his fingers were stained red with dust. Time and again he shuffled and placed the cards before me and each time, the same images appeared — the Fool, the Tower and the nine of swords.


  “Folly, ruin and endless nightmare,’ said Meyrink. Sad and grave and, in a corner of the rose garden, nearly obscured by foliage, I could see a corner of the Death card.


  Then, I was back at the railway stations of London. Paris, Strasbourg and Munich or mingling with the crowds in the Viennese bars. I was searching for Miriam. I would see her dark hair as she boarded a train on a distant platform or the glint of her ring faraway across the river and ran. Weary and leaden-footed to meet her. Crossing endless subways and bridges I would realize that I was in the wrong city or that the train was disappearing into a tunnel and that Miriam was far away.


  Always I was jostled by the crowd. But instead of being a part of them, I felt them pressing down on me, hemming me in. And behind those living souls, who were the ones just out of sight, behind them? Once, when I was fifteen. I walked through the tunnel under the Thames between Greenwich and the Isle of Dogs. I felt, as many feel, that the walls would crumble and the water engulf me. But worse, I could sense the ghosts of old London, jealous and spiteful, on the other side of the walls. That panic came back to me.


  That morning I decided to visit Herr Dolwerrande. Despite myself I wanted to see Miriam and I was sure that they were linked somehow. I climbed the splintery wooden stairs to his shop in a side street off Wipplingerstrassc. I’d expected rooms full of books, pictures and curiosities but the office was spartan. It resembled the space allocated to a soldier in a barrack room or hospital patient in a cramped and busy ward. In one corner, a threadbare green army blanket covered some objects or furniture.


  Herr Dolwerrande sat hunched over a thin fire smoking coarse unfiltered cigarettes. He seemed surprised and relieved by my visit. I was sure he had prepared and rehearsed his opening words.


  ‘I ask for no money and in exchange for the one thing I will ask of you, I will give you two objects. I have travelled endlessly these sixty odd years and I have learned in passing so much that is kept hidden and secret from ordinary men and women who fret their lives away.”


  From under the blanket he pulled a black book the size of a photograph album.


  “This is the keepsake book of Anna Rauffenburg. Born June 28th 1898 and bought in readiness for her sixteenth birthday. All her friends and relatives were due to write dedications, poems and jokes — all the lovely silly things happy people do. There was a grand ball to be held in her honour. The orchestra was playing some light scherzos to warm up. She could see the first carriages far in the distance, lit by flaming torches at the entrance to her drive. Her adult life was about to begin. Has the date registered with you yet?”


  ‘June 28th — er — 1914,” I said.


  “That afternoon Archduke Ferdinand was assassinated in Sarajevo. The news reached her house as the carriage wheels of the first guests scrunched the gravel outside the house. Her ball was cancelled. The carriages were turned back, the music silenced and the tables cleared.”


  ‘And so?”


  ‘.Anna returned in desolation, unnoticed and discarded to her bedroom. But, as she passed her fathers open study door, she saw his pistol. She took the gun and in her loneliness and pique, blew her brains out, soaking this book with her blood.’ “A sad story,” I said. “But why show me? And anyway, there’s pages been torn out — half of it is missing.’ “The bloodstains turned to gold — look — they’re still there. And then, some sentimental buffoon scribbled a poem on a blank page. It was found that however dumb-witted or shallow the writer, this book produced for them dark and beautiful poetry — poetry with imagery which cut through the lies and pretences of the age. When Baudelaire and Verlaine wrote a century and a half ago. Europe had the semblance, the elegant façade of decay but today its rotten from the marrow and its stench hidden only by an eggshell veneer. Your poetry , in this book, will crack that shell. Your fragments of verse will be carved and scrawled on the crumbling towers and falling bridges.’ Herr Dolwerrande then pulled the rest of the blanket away.


  “A young woman helped me retrieve this from the smashed bowels of a house in the Linz ghetto in 1947. She told me that Gustav Mey rink had owned it. When I heard that name. I listened to her.’


  It was a wind-up gramophone and a huge pile of 78 rpm records. I was dismissive.


  “They’re in every junk shop in England. You can’t get the needles to play them.’ He opened a compartment. There were hundreds of coloured needles, carefully graded from an almost translucent white to coal-black.


  “Pick a colour,” he said, like a seedy children’s entertainer.


  I chose a primrose one. It reminded me of Hampshire riverbanks in spring. He selected a record. The label was handwritten. ‘Voices from the River Vltava 1909’. He wound the handle and delicately placed the arm of the gramophone on the record. It was a young woman speaking — soft, drowsy and content.


  “On Friday evening we walked to the river and cooked fish on brushwood fires and danced and sang to the music of mandolines and fiddles long into the night. Shyly, and without the others seeing. Petr pressed a bunch of violets into my hand. In the firelight I could see his fingers were wet and stained black where he’d stooped to pick them. He’d tied them loosely with a strand of reed. Sweet and dark as the hidden moon..........”


  It lasted nearly three minutes.


  “Very nice,” I said. “But that was in English.”


  “Of course you heard it in English. I heard it in German. Now we’ll choose another colour. Let’s try this black needle and play the same record.”


  This was a young man’s voice — but empty -a voice of surrender.


  ‘Everyday I cross the bridge joining the throng of the forlorn, the sleepwalkers. How many hundreds of us cross? Our eyes staring ahead or on the floor, at nothing. But under the bridge, I see always at the deepest part of the river, how the water swirls and breaks. How many more times can I bear to cross?” Carefully, Herr Dolwerrande lifted the needle.


  “You see. The same record and a thousand different voices. And hundreds of records. Voices from the old Empire from Bohemia to Budapest. And there is music here as well. Music to entrance and unsettle you. The lost songs and dances of the shtetl, the marketplace and the ghetto. The rhymes and rhythms of forgotten peoples. You can hear their heartbeats through the walls. I listen to them late into the small hours when this tired old city is silent and asleep. Hear them and you will never again be at ease with your snug lazy world. Your chatter and clamour. Your Tower of Babel may now speak with one idiot voice but it is the same tower nonetheless and in time it will shatter and fall.”


  His voice tailed off.


  “What is it you want from me?” I asked.


  “One book and one book only.”


  I became suspicious.


  “The Ezra Pound poems?”


  “No, I’ll show you where those are hidden and PH show you the Debussy songs she had under her nose for forty years. In the winter of 1917, Debussy had cancer and paid his baker and wine merchant with twenty-five unpublished settings of the poems of Verlaine and Rimbaud. I don’t want those either. I want a manuscript. Let me explain.


  “In late autumn 1942,I was a conscript in the German army at Drohobycz in Galicia. I was a lousy soldier but a good plumber and the SS Officer Felix Landau had me excused military duties to fix the water pipes and lavatory in his house. At the same time there was a Polish Jew, Bruno Schulz, who was painting a mural in a child’s bedroom. Landau had given Schulz the use of an attic to keep his paints, brushes, a few clothes and books. It saved him making the dangerous journey backwards and forwards from the ghetto. The painting had barely been completed when Karl Günther, a rival officer, shot Schulz dead in the street. It was an act of spite and revenge as Landau had recently shot Günther’s Jewish dentist.


  “Now I’d seen Landau do things in cold blood that would stop your breath but I’d never seen him angry before. He could barely speak but eventually he ordered me to clear Schulz’s attic of all trace of the man. ‘Do what you want with it. Sell it. Destroy it. I don’t care but I don’t ever want to see it again.’ He gave me two marks. Head muck and bottle-washer. I was.


  “There were bits and pieces of writing in a language I couldn’t read and a strange ornate folder that, when I opened it, smelled of jasmine, bergamot, freesias and other flowers and seemed to colour the room. The attic seemed alive. It became animate with colour. I should have followed my instinct and kept it.


  “Inside the cover was an untidy scrawled message in German that I half-read. It demanded that whoever owned the manuscript should ensure that it was taken to Warsaw and published. A curse tied the reader. But what was I to do? How was I to know? In those times I heard empty threats, pleas and promises every day. You became immune to them. In haste and fear of Landau I bundled everything in two old sacks, took the lot to a German rag-and-bone seller and was pleased to get seventy-two pfennigs.


  “In a dream that night I saw the words of that curse written in letters of fire and gold. They were surrounded by black and silver shapes — runes I learned later — which fixed the spell. ‘You have read and understood my words. It is your honour and burden to return my novel ‘The Messiah’ to Warsaw. Fail and the angry years will not release you. Old age will rack you but Death will not touch you. Then I dreamed I was in a theatre or circus ring.


  The crowd was hushed and waiting nervously someone. They glanced sideways at me, half in pity and half in that suppressed glee of watching a trapped creature suffer. I could hear their whispers.


  “Yes, he’s coming. Herr Meyrink himself. He’s coming.“


  A magician or conjurer approached, grinned with all his teeth, held up my seventy-two pfennigs for all to see and dropped the coins into the dirt and sawdust. He pulled a pistol from his jacket and shot me three times through the heart and three times through the head. That was the practice then. The bullets passed through me and I was unhurt. The conjurer bowed and the audience clapped and laughed at me. German officers, ragged children, grey townspeople and behind them, a host of shrunken starved figures stretched back into the distance. The whole host of them clapped and cheered — bone on bone, echo on echo. And I realised that they were the dead and that they were mocking me.


  “The next morning I was one of eight men in a lorry taking munitions to a railway siding. One of the shells mysteriously exploded obliterating everyone but me. Not even my uniform was scorched. Landau was so amused he took this photograph.”


  He passed me the snapshot and there was the hollow haunted face of the young Dolwerrande.


  “I’ve spent the last sixty-six years tracking down that manuscript. The rag-and-bone dealer sold all of Schulz’s papers immediately to a rich foreigner whose wife collected literature. All over Europe I’ve chased hints and whispers. And I, the lance corporal who cleaned lavatories, have learned so much of books and the secrets of those who wrote them and owned them. To me they were valueless. I remember one of our senior party officials in the last days of the war. He had two suitcases crammed with gold, jewellery and art — but the one thing he wanted — the man who could provide him with the forged papers he needed to melt away to South America — was four hundred yards away on the other side of the Russian army. I remember his face towards the end — like a drowning child. They caught him of course — dressed as a hausfrau in floral skirt and a wig stolen from a dress shop mannequin. He couldn’t even buy a razor to shave his stubble. They hanged him from a lamppost as they found him in dress and wig. They giggled and sniggered so much they could hardly throw the rope over. All futility. The squalor and indignity of a doomed man.”


  He shrugged and gestured at his sparse little room.


  “Then, five years ago, I stumbled out of the rain in Rouen into an exhibition of artefacts from the Vichy regime. I recognised in one photo the pasty face and soft eyes of a man I’d seen with Landau, Gunther and other senior officers in Drohobycz. It was your Great-Aunt Sophie’s French husband. Last year I traced her to Vienna and, as an art dealer offering rarities, was invited to her rooms.


  “On the afternoon I visited a breeze blew through the open window even though no leaves stirred outside. Papers in loose manuscripts fluttered and dust hung in the sunlight. I smelled the same freesias and jasmine as I had sixty-six years ago. And other scents came to me — the damp of that attic, the rain on my uniform and the lost streets and gardens of Galicia 1942.


  “I explained it all to her — the honour and renown she would gain. She refused. I remember her words.


  “Those years took everything from me. My lovers had been princes and men who made fools bow and tremble. When I returned to Vienna in 1955 I scraped favours from those same fools. No, let your book remain hidden. Let it be buried under a mound of worthless scribbles.’


  “She died three months later. On her instructions her rooms have been barred and bolted until your arrival.”


  As he spoke the realisation of what I’d done crept up on me. When I was young I had asthma and suffered nightmares. In the worst I was hiding behind a hedge. From far in the distance a vehicle was approaching, barely perceptible at first but growing louder. I knew it meant me harm. Sometimes it would veer away and the sound of the engine would almost disappear. But always it would return, mocking and teasing until I knew it would break through the hedge and overwhelm me. That’s when I woke up screaming. That’s how I felt listening to Herr Dolwerrande. I had one last hope but I knew it would fail.


  “Why didn’t the curse transfer to my aunt?” “Because she never read it, just as Landau and the rag-and-bone seller never read it. It merely passed through their hands.”


  I blurted it out.


  “I’ve read it. Read it, disregarded it and sold Bruno Schulz’s ‘Messiah’ for a pittance just as you did sixty-six years ago.”


  Herr Dolwerrande showed no sign of triumph or gloating. Instead, he drew long and hard on his cigarette, taking it beyond his lungs and deep into his bones. He exhaled slowly — the smoke a blue cloud of relief and oblivion that shimmered in the sunlight. He spoke quietly.


  “I don’t think this world could stand a book like that. Alongside such brightness, such passion, how shabby and drab it would appear — a hollow shell. My landlord can’t stand the music and voices from these records. It’s not that he finds them ugly — he knows them to be beautiful and strange. But when he hears them he feels the lost grandeur of the past and he becomes shrivelled — dried insect wings in a window frame.”


  I asked him about Miriam.


  “I thought I’d seen her. She was the young woman at Linz who found the gramophone.” “Who is she? Is she cursed as well?”


  “No, I’m sure of that. If anything, the reverse. But there are many things I don’t understand. Remember I’m the fool of a soldier who stumbled into this abomination. She’s older than I am. She belongs to that forgotten world of the gramophone records — before Sarajevo. There is darkness and misery there too as you heard but also life and colour that are long lost now — the same life and colour we both glimpsed for a moment when we opened that book.


  Her voice is probably there somewhere. I half recall hearing it myself.” “Will I see her again?”


  “I doubt it. The book’s gone. I can offer you no comfort, no hope. Instead, the centuries-old dead will surround you, angry and insistent, murmuring their bitterness and resentment. Already you have felt them smothering the sham of conversation, numbing any human touch. Have you spoken to an ordinary’ living soul in the last day? No. The dead are the bones and blood of this city and all the cities you will pass through in the weary years to come. Everything else is a jinking puppet show — finished before it has begun. And every night in your dreams. Herr Meyrink, the Magician, will come; throwing the coins in the dust, showing you what you have lost. You may meet Miriam at the end. The pair of you may be scrabbling and searching among far greater ruins than these. You and she alone together


  at the end. But I offer you no hope — not even that.” An hour later I was sat, my flesh numb, in a pavement café where the tide of the city flowed round me and separate from me. Nearby I heard a crash and the sound of women screaming. I walked over. There had been an accident.


  “Just stepped out into the road. Poor old man. Yes, he’s dead.” I looked at the heap of rags lying in the road. It was Herr Dohverrande.


  The next day I set out to find the manuscript — a journey I knew would leave me grey and broken. Of course the bookseller refused to tell me where to find ‘The Weimar Spider’. .Already a failing and futile quest. Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came.


  I resolved at least to retrieve the gramophone. My solace in the ragged years to come would be to find Miriam’s voice — perhaps a burgundy-red or ruby needle. Outside Herr Dolwerrande’s house I stopped. His landlord had smashed the gramophone and records. They lay in a mean little skip, not merely broken, but crushed into tiny pieces — dust and fragments. The needles had been painstakingly twisted by hammer blows. I could see the landlord framed in the window, a husk of a man, smiling slyly to himself.


  The Rose-White Water


  [image: ]



  In negotiating the sale of Lugley’s Copse, a substantial Georgian house, in the Hampshire town of Polkhurst, twenty-five-year-old Ellie Crinan had scarcely noticed the extent of its back garden. Instead, she had been attracted by the elegant spacious rooms, the weathered grandeur of its brick façade and the manicured front lawns and borders. The old farmhouse was an ideal location for showcasing her emerging career in modern country house design and celebrity lifestyle. Already, she had secured lucrative contracts with magazines and television companies, to feature the property. And the town, with its fashionable restaurants and exclusive health club was only an hour by motorway from London, where her lover worked as a professional sportsman and model.


  



  But like all the houses in the old quarter of the town, ranging from modest terraces, manorial villas and tiny thatched cottages, Lugley’s Copse swept down into a dense wooded valley. The boundaries between the gardens and the wilderness were vague and equivocal, forming a hinterland of secluded groves, clearings and copses. These obscured an ancient pathway, unrecorded on any ordnance survey map, that snaked under the canopy of branches. It climbed from a rocky pool and waterfall to a landmark known as Toogy’s Cave’, on the hill that overlooked the town. From that promontory, the path’s entrance was concealed by gorse bushes, that gave the illusion of being on the edge of a perilous chasm, that plummeted onto boulders, far below.


  



  The waterfall and its pool had been inaccessible for over a century. Thickets of impenetrable blackthorn bushes screened the path from the gardens of Ellie Crinan and her neighbour, Mr Coates. An athletic child, braving the thorns, might have manoeuvred through the undergrowth and network of animal tunnels, to reach the water. But they would have emerged bleeding, their clothes cut to ribbons, on a precarious rocky bank, where the foothold on each stone was treacherous. The shore was lined with towering arches of pendulous white roses and in summer, their perfume, heady and intoxicating, drifted into the two gardens.


  



  The residents jealously protected the secrecy of the path; even discussing its existence with neighbours, was taboo. Each regarded the valley as a place of awe and quiet sanctity and their solitary visits were rewarded by a strange sombre beauty. One garden led from a patch of rhododendrons, alive with birdsong, to a grove of yew, where the youngest trees, centuries old, grew from the gaping skeletons of ancient trunks. Locked and entwined with the dead wood, they seemed burdened with memory and loss. And there was a silence and watchfulness. No bird sang and even the rush of the nearby waterfall was mute.


  



  During times of drought, on the fringes of several gardens, the outlines of small primitive structures were revealed in the soil. A few fallen stone receptacles and pedestals remained, covered in moss and lichen. Dwarfed by the trees, these ghost shrines or temples to a forgotten god, appeared fragile and vulnerable. They seemed intended to placate rather than worship; to keep something from their homes that was dangerous and unwelcome.


  



  Concealed by brambles, on the edge of Ellie Crinan’s garden, was a statue, about three feet tall, of a swarthy central figure, encircled by the arms of its female acolytes. Plant dyes had been worked into the stone to accentuate the darkness of the god. The structure of its legs was fluid and amorphous, giving the illusion that it rose out of water, that shimmered, white and silvery around its thighs, revealing a prominent phallus. But its most striking features, formed of black opals, embedded in the rock, were its eyes. They surveyed its kingdom of fallen stone, tangled roots and briars, with a proud bitterness and defiance.


  



  Those townspeople that trespassed into the secret places, were tripped by stones and roots. Branches and thorns snagged at their clothing and the path became twisted and confused, before flinging them, dazed and wounded, back at their starting point. And at night the households shunned the old silent places, learning to ignore the occasional shadows they glimpsed, for their presence was fleeting. Aware of something they did not understand, they drew their curtains, relieved that their dreams were undisturbed and their property unmolested.


  



  But in Lugley’s Copse, Ellie Crinan slept fitfully, troubled with an unaccustomed and absurd obsession. The improvements and redecoration of the house were advancing well for she worked hard and tirelessly. And she had discovered the wine cellar, untouched since the previous owner’s death, a year ago. Fastened on the walls, were antique flagons and containers, covered, like the floor, in dust and cobwebs. But one single hook was empty. The imprint of old footsteps approached it, through the detritus. And little splashes of wine stained the stone, as if unsteady hands had fumbled, as the bottles were opened. The image returned each night, troubling her, like a dripping tap. By daylight, her compulsion seemed trivial and foolish. But its mystery and asymmetry disturbed her dreams, where she wandered through the rooms of her house, hunting for the missing object, worrying that she had neglected a task, vital to her plans. As she opened each door, the windows were flung open, their curtains flapping. Moonlight flooded in; a poisonous chalk glow, which corrupted and soiled her new fabrics and furniture. One night, her lover found her sleepwalking, opening and checking her cupboards and larder, before staring, moon-faced and trembling, into the trees of the wilderness.


  



  



  



  Loogy’s Cave was accessible to the public by tiers of railed wooden steps that rose gently with the contours of the hill. The town’s historians maintained that the name derived from a medieval hermit and ascetic—Thomas Lugley, the Devout, who sought solace and contemplation, in its depths. A pamphlet had been published, verifying his life, complete with pious verses and homilies, supposedly written during his solitude. A site in the parish churchyard had been designated as his resting place, which alluded to townspeople climbing the hill, with frugal offerings of bread and cheese, to consult with the monk, on spiritual and domestic troubles. The cave’s chalk interior bore the faint outlines of murals that were alleged to have first appeared in the sixteenth century. Their colours drained, they had been rubbed and scoured by a zealous Victorian clergyman, who judged them to be obscene desecrations.


  



  But digging, on the borders of his land, Mr Coates had unearthed a fragment of a bowl, dating from the Roman occupation, with bold abstract scratches embellished, as a frieze. When held to the sun, they took the shape of dancers, that seemed to move ecstatically, as dappled light from the trees, played on its surface. That evening, he had followed the path to the cave, to examine the remains of the erased murals. He saw the same figures, lithe and swirling, gouged into the chalk. By moonlight, the hidden colours and minerals, glowed and shone anew. As he studied the patterns, he had the feeling that he was being observed from the depths of the cave. Overcoming the sense of anxiety and the desire to flee for the safety of his study, the moment passed. But he was sure that something unseen and powerful, had examined and judged him as benign, before allowing him to depart safely.


  



  The story of Thomas Lugley and his association with her own house name appealed to Ellie Crinan and she mentioned the allusion to Mr Coates.


  



  “I doubt the existence of that obsequious monk,” he said. ‘The tale, with its morality and sentimental doggerel seems grafted on to something older and darker. The church has been eager and efficient in claiming that cave as its own. ‘Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean; the world has grown grey from thy breath.’ And our county and its surrounding towns are said to have been the last pagan enclaves to fall, for thick forest and marshland held up the progress of the evangelists. Some of the place names like ‘Pokesdown’, ‘Puck Pits’, ‘Pug’s Hole’ and our own ‘Polkhurst’ suggest the late survival of belief in a dark spirit of the woods.”


  



  Seeing her face crease with irritation, he had said no more. But he remembered, as a child, his grandfather warning him against trying to crawl through the undergrowth to reach the pool. The old man told him, that as an adolescent, he had once plunged and swam there. Reflected in the spray, as he emerged from his dive, he had seen the face of a young woman, garlanded with river weed and the wild dog roses. Briefly, she had embraced and caressed him but his eyes had misted and the image dissolved. And he sensed that another figure, jealous and malevolent, watched him from the bank, as he clambered to safety. He felt that only his youth and gaucheness had saved him from attack.


  



  Always there was a melancholy that clouded his grandfather. He shambled through life, marriage and fatherhood, as if reality was a dumb show, a theatre of shadows and futility. He had glimpsed something magical from which he was forever denied. In the depths of his despair, he would quote from Swinburne.


  



  ‘White rose of the rose-white water, a silver splendour, a flame, Bent down unto us that besought her, and earth grew sweet with her name.’


  



  When terminal illness finally gripped him, he wandered delirious at night, to the borders of his land. He was found the next morning, scratched and bleeding, as if he had tried to break through the thorn bushes. And by his hands and feet, were strewn huge white roses, just out of reach of his outstretched fingers.


  



  In Mr Coates’ study, was a painting, dating from the late sixteenth century, which captured the savage beauty of the landscape, viewed from the cave. A lone figure walked on a bright summer’s day, full of flowers, into the wilderness, on a narrow precarious path. He wore the nondescript clothes of a peasant or farm labourer and the scene may have been contemporary with the artist or a depiction of past centuries, stretching back to pre-Christian times. He seemed dwarfed and cowed by the power and sentience of trees, rocks and river. The path led through a green watery tract that shimmered in the heat—a mire to ensnare and flounder him. And in the distance, was a dark woodland, hostile and primeval. The tracks of bears and wolves hinted at shapes and eyes, lurking in the deepest coverts, waiting to spring and pounce. The scene conveyed the malign glory of the natural world, where humans ventured at their peril. The fate of the solitary traveller depended on the whims and moods of wood and stone, claw and tooth, and earth and water. He looked back over his shoulder, his mouth gaping, in fear and wonder. And he carried a dripping flagon of purple liquid, surrounded in a garland of flowers. Scrawled in thin black paint, by the anonymous artist, was the title: ‘Pilgrim Bringing Gifts to the Temple of Lugus’.


  



  



  



  The artist would not have recognised the same view from the hill. The copses had been felled, the streams, marshes and sacred springs, drained and covered, and the downs had been tamed. Electricity pylons stretched to the horizon, where a ribbon of motorway burned in a petrol haze of bottlenecks and traffic jams. But the land was fertile and swathes of polytunnels mushroomed across the valley, growing forced strawberries, peppers and watery tomatoes. Several fields, where ancient orchards had been grubbed up, were devoted to serried rows of clipped identical vines, adjacent to huge metal vats, which produced sparkling wine. The main river was gated and hemmed in, bullied and barged aside by concrete; its hidden places a dumping ground for armchairs, supermarket trolleys and obsolete computers.


  



  One solitary farm, devoted to livestock, remained. But it was a showpiece, a sham theatre of rural nostalgia, where tethered neutered beasts were docilely paraded for parties of bored school-children and tourists. Its beribboned odourless goats, Billy and Bessy, were stroked and patted, as they sniffed the shampoos and deodorants on the fur of the hybrid dogs of the visitors; the labradoodles, dachsadors, puggles and peek-a-poms. A vintage carriage, pulled by plumed shire horses, which clattered down the quieter lanes, was available for hire. And there was an arrangement with the town’s principal hotel, for guests to rent costumes, dressed as Mr Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet, surveying their lands and estates.


  



  But beneath the affluence and prosperity of the town, was an undercurrent of violence and destruction, which exceeded the petty vandalism and minor delinquency of its neighbours. One night, prior to harvest, huge swathes of the vineyard were attacked; the young vines ripped from the ground and the earth stained purple with the torn fruit. On midsummer eve, a solid metal security gate was wrenched free, stripped apart like matchwood, and its broken shards flung through the windows of the exclusive estate, setting off a cacophony of alarms and sirens. During all of these outbursts of rage, timid householders peeped from behind their curtains and saw the shapes of young women, who climbed walls, trees and fences, with the strength and athleticism of leopards.


  



  By a copse, on the edge of town, was a spring, occasionally used by agricultural workers, until Victorian times, which bubbled silver and turquoise. Those that drank from its waters, tasted the flowers and scents of the old forest and the soft blue heather of the hills at dusk. They dreamed of the wild wood and things they dared not speak of to each other, in the morning. The spring lingered, forgotten and unvalued, until the site was concreted to install a temporary workman’s hut and mobile lavatory. That night, residents were woken by a sound like an exploding shell as planks, aluminium and plastic were flung apart. They saw the silhouettes of girls, tearing and ripping, and heard screams, wild and despairing; a savage ululation of animals that had lost their young. “It seemed the forest screamed,” one woman commented to the local newspaper.


  



  After each incident, suspects were questioned and police visited the local comprehensive school—a prestigious establishment, which attracted motivated and academic children from surrounding towns, to warn and threaten its bemused pupils. Anxious to secure a culprit, a scapegoat was found—a lumpen ungainly girl, unpopular with her peers—and wrongly convicted of criminal damage. But during her community service, a gradual change was noted in her appearance and manner. After six months, she acquired a feral grace and beauty, made more alluring by her aloofness and disdain for the townspeople. Shunning the clumsy advances of men and youths, she withdrew into herself and ventured alone at night, far beyond the street lights, into the last remaining wild places of wood and river.


  



  But there was a subtler and deeper malaise that flared occasionally in the heart of the town; a foreboding and sense of imminent danger, that seemed to seep from the hill and infect everyone. The old remembered the air-raid sirens, when they peered into the skies and heard the drone of approaching bombers. But this was worse for the feeling of dread and anxiety were intangible. Tomato pickers in the polytunnels saw visions in the rainbow colours of the plastic that made them feel paltry and diminished. They paused at their work, unable to continue, for the sense of loss and longing. Young mothers, collecting their children from school, looked up in the direction of the cave on the hill, and imagined strange images forming in the chalk; things that fascinated, aroused and disturbed them. Their homes seemed empty and bereft, their children, insipid and commonplace, and they quarrelled and found fault with their stolid uncomprehending husbands.


  



  Doctors were aware of the phenomenon. Vainly, they analysed the symptoms and conditions when despair and incipient madness would fester and erupt, nicknaming the condition ‘Polky’, as something local and endemic to the town. Their tranquillisers and stimulants were ineffective whilst the astute noted historical allusions to the malady. In 1613, “a distemper of melancholy” afflicted the masons and carpenters, installing the bells at the parish church. And some residents of the old quarter knew the story of a house guest, in the latter years of Queen Anne’s reign. Drinking heavily into the small hours, he had seen a shape pass through the trees and blundered after it, cursing and screaming. When he staggered back, his noise and clamour had ceased for his tongue was mute and his arms flapped at his sides, palsied and shrunken. His speech and dexterity never returned as he vainly tried to communicate, in grunts and squeaks, what he had encountered by the water.


  



  



  



  Only in the older houses, where the back gardens blended into the wilderness of the concealed path and where the shadows were hidden behind drawn curtains, was there an uneasy calm and acceptance.


  



  But on a July night, of steamy clinging heat, Ellie Crinan sat alone, with her French windows wide open, viewing the moonlit scene. The perfume from clumps of mignonette and the distant rose bushes around the pool, was heavy and intense, drowning even her citrus and vanilla air fresheners and the factory smells of the newly-installed carpets and upholstery. She had strolled awhile on the lawn and noticed, with amusement, the closed blinds and curtains, in the neighbouring houses. By daylight, she had observed to a friend, how wild and abandoned to nature, their gardens seemed, with the absence of barbecues, furniture, children’s toys and trampolines. And she imagined her own view transformed by a conservatory, lights in the trees and alfresco parties, late into the night, with hot food, laughter and clinking glasses. On the borders of her land, her predecessors had planted a clump of cherry, peach and apricot trees, now ripe with fruit. These merged into the trees and bushes of adjacent houses, to create an orchard, providing a seasonal harvest from early summer until late autumn. Its location, so distant from the houses and straddling the wasteland, seemed odd and unnatural.


  



  As she focused on its dark ribbon of foliage, she saw figures moving, oblivious to the nearby thorns. Some were climbing high into the top branches, with the grace and balance of acrobats. She had heard the stories of the delinquent girls who terrorised the town. Being young and fearless, she fetched a torch and strode towards the trespassers. They retreated into the undergrowth and she followed boldly, shining the beam into the thickets. Her feet squelched on fallen fruit and her limbs were whipped and scratched by flailing brambles and twigs. As she advanced, the torchlight zigzagged and briefly, she saw eyes, hostile and defiant. And from the darkness, she heard hissing, as if from a nest of cornered and dangerous animals. She stumbled slightly and caught her leg on a hard sharp object. Touching the gash and inspecting her hand, she found she had cut herself badly and hurried inside, angry at her failure to catch the intruders.


  



  



  



  The next morning, remembering the obstruction that had injured her, she retraced her steps to locate and remove it. On the borders of her land, she discovered the statue of the dark god and his entourage. On the thighs and phallus of the central creature, she noticed with disgust, a dried trickle of her own blood. She felt angry and defiled. And the acolytes, which worshipped the obscenity, recalled the girls, who had stolen fruit from her trees. Their arms draped around the figure and their eyes, fixed on its thigh, seemed to mock and taunt her wound.


  



  The statue reminded her of the grotesque carvings and fetishes of primitive peoples; interesting museum pieces for the curious and erudite, but out of place and monstrous, in a suburban English landscape. Its brazen sexuality appalled her and she loathed it, with a puritan disgust. And hanging from a nearby branch, was a leather flagon, its seams and stitching unravelled, to reveal the dark stains and dregs of wine. She knew instinctively that this was the missing object from the wine cellar that had triggered her obsessive nightmares.


  



  She heaved the statue onto the stone steps of her garden path and located a heavy long-handled mallet, from the shed. Her sessions in the health club had made her strong and fit and she wielded the hammer with power and dexterity. The dark god and his acolytes crumbled under her blows. But when she smashed the two strange black stones that were its eyes, light caught the scattered fragments, in a rainbow haze. Briefly, she saw the hill above the town transformed. The mushroom settlements and tumours of polythene and glass were gone. Forest, river and heath stretched back, unbroken to the horizon. And with the last strike of the hammer, came an echo of laughter, harsh and cynical at its own destruction; the ghost sigh of a tree, as it slumps and slews malignantly under the axe, crushing the woodsman, who has turned aside, unaware of the danger.


  



  The sensation disturbed her and she stared back into the wilderness, hating the gloom and her memory of the twilight equivocation of the fruit trees as they blended into the wood. She resented their sprawling fecundity, the butterfly-haunted richness of their ripeness and drop, and the untidy flurry of blackbirds and thrushes, pecking and squabbling in the debris of rotting peaches. The huge black cherries were high and inaccessible and she noticed that, in the past, many had fallen and rooted, adding to the tangle of vegetation, which provided cover for thieves and trespassers. She resolved to clear them all and construct a fence or wall, to deter intruders. The leather flagon, she tore from the branch and destroyed.


  



  Early, on the morning when the diggers and earth shifters began their work, there was a bitter altercation with Mr Coates, who pleaded with her to halt the destruction.


  



  “It’s folly enough to provoke the anger of those girls, or whatever they are. But there’s someone else there. I sensed his presence once in the cave, at dusk, watching me, like a wounded animal.”


  



  And when he told her the story of the man, whose tongue and arms had withered, she lost all patience and instructed the foreman to gouge the woodland entirely from her land. In her spite and zeal, they passed far beyond the borders of her property, cutting a clear swathe to the hidden path.


  



  The view surprised and delighted her. The fall of the trees revealed the hill and its cave. And brushing past the wreck of branches, leaves and fruit, she saw the cascade of water. Intrigued, she grabbed a stick from the devastation, to fend off any remaining brambles and hastened to investigate.


  



  



  



  The hour before dawn, when the old fears and nightmares came to the humans—especially in the houses of glass and steel—was his favourite. In partial darkness, their brash new settlements appeared subdued and vulnerable. He felt he could brush them away with a sweep of his hand and extinguish forever their soft pulsing lights, that glowed like candles around a corpse. And it was always at this hour, that he slipped noiselessly, through the trees, to bathe in the pool, by the waterfall.


  



  He had known her in all her seductions and moods, since the forests rose, hills were shaped and the river’s course shifted to create her—a solitary nymph, silvery blue at dawn. He immersed himself in her; her breath in the whirlpools and eddies, her whisper in the reeds and river flowers and her rumours and stories, in the cascade from the hill. And he was jealous of any mortal who dared to share her intimacies. Terrified of his rages and sudden unpredictable acts of vengeance, they had grown trees around the path, to hide the glory of his progress. Now, he crept in stealth, from the tumult of the town; a half-forgotten minor deity of the fringes and hinterlands.


  



  He had watched their tribes, civilizations and empires bubble, flourish and fade. But their skills and brash confidence grew with each wave as his own powers had waned. The first ones had called him ‘Lugus’, a violent god of darkness. They had built temples to him; fashioning his image out of gold, stone and wood, for his whims decided their crops and their fertility. When they were driven west, the new invaders called him by different titles but still they honoured and feared ‘Old Polk’, as a malignant spirit of the woods and hills. He lingered then in folk memory and the church slyly stole, not only his temple, but his name, to create their spurious hermit.


  



  Once, he had been capable of tenderness towards them, feeling the poignancy of their mortality. When he held the quick bright girls in his arms, he longed to make them immortal with an embrace and delay the mutability of the strange children they bore him, that fools called changelings. He knew the forgotten burial places of them all; the white bones in the mounds on the hillside, where of old, the grass was cropped by the wild white cattle and the smudgy brown-faced sheep. And he honoured with flowers and yew, even those confined in the mean little churchyards of his enemies.


  



  Apart from the older wiser residents, only pockets of belief remained in the town, that sputtered and fizzed, according to fashion. Earnest youths and their pale anxious girls, in flowers and beads, had once spent a night in his woods. And a coven of the middle-aged and elderly, creaking and puffing, with rheumatism and damaged hearts, met regularly at solstice. Their flabby nakedness and sterile obeisances, devoid of passion and fire, wearied him. But their clumsy homage was well meant and his unseen followers had shepherded them from harm and guided them home, unscathed.


  



  But now he realised that the brief and futile fertility of the humans would outlive him. His retinue, once hundreds strong, had dwindled to a handful. He remembered their glow and shine; the spirits of felled trees, of the lakes and marshes, drained by the mortals, and the sacred haunted places, desecrated and made sterile by their engines and towers.


  



  He had heard his followers lament the naiad of the woodland spring. Her sly humour and tricks had given him solace and consolation, for many recent centuries. She had confided to him all the crazed dreams she had implanted in the coarse agricultural labourers, who had slurped and dribbled at her shrine. And he had watched them, as they stumbled and sweated in the heat, confused and shamed by her visions. She had died in his arms, encrusted and choking with the filth of their machines. Once, he could have crushed them utterly—wreaking havoc and revenge upon them all. But his powers were long diminished. And this morning, he came to grieve for her, with her companion nymph, of the pool. As he dived and swam, he caught his own reflection in her eyes. His face was old and hollow. His lips were drawn back; the skin and hair taut, and his teeth were bared. The image disturbed him for it echoed the last wolf of his lands; cornered by them, in a copse, some six hundred years ago. Its fur had bristled and its eyes had glowed, as it sprang, one last time, at their throats.


  



  Throughout his dark reveries, he had been aware of a new infringement, an imminent peril, that cut into the last vestiges of his world. But beset with grief, he had dismissed the premonition. As he surfaced and sprang lightly onto a poolside boulder, he saw a young woman, standing high on the opposite bank, watching him. She reminded him of the lost beauty of the old tribes, with her grey-green eyes and hair, streaked with the yellows and reds of the sky at sunset. The presence of one so enticing was rare and her intrusion forgiven. The taste of the naiad of the pool was still in his mouth and nostrils—the roots of old trees, the chalk and the flowers, as yet unformed.


  



  But then, as he breathed the perfume from her skin, hair and clothes, came the death smell of slashed and broken trees, like marrow oozing from a jagged bone. He recognised them all—the blackthorns, hazels, alders and rowans, on the fringes of the lands of the old woman, a year dead, who had brought him flagons of wine, as offerings. A centenarian, many had marvelled at her longevity and independence. But benevolent to those who honoured him, he had stopped the cancer that gnawed at her throat and reversed the blindness, he knew would ravage her.


  



  And this new woman, an interloper, in a morning’s work, had desecrated one of the last sacred places. He saw a smirk form on her face at his nakedness; her eyes drawn to his thigh, in a mixture of disgust and contempt. In her hand she carried a switch of hazel, still raw and bleeding with sap. Idly, she flung it into the pool, laughed and departed.


  



  



  



  That afternoon, Ellie Crinan sat in her garden, with a friend, admiring the cleared swathe of landscape and discussing the stranger by the pool.


  



  “I thought at first it was a young guy for he sprang out of the water like a gymnast. But the eyes were old—dark and nasty, like those filthy old men, queuing in the chemist for their prescription viagra. Probably, a well-preserved old lecher, sniffing around after those girls. And he was unnaturally hirsute—back and legs covered in thick black curls. I’ve not seen him in the town—no doubt a foreign worker—cheap labour, picking fruit at the farm.”


  



  “Sounds more like an itinerant pedlar or cacker,” her friend said. “Next thing, you’ll find him knocking on your door, offering to tarmac the drive or mend your guttering, in the hope of peeping in your bedroom window, when you’re dressing. You say he was agile for his age—years of shinning up drainpipes, pinching the lead off church roofs.”


  



  “And the air was rank with him. Although he’d been swimming, there was an unwholesome musk, like passing the cage of some dung-encrusted beast, all horn and slimy fur, at the zoo. But the pool and waterfall were quaint. Families and their kiddies would love to paddle and splash there. The shrubs and brambles need to be cut back and the boulders removed. The council could connect it to the main road. They could put a lamp standard down there, a bench for the elderly, with a litter bin and a notice, warning dog owners, about their pets, fouling the path.”


  



  “And a sign prohibiting nude bathing. You’d think, at least, he could have covered it with his hands.”


  



  “Do you remember at Oxford—the jokes about ‘Parson’s Pleasure’, on the Cherwell, where in the past, the bachelor dons used to bathe naked?”


  



  “Yes, and once they were observed by an undergraduate girl, out punting. All of them hid their sagging privates, except one, who covered his head with a towel and said that he, at least, was known in the university, by his face.”


  



  “Our pool could be called ‘Pikey’s Pleasure.’”


  



  Their anecdotes and laughter drifted to the woodland of her neighbour, where a figure watched and listened. His rage grew for the intrusion, for his lost naiad and for the imminent threat to the nymph of the pool. The mortals, who had once lived in dread of his glories and humours, now mocked him and viewed him as one of their own pariahs—an aged thing of furtive vices; a voyeur, a thief and a pedlar. He remembered the old gypsies with affection. They had their own inherent magic and acknowledged him with gifts and a name, in their secret language.


  



  



  



  That night, as Ellie Crinan lay with her lover, a soft wind blew from the hill, filling the bedroom with the scent of gorse and heather. The cave’s entrance was white, under a full moon and a plume of chalky light filtered through the open window. She felt she could almost see the scoured outlines of the strange drawings on its walls, flickering and twisting. As she stared into its mouth, she remembered the obscene statue that had wounded her, the dried trickle of her own blood and the bitter echo, when her hammer had crushed its eyes into dust. And she saw a blackness, deep in the maw of the hill; something old and malign, that seeped into their bedroom. It seemed to curl like smoke, thick and suffocating, from the bones of rocks and trees, long fallen and buried, but now oozing from the grass and chalk. The moonlight was only a trick to enhance its potency.


  



  In the mirror, she glimpsed their clumsy tangled embrace. Their flesh was the colour of ash and their limbs, like pumice stone, were swollen and ugly. They resembled the calcified dead from Pompeii, engulfed by lava, but reanimated by some cruel conjuring or sleight of hand. They twitched and fumbled with the same compulsive gestures as dupes and stooges, hypnotised on stage; living mannequins, compelled into acts of grotesque hand washing or begging for titbits on their haunches and barking, like dogs. And she felt marooned and isolated in the landscape and moonlight that had flooded their bedroom. The mirror seemed a pool or lake and they were the only ones in a hostile wilderness, naked and alone.


  



  Her lover sensed her unease and they rolled apart, all desire withered. She rose, drew the curtains to block the vastness of the night and covered herself with her pillow, gathering the bed sheet around her. But the sensation persisted. She dreamed she was crouched under a bush or in thick undergrowth, hiding from the moon, the trees and the dark potency of the cave, on an endless plain, bereft of people. With growing fear and panic, she dreaded the dawn, for its light would pinpoint her, clinging to branches and tussocks of grass. And the panorama of sky, scudding clouds and the sweep of valleys and hills, with all their malevolence, would render her giddy and teetering, unable to stand or run, from something that advanced slowly and inexorably towards her.


  



  



  



  She woke to a lingering memory of the night’s anxieties. But irritated at having succumbed to irrational fears and fancies, she busied herself with work, relying on her mantras of assertive and confident thoughts and actions. The coming day was crucial. In the afternoon, a celebrity magazine was arriving for a photo shoot, showcasing her designs. The panoramic view from the back garden, with the newly-exposed cave on the hill, added a new dimension, broadening her wealth and status. The town’s most photogenic citizens were her hand-picked guests. The sunburned coiffured sportsmen, twinkling civic greybeards and the glamorous owners of coffee shops, boutiques and salons, together with some docile farmyard animals, would be the extras on her parade. They exemplified a modern rural lifestyle, with the countryside tamed and disinfected. Her interiors had been polished and preened. Contracts had been agreed with designer brands and their product placements discreetly arranged. All was perfect as she stepped outside to inspect her garden.


  



  A movement on the hill caused her to look up to the cave. Its chalk was defaced with bold slashes of black abstract lines in charcoal. As her eyes focused, she noticed the resemblance to the statue from her garden, with its surrounding group of acolytes. And busily engaged in their graffiti, were the girls who had trespassed onto her land. One was embellishing the creature’s thigh with crimson paint or dye. She understood the taunt. Her injury had been observed and in broad daylight, they were mocking her and sabotaging her plans.


  



  But they had underestimated her. She had them trapped. With her speed and training, she could scale the public path to the cave, in a matter of minutes. If they attempted to brush past her, or even assaulted her, in their escape, she would be able to identify them for a successful prosecution. It would enhance her reputation both in the town and nationally.


  



  She sprinted to the foot of the hill and mounted the wooden steps, two at a time. On a platform, only yards from the cave, she paused and saw the girls, as they retreated into its depths. She had expected a rough uncouth athleticism and pictured them wearing the fashions and make-up of some current teenage tribe or cult. But their clothes seemed odd and intangible. As they moved, she had the impression of water, shimmering on a river, or the leaves and branches of trees, folding and overlapping, as the wind blew. And there was a cold inhuman ferocity in their eyes. She recalled a visit to the enclosure of a tawny forest cat, at a wildlife haven. The creature had stared at her briefly, with the same vehement feral hatred, before fading into the shadow of its den.


  



  Their strange beauty and grace astonished her. And even in her zeal to catch and punish them, she identified something marketable; an eroticism that could be refined and harnessed. Men would lust after them and women would envy their poise and magnetism. She imagined herself as a mentor in their rehabilitation. They would be in her thrall and accentuate her celebrity.


  



  She followed them into the cave, confident she would find them hiding and giggling, in its furthest recesses. But it was deeper than she remembered and in the dark, their silhouettes were still yards ahead of her.


  



  She emerged in the heart of a forest, where the trees towered above her. She glimpsed her quarry but their shapes merged swiftly into the trunks of elm, ash and rowan, and one was reflected in a fast flowing river of treacherous current and strength. In the patterns of leaves, branches and grey water, she recognised the hues and contours of their hair and clothing. And she understood their nature and their power.


  



  It was a place of intense melancholy, where a brooding sadness made the air close and oppressive. The immensity of the wood brought a rush of vertigo and panic and she felt hemmed in by its silence and malevolence. She sensed its hatred of mortal things that walked on two legs; things that felled, slashed, cut and burned. Tendrils and whips of briars stretched out to strangle; branches to beat and crush and roots to trip and suffocate her, in the gaping hollows and boles. One fallen oak lay nearby, clustered with ivy, that seemed shaped like a body, swollen and twisted, as if an interloper had been pinioned by its navel and its entrails wrapped around the trunk, to appease the anger of the wood.


  



  In the maze of vegetation, the cave’s entrance was lost and she scrambled vainly amongst ferns and thorns. And from the distance, but approaching fast, came sounds that seemed to originate from the roots and bones of the trees; notes of bitterness and madness, without melody, from a deranged musician. The forest caught their echo and they reverberated around the banks of the streams and rivers and high in the canopy of the trees.


  



  She fled from their roar and menace. As she climbed mounds and hillocks and jumped ditches and mires, she realised that she had been gulled and lured to this place. And even as she ran, the malice of the forest was directing her flight, nudging and shepherding her. Determined to frustrate its influence, she swerved aside, lost her footing and tumbled down a grassy bank. She heard laughter; the same mocking echo, from her destruction of the statue. As she lay, dazed and exhausted, it seemed that someone touched her eyes and breathed on her. The gesture was cold and she felt the hand and mouth recoil, as if her flesh was repellent.


  



  But she opened her eyes with a feeling of serenity and a heightened awareness of her surroundings. She was alone, by a lake, on the fringes of a great forest, with the valley below. She felt the sentience of wood, stone and water. The shadows of the spirits of hills and trees flickered elusively as her eyes struggled to focus on their shapes. And there was a murmur and whisper; a ritual of dance and language so beautiful, that she desperately wanted to understand. She remembered the ones who had entered her land. Their voices and colours shimmered and glowed again and her mouth formed their names: Arbeth, Llinon, Elenid and Blodeuedd. She knew their moods, pleasures and sorrows and she grieved too for the naiad of the spring, whose name was Dathyl.


  



  Days, months and years seemed to pass in minutes. In the valley, where her own house had stood, were stones, like hooded white figures. When the stars and moon spun and rolled, she saw their patterns and alignments, from earth to firmament. Winding from the huts of the town, were people, shy and fearful, bringing gifts to the altars. The pageant stretched back through the centuries, from the fervency and belief of the old tribes, to the fitful indifference of recent years. And she understood the solemnity of stone and the swaying dance steps of the trees. When she listened intently, she could hear the heartbeats of creatures, deep in the woods, and eavesdrop on the dreams of wolves, sea eagles, pine martens and things remembered only as bones, in the rocks and earth.


  



  In the distance, the unseen musician was playing again but the tune was no longer deranged and discordant. Its sweetness made her want to rise and immerse herself in its rhythm. She saw her face, reflected in the lake. Her youth and beauty seemed enhanced by her insight and knowledge. But her limbs would not move. She felt them paralysed and atrophied. From her image in the water, she felt the ooze of petrol and polythene, the sickly heat of plastic and the smell of rotting sap, still on her skin and hair. A dragonfly, its body the colour of black opals, hovered over the water and alighted on the green of her eyes. The reflection broke as the ripples spiralled and her face crumbled. The music was silent now and someone moved behind her. In the lake, she saw his face, as the first tribes had known him, before the years of bitterness and cynicism. But his touch on her eyelids was dead and passionless and she saw his contempt, as he passed from view. She felt limbs, strong as branches or whirlpools, grip and carry her through the forest, before she slipped into unconsciousness.


  



  



  She woke in the mouth of Loogy’s Cave, looking down onto her own garden. At first, she thought the white stones, with all their rituals and alignments, were visible again, but realised, with dismay, that they were her guests, sat waiting for her, in the sunlight. She remembered her plans for the day and realised she was late. But her descent would be dramatic and her fame and reputation would soar. She had so many things to tell them, so many secrets to unfold, of Arbeth, Elenid and their grief for Dathyl. And there was a new mural, engraved in the chalk, that seemed poised on the edge of movement, to dance and swirl with the other older images.



  



  Rising to her feet, a wave of nausea almost made her faint and her hands were trembling. Her joints ached and her vision was blurred. And there was something in her throat, grey and flaccid, that brought phlegm to her mouth and a reflux, that tasted sour, as if she had been sick. But she recalled her adventures and the tumble down the bank, and assumed all would be well.


  



  With relief, her lover and friends saw her and waved. They had noticed the recent artwork in the chalk. There was something familiar about one of the figures that puzzled and intrigued them. Ellie seemed to move with difficulty. Perhaps she had strained a muscle, whilst running. From the hill, someone was playing an instrument, that seemed to echo from the cave itself; a wild mocking melody that was disturbing the animals. The shire horse, usually so placid, reared on its hind legs. A dog howled and others, in the neighbouring houses, answered. The photographer, his face white, had zoomed his lens on Ellie and was filming her descent, his concentration rapt and intense. From the wilderness nearby came the sickly smell of roses, festered and tainted, like the muddied dribble from a forgotten vase.


  



  Her lover watched with growing unease. Around the cave, the patterns of light, chalk and the grasses, blown by the wind, seemed to animate one of the figures. It jerked and hobbled with the same limping motion as Elbe’s laboured walk. And the music jinked and tripped in time, to mimic them. Something was deeply awry. The photographer’s expression was caught between disbelief and a secret nasty smile, as he held the camera.


  



  Ellie veered unsteadily towards her friend. She needed to tell her of the glory of the stranger she had seen by the waterfall. But her voice was hoarse and feeble, and she slumped to her knees. Her body seemed weightless in her lover’s arms, as he lifted and carried her into the house. And her clothes hung loosely over the wrinkled shrunken skin of a centenarian, as she babbled ecstatically of moons, stars and the alignments of stone and sky.


  


  The Very Thought of You


  [image: ]



  After Grandfather died, in early May, .1959, his dog refused the food we offered and shunned the old colonel’s house. Instead, he made a nest on the boundary of the long, neglected garden, which bordered a remote bridleway, leading through fields and open countryside. Soldiers, who had missed their train, occasionally used the path, for the long trek back to barracks. Invariably, they would wave at the house, where the colonel spied the wasteland through binoculars, and wait for Wellington to trot, yapping and wheezing to the fence, for biscuits or crisps to be thrown. He was a stolid grizzled terrier, as arthritic and beset with heart disease as the colonel. We were moving our possessions into the old family home and assumed that the chaos and bustle had upset the poor creature. After years of temporary lodgings and rented rooms, the move marked a homecoming and sense of beginning a proper family life.


  We found his body, one morning, facing the deserted footpath; his eyes still searching the fields, for friendly faces, bringing food. And alongside him. Impaled on a stick, was a wreath, intricately woven from nearby hedgerow blooms and shrubs. The flower heads of daisies, violets and dandelions had been twisted and braided with strands of ivy and honeysuckle. The detail and artistry of the memorial showed that, at first light, a stranger had worked unseen, on the border of our land, before crossing the fence to plant their tribute. Its fastidiousness and delicacy seemed out of keeping with the bluff beery national servicemen, who threw tidbits for the dog.


  Father stood tense and motionless, scanning the horizon for signs of movement. The path was rarely used, even by the army, and a solitary rambler or rider, always seemed malign and strange. During my visits to the colonel, I played games of military strategy; crawling on my stomach to stalk and spy on innocent walkers. But the path dipped and veered behind bushes, and my quarry would emerge, like an encircling enemy, to surprise and embarrass me. Grandfather shared my unease, for the boundary was reinforced with swathes of barbed wire, as if guarding a hostile no-man’s-land. The soldiers he scried were greeted, with relief, almost as sentries on patrol. Father had forbidden me to play in the wasteland and warned me especially against entering the woods, stating that there were dangerous landslips that might collapse and engulf the unwary.


  The presence of the wreath seemed both a challenge and a rebuke for our negligence. The intruder had clambered through a thicket of wire. And there seemed a design in the scene, as if the funeral tableau had been arranged to lure and entice us. I stepped warily, in fear of springing a hidden trap and Father tripped slightly, grazing his leg on a section of the fence, that had snaked under the soil.


  He fetched a spade and sent me inside whilst he buried Wellington. The grave site had been decided by the dog’s intransigence, the strange wreath and the landscape’s sullen hostility. Later, he came to my room, bandaged and smelling of iodine and said:


  “Don’t explore or play soldiers, where we found Wellington. The fence is rusted and dangerous. A cut might give you blood poisoning.”


  And so, the boundary of our new home, became an area forbidden to me, a place of taboo and a burial ground with hidden snares.


  *


  Our family was steeped in military tradition and our ancestors had served in most of the campaigns and wars of empire. I was fascinated by my visits to the colonel. His walls were covered in Zulu shields, Afghan daggers, Ashanti spears, antique firing pieces, battle scenes, and the colours and flags from the Napoleonic and Peninsular Wars.


  But they were not displayed as sterile museum pieces. I was allowed to handle each weapon, discovering the beauty and form of their design. In the garden, when the sunlight caught the blue fire of a dagger, that balanced perfectly in my hand, the blade seemed a part of my arm. And as I watched the trajectory of my spear, shimmering in the air, like a thin grey bird, I felt a bond with all the past generations of our family.


  Grandfather spoke with candour and treated me, a boy of ten, as a hardened old veteran. Together, we pored over volumes of photographs and relics from the Crimea, the Sudan and the scenes of summary’ colonial justice from the Indian Mutiny, that I dared not mention to Mother.


  Father made a bonfire of them all. Books, flags, paintings and all the tribal art, in leather and wood, were burned. Our family heritage and traditions were destroyed in one spring morning. And the weapons were gathered in a sack and sold to the scrap metal merchant, whilst the guns were tamely surrendered to the police station.


  Their loss was a personal affront and humiliation for I had long boasted to my four school friends of the house’s military treasures, promising them a wealth of adventures amongst the relics of empire. Our games, enacting the campaigns from Zululand to the Somme, had long been planned and house seemed a shell; the modern furniture from our lodgings, dwarfed by the high ceilings and austere walls. And Mother had hung cheap prints, bought in department stores, showing colourful continental city streets, where young cosmopolitan women, bright and smiling, like Audrey Hepburn, walked in the sun.


  The ornaments and décor of the fifties seemed fraudulent; a flimsy veneer, that masked Father’s desecration. The soul of the house retreated into the hidden cavities, under floorboard and behind wainscoting, where draughts blew and die sound of water pipes rattled the thin picture frames. Mother, full of froth and gush, welcomed my friends with cakes and lemonade. But they stared at the faded outlines on the walls, where the old paintings of Rorke’s Drift, Quebec and Omdurman had once flourished. And they sneered behind their kinds, ignoring her chintzy humour and listened instead, to the secret noises behind the walls.


  Father would not speak of his own military service. I learned a little from the colonel.


  “He was commissioned as an officer in 1939, served in France and was evacuated from Dunkirk, 11 June. 1940, as the Germans swept all before them. From military records, I know where he was stationed and the area his company defended. But what personal horrors he experienced and what he witnessed during the retreat, he has kept hidden from me. I have heard stories and rumours from others but he has never confided those secrets to me.” And his links with the old regiment had been severed. No-one visited or phoned and at the funeral, there was a frosty’ aloofness, even contempt, in the way that senior officers addressed him. I learned that after Dunkirk, he had been assigned non-combative administrative work and had resigned his commission when the war ended. He drifted in and out of work, suffering from severe headaches and sporadic chest pains, which left him breathless and tired. Sometimes, in the dead night hours, I was woken by cries and shouts from my parents’ bedroom. And Mother would trot hurriedly downstairs to make hot milk, laced with whisky, to soothe him back to sleep.


  Shortly before he died, Grandfather gave me a booklet, published privately by the regiment, barely three weeks after Dunkirk, marked ‘For Personal Use Only’, giving a detailed account of the fighting and subsequent retreat.


  ‘Read this alone and keep it hidden.” he said. ‘You’ll understand why he loathes all memory of the army. You will find clues as to what might have happened at Dunkirk. But, as a boy, your father and his four friends played at soldiers in this garden, as you and I do today. They joined the regiment together and celebrated in this house, when Wellington was only a puppy. All four of them perished at Dunkirk. Their names were Macllroy, Watson. Harris and Edwards — fine lads and fine men. Your father was lucky. He met your mother in 1947 and was able to start afresh. I often wonder what lives they missed — the sweethearts they never met, courted and married, and the unborn families they never raised. I knew each of them and try to imagine them now, in middle age. But there would be no jealousy. The dead would harbour no resentment towards the living.”


  It was a curious remark and as he spoke, his lips tightened and his gaze drifted to the horizon, to the wasteland of the deserted fields, woods and bridleway.


  Father treated his war medals with contempt, allowing me to play with them, in battle re-enactments, indifferent to any damage or rusting. Their ribbons became frayed and mud-soiled but he seemed to enjoy a bitter ironic amusement at their ruin. The one souvenir he retained, was his bayonet. I remembered it from infancy, brown and innocuous in its scabbard, used as a fire poker. But as my fascination grew, to see the long sliver of steel and to drive it hard into wood or leather, it was kept out of sight, in his desk. Sometimes, I would sneak into his room and try to unsheathe it. But the catch eluded me or my strength was inadequate. When my friends came around to play, at the old lodgings, I told them of Father’s sadness, embellishing the story with accounts of his heroism; leading a bayonet charge against overwhelming odds and narrowly escaping with his life.


  The booklet was a disappointment. I skimmed through its pages for Father’s name but found nothing. Casualties were listed, together with the decisions taken by senior officers but accounts of the fighting seemed terse and matter of fact, lacking the glory and heroism, I desired. I left most of it unread.


  In our previous lodgings, I’d hidden the booklet in a children’s encyclopedia but now I wanted a safer, more permanent home. And there were other secrets to conceal. Unlike Father, the colonel remained a confidant and respected friend to many of his old comrades. Former soldiers, once under his command, sent him letters and photographs of their wives and children. A bundle of these snapshots was by his bedside as he lay dying. His fingers fumbled and shuffled them but they seemed to offer no comfort or solace. The memories had soured. Knowing Father’s indifference. I salvaged and studied them. Most had commentaries and cheery anecdotes attached but these seemed stale and ordinary’.


  The most vivid images were identified only by an initial, as if they were close personal friends of the colonel. Those families had a vibrancy and energy that I almost envied. I imagined their homes, the games and holidays they enjoyed, and longed to contact and visit them. They exuded a glamour,


  with tantalising glimpses of houses with outbuildings and recesses-, the gardens dotted with trees, ponds and statues, perfect for adventures. Their wives seemed prettier and less furrowed with worries than Mother, who frowned and disapproved of our wrar games. I felt that these women, whose eyes shone with fun and mischief, would relish all the old campaign tales, however bloodthirsty and cruel. And I tried to picture the faces of their husbands — Grandfather’s protégés, who stood unseen, behind the camera. I imagined them at the windows of their studies, smiling as their children played, sometimes joining in or sharing yarns about the strange islands. Jungles and hills of empire. I knew that, unlike Father, they would confide their secrets with me.


  *


  One morning, I woke early, just after dawn. And in the stillness, I heard a faint sound from the corner of the room. A piece of straw protruded from a crack in the floorboard and was rubbing against the wood, as if blown by a draught from within. The board dislodged with a twist of my penknife and there was a smell of summer meadow’s, that displaced the mustiness of the bedroom. My hand brushed against soft grass and twigs, as if I’d been craw ling in a hedgerow’. Rut deep inside the cavin’ was a bundle of cards, held together with an elastic band.


  It was a collection of photographs, showing my father, aged about twelve, playing and skylarking, with his four friends, with the house in the distance. They had not been taken in the garden, but centred around an elaborate camp or stockade, somewhere in the wasteland. The border between our property and the bridleway was marked only by a low hedge and gate. Evidently, the barbed wire was a recent defence against intruders.


  Many of the snapshots showed the boys posed, in that easy campside camaraderie, I remembered from Grandfather’s albums. They might have been officers relaxing on verandas in the Indian foothills or watching the sun set over the Drakensberg Mountains, during the Boer War. Each image hinted at the mysteries and secrets of their camp. Dimly, like peering through a keyhole, into a room in semi-darkness, I could see the shapes of alcoves, tiered trenches, makeshift cupboards and boxes of provisions. One photograph, showed them clutching, what appeared to be, genuine army rifles. The weapons were thrust forward, towards the camera: the boys’ bodies, perfectly balanced and at ease with handling an adult’s gun. There was a confidence and arrogance in their bearing that made the loss of Grandfather’s pistol and rifle collection, all the more galling. The final image had been taken years later and showed them in uniform, as young soldiers. It almost mirrored the earlier scene. But bayonets had been fixed to the rifles and Father, presumably behind the camera, was missing. In his place, was a puppy, I recognized as Wellington. The four faces were blurred and out of focus: their smiles lopsided and odd, as if they were enjoying some macabre joke.


  My first thought was to share my discovery with Father. But I remembered the bonfire and the wanton destruction of our family heritage. I heard Mother’s voice, calling me to breakfast, and slipped the booklet and Grandfathers photographs, into the cavity under the floorboards and quickly hid my recent discovery in the pocket of my shorts. My friends had arranged to come that morning and I was anxious to regain face and placate them. The garden, already tamed by Mother’s efforts to plant vegetables, shrubs and flower borders, seemed sterile and mundane. Instead, we would sneak around a back lane, into the wasteland and explore what remained of the camp.


  *


  My friends were entranced by the photographs, discovering objects in their depths and shadows, that had eluded me. Using the house as a reference point, we followed the bridleway through woodland, excited at flouting Father’s warnings, and noticed an abandoned path, overgrown with ferns.


  The camp was situated in a natural hollow or dip of the land and was surrounded by a wide grass clearing. Inside, the earth had been excavated to provide waterproof chambers, shielded bv corrugated iron. Thick wooden stakes had been rammed into the soil, as if to guard against enemy attack. At the summit, hidden defenders could view the expanse of wasteland and also the house. Through binoculars, it was possible to spy into the rooms and on a later visit, I watched Mother, in the kitchen, preparing dinner.


  The forest had barely encroached into the enclosure, although a flowering creeper covered its sides, like a trained arch of roses or wisteria. The floor was strewn with dried grass, coloured by the fallen blooms of the climber and it seethed with the motion of beetles, ants and eggshell blue butterflies, that settled on the dried petals. The place had a quiet natural beauty, a magic, that even five clumsy schoolboys recognised. There was a warmth and ambience that contrasted with the stale modernity of the house. When we pulled a large wooden trunk, bearing Grandfathers name and rank, from an alcove, a slow worm slithered into the undergrowth, its tongue tasting the scent of us. In the leaf litter were beer bottle tops, wine corks, candle stubs, a roasting spit, the bones of rabbits and a charred patch of earth, where a fire had been set. Inside the box. We found an array of documents, scribbles, regimental caps, tunics, belts and badges, and wrapped in rough khaki-coloured cloth, were the five rifles. When Grandfather was alive, under his supervision. I had handled a similar weapon and recognised he had rendered them harmless by removing the firing pins.


  The rifles inspired our play. We recreated the battalion’s bayonet charge, in the days leading up to Dunkirk. Whilst I rook the role of Father, my friends became his fallen comrades, miming the hand-to-hand skirmishes, against overwhelming odds. But as we thrust and twisted, with our imaginary bayonets, I felt strangely separated from my companions. Despite the ecstasy of combat. I was always conscious that I remained a plump schoolboy, wearing cotton shorts, swishing at shadows and yelling the cries and exclamations, we had learned and rehearsed from comic books. But the others did not die the theatrical deaths of children at play, with legs synchronized to rise and fill and the posed spreadeagled bodies, that endlessly resurrected themselves, before the final groan. Nor did they resemble the sanitized heroics of the dying in the war films we loved; that ritual ballet of clutching the heart and expiring with an eloquent and inspiring epitaph. My friends fell, their deaths solitary and intimate, gurgling and gasping for air; their breaths grotesque rasps; their bodies twisting and convulsing obscenely. And other taboos were broken. One called repeatedly and hysterically for his ‘Mam’. Another swore — filthy bitter words and I noticed a little dark stain where he had wet himself.


  They remained motionless far longer than usual: flopped grey corpses, like the shapeless bundles of flesh and rags. I had seen in newsreels from the trenches of the First World War. And when they finally stirred, they rose to their feet unsteadily, staggering a little, as if emerging from a trance. But there was a fervency in their eyes, as we returned to the house, without speaking.


  *


  The drama and afterglow of our time at the camp stayed with me all day. That evening, before bedtime, when Mother had shut the door, I displayed all the photographs on the table, next to my bed. Trying to imagine their characters and exploits.


  I dreamed I was crouched in a hedgerow, fringed with barbed wire, looking out onto a field, dotted with bushes and trees. At first, I thought it was the tract of land, bordering our garden, but the landmarks were subtly different. And alongside me, were my four friends, bayonets fixed. Their faces were hidden but I could smell the ditchwater and sweat on their uniforms and hear the rhythm of their breathing, strained and anxious. We were conscious of every sound we made, lest we betrayed our hiding place and we scoured the empty field for signs of movement, wary of the sway of grasses and meadow flowers, in the wind. In the distance was a blackthorn hedge and our muscles tensed and cramped as little flurries of sparrows twitched its leaves. Then came a stillness, as the birdsong ceased and there was a malevolence in every gorse bush and stunted thorn. And we saw a ridge of grass flattening and slinking towards us and the occasional glint of metal. I was seized with a terrible panic, for my own bayonet rested, still in its scabbard. I flapped uselessly at the hilt, trying to wrench it free. Close by, someone gave the signal to charge but my feet would not move. My four companions surged forwards, whilst I remained, cowered and floundering.


  I woke, cold and shivering and focused on a snapshot of Father. He stood alone, on the boundary of our garden, a distant figure, shouldering one of the rifles, as if on sentry duty. With the wasteland in the foreground. But there was something odd and enigmatic about the shape of trees and bushes. They were blurred, as if out of focus, or shimmering in a heat haze. And the patterns of grass gave the illusion that hidden camouflaged shapes were creeping forwards, recalling the dreamscape of the previous night. Hurriedly, I bundled the photographs together into the cavity under the floorboards and began planning the day’s secret adventures at the camp, with my friends.


  They greeted Mother with a sullen politeness that bordered on disdain. Their hands rested on the backs of our kitchen chairs — modern utility furniture and the cheapest available. And their fingers seemed to explore the wood, as if to scratch and deface, in their contempt.


  As we hurried, out of sight, back to the camp, my friends were subdued and reflective and I wondered what troubled images had invaded their dreams. Instead of battle re-enactments, we investigated the excavated chambers and studied the handwritten pages, in Grandfather’s box.


  Protected from the weather and wrapped in tarpaulin, we found a wind-up gramophone and a small stack of records, featuring the dance bands and crooners of the 1930’s. As I cranked the handle, placed the first song on the turntable and gently lowered the needle arm, I laughed and joked, expecting a jaunty’ comic novelty tune, that might appeal to boys of twelve. But ’The Very Thought of You’, by Ray Noble and his Orchestra, was an adult song, sophisticated and haunting; a melody where couples gripped and swayed on the dance floor, in an intimacy of touch and whisper. We listened intently and blushed; thinking of our own crushes on girls at school, remembering the brush of a dress or the fall of golden hair.


  And we understood that this hollow was not only the scene of military games and horseplay but a place where my father and his companions had confided their dreams and hopes. By candlelight, they disclosed the shy beginnings of romantic trysts and eyes lowered, spoke of love and marriage. As the tunes subtly worked their magic, I saw the outlines in the grass of their sleeping bags and pictured their fire flickering and fading, as the night wore on.


  The papers indicated that the camp have been used over many years, spanning childhood, puberty and early manhood. We found the scribbles of adolescents, pairing their own names with girls, in the game of ‘Love, Hate, Marry, Adore.’ In an exercise book, was a collection of Father’s juvenile poetry. They varied from natural scenes with titles like ‘Badger Sett at Moonfall’, ‘Wild Garlic’ and Trout Fishing’ to political reflections on ‘The Sands of Abyssinia’ and ‘Homburgs at Munich’. And there were draft letters, written and dated on the eve of the build up to war, to sweethearts, named Lily, Blanche, Freda and Mary. But I could not find Father’s handwriting. My four friends each read one silently, reluctant to disclose its contents? Embarrassed by the tenderness and poignancy. Feeling left out, I pressed them to reveal the messages.


  One muttered, “Soppy stuff about the balloon going up and plans for a wedding. Oh and your dog was with them — a puppy doing tricks for slices of cold roast beef.”


  The remark was a sop, a throwaway piece of light humour, to placate a curious child, who interferes in adult affairs. His glance was withering and angry and each gently folded their letter and hid it in their breast pockets. At the moment of doubt and anxiety’ about the future, my father and his friends had returned, one last time, to this place of warmth and the security of childhood. Under the moon and stars of August 1939, they had talked and drank and poured out their love, fears and hopes to girlfriends and fiancees.


  We spoke softly and whispered as if in church. And I felt the strangeness of hearing the music of Father’s youth and entering the world he had once lived and breathed, long before I was born and long before he knew Mother. The spell was broken for we heard her voice, distant and fragile, searching for us from the barbed wire fence. Irritated by the intrusion, we crept back, under cover, to the garden. We lied to her, claiming that we had been playing hide-and-seek in the bushes. My friends drank the homemade lemon squash she brought us with a weary tolerance. No-one mentioned the camp, for there was an unspoken understanding that to confide in her would be a violation of its magic.


  We spent the rest of the morning confined to the garden but our games were lackluster and forced. Our guns discharged only tiny gobbets of wet potato and jets of water, or tamely fired reels of caps, that smelt of decaying eggs. We became fractious and irritable, and the adventures petered out. As we sulked and parted early. After lunch, I fidgeted alone in my room, unable to concentrate on book or comic.


  The knock at the door was quiet and insinuating but it rippled throughout the house, sending its echoes into the hollow spaces and cavities, under the floorboards. I saw my parents were faraway in the garden and hurried downstairs.


  On the doorstep was a uniformed sergeant in the colours of Father’s old regiment. He was selling Remembrance Day poppies, but the flowers in his tray resembled real blooms, cut from a cornfield. They ranged from tight buds, to open flowers and some were past their prime, with limp floppy petals, shriveled at the edges. They rested on layers of straw, as if they had fallen under the scythe that morning, and there were straggly cornflowers and daisies amongst them. Little flies and beetles scavenged in the dried vegetation and gnawed at the brightest of the blooms; the tray seething with their motion. I dropped my sixpence in the tin and rummaged in the foliage, insects tickling my fingers. And the sergeant said softly:


  “The flowers of the forest, that fought aye the foremost, The pride of our land, lie cold in the clay.”


  The pins were unlike the ones I took from Mother’s needlework box, to tease out splinters or thorns. They were shaped like tiny bayonets; their thin chiseled blades glinting in the hot afternoon sun. In my eagerness to hold and possess such miniature perfection, I cut my finger, fumbling to attach the flower to my shirt. Blood seeped into its waxy petals, colouring them a deeper crimson. And the sergeant smiled, coldly and slyly; his gaze passing beyond me, into the empty recesses of the house. I remembered the fairy story, of the princess.


  Pricking her finger and falling asleep for a hundred years: tricked by the uninvited guest, who taunted and threatened the court.


  ‘A little cut, easily closed with iodine and a bandage,” the sergeant said. “And there are flowers enough here to remember all the trooping pageants of the fallen, with their lost empty lives, unwritten and unremembered.”


  As he spoke, his fingers ran along the edge of his belt. And my eyes fixed, the wound and its pain forgotten, on the bayonet he wore-, the exact replica of Father’s weapon.


  Four times he unsheathed it from the scabbard, revealing only a tantalizing glimpse of the blade, as if initiating me into the mysteries and secrets of a sacred rite. And he whistled a slow mournful tune. I remembered the melody from Grandfather’s funeral. A piper had played it and the soldiers in the congregation seemed to stand, tense and aloof from the rest of us, their eyes distant and clouded.


  I watched the sergeant walk slowly to the corner of the street, the tune fading and merging with the sound of birdsong. And his shadow lingered a little, as the heat shimmered on the pavement. It seemed to mingle with the shadows of others, hidden from view; each with their own tray of poppies, swollen with vegetation and twitching flowers, bent and broken. Bur the moment passed and the image was gone.


  The tune was so evocative and melancholy that as I closed the door, I paused and whistled its slow melody. The notes seemed to grow, climbing the stairs and resounding in the empty rooms, stripped of their pictures and regalia. And it drifted out into the garden, where Father heard its echo and stopped digging; his shabby figure, still and inert, like a crumpled scarecrow. He shuffled into the kitchen and stood at the sink, rinsing mud from his hands; the dirty water dropping from his fingers, onto the floor.


  “That lament is only played at funerals, old chap.” he said. “Its a stirring tune and no mistake, but perhaps too solemn and unnerving for a summer’s day. Indeed, some say it’s unlucky to play, without due ceremony and reason. And like your poppy, it seems unseasonal and a little odd.*


  And with a backward, apologetic smile, he returned to his garden.


  I didn’t mention the sergeant. There was something furtive and yet alluring in his visit, and I felt both ashamed and fascinated by the waxy bloodstained petals of the flower and the icy blue of the bayonet pin. Coming down the stairs. I saw Father, faraway in the garden, leaning on his spade; his breathing heavy and laboured. The door to his study was open and I was alone in the house. Remembering the sergeants precise actions. I withdrew the bayonet, twisted the catch and pulled.


  The blade glided from the scabbard and glinted, all fire and silver. And I longed to wield it as a weapon and master its power.


  *


  That evening, I did not need the photographs of the old camp to fuel my imagination. I pictured the surge of British infantry, led by Father: their bayonets like swords, attacking the hidden line of Germans, who crept towards them in the field.


  But my dreams were not of hand-to-hand fighting or of heroism. Instead, I trudged on a sun-scorched road, filled with lines of people. I dared not look into their eyes, for fear of their reproach or anger. They were civilians and they drove carts that teetered with stacked possessions. Birdcages, china ornaments, grandfather clocks, chickens, geese and frightened cats and dogs passed in a ramshackle pageant of battered waggons and wheelbarrows. As our chaotic procession stumbled forwards, we watched the skies, where shapes, like distant birds, flew towards us; their wings rigid and metallic and their cries, shrieking and nightmarish. As the planes swooped low, their bombs fell and machine gun fire made patterns of dirt and stones rise from the road. My rifle flopped uselessly in my hand like an old broom or furled umbrella. As the bombs fell. I dived into hedges and my uniform and hands were covered with dust and leaves. Ragged strands of barbed wire coiled on the ground and my leg was gashed and bleeding. I saw the carts totter and fall. And all the cheap intimacy of a thousand lives — broken pictures, smashed china and toys — was strewn on the road, and in the grass and trees. The road, thronged with unbroken lines of people, stretched forever, and the sequence of marching and cowering, seemed to last for days. Only the faces and the increasing thirst and panic changed, but the monotonous landscape was unending.


  *


  I woke to an insistent patter that I thought was distant gunfire. It came from the floorboard cavity. When I investigated, I found that the poppy had decayed and shrivelled, and its pin had broken free and was tapping on the wood. And the blood from my cut, that had stained the flower a deep crimson, had seeped into the booklet and the photograph of my father’s friends, with their rifles thrust forward. They stared at the camera now, as if bearing deep wounds; their secret smiles, grotesque and malign. Like the shrunken petals, they appeared diseased and flyblown.


  One page of the booklet, in particular, was marked with rusty blood, that had trickled and congealed, to highlight an entry. It read:


  May 29th


  At daybreak, the enemy began an artillery bombardment, followed by a heavy infantry attack, crossing the remaining canal bridges at several strategic points. Many casualties were sustained and the company retreated to form a defensive position, behind a hedgerow. With the commanding officer killed, the situation was critical.


  For a while, leadership was chaotic and significant numbers of men, including officers, began the retreat to Dunkirk. However, a rearguard action, with severely depleted forces, was mustered by Sergeant Macllroy. A bayonet charge was mounted against the enemy, halting their advance by three hours and safeguarding the earlier retreat. Great losses were suffered in the attack, with only three soldiers evading enemy fire, to reach the coast.


  And amongst the casualties listed for that day were the names:— Sergeant J. Macllroy, Company Sergeant Major F. Watson, Corporal A. Harris and Corporal T. Edwards.


  I understood. Father had not charged the enemy, with fixed bayonet, at the head of his men. He had abandoned them to run for the coast.


  I felt a bitter sense of betrayal. After breakfast, my friends came to play and when my parents left to go shopping, I confided my secret to them. At first, there was an uneasy, embarrassed silence, as they smirked and exchanged glances; their smiles, knowing and conspiratorial. I felt isolated and implicated in Father’s cowardice. Angry with him. And with a show of bravado, to appease my companions. I sneaked into his study and took the bayonet.


  I unsheathed the blade to silence their sneers, and in that first awe and excitement of handling a real weapon. Father’s guilt was forgotten. At first, there was a tacit understanding that the bayonet was mine to wield and we dared not venture as far as the camp, lest Father returned to find it missing. There was an ecstasy as we ran into the garden, yelling and whooping. My senses felt heightened and even today. I can remember the fragrance of dog roses on that hot morning in late May. A kestrel hovered above the field, beyond our garden, and the heat haze shimmered on the horizon, as our cries became more fevered and frenzied. But as our blood rose, quarrels and jealousies simmered and the others disputed my possession of the bayonet.


  The game was halted and the four stood together, against me, their demeanour insinuating and scornful, as if trying to provoke me into using the weapon. To calm the brooding sense of violence. I suggested strapping it to a stick or broom handle but my best friend, David, said coldly:


  “Sticks are for boys. Brooms are for witches and old women.” “You’re not fit to carry it.” one said


  “Your grandfather died of shame,” said another.


  “Like father, like son.”


  One began to sing ‘Run Rabbit, Run’, and the song was picked up and chanted in unison. And David approached me, his voice, distant and strange? The words seeming to belong to the hidden recesses and cavities of the house and the shadows of the woodland camp.


  “The brave are cut down. Their lovers are barren and their dreams rot, whilst the sick and the weak flourish. And the old house is mocked and dressed in fools clothes — a bolt hole for a coward, his whore and their afterbirth.”


  The fighting began in earnest. I gripped the bayonet as a stabbing sword and attacked. Father found us. I was jabbing at my chief tormentor, who shielded himself with a dustbin lid. Perhaps only my clumsiness and ineptitude with the weapon had prevented a tragedy. But I had the impression that he parried my assaults with an amused disdain, as an adult absorbs his son’s feeble blows, in a boxing lesson. Father confiscated both bayonet and scabbard, never raising his voice in anger or uttering one word of reproach.


  And my friends stood and smirked at him, barely concealing their laughter and contempt. With a mock salute, they filed down the garden? Loping with the weariness of soldiers after a long day of routines and fatigues. I glared defiantly at Father as my friends departed and I heard again their jibes and the whistled refrain of Run Rabbit, Run’.


  *


  Crouched low. Hiding behind the curtain of my bedroom window. I watched Father hide the bayonet. I knew he would select the patch of ground, close to the boundary fence, where we had buried Wellington. The place was forbidden and Father trusted me. Stripped to his shirtsleeves, he slammed the spade into the ground and paused. And for one last time, he unsheathed the weapon. His muscles clenched and his body became taut and wiry, as if the years had fallen from him. He resembled the dragoons and battle-scarred warriors from Grandfather’s prints. But then came a weariness; the digging slow and laborious and his face had the sweaty pallor I knew from visiting my parents’ bedroom, when his nightmares disturbed us all. I heard the dull thumps of his spade and the noisy chatter of sparrows, squabbling in the trees, as he worked.


  They came in single file at first — so distant and innocuous, that I thought my own friends were approaching the garden, down the bridleway? Wearing the caps and tunics from the woodland camp, to goad him. But when they left the path and walked together, arms swinging lazily, I realized that they were soldiers. And there was something dreamlike and strange about the bushes they passed and the shimmer of heat on the horizon. I searched hurriedly for Grandfathers binoculars and studied them closely. They had changed to battle formation, advancing with rifles thrust forward and bayonets fixed. Their actions mimicked exactly the blurred photograph of Father’s regimental comrades. And leading them, was the sergeant, who had sold poppies at the door.


  I lost sight of them, where the path dipped behind the bushes, but the birdsong had ceased and there was a wariness and malevolence in the landscape. And from afar. I heard the slow mournful whistle of ‘Flowers of the Forest’. Father, breathing hard and engrossed in his digging, was oblivious to their slow covert approach


  I hurried downstairs and out into the garden, shouting and waring my arms, to warn him. Mother, arms wet to the elbow, with washing clothes in the sink, followed close behind. With the sun in our eyes and the distant figures by the fence, partly obscured by bushes and barbed wire, their precise actions appeared shadowy and distorted. But later, we both agreed that soldiers, their uniforms torn and bloodstained, w ere leaning over the fence, poking and prodding at Father. Their thrusts appeared clumsy and ineffectual; a grotesque pantomime of sticks and rags, incapable of inflicting a scratch. But Father, roaring and wielding the spade recklessly against them, defended the boundary. He had fallen, overcome by nearly two decades of insidious heart disease and lay sprawled, in the same spot, where we had found Wellington, barely a week ago. In his final struggle for breath, he had clasped at the barbed wire, that snaked under the soil: pulling it free, as if springing a hidden snare and rendering it harmless. It lay exposed, away from his body: each point rusted and poisonous with slimy black earth.


  After the empty formality of the ambulance and hospital. Mother and I sat drinking hot sweet tea, in one of the austere high-ceilinged rooms, she designated as the lounge’. Her cheap pictures and all her futile attempts to make the house cheerful and happy, now seemed poignant and nostalgic. The outlines on the walls, of the old militaría I had loved, seemed oppressive and morbid. I wondered how many layers of bright paint and wallpaper would obscure them finally and erase their gloom. I admitted my folly and disobedience, and told her of the camp in the woods and its malign influence.


  “It was one of the first places your father visited when we inherited the house.” she said. “He told me that the old excavations and tunnels had collapsed and that the site was perilous. Come. I would like to investigate the quiet magic you speak of.”


  I led the way. Father was right. Twenty years of neglect and the seasonal battering of storms, floods and subsidence, had destroyed the camp.


  Thick brambles covered the hollow, where tree roots lay bare and the earthworks, tunnels and trenches, had fallen into the pit or rose, heaped and exposed, like the ruins of bomb-damaged houses. But something of its warmth remained. Enticing fragments of Father’s youth peeped from the mounds of earth. I recognised the gramophone record. ‘The Very Thought of You’ — strangely undamaged and wedged in the vegetation. And half-buried in sand, tantalizingly close, was the exercise book containing his poems. The pages fluttered in the wind and we could almost read words and phrases. We tried to prise it out with a hooked stick but it refused to budge. Three steps on the tree trunks and dislodged stones, that rested on the debris over the abyss, would secure it. Mother was almost tempted for they appeared firm and secure. But I remembered the disembodied words that came from David’s mouth — ‘a bolt hole for a coward, his whore and their afterbirth’. Their malice and jealousy had not been confined to Father but were directed against us all. I picked up one of the wooden stakes that had formed the stockade and hurled it against the third foothold. It clattered like a gallows trap and the teetering mass of rubble, trees and soil fell. Small boulders, with edges like flint knives, tumbled into the hole and the sharpened points of the stockade stakes, plummeted into the wreckage, like lances. And when the plume of dust, twigs and leaves, and the startled flurry of birds’ wings had subsided, the enchantment of the clearing and its hollow, was gone. Its magic, empty and defeated, was suffocated.


  *


  The notification of death, that Mother posted in the local newspaper, indicated that she wanted a quiet, private funeral. And a terse letter to Father’s old regiment forbade any token speeches or false tributes from senior ranks. But at the church. I was surprised to see several middle aged men, some with wives and children, in tow. Who slipped discreetly into the congregation, and waited in the porch, after the service. I recognized several of their faces from Grandfather’s bundle of photographs. One approached me sheepishly and said:


  “Your father’s cool head and quick thinking got me safely to Dunkirk and home. We bypassed the German advance and reached the main road, filled with refugees, via short cuts and farm tracks.”


  And one by one. They told their stories, expressed their condolences and gratitude, and were gone.


  My friends were there, scrubbed and pink, in their black school jackets. But I noticed that their mothers shepherded and watched them with anxious concern. When we met. They were subdued and bashful. They behaved like men. On the morning following a drunken spree; piecing together half-recollected indiscretions and afraid that memory would return. Only David spoke:


  “I thought I had a letter in my pocket and that I was desperately in love with a girl called Freda. That night I dreamed both the most wonderful and terrible things. And I woke my parents, shouting words that shocked and frightened them. And in the morning, the letter had crumbled into dust and my shirt pocket was crawling with ants and beetles. The others too have nightmares. We’re afraid to sleep.”


  For days, I had expected Mother’s blame and anger. I dreaded and deserted both. But back at the house, she asked me to sit and listen.


  “I’ve known what happened in the days leading up to Dunkirk, ever since I met your father, in 1947. Many of the letters and photographs your grandfather received over the years, were from men who escaped as a result of his actions. They corresponded with the colonel as your father wanted no reminders of that day.


  “The decision to retreat or engage with the Germans hung on a knife edge. The commanding officer was dead, other senior men were wounded or missing, and your father, as a lieutenant, held the highest rank. He accurately judged the strength of the enemy and ordered the withdrawal. But his childhood friends, jealous of his promotion, ahead of them, challenged his decision. And yes. I’ve read the booklet. It gives a glowing tribute to those who stayed and fought. Heroism or reckless bravado? Sergeant Macllroy’s rash actions lured many men to a needless death. And your father’s map reading ensured the retreat stood the best chance.


  ‘.After Dunkirk, he felt a great sense of unnecessary guilt and suffered what some call shell shock or battle fatigue. He was allocated desk work. And some pompous senior officers resented that, even to this day. Not your grandfather. He was thankful his son had escaped, and with great credit and honour. Having a grandson rejuvenated him. He knew far more than he pretended. He was a wise man, more astute and intuitive than you might imagine. He warned us against moving back here. It’s why we were never invited to live with him, in this huge lonely house. He advised us to sell it and destroy all the military relics. The bonfire was easy for your father but childhood memory and nostalgia made him linger. And there was Wellington, of course. But now, we’re leaving. I’ve packed your clothes. Collect your toys and books, ready for the taxi.”


  I was relieved. There was a staleness and mustiness about the house: a tiredness that had seeped into its fabric and infected the walls and furniture. The floorboard cavity stank of stagnant ditches and the rot of vegetation. I retrieved the booklet and Grandfather’s photographs. The pictures that had captivated me. With the vibrancy of their lives, had disintegrated. Their sham worlds had dissolved and the images resembled the now empty tracts and wastelands of old French and Belgian battlefields. Only the initials of Macllroy.


  Watson, Harris and Edwards remained intact; thin memorials in fading lead pencil to the jealous dead, with all their trickery and deceit.


  The tiny bayonet pin, all its glamour departed, appeared tawdry and cheap, like a shard of fallen barbed wire. And the vitality and allure of the photographs of the woodland camp had faded. Damp tainted their images and the figures, flecked with spots of rust and mould, appeared bloated and inhuman. I twisted them roughly and their paper crumbled and broke. And the bare floorboards and my hands were stained with the dull colours of their flaking card and falling dust.


  


  


  


  Flower of the Sun


  [image: ]



  



                "You do me wrong to take me out o’ th’ grave.


                 Thou art a soul in bliss; but I am bound


                 Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears


                 Do scald like molten lead."


  



                                 King Lear, Act IV, Scene VII


  



   


  I will defy my late husband’s wishes. I refuse to destroy his journal. Someone should know what was done to him and to our daughter, dead these sixty-four years. But of the other object, the instrument of his ruin, I will reflect and decide later.


  I never met his masters, as he called them, nor did he discuss the nature of his war work. He was based at Mortlake on some strange secret assignment. They recruited him in 1939 after he gained academic renown and transitory fame as an undergraduate when he located three missing pages of ‘The Dream of Rhonabwy’ from the Mabinogion in a remote parish church in Merionethshire.


  We were married in 1943 and were blissfully happy. And then, in 1945, the year of hope, all changed. John spent the last sixty-four years of his life in a hospital for the incurably insane.


  I visited him only once. It was during the bitter winter of 1947. The hospital was remote in the Surrey countryside, unmarked on any map. I was taken by horse and cart down a maze of farm tracks with the snow piled waist high in the hedgerows to an anonymous converted Victorian farmhouse.


  The inmates had the air of broken monks worn down by study and loss of faith rather than of mental incapacity. As we approached they scuttled back to their rooms like cockroaches when the light is turned on in a darkened kitchen.


  The orderlies heated housebricks in the hospital ovens and wrapped them in rags to heat the beds but there were icicles on the inside of my husband’s room. He looked like a man asleep for a thousand years waking to a private hell. We barely spoke. Oppressed by the silence, I went outside to where a frozen stream passed his window. I picked up a black pebble and idly threw it onto the ice. John pulled me back inside.


  “Do you not know why we are kept isolated?” he said. “That same water will flow from here through towns and cities where they gather in cafes and listen at bridges. Wolves can sense a stricken human ten miles away. They tracked the stragglers of Napoleon’s army and picked them off from Wiazma to Vilnius. I would welcome the quiet kindness of beasts. But at night, when the hospital is silent, I hear the murmur of voices, savage and angry, far beyond the hills and trees of our seclusion. The tumult and clamour will come, roaring over the fields. Burning, burning they will come.”


  He did not permit me to visit him again. I thought of the man in Rimbaud’s ‘Song of the Highest Tower’, plagued by the wild buzzing of a hundred filthy flies. He had endured so long that he had forgotten everything.


  John was denied even that one consolation. He remembered everything. I paid little heed at the time to his words. In post-war London, violence bubbled and simmered under the surface, occasionally erupting in brutal affrays and riots. But when I moved to the country, seeking solitude and consolation, I understood.


  My cottage was accessible only by a long winding lane with impenetrable thorn hedges on both sides. I spent hours there, exercising  my dog and enjoying its silence. Once, after many years of tranquility, I heard a noise far in the distance, but closing fast and I was afraid. It sounded like a great crowd of people, angry and dangerous. There was no escape for the hedges were thick. It was not my imagination for my dog sensed it too and drew closer to me. The sound of birds ceased and the landscape seemed to pause and wait. At any moment I expected something to come roaring into view around a bend in the lane and engulf me. But there was nothing. The sensation subsided.


  Over the years I experienced that feeling many times, often during periods of civil unrest or rumours of war. Sometimes, as if in mockery, a cyclist or rider would appear, seemingly innocent and benign. But always there was a knowing prescient edge to their smile or greeting. And I knew that one day, something terrible would come.


  I was sure my husband’s madness was connected with his work.  The only hint I ever had was when we spent a few days in Wales in June  1942. John wanted to escape the attentions of his assistant, Derek Dawlley,  foisted upon him by his masters. I hated the man. He was a creature of mud  and slime, leering and winking at me. Quilp, I called him.


  We tramped miles over the Welsh hills. Once we stopped at a farmhouse and were given milk still warm from the cow, and freshly-baked rough unleavened bread. Walking home in the dark, we carried a glow-worm wrapped in a lily leaf when the moon – a flower moon in mid-summer – was hidden behind the clouds. I’ve never been happier.


  One rainy evening, John was digging at a deserted house in Denbighshire, near to the Shropshire border. Under the hearth he found some documents, black stones and two earthenware flagons. Surprised and delighted, he wrapped them in a cloth of red and blue and strapped them onto his rucksack. Then, almost as an afterthought, he dug deeper and pulled an object from the ground. It was a gold bracelet. There was something fluid and elusive about it, for strange colours and lights shone in the bones of the metal. In the grey twilight he fastened it to my wrist. I only wore it once despite its beauty.


  We quarrelled that night. I was in a foolish sulky mood and saw the worst side of John – his self-absorption and secrecy. I pictured him lost in his work with me as his mock widow. Everyone angered me. I saw the lechery in the faces of the drinkers at the inn where we were staying and the landlord’s furtive cunning. Of course I never linked my irritation with the bracelet. But its associations were painful and I left it in an old jewellery box at my parents’ house. I’ve never worn it since. When they died I deposited it at my bank.


  During his incarceration at the asylum, John never answered any of my letters. But every year, on the anniversary of our daughter’s death, a painting, featuring one of the characters from ‘King Lear’ or ‘The Tempest’, arrived by special delivery. Each figure was shown framed in a solid stone arch. Even the villains – Goneril, Regan and Edmund – were depicted as noble stylised actors.


  They seemed fragile and vulnerable – protected only by the wall.  For outside that arch were hideous human figures – kicking, biting and gouging each other. Every human depravity was enacted. In the early  paintings of the sequence, those figures were self-absorbed in their lust,  violence and destruction. But gradually, they turned their attentions to the  actors behind the arch, cocooned in their world of colour and beauty. Some began hammering with chisels at the stone, sending little plumes of grey dust into the main picture.


  In the penultimate scene, Lear was crouched in a corner, terrified not by the lifeless body of Cordelia at his side, but by the howling mob, about to break through. The final picture, painted in the year of John’s death, was entitled ‘Sycorax’ – “I have set you loose like vermin to contaminate the world.” It showed no witch, but was a self-portrait, a defeated tormented man in his cell, food-stains on his clothes. The one character he never painted was Caliban.


  At the funeral it snowed – flakes falling on us like the dust in the pictures. Apart from the family and a handful of token nursing staff, there was only one guest – a flabby man with large milky eyes who stood alone, humming or whistling to himself. I noticed the tune. It was the song John and I danced to when we first met in 1938.


  That night, empty and exhausted by the funeral and the futility of John’s life, I re-examined his ‘Sycorax’ self-portrait. Almost hidden in the depiction of his sparse hospital cell was a tiny reproduction of the very painting I held in my hands. Using a magnifying glass, I observed what seemed to be a small pamphlet or magazine, sticking out from the frame of that picture. With a palette knife I probed the ornate gilt and there it was – not a magazine but John’s wartime journal with a note attached.


  My Dearest Wife, This is a faithful record of all that happened at Mortlake. You will recognise its truth. Read it and destroy it along with  every token and memory I gave you from those years. I fear they are not finished with us yet. John.


  Below, I reproduce the most salient entries from that journal.


   


  September 6th, 1939


  Today I was summoned to an anonymous government office in Whitehall. The letter ‘cordially invited’ me to come but I understood at once the tone of authority. I traipsed through a warren of dusty corridors to a room which resembled a broom cupboard. Only one man was waiting for me. He introduced himself as Mr Wells, although I felt it was not his real name. His clothes were frowsy and unkempt like a schoolmaster who is ragged by his pupils. Partly obscured by his frayed shirt cuff was a gold bracelet. His demeanour was weak and evasive but when he spoke I recognised the type of voice that is used to command.


  “You are aware of Dr John Dee, the Elizabethan alchemist – Shakespeare’s model for both Prospero and King Lear – and his charlatan assistant, Edward Kelley, who claimed to summon spirits and angels. It was said that Dee himself raised the storm that sank the Spanish Armada. You laugh? Do we dismiss this as primitive superstition from an age that believed witches could change the destiny of kings? Or, do we probe and investigate?


  “As I speak, the mystics, clairvoyants and dreamers of Russia, France, Germany and Britain – yes, we here in Britain – are as busy and active as the military men. We wrestle and compete in thought across the oceans. Did you know that Himmler is morbidly terrified by rats? Our psychics gnaw into the tunnels of his dreams. And Hess? We have great hopes of Hess. You’ll see.


  “Your task is to dig and search the grounds of Dee’s old house in Mortlake. Who knows what you will find? Entire documents of alchemy or laundry lists. Flagons of golden dust or old mutton bones. We expect nothing  but hope for ‘the very flower of the sun, the perfect ruby, which we call elixir.’ You have the subtle instinct for the work. You are a scholar but also have that rare gift of imagination. Do not neglect the river. Our forefathers revered it and threw offerings to it. You will, of course, reveal nothing of your work to anyone, not even your delightful fox-trotting fiancee. Yes, I am aware that you dance like angels. Let us hope that, like Dr Dee, you can summon them.


  “We will send you an assistant – a Mr Derek Dawlley. He is a coarse but engaging fellow who knows every blue joke by Max Miller and will sing, if permitted, the entire repertoire of George Formby. But he has his uses. He worked in a chemist’s shop and has some rudimentary skills with powders.


  “Naturally, we will send you all of Dee’s extant papers together with his specula for summoning angels. Make of them what you can.”


   


  October 21st, 1939


  I have been sent Dee’s diary, his papers collected by the antiquarian, Sir Bruce Cotton, the later history of the house, together with his specula – a lump of highly-polished candle coal, and a pink crystal that resembles a pomegranate in Mr Smedley’s greengrocer shop before the war.


  Dawlley oppresses me. He reminds me of Henry Mayhew’s descriptions of the old London sewer-hunters who braved floods, poisonous gases and hordes of ferocious rats before Bazalgette designed the present sewerage system in the 1860’s. ‘Toshers’ they were called. They travelled miles underground, recovering bone, rope, jewellery and coins washed by the rain and floods from streets and cesspits. They shared his florid good health. I’ve never known Dawlley ill – not a cough or sneeze. Like the toshers he rakes the mud with a long pole, delighting in the useless fragments he scrapes up. He is lecherous too – asking after Alice – playing with the sound of her name with his tongue and fleshy lips.


  It was Edward Kelley, Dee’s crop-eared assistant, who pretended to see angels. What shadows would Dawlley invoke? No pretty lisping Madimi, flitting between the bookcases, but some filthy Thames mudlark clothed in the skins of sewer rats perhaps.


   


  January 24th, 1940


  While fishing in the river today I found a human skull. Like a metaphysical poet I will place it in my study as a reminder of my own mortality. I will look in the mirror which flatters not. Scrubbing it clean of the river tar and sludge, I found a tiny bottle tied to the jawbone. Inside, was this inscription.


  ‘I am the head of Thomas Clinkshaw – waterman and famed balladeer of Mortlake. Died 1842. We are the dream singers of the Thames. Our voices will echo down the ages, through the mists and fogs of the estuaries and marshes to the open sea. The nymphs are now our companions.’


  It is said that many of the watermen balladeers could sing for hours without ever repeating the same song. Their music haunted and enchanted the river for centuries. The tongue of Thomas Clinkshaw is mute. The boatmen and river workers are silent now except for guttural croaks and curses. The song of the river is dead. I feel that nothing of John Dee remains. There are no golden or silver mysteries left. It has been picked clean. Only the bones remain. Eliot was right. The nymphs are departed.


   


  May 20th, 1940


  There are two pubs close to our lodgings – ‘The Alchemist’s Beard’ and ‘The Green Cat’. Sometimes Dawlley and I sit lugubriously in the latter, drinking weak beer and playing dominoes. The walls are festooned with dark prints and engravings depicting scenes dating back to Tudor times. The pub regulars have nicknamed us ‘The Archbishop’ and ‘The Gargoyle’. The landlord’s son, a spoilt ten year old, baits and taunts Dawlley by pulling grotesque faces. He even abused my master, Mr Wells, during his solitary visit to the pub.


  “Look,” he said. “It’s old po-face from the pictures on the walls.”


  Rimbaud drank at ‘The Green Inn’. He wrote that the froth on his beer was turned into gold by a ray of late sunshine. I am denied even that rude alchemy.


   


  May 25th, 1940


  The landlord’s son at ‘The Green Cat’ is ill. He is delirious in bed, tormented by the flapping sign at his window, claiming that the cat is alive. The doctor attending him, an erudite scholarly man, knows the legend told by Elizabeth Cotton to Dee, of the Staffordshire schoolboy terrorised by a witch, who claimed also to see angels at his window. The doctor thinks our boy may have overheard barroom gossip.


  “Poor lad,” he said. “He sees no angels. Keeps saying, ‘The tatterdemalions and the moon-men are coming. I can see their shapes on  the river-bank. Burning, burning, the house by the river is burning.’ Curious words those. He spoke to me in the polari of the Elizabethan underworld. Strange how that canting slang seeps into the folk-memory.”


   


  May 29th, 1940


  I feel like a mountebank in a Victorian fairground, with the consolation that no-one, except Dawlley, who watches me toad-like with a mocking smirk, can witness my folly. While our world crumbles in France and Belgium, I am dressed in a hairy dressing-gown, holding a pink glass pomegranate and chanting cod-Latin. Whereas Dee raised a tempest in 1588, my masters request that I calm the Channel while our broken expeditionary forces crawl home from Dunkirk in destroyers, fishing boats and pleasure dinghies.


  The landlord’s son has been taken away still screaming of those imaginary wretches. His father, despite his grief, asks about Mr Wells, saying that his face and the golden bracelet are half-familiar to him. He keeps his own counsel though and is reluctant to confide in me further.


   


  June 10th, 1940


  My troglodyte assistant has unearthed a metal contraption from the mud. It is a wheel of some sort, about a foot in diameter, with a hollow rim, quite intricate in its own way. My guess is that it’s Victorian – probably used for sewing or coarse weaving. Dawlley insists that it is older.


  “I reckon that old quack Dee used this in his witchcraft, summoning up his angels. See how it spins.”


  And he set it whirring. It rattled away like a rusty old steam engine, showering dirt and dried leaves in our hair, for at least two minutes. It is certainly robust, surviving decades in the foul Mortlake mud.


  The landlord of ‘The Green Cat’ has disappeared. Two days ago he took an early train to Central London, carrying with him two of the pub’s Elizabethan prints. He told his wife he was visiting the British Library.


   


  February 14, 1941


  Whilst studying the history of Dee’s estate, I encountered a strange and sombre tale. In the early nineteenth century the house was converted to a girls’ school. One dark November morning, as twelve year old Charlotte Bedmead lifted up a dormitory floorboard where she’d hidden some ham, she pulled out a tiny phial which broke in her hand and showered her in yellow dust. For a few seconds she shimmered, golden and transformed.


  “Look, Lotty’s an angel,” someone said.


  That morning, while the other girls laboured over their spelling and syntax, Charlotte Bedmead wrote first a poem and then a scene from a play. The schoolmistress, sour and crabbed, beat her once for copying and harder when she read the bitter sexual imagery of both passages. On hearing of the golden phial they dragged her screaming from the classroom, scrubbed her with carbolic soap, forcing her mouth open to purge her of such filth.


  Her writings however, were kept. Decades later, a curious clergyman examined them and realised she had transcribed a recently-discovered Shakespeare sonnet from the Dark Lady series, and dialogue between Edgar and King Lear which had been omitted from all folios.


  And what became of Charlotte Bedmead? She never spoke another word. Cheated and reviled, she recoiled into herself. She had glimpsed something golden and magical from another world. She had held it in her hand and now it was gone she could no longer bear reality. She had communed with angels. Over the years, she was confined, beaten, strait-jacketed, visited by priests and poisoned with medicines. She died, aged forty-nine, mute and defiant, in an asylum for lunatics.


   


  May 11th, 1941


  A visit from Mr Wells. He is triumphant. Rudolph Hess has parachuted into a Scottish field.


  “We have played and reeled in Hess like a trout on a line,” he said. “We convinced him he had the power of words to awaken the lost Celtic warriors. He would summon them from their slumber and sweep east – driving all before him. Poor Hess – prodded with a farmer’s pitchfork and babbling of stars. The dead are more subtle. They slip like quicksilver through our hands. But he will learn that in the long years to come.”


  The success of Mr Wells’ plans led him to confide in me. I had long wondered how many other deranged souls are employed in similar work to mine.


  “Many,” he said. “There are ‘The Seven Sleepers’ – men and women who, in the past, have foreseen and avoided ruin and disaster. Every night they record their dreams in pale blue notebooks which are posted to a nondescript sleepy pub in Dorchester where the landlord’s wife analyses them for patterns and similarities.


  “Then there is ‘The Goosewoman’ – you remember how the geese warned the sleeping Romans of impending attack. She has the body and movement of a huge pink slug but a mind as sharp as a chisel. She senses rumour, anomalies, quirky little things out of kilter and alerts us.”


   


  November 28th, 1941


  When the Armada was sighted, beacons were lit across Southern England – points of light that illuminated the defenders within a circle of defiance. Last night I dreamed of a blazing rim of fire, like a gigantic Catherine wheel, here upon the mud of Mortlake, which sent up sparks like stars. And one by one, the beacons were lit again, as the stars fell upon the hills and valleys. But then spatters of mud and yellow London smog seeped into the heart of the fiery wheel and, as it spluttered and fizzed, the darkness spread to all corners of the world. I woke trembling and distressed. Outside in the darkness, shadows race across the chimneys and rooftops. All is cold. All is gloom.


   


  March 15th, 1942


  When Dee returned penniless from Europe in 1589, his library burnt and ransacked, and memories of the ‘Golden Street’ in Prague a bitter joke, he was taunted and harried by the mob of Mortlake. He was, however, befriended by Mrs Thomasin, the Queen’s dwarf, who used to ride out carrying a bottle of sack and fruitcakes she’d baked herself in the ovens at Richmond.


  Sat one afternoon by the river, discoursing on the meaning of  dreams, they were approached by a group of travelling beggars or moon-men. They were the same wanderers that plagued the imagination of the landlord’s son. One waved in triumph a looted manuscript. It was ‘The Thief of Kent’s Boast’ – a lost and suppressed Canterbury Tale.


  On the night before their arrival in Canterbury, at an inn near Chartham, the pilgrims, content and at ease with each other, met a ‘soft and sallow churl’, dressed in black, who boasted he would steal from each the thing, bar life itself, they valued most. Each one hugged close his most treasured possession – the Pardoner, his relics; the Nun’s Priest, his sacred scrolls and the Merchant, his bag of gold.


  But while they talked and sang, the thief secretly contaminated their food and drink with a subtle black philtre. By midnight he had stolen their wits. The next day, the entire company capered naked, blasphemous and profane to the shrine at Canterbury where the contagion spread throughout the streets until the whole populace became a Holy city of fools and madmen. Dee described the tale as being full of bleakness and despair with language ‘corrupt and fantastical’. Shakespeare knew of it and the heath scenes in ‘King Lear’ echo its strange imagery.


  Having tantalised Dee with the manuscript, one beggar tore it into fragments before his face, cramming a small handful into his mouth and throwing the rest into the Thames. Mrs Thomasin dealt the oaf a heavy blow with her walking stick and the group dispersed.


   


  May 28th, 1942


  It was generally believed that Dee unearthed his powders digging at Glastonbury Abbey but an obscure reference in one document hints at Wales for the source. One of the apparitions, Lundranguffa, had a Welsh name and Dee himself was from that country – possibly Denbighshire. I will investigate this alone, leaving Dawlley to his mud-trawling. I am due a  holiday. Alice and I will visit Wales.


   


  June 15th, 1942


  A remarkable day walking in Denbighshire with Alice. I had given up all hope of finding any relics of Dee when, asking directions from a farm-hand, I was told of the ‘Black House’. Hoping for a ghost story or dark tale of murder or witchcraft, I was told instead that it was simply the name of the old family that vacated it centuries ago. In Welsh, ‘Dee’ comes from ‘Du’ and it means ‘black’.


  The house was hidden at the end of a long bridleway. We surprised a vixen snoozing in the brickwork of the old kitchen. Whether by hunch, luck or instinct, under the hearth I found two flagons of powder, two black opals – presumably specula – and documents. A final desultory search produced a strange and beautiful object – a gold bracelet which I gave to Alice. She is unaware of its antiquity. A torque would be rare enough but this was fashioned for a Celtic princess. It has panels which interweave like the scales on a slumbering golden dragon. God, how it glows. I should, of course, humbly present it to the nation, but I am a diffident sleazy romantic. Alice shall wear it when we fox-trot and cha-cha-cha in the sweaty dance palaces of Richmond while the ghost of Queen Elizabeth sulks jealously in the wings.


   


  June 20th, 1942


  The documents I found in Wales are disappointing. Dee offers no instructions on how the powders are to be used. Instead, he is deeply troubled by the black opals. He urges the Queen to ban their possession and offers to hide them from dangerous mountebanks and meddlers. He fears even casting them into the Thames, lest they be retrieved by witchcraft. He associates them with evil, saying that the opal is the most fragile of all stones and easily rendered into dust. A worrying thought occurs to me. Could it be that Dee hid those objects I have discovered to keep them away from some malign power?


   


  November 20th, 1942


  I have the impression that up until now I have been humoured.


  The apparently successful charade with the Dunkirk weather was luck of course. I played no part. And my masters knew it. Still they indulged and encouraged me. I hear them laughing at my robe of tuft mockado. The specula are baubles to tempt a curious child – frills like the fake ectoplasm bogus mediums employ to impress the credulous. Today though, everything changed.


  From the dirty twitching chrysalis you expect a dull blundering insect to emerge – clumsy like a daddy-long-legs. But when our butterfly had stretched the blood into its wings, it was crimson and gold, and stars flew when it took to the air.


  I knew my assistant had been polishing and mending his contraption – ‘Dawlley’s Rattling Jenny’ – I nicknamed it. But when he placed it on the table next to the flagons of powder, I realised I’d misjudged him. It no longer seemed like a Victorian sewing machine used by the slatternly wife of a Thames bargeman but an exotic artefact wrought by Byzantine craftsmen.


  I had been asked by my masters to exert some influence on the progress of the war in the east. Nudged by Dawlley and using a silver spoon carved in the form of a dragon, I poured a small amount from each flagon into the rim of the wheel and set it spinning. I needed no specula or robe. I stood in my corduroys and boots, stinking of sweat and the river. Words came unprompted. I am a good linguist but I have no notion what language I spoke.


  As the wheel spun, the powders caught fire. Sparks flew from the rim, passed through the walls and out of sight. I gazed hard into the fire and through a host of colours, saw the great city of the east stretched out on the plains beneath. I was part of the tempest as it met a great wind blowing from the opposite direction. We felt the force of that wind but drove it back, scattering it like drops of rain, until it was no more.


   


  November 23rd, 1942


  Dee’s diaries interweave the wondrous with the mundane. After accounts of Kelley discoursing with angels, he praises his dry nurse Marjory Stubble for her industry in preparing twelve pots of medlar jelly. A day after my successful intervention at Stalingrad, Alice and I enjoy a tinned salmon high tea at the ABC restaurant in Piccadilly.


  We returned to Richmond to find that her lodgings had been ransacked. Her landlady is in tears, hinting darkly at fifth columnists and saboteurs. Mercifully, there is little damage and only loose change has been stolen.


   


  May 25th, 1944


  A visit from Mr Wells. The invasion of France is imminent. We will be busy in the weeks to come. The wheel burns. We have become thrifty in the use of the powders. A few grains are sufficient to work our magic. The war swings in our favour. Mr Wells tells me of some breaches in security.


  “The ‘Goosewoman’ is troubled,” he said. “Lately, she has noticed our codewords appearing in the crossword clues of the Daily Telegraph. And there is a medium who has been most indiscreet in her revelations. Steps will be taken. ‘The Assyrian will come down like a wolf on the fold.’”


  Our daughter was born yesterday. Dee named his child ‘Madimia’ after the ghost girl summoned by Kelley. That was a surrender. I will not have my life infected with this witchcraft. Our daughter’s name is Susan.


   


  November 12, 1944


  Daylight is furtive, apologetic, eager to make its excuses and go. I read Thomas Dekker’s 1609 work ‘The Bellman of London’, which tells of the  city watchman walking the streets, with his lantern, illuminating the growing mobs of cheats, thieves and plunderers. It is a tour of Hell. These are the wretches the landlord’s son imagined on the shore of the river – the moon-men, tatterdemalions and roaring boys. They are the ones who burned Dee’s library and taunted him on his return from Europe. Their poison  swells. They are urged to ‘creep into bosoms that are buttoned up in satin and there spread the wings of thine infection, make every head thy  pillow to lean on, or use it like a mill, only to grind mischief.’       


   


  February 11th, 1945


  The poet and essayist, Sir Thomas Browne, wrote that his friend, Dee’s son Arthur, swore that he had witnessed his father use the grey powder to turn pewter plates into silver which were sold to the smiths of Prague. Why then did Dee not make his fortune? I believe he quickly grew tired of such cheap conjuring tricks as I am growing sick of this war and my own rough magic. If the powder works upon base metals and can influence events far away in every theatre of conflict, why should it not work upon the human soul, turning coarse and vulgar actions into something fine and strange? Perhaps Dee himself laboured with this intention and caused his own ruin.


  The dark opals, whatever their function, have disappeared. I suspect Dawlley has pawned them to buy black market whisky.


   


  June 2nd, 1945


  I write this locked and constrained within the bedroom of the lodging house I share with Dawlley, waiting for the car which will take me to a remote and forsaken location. There I will be confined till the end of my days.


  This morning I resolved to use a substantial portion of the remaining powder. The war is won. The wheel and its burning dust have thrown back armies and destroyed cities. But my masters spoke on the first day of creating ‘the flower of the sun, the perfect ruby, which we call elixir.’ That was my intention today. To send out in waves of fire the beauty and truth that Dee attempted and failed.


  I waited until the time when Dawlley spent two or three hour queueing with our ration books in Mortlake High Street. The room was still and quiet but outside a rare song thrush sang sweet and plaintive. I loaded the powders, set the wheel spinning and breathed my spell into its hub.


  Again, the gold and crimson stars flew. But before they had even reached the grey rooftops of the nearby houses, Dawlley and Mr Wells burst into the room. Wells cast a handful of black dust into the heart of the wheel. The stars I’d set loose broke like a million fragments of a shattered mirror, distorting and corrupting the images they reflected. Then waves of shadow seeped from the machine – darker and more insidious than all the melancholy smogs of London.


  Dawlley restrained me and fixed me to a chair. He seemed hurt – disappointed and shocked at my treachery. Mr Wells spoke.


  “Like you, Dee was an interfering fool. He desired knowledge only for its own sake. I offered him power but he laughed out loud. Quoted Bacon at me. Told me I was copulating with clouds and raising centaurs and chimeras. I gave him chimeras all right. I flung the black dust of the opals into his blazing wheel of knowledge and I created the spirit of Caliban and set him loose. I led the mob that burned and pillaged Dee’s library. Tatterdemalions,  roaring boys and moon-men they were called. The malign spirit and the brute body of Caliban that Shakespeare so eloquently plagiarised. One oaf defecated, laughed and wiped his steaming rump on a sheaf of poems by Li Ho – each one on the bitter sweet moods evoked by the thirty-four colours reflected in the scales of the golden dragon of Liang.


  “Who are we? We are the bones and sinews of your world and we break and make mad those who defy us, those who seek the ‘flower of the sun’. Rimbaud was another who sought hermetic knowledge. We harried him and broke his spirit. Where do you think the cancer that claimed his life at thirty-five came from? And that rat of a girl, Lotty Bedmead, lusting after  ham in floorboards and finding angels. I was the doctor who committed her and delighted in my regular visits to her hell.


  “Your own success with the ‘Mabinogion’ was remarkable –intuitive and inspired. We felt sure you would locate the remaining powders and the opals that Dee hid from us. We should have destroyed him utterly before he had the opportunity to bury them but he had something else we wanted.


  “You have observed my gold bracelet. Do not deny it. I have watched you. Embedded within it are minerals which show us the virtues and benign qualities of anyone we meet. Its powers led us to you. But there is a companion piece which reveals weaknesses and frailties. Dee acquired it and concealed it from us. A man who wears it will see his wife’s infidelities and deceptions before she has even contemplated her own adultery. We wish to find it and believe you know of its whereabouts.


  “You have served us well and would have been allowed an untroubled life – what you call happy. But this folly today and its knowledge will earn only madness and seclusion. With the powdered opal you unearthed, we will stir humanity like a wasps’ nest, continually agitated with a stick. We have enjoyed this war immensely and look forward to the darker times still to come. In your isolation, year on year, you will sense the growing chaos and clamour. You will hear them coming.”


  I was returned to my lodgings and await the car that takes me away from the world. Propped against the bed were the two missing prints from ‘The Green Cat’. Both depicted Francis Walsingham, Queen Elizabeth’s controller of spies and puppet master. But in these engravings, he was a craven and subservient errand-boy. Surrounding him, were the real masters. Mr Wells was in the foreground, unmistakable with his soft eyes and gold bracelet.


   


  June 4th, 1945


  They have destroyed any consolation or solace I might find from my family. Mr Wells encouraged me to phone Alice. Our child, our Susan, is dead. Through her tears, Alice told me that the infant spent yesterday cowering and whimpering in a corner, holding up her hands as if to ward off an unseen blow. That blow has come. Alice, first blaming herself and now me for my silence and inactivity, is a dried straw, blown by any stray wind.  


  I brought Caliban back into this world. Through my vanity and conceit an age of barbarism is upon us, beginning in whispers but growing in fury until it engulfs us all.


   


  December 28th, 2009


  I take no small risk for your safety in writing this final entry. Throughout my incarceration, my journal has been left untouched in the hope that I will reveal the whereabouts of the bracelet. I know only that you wore it once. I remember our quarrel and understand now that it was the cause. I can only guess at the place you discarded it, finding its memories painful.


  When I am dead, their interest in you will be redoubled for it is their only hope of recovering the bracelet. From their remarks and innuendoes I know they have watched you.


  However, they have grown accustomed to my paintings and take pleasure in their increasing despair. Their vigilance slips as they savour the imagery of each picture and I will take the chance of hiding this journal in a cavity in the frame of the next canvas I send. It will be the last for I am dying. I know that you will act swiftly and for the best.


   


   


  Footnote 


  March 21st, 2010 


  by Philip Karby


  The above manuscript was found in the luggage of my great-aunt, Alice Karby. Aged ninety-one, she collapsed and died on board ‘The Star of the Sea’, whilst crossing the Atlantic on a cruise. Prior to her death, she was seen to throw a golden object into the ocean. A fellow passenger, Mr Ed Kelley, a pharmaceutical salesman, was initially arrested after observers described an altercation with my aunt, immediately before she died. He was released without charge.


   


  


  Waving at the Train


  [image: ]



  Autumn 1938


  



  Arthur Cutleigh had waited over two hours at St John’s railway station for the branch line connection to Foxdale. He sat, cradling his fishing rods and watching the leaves fall; an isolated figure, set apart from the clamor of busy families and young couples.


  To kill time, he had climbed the rickety footbridge. With its windows and alcoves, where porters and guards peeped and fussed, like rabbits around their warren.


  He had tripped on a loose floorboard and grabbing the crumbling brickwork, dust blew in his face, stinging his eyes. The pain and tears recalled the gusty afternoon at the funeral of his wife, lost in childbirth, and his stillborn son. Staring into their grave, on that bleak March day, with the earth piled around him. He had cast a handful of dirt into the pit and the wind had blown it back. His eyes had watered and flecks of grit had entered his mouth and made him splutter.


  In his melancholy and grief, he had sought the quiet solace of a solitary holiday, combining bird-watching and fishing. His grandmother had been raised in Glen Maye. And her tales of its remote hills and valleys, caught his imagination and briefly stirred him from his sorrow. But here, secluded on a bench, as the rain clouds gathered, the feeling of loss and abandonment returned.


  When his connection, a single carriage, dwarfed by its engine, pulled into the platform, its approach seemed furtive and apologetic. His compartment felt clammy and stale with lingering smells of neglect and disuse. The two-and-a-half mile climb to Foxdale was slow and laboured and at first, he was rewarded by spectacular views of glens and mountains, a landscape empty of people. Its loneliness mirrored his mood. Soon, isolated houses appeared and silhouetted on a hill, he saw five distant figures, motionless in the rain, like forgotten scarecrows. Puzzled, he raised his hand to his forehead, to focus more clearly, and in unison, the figures waved. There was a coldness and solemnity about the gesture and he had the strange sensation that they were saluting, not the passing train, but his own arrival. Fumbling for his binoculars, he located the hillside again, but the people had moved. In the mist and drizzle, little lights now glowed from the cottages and farms. He shared his compartment with only one fellow passenger, an old man, who eyed his suitcases and rods with amused detachment.


  “Welcome to the back of the moon,” he said, as the train edged towards Foxdale station. Here, the landscape was scarred with huge mounds of spoil and rubble, as if churned and heaved by gigantic earthworms. Arthur Cutieigh had pictured a rural backwater and the industrial desolation surprised and disappointed him.


  “Ail the detritus of abandoned lead mines,” said his companion- with a smile. ‘Its ruin has seeped into our river and you’ll find sparse fishing. But if walking suits you. Take your rods where the branch of the river joins the Foxdale Stream, half a mile from St John’s station. Or fish up to Swiss Cottage. There’s sea trout in the Neb.’


  *


  Alighting from the train, he hoped to find local information at the station office. But the building was a private house, closed to passengers and he felt an interloper, peering vainly through the drawn curtains. He passed, between the towering piles of debris, studying the sketch map of directions for his rented cottage. He had been promised clean bed linen and coal but was warned that the house had been unoccupied and neglected for months.


  ‘You will recognize it by a bricked-up well, standing in the garden,’ his landlord had said.


  He spotted it from afar, isolated from its neighbours, on a hill, leading from the main road. To his surprise, the door opened and a woman in her early thirties emerged. She wore a sturdy corduroy jacket, trimmed at the edges with fur and her long dark hair was slung to one side. The landlord had not mentioned any housekeeper and. Encumbered by his suitcases and rods, he hurried to meet her. There were several other walkers, and he hoped, knowing the customs of villages, that she would stop and gossip. But she passed unnoticed among them, slowly and sedately, before stepping into a side street. He was gaining fast, sure to catch her, but as he reached the lane, he found it deserted, its houses silent and curtained. Lights glowed from within and he considered knocking and inquiring but he feared the hostility a stranger would provoke.


  Retracing his steps, he climbed the hill to the cottage and its broken gate that led to a garden of ragged apple trees, their fruit swollen and brown with rot. His key struggled with the lock and the door opened stiffly with a hefty shoulder charge.


  The housekeeper had done nothing to make the cottage hospitable. Its rooms exuded a forlorn emptiness. The colours on the wallpaper had faded as if the life had been drained from the house. The paintwork was blotched and blistered and there were shadowy outlines where pictures and ornaments had once hung. Its melancholy reminded him of the sadness of his own home — the empty spaces in the wardrobe, where he had cleared his wife’s dresses, the photographs he had hidden from view, in his grief, and the barren little drawer, where their baby’s clothing had been fondly accumulated.


  But here, all was pervaded by a mustiness, a dampness of caves and underground chambers, as if the smell of the abandoned mine shafts and tunnels had seeped upwards. A few cooking utensils, plates and teapot remained, but theirs was a sterile unhomely presence. The furniture, frayed and makeshift, seemed out of place, as if assembled from cheap auction houses.


  He dined on sandwiches and bottled beer, bought in Ramsey, made his bed and settled down to read Ralfe’s ‘The Birds of the Isle of Man’. But his studies were disturbed by a faint scratching or scraping, coming from inside the house, as if tiny fingers were tapping on a window.


  He searched the downstairs rooms but finally located the noise to his own bedroom. Its floors were bare of furniture, save for a massive oak cupboard, that unlike the flimsy chairs and table downstairs, appeared to belong to the cottage’s past.


  Fearing vermin, he opened it and stepped back. Inside was a green toy railway engine, large enough for a child to straddle and manoeuvre, together with a single carriage. They were a replica of the branch line train. The engine was unmanned, but as he pulled the carriage into the light, things moved inside. Children’s faces were pressed against the glass and hands appeared to be waving or tapping at the windows to attract attention. He opened the doors and withdrew five figures —mother, father and three children, their features meticulously carved and painted. A master craftsman had designed the dolls for their limbs articulated and they could be made to sit or stand upright.


  Tiny clothes had been fashioned and stitched and from inside the carriage, came a living smell, of rain and sweat on wool, as if the figures had hurried to the train from a sudden shower. And from the man’s tweed jacket, came the sweet aroma of tobacco. Something bulged in his top pocket and Arthur carefully slipped his finger in and pulled out a minute worn cherry wood pipe. Little flakes of ash dropped onto the floor. The paint on the carriage walls was fresh and bright as if it had been cleaned that very morning but there were tiny grains of dust on its floor, where the children sat. Delicately, he removed one of their shoes and shook out a little heap of yellow sand. Under the seats, he noticed a canvas bag. With buckets and spades. Long ago, the owners of the cottage must have taken the figures to the seaside and played with them on the beach. But the insidious dampness and decay of the house had failed to penetrate the toy carriage. The flesh tints on their bodies glowed with vitality and their eyes shone with colour and fire. It was as if the figures had absorbed or stolen the life from the walls and fabric of the cottage, leaving it an empty husk, faded and rotting. He found it strange and sad that such a beautiful artifact had been abandoned when the family had moved.


  Returning the miniature people to their carriage, he retired to bed. In the pale glow, cast by his oil lamp, the outline of the model train was framed against the blackness of the window. He found its presence and the bright energy of its inhabitants, comforting and reassuring.


  He was kept awake by dripping water, remote but distinct, echoing from beneath him. And he heard the faint murmur of grating metal, as if from tunnels, far underground, where old gates and wheels, creaked and rusted in the darkness. He remembered the well and finally, with the pillow pulled over his head, he drifted into a disturbed sleep.


  He dreamed he was boarding the Foxdale train at St John’s. But the station buildings and tracks were different, secluded from the main line. From the carriage window. He could see passengers hurry ing across the footbridge and hear the sound of whistles and steam. The door opened and he was joined by the five people from the child’s toy, laughing, breathing hard and shaking the rain from their clothes. Their faces were hidden from him, shrouded by smoke from the man’s pipe and by light drizzle and fog. Which permeated the carriage.


  The train negotiated an unfamiliar loop in the line and then he recognized the landscape, veiled in mist and rain. He felt cold and noticed that the others too. Were shivering. Their buckets and spades and the remnants from their seaside trip, now seemed forlorn and unseasonal. The children were hunched together, nudging each other and whispering. They were talking about him. The girl pulled a seashell from her pocket and laughed.


  “Would you like to hear the sound of the sea?” she asked, turning towards him. There was an adult bitterness in her voice, a sense of loss and hopelessness, that moved him deeply. He reached out to take it, but the father muttered something to her and the shell was returned to her pocket. He noticed that her eyes and mouth, although sentient and human, were blurred and smudged, like paint, running with rain or tears. And there was a sense of desolation that hung over the family that increased with every roll of the engine’s wheels. As the train neared Foxdale. Their bodies sagged and they drew closer to each other, their faces pressed against the window and their hands pawing the glass. He saw pale lights glowing from the cottage and the family watched them, clinging to each other, motionless and afraid.


  He woke, still imagining himself inside the train and. As dawn rose, and his senses returned, he saw five candles burning in his bedroom window. They flickered briefly, before guttering and fading into fog.


  He rose, stiff and heavy-limbed. Recalling his dream, he opened the carriage door of the toy train and lifted out the wooden figure of the girl. Gently probing her pocket, he found a miniscule seashell, perfect in its whirls and spirals.


  ‘Would you like to hear the sound of the sear’ the child had asked. He pressed it to his ear and listened. There was a roaring sound, but it seemed not to come from the ocean, but from machinery, loud and engulfing, rising to a crescendo of screaming metal. Shaken, he replaced the shell in the giri’s pocket and returned her to her family.


  The trains were infrequent and he resolved to walk to St Johns, exploring the Foxdale Stream, before heading north to Glen Helen. And besides, the single carriage, like the rooms of his cottage, gave him the feeling of confinement, of foul air and decay.


  At the station yard, men were shovelling the mounds of rubble and loading it into railway wagons. A grey face grinned at him. A sudden pinkness of mouth and gums, amongst the dust and dirt. He walked about half a mile, the river path roughly following the direction of the railway track. The air felt invigorating and breathing deeply, he looked back towards the village and the cottage, prominent on the hillside. To his dismay, he saw pinpricks of light, burning from his bedroom window. Fearing fire, he vainly tried to remember snuffing the oil lamp. From Foxdale. He heard a rattling noise and turned to see an engine pulling freight wagons of spoil. The driver waved at him and he shielded his face as the wind blew dust into his eyes. But the power and grandeur of the engine,


  ‘Caledonia’, bad impressed him. When he looked back at the cottage, the lights were gone.


  At St John’s, he crossed the rickety footbridge and nearly tripped again when he looked down on a building, set apart from the main platforms. It was the strange station from his dream and here too. The track looped back, before joining the Foxdale line. He must have glimpsed the building, as he stumbed yesterday, and its memory had returned subconsciously as he slept. At the ticket office, he questioned the clerk.


  “That used to be the old station to Foxdale but it was converted to the Master’s house, well over thirty years ago.” the man said. ‘The train still used it until the late twenties, but now it trundles its old bones into the main station, sneaking in like a lame dog, no-one has the heart to shoot. They should have closed the line when the mines gave up the ghost. It’s a spiteful train to the railwaymen at St John’s.


  “Only last year, it knocked down and killed a porter, when it was moved to a siding — creeping up on him. On the sly. And when I was a young man, before the Great War. Its guard, a widower, had finished loading the coach. He didn’t hear the Peel to Douglas train, as he tried to cross the track. It dragged him twenty yards and took his head clean off.”


  Arthur thanked him and headed north. He followed the River Neb through Glenmooar, trying his rod in its pools, as far as Glen Helen. And there, in a quiet stretch of water, he landed a three pound sea trout.


  After dining in triumph on bread, cheese and rough eider, at the inn on the Kirk Michael road. He strode back, all memories of his dream and the strange shell, forgotten. A flock of brent geese flew in formation overhead, their cries sweet and melodious. He stopped and watched them pass, as they funneled into the distance, tiny specks on the horizon.


  He reached the cottage by late afternoon, as dusk was falling, leaving the trout in the larder. From his kitchen window, be noticed a procession of people, dressed in black, slowly climbing the hill to St Paul’s. At their head, five huge candles were borne, and their light flickered in the gloom, like will-o’-the-wisps in the marshes, as the column swayed. But he gave it little thought, for he was hungry and exultant with his catch, which would feed him for three days. There was fennel in the garden and its seeds would flavour the fish but he needed to buy potatoes, tomatoes and onions at the shop.


  “A late funeral. I saw passing up to the church, with candles leading the mourners. It’ll be dark soon,” he observed, making conversation, as the potatoes were weighed. The shopkeeper stared at him in surprise.


  “There’s been no funeral today. And besides, the vicar’s just been in. buying sugar. You probably saw the light from a horse and cart.”


  Arthur Cutleigh made a quick detour to the church and found it locked and empty, the churchyard dark and deserted.


  The trout was a disappointment. The mustiness of the cottage and the damp from its walls, seemed to taint the flesh and it tasted stale and rank. And the fennel seeds exuded a metallic bitterness which caught his breath. He scraped them away and swallowed hard on his meal, forcing it down with gulps of beer.


  He retired early to bed. Feeling tired and nauseous. The stains on the paint and wallpaper formed patterns like the changing shapes in an abandoned mine, where decay and earth fall exposed gleaming minerals and the drip of water. As light and shadow flickered, they played tricks with his imagination and infected his dreams. There was one particular torn patch of wallpaper, where mould bubbled and twisted the drained colours, to form faces, which leered or grinned at him. Their eyes and mouths moved as the moon rose or the grey dawn approached.


  He dreamed again that he was traveling in the Foxdale Coach with the family from the toy train. And their eyes, the colour of mottled paint, watched him slyly and they whispered together. Throughout the night, he heard the murmur of their voices and struggled vainly to overhear their conversations and asides. When he woke, it seemed for a moment, that his room had the contours and fittings of the railway carriage. The woman was speaking and her mouth was moving as the torn wallpaper crinkled. In the half-light, he noticed that the effect was caused by a piece of cardboard, that flapped in the draught from his open window. Curious, he reached out and found, wedged behind the paper, a postcard-sized photograph.


  Five people smiled at the camera. They were stood in the cottage’s garden and he could see his own bedroom, with a vase of lilies in the window. The house was framed against the backdrop of hills and landscape and in the far distance, he recognized the Foxdale train, with its single carriage. There was a tiny figure walking, dose to the train, but he could not tell whether it was man. Woman or child. The model engine and carriage were displayed proudly on the grass but the wooden figures, representing each family member, were missing.


  He studied the group. They were dressed simply and informally, in comfortable working clothes. He was relieved that his dreams had not captured their living selves and had instead, imitated the puppet’s holiday costumes. But their smiles were knowing and mocking, as if they shared a secret with the camera. The father held his pipe clenched in his teeth, a little puff of smoke drifting in the air. And the girl’s hand grasped her pocket. And then he noticed the woman’s corduroy jacket, trimmed with fur and the way her hair drifted to one side. It was the housekeeper, he had seen from afar.


  Once, she had been mistress of the cottage. Probably, she still lived in the village and looked after her old home out of nostalgia. She had not aged. The photograph might have been taken yesterday, had he not known of the months of neglect. He wondered what misfortune had caused them to leave. Her children would welcome the return of their model train. Overcome by a wave of sympathy, he resolved to find her and restore the remarkable figures to her.


  *


  Using the telephone at the Foxdale Inn, he called his landlord, in Ramsey.


  “There is no housekeeper.” came the curt reply. “You have the only key. The woman you saw, was probably a villager, scrumping apples.” He hung up before Arthur could mention the photograph or the toy train.


  He showed the postcard to the little knot of lunchtime drinkers but most were railway workers from other towns, employed to shovel the mounds of spoil.


  “May I see your photograph?” The voice was familiar and belonged to the old man. His only companion in the Foxdale Coach.


  “I remember the family and the cottage well,” he said. “William Gellyne was a mining engineer and a fine carpenter. My own children were friendly with his boys and they played together on that model train in the picture. But when the Foxdale pits closed, like several others, he sought work in the South African gold and diamond mines. Leaving the island was a terrible wrench and on their last day, they visited the beach at Peel Bay. .After the dirt and filth of the pit face, the seaside was where he liked to go with his family. The wooden train was too big to ship abroad. He offered it to me but I didn’t have the heart to take it.”


  “I saw his wife leaving the cottage, only two days ago,” said Arthur.


  “Your photograph was taken in 1911. A year later, we had the news that all five had contracted typhus and died. We held a memorial service for them, late one afternoon, bearing candles to mark their passing.”


  Arthur Cutleigh told him of the lights he had seen in the cottage window and the strange twilight procession of mourners. And he spoke also of his own bereavement and the tales his grandmother had told him.


  “May I come back to the house with you? I should like to see it again. My name is John Mclssak.” At first they walked in silence, but weighing his words carefully. Mr Mclssak said. “The scenes you have witnessed are rare but not unique. I believe your grandmother had the gift of soilshey-bio. A second sight which you have inherited. The cottage has remained uninhabited since 1911 and you have seen images of the family’s passing, at the place they felt happiest. I do not believe there is any malice in those visions.” As they climbed the hill and passed the straggle of twisted apple trees, bearing their diseased fruit, Arthur spoke of his dreams and the wooden figures, inside the toy train. His companion said nothing but his mouth tightened and a little tic played at the corner of his eye.


  Inside the cottage, was the fetid smell of rotting fish. The remains of the sea trout, but a day old, were putrefying and the vegetables had collapsed into a heap of black slime.


  They climbed the stairs to the bedroom and inspected the train. The carriage appeared to be empty and only by squinting through its windows, could they see the five dolls, slumped together, a shapeless heap of rags, under the seats. Withdrawing them, one by one, Mr Mclssak scrutinized their clothes and workmanship.


  “These creatures were never part of the train my children played with,” he said. “And their clothes exactly mimic those the family wore on their last day on the island. There is something about them that I feel is malign and dangerous. See how they play at hide-and-seek with us. And the atmosphere in this house is poisonous.


  “I don’t think you should spend another night in the cottage. I have a spare room where you can stay. I suggest you pack your things and come round late this afternoon.”


  Arthur nodded and took the scribbled address. Mr Mclssak roughly bundled the five figures into their carriage, wedging them under the seats, With their faces hidden.


  “May I take the photograph with me? There is something out of place and uncanny, hidden in that scene, that I can’t quite see. I need to study it in detail,” he said.


  *


  Arthur Cutleigh had packed his bags and was reading his book to fill the intervening hours. The cottage was silent and guarded, the nocturnal sounds of dripping water and rusting metal from abandoned tunnels had ceased. Far away, he heard a train whistle and looked up to see a trail of steam as ‘Caledonia’ hauled her wagons up to St John’s.


  The first sound, of a tiny object, tapping on glass, like a daddy-longlegs blundering against a window pane, was almost teasing. Bur then the scratching became louder and more insistent and he knew its origin. He had seen the figures stuffed firmly under the carriage seats, out of sight, their fingers smothered by the tiny clothes. But he climbed the stairs nonetheless and opened the cupboard door, to reassure himself. Their five faces were pressed against the window, wearing the same secret smile he had seen in the photograph and their hands clawed at the glass. He slammed the cupboard shut, hurried downstairs and sought the comfort of his book.


  A succession of blows reverberated from above, as if a man’s hand was pounding on a heavy wooden door. The noise was echoed by the clamour from underground, a roar of metal wagons and the cries of men’s voices, subterranean and hollow. He saw the faces of the family, their eyes like blistered paint, in the faded patterns on the wallpaper. And the stench of the rotting fish, he had carefully buried in the garden, returned to blend with the decay and corruption, which permeated the cottage walls.


  Grabbing his raincoat and. As an afterthought, his rod and binoculars, he headed for the river and its quiet beauty, leaving his bags by the door.


  Mr Mclssak had aired the sheets, tidied and dusted the spare room, and prepared an evening meal for his guest. Satisfied that all was well, he took the photograph from his jacket and examined it under a magnifying glass. There was a wealth of detail in the cottage, the model train and in the clothes and faces of his old friends. Engrossed in deciphering its mystery , his eyes ached and clouded. It seemed that the camera drew him to the house and its occupants. Perhaps, he thought, that was the secret. He studied the background of hills, fields and the Foxdale train, in the distance.


  Squinting into the glass, he understood and snatching a sweater, hurried back to the cottage.


  *


  Arthur Cutleigh had walked at a fast pace to the river but he breathed easily and felt a sense of relief. Little huddles of water fowl, drab and furtive, scuttled from his approach and he swiveled his binoculars to identify their species. He remembered the lights from the cottage, he had seen the day before, and drawn compulsively to its presence, on the hill, he looked back. Five figures were in the garden and as he peered through the glasses, he saw the family, posed exactly as they had stood for the photograph, over twenty-five years ago. Their mouths and eyes held the same mocking expression. They nudged each other, whispered and turned in his direction, and waved. The girl reached in her pocket, pulled out a seashell. Placed it to her ear and held it aloft, offering its voice to him.


  And he heard again the roar of metal, grinding wheels and the cries of men rising to a crescendo. Reeling under its din and the terrible vision from the cottage, he staggered several paces backwards and was engulfed and broken under the wheels of the Foxdale train.


  *


  When John Mclssak was interviewed by the police, he spoke only of Mr Cutleigh’s complaints about damp and rot, inside the cottage. He did not mention the dreams, the toy train or its inhabitants. Nor did he show them the photograph, with the distant Foxdale train bearing down upon the tiny figure of a man, wearing binoculars and carry ing a fishing rod, which he had seen under his magnifying glass.


  But the policeman was both thorough and kind. Moved by the tragedy of the lonely widower, who had died without friends or relatives near, he placed a vase of lilies in his bedroom window. And searching the room for any missed possessions, he opened the oak cupboard and lifted the toy train and its carriage into the light. He saw five smiling dolls, clustered together. One of them, a girl, was offering a seashell to a sixth figure, sat apart from the main group. Around his neck were tiny binoculars and he carried a fishing rod in his arms. And the paint surrounding his face was wet as if his eyes had been stung and were running with tears.


  


  The Appassionata Variations
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  April 1941.


  



  The solitude of the small hours was always the best time, when my tricksy little tunes had bled out and died in the minds of the sleepers at the Hotel Promethean. Their passions were spent and I heard only a stray whimper or grunt as their limbs twitched or entwined, as dogs dream, sprawled together by the fireside. The narcotic memory of cheap music had anesthetized them. For the last time, I passed softly through the back corridors to the side exit and out into the cold, on the eve of Father’s funeral.


  The town streets were deserted, their secrets muffled behind the blackout curtains, an extra layer of darkness to hide and enfold them. But sometimes, from the lonely room of an insomniac or troubled soul, I would hear the faint strain of a gramophone — a Chopin nocturne or one of the late string quartets of Beethoven. I envy them the cold purity of recorded music, aloof and unchanging. I am weary of the obscene intimacy of my melodies of deceit and enticement, that worm and insinuate into the dreams of the hotel sleepers. I do not want the betrayals and hypocrisies of human contact.


  The air raid sirens have sounded only intermittently in recent weeks and the bombing has been fitful and sporadic, centring on the harbour and dockland. At its height, last summer, like many others, I spent the warm nights, in woods, above the town, even constructing a hide of branches and tarpaulin. The town hierarchy mocked us for our cowardice and funk, calling us ‘Trekkers’ or ‘Dufflers’ . after the bags we carried. At the hotel, clasped together, cocooned and blanketed, they are impervious to the bombs. But that night. I sensed a hiatus, a sea change. A morbid sensitivity to mood and atmosphere is the curse of my counterfeit art.


  As a bitter Channel squall rose, I pushed my hands deep into my overcoat and touched the rubber and human hair, still warm and clammy with sweat, of my mask — an effigy of an American screen idol. And I recalled the muggy afternoon, alone in Mother’s room, aged six, my fingers rustling through satin dresses and kimonos, in wardrobes scented with jasmine and lavender, and finding her own mask, hidden under nightclothes. It was the face of a music hall soubrette — Lottie, or Nellie, or Gertie — the images are always blurred and elusive. The starlets and fashions grow old and fade. The masks change. Only the deceit remains constant. Its memory made me detour down back alleys and anonymous terraces for I would not pass through Absalom Street.


  *


  As children, in our innocence and naivety, we assumed that Absalom Street had acquired its aura of glamour and mystery from the diversity’ of its shops and societies which flourished in the vast backrooms and chambers behind the street façades.


  It is a narrow crescent of tall Georgian town houses which cluster together, giving the illusion of entering a long arcade. Even in bright sunlight it exuded a subterranean ferrous glow of gaslight and oil lamps. These illuminated the shop window displays of taxidermists, stamp and coin emporia, second-hand books and musical instruments, maritime memorabilia and a host of toys and curiosities. The proprietors, erudite and ever obliging, fueled our imaginations. In our change, we might find a silver threepenny piece from the reign of George II. Or a card, from the outposts of empire, depicting a strange tribal rite or zoological marvel, would be slipped into our paper bag. That sent us hurrying back the next day for more information. The hotel, like some pendulous tree, beautiful and exotic, spun out its roots and tendrils to poison and ensnare us.


  Inside each shop were stairs which led to old assembly rooms and salons which hosted natural history groups, classes in ballet, dance and acrobatics, art and public speaking and a host of esoteric activities. Always, there were half-heard fragments of music, strange and captivating, to lure us into exploring the mysteries of the rooms and worlds above us. In those nests of cultural endeavour, the music teachers, employed by the Academy of the Hotel Promethean, held court. And in 1913, aged fifteen. I was initiated into Absalom Street, to perfect my piano technique with Miss Amelia Loten.


  *


  For years, driven by Mother’s obsession, I had been primed and tutored to pass the rigorous examination. She was a wealthy patron and habitue but the status of night pianist was so prestigious that it could not be bought with money or influence. As an aspirant, I visited the hotel only in its benign daylight manifestation — the masquerade of tea dances, scraping bows and curtsies and the pert young waitresses, their faces scrubbed and pink like dolls. My inquisitor listened intently as I played, smiled and shook my hand in a lingering grip, my fingers tiny and incongruous in his clod fist, as if they might be snapped like twigs.


  Mother hugged and fussed and that night we celebrated. Father, who traveled regularly overseas, was home on one of his rare long-anticipated visits. He spoke of the sounds and perfumes of tropical nights — all the bright birds, the lazy heat and the distant call of temple bells, heard from his elephant train. Our musical evenings were the highlights of family life and he thumped the piano and sang tunelessly from ‘Patience’ that be was a “steady and stolid-y. Jolly bank-holiday. Every-day young man.’ And to mark my passing into the adult world, my room was re-papered in rich swirls of gold, crimson and green foliage, depicting gods, damsels, mythological birds and beasts, in all their disguises and transformations.


  All seemed well and I fell asleep dreaming of the hypnotic rise and fall of swans’ wings and the song of nightingales, for Mother had softly whispered the legends of Leda and Philomel, and the passions of the gods for mortal women.


  *


  Miss Loten kept rooms above a photographic shop, one of several which thrived in Absalom Street. Its windows displaced a changing pageant of family portraits — studies of domestic bliss, in ornate silver frames, and I remembered our own visits to the cramped little studio.


  The sense of twilight from the street below seeped into the music room and for three hours I was absorbed into its shadow. The lessons were permeated with my tutor’s reflections and reveries on drawing out the secrets and dreams from each piece. And she taught me how a note or chord could linger and echo like the clandestine brush of fingers on a skirt and how the push and release of the pedal could suggest the entwining of limbs or a broken embrace.


  She spoke to me as if I were a practised philanderer, one of the seasoned old roués I would observe, years later, at the Hotel Promethean.


  She reinterpreted familiar pieces from my childhood.


  “This simple melody, ‘Für Elise’, holds its own mysteries and enigmas. The identity of Elise is unknown — perhaps a soubriquet for a lost mistress, masked behind the throwaway title, ‘Bagatelle in A minor’. Some believe the dedication was copied in error and should read ‘Für Therese’ — a student of Beethoven, who spurned his offer of marriage.


  ‘Or perhaps it is a lyrical taunt to a discarded lover. Only days before his death, another former admirer, Elisabeth Röckel, visited Beethoven and cut a lock from his hair. Imagine the regret or the cruelty, returning years after their estrangement, to retrieve a souvenir, a curiosity to sport or to grieve over. These are the emotions you must convey as you touch and caress the notes. Probe and evoke the intrigues, passions and jealousies in your listener’s past — all their tendresses and betrayals. Interpret the music with your own cunning and versatility.”


  There was a short section in ‘Für Elise’ that was marked with a heavy black line.


  “That crescendo of anger and bitterness in the D minor interlude — those broken chords that splutter and rage like a man barely able to control the fury in his speech, is sadly proscribed by the hotel patrons,” said Miss Loten. “They want only the nostalgia and melancholy of lost affairs and the promise of new adventures. That section, like many others in the sonatas, holds the mirror up to the blackness and emptiness within them. You play those pieces at your peril.”


  *


  I found her words puzzling and strange. That night I dreamed I was playing ‘Für Elise’ in a long dimly-lit chamber of candles and shadows. My audience were the starlets and actors from postcards and theatre bills but their faces were fixed as if made of wax and their hair resembled scraggy wool, scavenged from hedgerows and dyed. Only their eyes seemed human, flickering and angry , as if my interpretation had unsettled them, revealing terrible secrets.


  But the women rose from their seats and lurched towards the piano, to applaud and congratulate me. Their bodies moved stiffly, in jerks, and their hands were clawed, bent back upon themselves, as if wracked with disease. Each clutched nail scissors with delicate blades, translucent like the scales of giant fish, and with handles of bone, ivory and mother-of-pearl. They clustered around me. The air heavy and claustrophobic with their perfume and sweat.


  “We must take a last love token, a keepsake to be worn next to our hearts,’ one said, giggling like a little girl. As I bowed in submission, each cut strands from my hair, holding them aloft, like a


  trophy, before burying them in gold lockets that hung from their necks. And as they fumbled with the clasps, I saw that their chests were stuffed with sawdust and rags and they had the shrunken wrinkled flesh of old women.


  “He has played forbidden music, beautiful and perilous,” said the mask I recognised as Gertie or Lottie. But it was Mother’s voice, ancient and cracked. And I sensed a terrible danger, whether from the ornate scissors or the candle flames, which flickered with the breath of the men, their shapes brutish and feral in the half-light. Their hands appeared disembodied in its gloom — huge white fists with fingers ready to crush and break.


  *


  With us always, in the rooms above the photographer, was Miss Loten’s daughter, Clara, to accompany me in duets, bring refreshments and to massage, with oils and soaps, my arms and hands, which ached and cramped with the vigorous exercises and scales. She was no wanton courtesan for she had the demeanour of a dowdy novitiate to holy orders, touching me with an aloof reverence, as if she washed the grey limbs of a corpse, laid out in vigil.


  “If it helps you to enter the soul of the music,” said Miss Loten. “Imagine you are remembering a sweetheart of your own. Picture her in all her guises — enchanting, compliant, wilful or false.” It was Clara’s gawky image that I saw, plain and chaste in her devotions. Mother encouraged me in these conceits and fancies. And when I fell asleep, the white folds of Clara’s linen dress, the perfumes of oils and scented soaps, merged with the fall and rise of swans’ wings on the bedroom wallpaper.


  *


  I walked three times a week to Absalom Street. Mother followed my progress avidly, insisting on hearing me play before I left at three o’clock and again, when I returned at seven.


  Those midafternoons were filled with a strange tension, as she paced the room, unusually animated; fidgeting with flowers and teasing strands of hair; glancing nervously at the mirror and toying with her peacock fan. The eyes on its feathers alert and watchful. She wore her special fragrances of lemon blossom or patchouli and the patterns on her dress creased and unfolded as she moved.


  But on my return, there was a languor as she listened. The peacock eyes were still and drowsy and the flowers were wilting. And in that hazy mix of perfumes from satins, spent lilies and skin, I sensed that something new and alien had entered the room in my absence, and ruffled the curtains and the fabrics of her dress.


  But at the time, my life seemed idyllic. When Father was home, he took me to county cricket on the compact little ground, overlooking the Downs, or to rugby matches, held on the pitches of the regiment, whose barracks lined the hills. And like all families, we strolled arm in arm on the long


  seaside promenade, to the stand where the military band played ‘Poet and Peasant’ and the overtures of Offenbach. The path twisted and undulated, following the ragged cliff contours, with secluded alcoves, like hidden caves of wrought iron, where nursemaids and shop girls, clerks and subalterns, with their pomade and tobacco breath, sheltered and flirted.


  *


  Underneath the enticing sounds of melodies, songs and the reverberation of dancers’ feet that echoed in fragments from the other houses in Absalom Street, was an occasional undertone of scratchings, whispers and footsteps that murmured from the back stairs and abandoned attics. Miss Loten and Clara ignored them with studied indifference but their faces tightened with anxiety and their voices became hollow and self-conscious, as if the infestation were sentient, and probing for secrets.


  But my own pleasure was marred only by the presence of a shambling and unkempt middle-aged man who inhabited the back rooms and kitchen, where he took his meals. He never entered the music room but I sensed him listening intently and heard the wheeze of his breath and saw his shadow when the door was left deliberately ajar. Once, when I needed to pass down the back stairs to the yard, he slouched to the kitchen table, fawning and grimacing, where a mug of cold cocoa and a plate of half-eaten fried bloaters remained. His head was blotched with violet discolourations and his jaw was pendulous and scarred. He reminded me of the sketches in Father’s book, ‘Phrenological Studies of Infamous Criminals’, where the skulls were illuminated by miniature diagrams, denoting the seat of vices and perversions. Father’s favourite was Charles Peace, the murderer, and sometimes at breakfast, in a strange humour, he would advance on me. Leering, and say, “I’m Charlie Peace, and I want my bacon.”


  The man. With his lantern jaw and flaps of leprous skin, that wobbled as if each vice vied for supremacy, was his likeness. I assumed he was a dissolute relative, rescued from the streets or the workhouse. In time, I mentioned him to Mother, but she smiled and said.


  “Oh. That’s Mr Hoffman. He’s the Beethoven virtuoso at the Hotel Promethean.” That was my first insight into the mysteries and subterfuges of the hotel and its masks. It has always been with us — the hub of cultural life, for centuries, attracting the country’s wealthiest and most exclusive guests. Its fashionable status has never dimmed and I notice, from old prints and lithographs, that its façade changes seamlessly. In my lifetime, no scaffolding has ever sullied its vast edifice of balconies, glass and coloured stone, which lure and enchant the bystander. I first knew it as a palace of Art Nouveau, but today, its exterior has the straight lines of Deco, tastefully neglected to reflect the patriotic privations of wartime austerity. It assimilates the mood, the fashions of the age. It is, in itself, a mask. Its painted sign, reveals the Titan, not as the bringer of fire but a trickster, who cheated the gods by offering a dish of ox bones, hidden under a thin layer of glistening fat.


  In 1913, its resident musicians were shown, in posed studio photographs, displayed on an ornate gilt hoarding. They were sleek mustachioed concert idols and their images were reproduced on picture postcards, avidly collected by adoring fans. Mr Hoffman, dark-haired, statuesque and saturnine, was dubbed ‘The Maestro of Moonlight’. His epigrams, bon mots and preferences in champagne, hats and flowers appeared in potted biography alongside his picture. Flawless and Corinthian, he sported a buttonhole of a yellow rose and his signature tune, an allegretto in C minor, was renamed ‘The Rose Fantasia’.


  Young women, throughout Britain, wore badges with the letters ‘KOH’ — denoting ‘Keen On Hoffman’. I knew nothing then of the significance of the masks and was amazed and disgusted that the lewd repellent creature, skulking in Miss Loten’s kitchen, stinking of smoked fish, was the acclaimed master of Beethoven.


  *


  I mentioned to Miss Loten, the change in Mother’s mood when I returned from my lessons.


  “Perhaps it is time you were initiated into one of the rites of the town,” she said, frowning, before hurrying to the kitchen. I heard her whispering and arguing with Mr Hoffman, their voices urgent and worried.


  “Both ignorance and knowledge have their own perils,” she said on her return. “But if you wish to know what happens in your house, while you are here, play ‘Für Elise’, with the forbidden D minor section and add these variations. You will understand things you have always known secretly, without being able to tie all the fragments of memory and sensation together.”


  And she scribbled eight bars, the manuscript black with sharps and flats, for the key shifted down a semitone to the ethereal C sharp minor, and then rose to the tumult of E flat minor, that most disturbing of all key signatures.


  That evening I played ‘Für Elise’ for Mother and I saw her reflection in the mirror, her smile sly and twisted. And I saw the fissures and tears, that appeared like stains of fungus, bubbling and cracking on the paint of bedroom ceilings. In the little alcoves on the promenade. I had smelt the pomade and tobacco of officers and swells. Their musk pervaded the house, seeping into the corners and crevices with its contagion. I felt the impress of their bodies on the chairs and divans and their breath stained the walls and furniture. In the swirls of foliage on wallpaper and silver picture frame. I saw a host of moustaches, bared teeth and drawling lips, inviting and sardonic. The eyes on the peacock fan winked and leered in mockery.


  And I remembered the exchange of glances on that serpentine cliff walk.


  Between the cosy family groups and the pageant of shop assistants, nursemaids, gallants and subalterns. In the flowers and cast iron tracery of the alcoves, were hidden slats and cubbyholes, where billet-doux and scented address cards were posted by sleight of hand.


  But my art was insufficient then to unravel all the strands and skeins of deceit. A variation of eight bars from a light bagatelle was but a snatch of conversation overheard from a landing, an indiscretion seen through a keyhole. Mother’s anger was cold and contained.


  “I see that Mr Hoffman has been teaching you some of his tricks. Of course, you know that he’s the father of your beloved Clara.”


  *


  Mother’s unkind revelation caused a revulsion of feeling against the girl. I noticed common gestures, little tics of movement, shared with her father and I could not bear to watch her play, as she crouched over the piano like some exotic predatory insect. Her head now seemed deformed, slightly swollen or elongated like the pictures in Father’s book. Her hands, moving over the keyboard, scuttled like stranded crabs, fleeing a shrinking rock pool, in a frantic dash for the sea. I would not permit her to massage my arms and when we played the duets of Schubert, and our fingers touched inadvertently, I recoiled, as if from vermin.


  She endured this treatment for a week, until


  a time when we were alone.


  “Would you prefer I disguised myself for you?” she asked.


  And covering her face was an ancient mask of wax and linen, adorned with animal hair and feathers, its tissues frayed and insect-ravaged. Once, it had represented the fragile beauty of an ingénue, pure and v ulnerable. But time and decay had given it the face of an exhumed corpse. Clara sat upright at the piano, pert and demure, and her fingers moved, white and quick, all memory of things that crawled and twitched, banished. Her playing was teasing and seductive but with the final chord, she tore the mask from her face and flung it into the fire, the hair and fibres stinking as they churned together.


  “A relic from the Hotel Promethean.” she said. “There, all is illusion and the foulest and cruelest acts are hidden under wax and rubber. As hotel pianist, you too will wear the masks which dissemble and lie. But my music is without artifice, unlike Mother’s, which she is forced to teach. I offer you no coquetry. No mincing falsehoods and I do not seek to twist and entrap you. My ugliness and the grotesque shapes I cast as I straddle the keyboard should reassure you.


  “You have heard the whispers and footsteps from the staircases and attics. They are the hotel Sybarites, the guardians of pleasure, an unseen elite who monitor the entire crescent, which they own and control. Your progress and character are analysed constantly. From the roofscape or back yard, I sometimes catch their shadows moving in the abandoned rooms of the other houses, where the dancers, acrobats and chorus girls are recruited. And in the shop downstairs, behind the façade of family portraits, are the locked files of photographs, over which they pore, choosing the most lithe and sinuous, anticipating their depravities.


  “Be wary of them. If your music breaks the illusion of the masks that flatter and deceive, their savagery and self-loathing are terrible. They cannot bear the purity and grandeur of great art. It diminishes them and they feel themselves mocked. My grandfather, who worked as a hotel serving boy, in the 1860’s. Remembered a mercurial young man. Whose acclaim and popularity led to hubris. He played one of the later Schubert sonatas, a proscribed piece, for it unsettles and disturbs. Only his good looks and the whim of the older women, who lusted after him, saved him. “On your knees! On your knees!” they roared, and they made him crawl, the length of the chamber, before allowing him to continue, now under their thrall.


  I was a cold ungrateful pupil, finding the family in Absalom Street, coarse and vulgar. Secretly, I resented them for the discovers of Mother’s betrayal and barely concealed my contempt. But my music thrived. I grew practised in the charms and lies of the hotel style. And I heard the padded footfalls of the Sybarites, on the back stairs, and I learned to relish the posturing and hypocrisy.


  After one such effete performance. Mr Hoffman entered the music room for the first time. There was a strange dignity in his disfigurement as he sat at the piano. He played “The Hammerklavier’, that most difficult of all Beethoven sonatas, with its shift into the dark key of B minor, the descent into despair and melancholy, which he embraced, stark and raw. And in the long slow movement. I saw the mournful parade of the generations of our town — the roaring boys, the bucks, the swells and their doxies and pretty wives, taken in stealth, flow past the splendour of the shifting façade of the Hotel Promethean, in all its architectural disguises. I saw the reliquaries of skin and hair on skull and mask, in damp tomb and sticky bedroom — the quick and the dying, flopped together in grotesque embrace.


  And he added a wild capering variation that scoured deep inside me. Dredging and laying bare to him, my pride, duplicity and cowardice. All was heaved into view — desires, vices and depravities were displayed, dissected and coldly scrutinized like a vile skull map of the soul.


  Soon, the hotel gave me rooms, with my own piano, above one of the grander town houses, and I practised assiduously, waiting for the coveted summons to play for the night guests. Father’s absences abroad became extended and I distanced myself from both Mother and the shabbiness of the family in Absalom Street. But one morning, I read the following obituary in the local newspaper.


  ‘A verdict of suicide was recorded on Samilias Hoffman, celebrated pianist of the Hotel Promethean, whose body was found floating in the harbour. Renowned for his dark romantic good looks and virtuoso playing, his gifts, in recent months, had sadly declined. Extensive burns to his arms and fingers indicated that the hapless maestro had set fire to himself, prior to immersion. Guests at the hotel have contributed generously to the commission of a marble bust which will commemorate the great man.’


  He had played for me. Barely weeks ago, and never had I heard Beethoven interpreted with such mastery of technique and intuition. Here was yet another lie, another veil of dissemblance. But it was more curiosity than grief that led me to visit Miss Loten.


  “He was dismissed.” she said. They gave him no reason. But we think it was a malicious guest’s act of spite — an imagined slight or act of revenge. And on the way home, he was ambushed, beaten and his fingers broken so that he could never play in another town. And with his face, who would believe that he was the great Samilias Hoffman? He plunged his crushed hands into the fire. We could offer no consolation before the final act of desperation. Now, his memory will become part of the false mythology of the hotel, adding to its mystique and glamour.”


  With Clara, a sullen companion, we visited his grave. Alongside scores of scribbled tributes on that false photograph, were garlands of yellow roses, the colour of phlegm, scentless and uniform. Miss Loten trampled them, her feet scything the mounds and the dying petals churned in the air. Like November fog. That seeps insidiously under window frames and doors. In their place, she planted two ragged white primroses, dug from her back yard, double-petalled and fainth perfumed.


  “His last rational words were that he wanted you to have this.” she said.


  The parcel contained the entire solo piano works of Beethoven but with added manuscript sheets.


  “These variations hold a mirror up to the town and through them, you will see its secret squalors and depravities laid bare. They are back


  alleys that ramble and divert, past the façades and gates of twisted wrought iron, to lead you to the hidden rooms. You have seen and played the brief variation to ‘Fur Elise’. But there are more profound and disturbing revelations in the major sonatas. For your comfort and solace, study them in the solitude


  of your rooms. But their true potency comes when you play to an audience. I have taught you how to manipulate and squeeze the emotions of your listeners. They are ‘The Appassionata Variations’ and that title is ascribed to you. Remember it in the years to come.”


  *


  Within days I debuted at the hotel and, as Mother’s heir, quickly accustomed myself to its seductions and affairs. I visited the drawing rooms, easing the grief of war widows and flattered the young wives of profiteers and men of business, who travelled overseas. My breath stained and seeped into their wardrobes and sheets, and my face, contorted in the swirling patterns in curtains and picture frames, disturbed the dreams of their children. My fame and reputation grew and I signed my name on the photograph of some wretched lost youth, dead in Flanders Fields, unmourned and forgotten. But at night, in the quiet of my rooms, I played the variations and understood.


  At the hotel, my music has no art but pastiche and imitation, a sugared accompaniment for lies and infidelities. My trills and runs mimic the dance of eyebrows and the simpering smiles and blushes, behind the masks.


  In the candlelight, the disguised heads of politicians, servicemen, society hostesses and the pretty youths, taken in thrall, from the grey terraces, seem to float, disembodied and spectral, and stare from behind columns and tables. I have learned how to mould the heads and set them cooing and swaying, as the pedals rise and fall. They seem to sink and churn, in ersatz swoons, deep into the leather upholstery.


  And past midnight, when the plumes of their cigarette smoke mingle with the coils and spirals on the wallpaper, and the air is heavy with the fumes of brandy, perfume and sticky desire. I take my bow. I snip a lock of hair from my forehead and let it float into the crowd. The women gasp, teeth bared in rictus smiles and. Catching at air. Mime the press of a love token to their hearts. It is a ballet macabre, a pantomime of flirtation and deception, mask and false hair.


  The skill of the pianists allows us this independence. It is not so for the dancers, tumblers and chorus girls, and we have learned to turn deaf ears to their cries and muffled protestations from the distant corridors and bedrooms. For looming on the edges of the chamber, with huge gloved fists, to ensure passivity and compliance, arc the stewards, their masks white and savage, like the skulls of giant extinct birds.


  In the gloom, lumbering shapes merge and blur. But once. I saw the jaundiced mask of Pooh-Bah, from ‘The Mikado’, adorned with plastered hair — fleece of ram or spaniel. Its companion, hidden under the face of a Ziegfeld girl, but with the sturdy physique of a prop forward or fast bowler, run to seed, eased the familiar shape upstairs. And I heard the song “I’m a greenery-yallery, Grosvenor-gallery, foot in the grave young man”, fade on the stairwells, as the bedroom door slammed shut.


  But in time, the music of sighs, swoons and tantrums became oppressive. I saw my reflection, distorted in the coloured glass of the hotel windows — a figure, satiated and bloated, Lautrec’s portrait of Wilde. Like the chambermaids and waiters, the musicians are flunkeys, who turn aside in cowardice and cough discreetly, in the anterooms of horror, daring ourselves to listen at the threshold or peep, like voyeurs and eunuchs through keyholes. And I longed for the night solitude, the truth and purity’ of the sonatas and the mystery of their variations.


  *


  I had not spoken to Mother in years, although I am sure I have heard her voice and smelt her perfume many times in the Circe’s cave of the hotel. We met at Father’s funeral — that kind steady man of my childhood, that I realise was a stranger, with secrets of his own. And after the baked meats, sweet sherry and lying platitudes. I was again alone with her. In the drawing room, sat at the piano.


  I had always s been intrigued by Mr I Ioffman’s emphasis on the variations for ‘The Appassionata Sonata’. They occurred in the middle D flat section — a moment of respite and simplicity before the culmination of darkness and tragedy that marked the final movement. And they were playful and teasing, the fleeting lazy caress of hands, tired and satisfied after love-making. As conversation flagged.


  I sought refuge in their easy charm.


  The cherubs, peeping from the foliage of the mirror frame, seemed jaded, like satyrs, weary of their familiar lusts. I saw my reflection in the glass, monkey-crouched over the keyboard; a tangle of hair, the colour of porridge, bobbing in rhythm. Mother sat uneasily in her chair, her fingers kneading the folds of her dress, like an old she-cat. We shared the same gestures and vices, the grotesque fault lines of heredity . But then I remembered a third figure, with blotched skin and lantern jaw. The contours of his face merged with the jinking image in the mirror, to become the ludicrous craven thing that smiled and grimaced in the kitchen of Absalom Street. And I understood.


  “Mr Hoffman was my real father,” I said, addressing her reflection.


  “Of all the men. He was the only one I cared for,” Mother said, bitterly . “But he grew sick and disgusted with the danger and excitement of the hotel. I could have tolerated any affairs but he preferred fidelity to that blowsy drudge, wasting his genius in her back rooms. I schooled and tutored you to gain access to him. I hoped he’d come back to me. Bur he’d become a neutered old tom cat. Lazy and housebound, sniffing for kitchen scraps from that drab little frump. And what a cold bloodless fish you have become, fastidious as your father — a dead afterbirth of a boy and a shrivelled husk of a man. And yes, it amused me to throw you and his po-faced brat. Clara, together. Such a game that might have been.


  “And then he taught you his tricks, to spy and sneer at my affairs. That could not be borne and I had him dismissed. A fine corpse he made, after fire and water had made music with him.”


  With a spiteful gesture, she unclasped her locket, to reveal a forlorn clump of grey hair.


  “A fitting souvenir, taken from the mortuary — a Beethoven memento.” she said, holding it to my face.


  My hands rested lightly on the keyboard during her tirade. At the hotel I am wary of approaches, alert to their sudden cruel impulses and whims. But here. I sensed no danger. As I studied the locket. Mother slammed down the piano lid, crushing and breaking my fingers with its impact.


  “Now run to your sister and plunge your hands into her kitchen fire.” she said. ‘Hansel and Gretel. You are. Grown old. Grey and alone. You’ll find the mother is long dead from grief.”


  The air raid sirens were sounding as I stepped into the night, light-headed both with sherry and pain. With the instinct of cowardice, I headed for the woods. From my funk hole, wrapped and shivering under tarpaulin, I saw waves of bombers pound the town, and the firestorm rage, through the dockland terraces, before spreading to the main streets.


  At dawn, I picked my way through the wreckage, in clouds of steam and smoke, with broken water mains gushing and fires still smouldering. The walls of my house were gone, my rooms exposed in all their squalid intimacy. The piano was perched precariously and pages from the variations blew in the cold wind.


  But Absalom Street had escaped the worst of the bombing and it was with relief that I saw the old house above the photographer was intact. I climbed the stairs and once more, Clara washed my arms and fingers, as if she were laying out the dead. And as she listened to my story , tied bandages and improvised splints. I asked, “Did you always know that Mr Hoffman was my father?”


  “We guessed but could never be certain. Your mother had many admirers.” She paused, as if considering a dilemma. “His old room is vacant and I am expecting a new pupil. The Sybarites would value your experience, if you are discreet.” I did not answer. But she had her mother’s instinct and she has been my scribe and nurse, tactful and aloof.


  I made my way to the hotel, expecting to find its ruin. But the façade stood defiant, subtly altered, for it had acquired a heroic grandeur. It rose valiantly above the destruction of the town, ethereal and holy, in the fire and smoke — our own St Paul’s Cathedral, a symbol of unyielding endurance. The photographs of the pianists, once mere handsome matinée idols, now had the added aura of war veterans. Their faces had the pale battle-scarred charisma of the pilots of Fighter Command, during the Battle of Britain, that I had seen in Pathé newsreels. The most striking image, steely-eyed and magnetic, and dubbed ‘The Promethean Eroica’, had replaced my own picture.


  I stared down Absalom Street. Its scars and wounds, and the palls of soot and ash. Enhanced its allure. Already, the chambers and rooms above stairs were wafting new and mysterious sounds, to tantalize and entice the town’s young. The Street would muster all the shattered children, crawling broken from the wreckage of their terraces, to enfold and shelter them, under the spreading canopy of the hotel.


  


  The Dear Dead Days


  [image: ]



  August 1917.


  



  The agitation of the goldfinch warned her that an outsider was in the house.


  Its wings, brushing against the bars of the cage, woke her from a troubled afternoon nap. And she saw it crouched in shadow. The bird, over ten years old, recognized the footsteps of the family, and would strut the length of its perch, singing and chirruping, anticipating company and gifts of seed. But the old woman’s anxiety with strangers was infectious and it cowered as if expecting a blow. She rang the bell and waited. Far below, she heard voices and the sound of heavy boots. She banged her stick on the floor and called out.


  “Elsie, someone’s on the stairs.”


  The maidservant entered, breathless, her hands dusted with flour.


  “It’s the piano tuner, ma’am. But he’s only in the drawing room. Mrs Cavinder says she can’t play at your party without the instrument fixed.”


  “It matters not,” the old woman said. “My grandson’s wife has little mastery of the notes. And her voice is thin and watery. And where are her boys? I saw them earlier, sitting on the wall to the street, swinging their legs. I tapped the window to bring them inside but they waved in mockery. There was mischief in their faces. She has no conception of the dangers of leaving them alone. My grandson married beneath him — seduced by her grey beeswing eyes.“


  ‘The boys are inside now. Ma’am. They are watching the piano tuner at work.” Elsie closed the door and hurried downstairs to the kitchen. The war had made her mistress even more fretful and petulant. She had outlived her children and her only grandson was in France, a captain of his regiment. The family had tried to hide the worst horrors from her but she had listened secretly to the servants’ gossip of enemy snipers, barbed wire strewn with corpses and clouds of yellow gas that blistered the skin and rendered men blind and screaming.


  It was late August but in her attic bedroom, hung with heavy” purple drapes and smelling of medicines, a fire had been lit. Its thin flames glowed on the automata of a mantel clock of great antiquity. They represented Hansel and Gretel on the threshold of the witch’s cottage. Her eyes were visible, peeping out of the darkness. As the quarter-hours struck, the characters moved, revealing an eternal cycle of enticement, imprisonment, the nemesis of the witch in her own oven and the escape of the children.


  *


  The old woman’s instinct was correct. Ten year old George had overheard Elsie say that the piano tuner was old and blind. Together with his brother, Alfred, two years younger, they had cut the brush from a discarded fox fur collar and planned their practical joke.


  “Well pin the tail on the donkey.* said George, with a sly laugh, imagining a frail stooped creature, clutching the railings and gateposts as he fumbled towards them. But the figure that emerged down their Hampstead avenue was tall and imposing with long white hair and startling eyes of milky blue. He reminded George of engravings in the family bible of Old Testament patriarchs, defiant and warlike, and a man. Chained and taunted, gripping the pillars of the temple.


  Their prank was desultory and ill-timed. The piano tuner dropped his Gladstone bag and gently-swept them aside with a huge forearm. His other hand gripped a white cane — no feeble stick of pity and infirmity, but a finely balanced weapon, with its lead handle mounted in silver.


  Chastened, the two boys escorted him into the drawing room where their mother, the lustre of her grey eyes long departed, allowed them to watch Mr Parish, while she prepared her grandmother’s medicine.


  ‘‘This is a fine old instrument but neglected for decades,” said Mr Parish, as he exposed the strings of the piano. “Are you planning a special celebration to mark its restoration?”


  “It’s great-grandmother’s birthday next week,” said Alfred. “She speaks always of the songs and memories of her youth. The dear, dead days, she calls them.”


  “Father will be home on leave and our cousins and aunts are coming,” said George. He leaned forward and whispered. “She rarely leaves her room and spends all day sleeping and watching us play in the garden from her window. She fusses us because something happened here, long ago, to one of her children.”


  “Something terrible and secret,” said Alfred, lowering his voice. “Not even Father knows the full story. But when she’s dead, he says well have the house to ourselves.”


  “No-one tells us anything,” said George. “They talk behind their hands. But we hide in cupboards and peep through keyholes. We hear the servants talking. And, if you’re quiet, you can catch all sorts of echoes and snatches of conversation. The sounds come and go.”


  Mr Parish muffled the string he was adjusting and listened. The child was right. From the kitchen, he briefly heard the cook’s voice and the clatter of saucepans. Somewhere upstairs, a skirt brushed against a chair, a mouse moved in the wainscoting and faraway, in an attic, he could hear a clock ticking and the half-hour striking. And in that room of suffocating purple, which smelled of soot and camphorated oil, where an old woman watched for strangers from her window. Hansel and Gretel were swallowed up in the witch’s house.


  *


  When the tuning was completed. Mr Parish invariably played a study by Chopin, a cascade of chords, runs and trills, before making any final adjustments. But today, he sang three songs — forgotten parlour ballads of the mid-nineteenth-century. His soft baritone crooned the sentimental lyrics of ‘The Long Ago’. *The Indian’s Prayer’ and Come Where My Love Lies Dreaming’. The murmurs of the house abated and he could sense them all listening, soothed by the nostalgia and maudlin yearning for the days of old London. Mrs Cavinder had entered silently and waited for him to finish.


  “Mr Parish, you sing and play beautifully. Those songs are particular favourites of my grandmother, an invalid of nearly ninety years and a grand lady, deeply devoted to her family. Would you sing them in her honour, next Friday evening. We will pay you handsomely.’


  The house drew breath and exhaled, its sounds and echoes resuming. Mr Parish heard the notes of a caged bird, high in a distant attic.


  “A male goldfinch.’ he said quietly. And yes. I will gladly sing for her.’ The music had drifted up the stairs to where the old woman sat in the stillness of her bedroom. They were the songs of her youth and prime. Her husband had played them with his idiosyncratic flourishes and intonations and the children had chimed in with their laughter and mispronunciations. And then, in the winter of 1863, her husband had succumbed to typhus and the piano was silenced. Her granddaughter had found the sheets of music as she rummaged in the piano stool, and they rested now, thumb-stained and lovingly-repaired, on the music stand.


  Curious to see the man who had captured the years of her happiness, with his Fine voice and faultless sight reading, she edged to the window when the front door closed. His blindness startled her. She was minded to summon Elsie but the songs had unsettled her and she slipped again into a disturbed slumber.


  *


  In the basement room of a quiet courtyard in Camden Town, the piano tuner finished his supper and prepared for sleep. He poured a tumblerful of brandy and. Allowing himself the extra indulgence, added a double measure of laudanum, a habit from his childhood he had never fully overcome. He knew the memory of the goldfinch’s song would evoke the recurring dream of his childhood.


  He was five years old and woke, nauseous and shivering, wrapped in an unwashed overcoat.


  Wicker and metal cages stretched to the ceiling and there were other creatures, tethered and boxed. They sang and whimpered in their futility , or crouched, cowed and defeated, their eyes watching him from the recesses of their prisons. Lines of birds’ eggs, white, speckled or pastel-coloured, filled several shelves, with their nests.


  “Isn’t he the pretty one. With his big soulful eyes and hair the colour of sunlight?” a young woman said.


  Her older companion grinned, like the witch, whose eyes peered out of the darkness inside a clock. He had been sitting on the garden wall, waiting for his father’s return from work. They had smiled as they approached, reminding him of his aunts — he who had known nothing but kindness. They had acted on a whim, a chance seen and taken with quickness and agility. A rag. Filled with sw eet fumes, was stuffed into his mouth. He struggled to breathe and knew no more.


  The young woman held a knife, a tiny thing, whose blade glinted blue and silver in a dust beam.


  “Take the light but not the soul from his eyes,” the old woman said. And he was blinded there, in that room of noise, nests and pale mottled eggs. It was cleverly done. A draught of liquid was forced into his mouth and he slept, dreamless at


  first, but then troubled by images of huge birds and creatures with sharp teeth and claws that ripped at his clothing.


  The family traded in animals, birds and reptiles from the upper storeys of a house in the rookery known as ‘Rats’ Castle’. They were also practised thieves and beggars. A soulful infant, with eyes like guttered lamps, earned the pity of passing crowds. Every morning at dawn, he was drugged with laudanum and. In an opium haze, heard the sympathetic clicks and tuts and the chink of silver. The voices swirled around him, distorted and bestial, merging with the roar of the traffic and the tread of the horses. And when he stirred or groaned in his narcotic stupor, he felt the talon-like grip of the old woman, the matriarch of her clan.


  Night-times were spent in the menagerie, where, in their carelessness and dissipation, the family often left the cages insecure. But he had no fear of the creatures. And once, on a winter’s night of bitter frost, a huge grass snake slunk to the wooden box that served as his bed, and curled around him for warmth.


  He learned there the call of every bird they snared in the Essex hedgerows and the death songs of nightingales, who hurled themselves against the cage bars in their despair.


  As the effects of the morning drugs wore off, he comforted himself with the image of his parents and aunts, tirelessly searching the courty ards and alleyway’s of the city, to find him. Rescue and


  deliverance would come, he assured himself, as he drifted into sleep.


  *


  The noises of the house whispered and ebbed with their strange echoes and silences when the piano tuner joined the throng of relations, on that Friday evening, as they waited for the old woman to leave her sickroom and honour them.


  He was conscious that their conversations rose in studied insouciance after the initial surprise of his entrance and introduction. They were abrasive and strident voices, accustomed to censure and command with snarls and grunts and now. They competed to exclude the stranger. Only Mrs Cavinder. Relieved at avoiding the ordeal of singing and playing the piano, made any pretense of welcome.


  “Grandmother has been the stalwart and matriarch of this family for over two generations, loving us all down the long years. Mr Parish’s songs will enchant her.” she announced.


  “You were fortunate to be taught a trade,” said an old voice, wrapped in port wine and cigar smoke. “In my youth, there were many beggars, blind and destitute from birth, the more resourceful scraping a cello or haw king tailors’ needles for their bread.”


  And so he told them the story of his abduction and imprisonment in the attic of caged creatures. The braying voices fell silent and far away, in a distant attic, he heard the song of the goldfinch and the clock strike. In the darkness of the gingerbread house, Hansel had flung the witch into her oven.


  “And how long did you remain there before your parents found you?” It was the strained impatient voice of the grandson, home on leave from unspoken terrors. He was angry that the security of his family home, peopled with memories of indulgent women and hearty uncles, should be breached by the nightmares of this interloper. He smelled of pomade and crisp laundry but the tale of cruelty gave his breath the sour reek of fear and doubt. He had witnessed men’s sudden blindness, their eyes blistered and rolling white in plumes of mustard gas. He had screamed in his sleep on the first night home and its horror had joined the other sounds and disembodied echoes of the house. But there was no comfort in the piano tuner’s story.


  “My parents never found me. I was kept drugged and guarded for three years. And then the gang grew weary of me. I was eight years old and tall for my age. The pathos of my appearance was diminished and the sympathy of the passing crowds was lost. As a stale flyblown beggar, I earned less money. A few more months and I suspect the draught of laudanum would have been fatal. There were trap doors in that rookery where the river ran in torrents underground — deep enough and secret enough to hide a body.


  “But in the spring of 1858. they forgot to administer the drugs, as they trooped down to Newgate, to watch the Italian, Lani, hang.


  I opened all the cages and flung them from the windows. The birds escaped in an ecstasy of song and I scattered the snakes and vipers into the streets below. Some of the animals remained terrified in their cages, but others, more bold, crept down the stairs and onto the pavement. I was lucky that in the commotion, a constable was called and I blurted out my story .


  “For a week, I was in the care of a kindly doctor and his wife, while the police investigated a score of child abductions and disappearances from three years’ past. Finally. I was told of my family’s joy at my deliverance.”


  His words were cut short. Behind him. There was a flurry of activity and gushing cries of welcome. The matriarch of the house had been coaxed from her attic and ushered down to greet her guests.


  It was his cue and without stopping for applause he sang four songs. But there was a subtle change to his voice that only the old woman recognized. He toyed with words, giving the lyrics the informal intimacy of the family parlour. And he repeated a couplet out of sequence.


  ‘And death parts you soon from your treasure so bright.


  As the gold of the sunlight is lost in the night.’


  Her lips trembled as she remembered her husband’s distinctive phrasings and verbal tricks, but the family grinned and winked, thinking that she was mouthing the songs to herself. And they swayed slightly, humming in a referential undertone, believing her free of her habitual anxieties and obsessions.


  The piano tuner remained cold and aloof from his parody, listening during pauses to the sounds of the house. The kitchen noises had subsided and he could feel the servants, bunched together, caught in the perfect moment of his performance. In the attic, the goldfinch called and fluttered, its wings clumsy against the wire cage.


  He began ‘The Indian’s Prayer’, his last song, for he knew it would be interrupted. When he reached the line ‘Let me go to the spot where the cataract plays’, his voice changed from a melancholy baritone to the high-pitched squeak of a giggling infant. It was a grotesque incongruous sound from such an austere figure and he felt its malevolence seep into the fabric of the building, blending with the old whispers and evasions.


  The old woman, remembering, from sixty dead years, her eldest son’s inability* to pronounce the word ‘cataract’ and how the song dissolved in laughter and mimicry, called out to Mrs Cavinder.


  “What terrible man have you brought to my house to mock me?” “Mr Parish has come to bring back the days of vour youth,” she said, flustered and embarrassed by the piano tuner’s odd behaviour. “And he has moved us all by telling of the ordeal he suffered — of kidnap from his childhood home and his subsequent blindness and imprisonment. He was about to relate the happiness of his return to his family after three years’ confinement.’ “Send him away from me. I will not hear him.’


  “You will hear me.’ said the piano tuner, turning to face her with his dead eyes. “The doctor led me inside my old home and I heard again my parents’ voices and the sound of their feet on the wooden floor. But when they saw my blindness, they disowned me. Their child, they said, had dark hair and a curl like Prince Albert. My father denounced me as an imposter and my mother called me a liar, a ‘rookery brat’ and a fraud, who coveted her wealth and social status. Their lies were believed by the gullible doctor and. As we left the house. I heard the mantel clock chime that once stood, in a room like this.”


  And striding, sure footed to the fireplace, he tapped the empty space between two family photographs, with the handle of his cane that could crack open a skull, as easily as mottled birds’ eggs are crushed by careless fingers.


  “As the door closed in our faces. I heard the figures in the clock move that once had terrified me,” he said. “And to ease my fears, my mother told me the story of Hansel and Gretel and their escape from the witch’s cottage. In disgrace. I was raised by the parish and that name was conferred on me, as punishment for my deception.


  “And now, I have heard the whispers and echoes of my mothers house, which crumbles around you with its sly hopes and cruelties. I have done with it and care not. Its occupants speak behind their hands. They hide in cupboards and peer from windows, through keyholes and behind curtains to eavesdrop the gossip of servants. And I have known the fears of your grandson, in the screams and night terrors of those broken in the trenches that I meet as I walk the city streets, in my darkness. How many more months can he endure? And when he cowers, shaking and blubbing under your dining table when a motor car backfires or a barrel falls from a dray cart, will you banish him in his infirmity and ostracise his wife and children in your shame? Perhaps. Mother, you may yet outlive us all.*


  The voices of the house held their breath and from the attic, he sensed a new silence, terrible and empty. And with a low bow, in the direction of Mrs Cavinder, he passed from them.


  Her grandson’s hands shook as, he alone, piloted her back to her bedroom, for she would not suffer Mrs Cavinder’s touch, blaming her folly in admitting and inciting the stranger. But the old woman’s grip was firm as she clutched the banisters and her will was intractable. No word passed between them but he glanced at her face and saw her lips, pursed and white, like a thin fissure in a wall of granite. He guided her to her chair, where she sat, ramrod straight, and dismissed him with a hooked wave of her arm. He hurried downstairs for there was chaos in the dispersal of the guests. His wife’s voice rose, querulous and breaking, as carriages were summoned, doors slammed and children quarreled and scrapped.


  The old woman listened to the upheaval with contempt and indifference. The hour struck, the automata whirred into life and Hansel and Gretel emerged again from the cottage of gingerbread. Only gradually did the emptiness of her room sneak up. Catching her unawares. There was a bleakness and despair that baffled her. The familiar rhythms of the attic had been disturbed. Seeking reassurance, she turned her head towards her goldfinch.


  The bird was dead, slumped in the darkest corner of its cage, a few stray feathers still clinging to the bars, where its wings had broken.


  


  Apple Blossom Time
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  A countryman would have noticed and found it odd — even disturbing. But Craig and Donna Berreney. Raised and city-bred in Chicago, were drinking in the sweet intoxicating scent of the apple trees in full flower. The orchard should have been alive with the hum of pollinating bees, and birds stripping the flowers to build nests. But there were no birds or insects to be seen or heard in that apple orchard.


  It was the blossom that lured them in. Weary of the city and wealthy enough to pursue artistic second careers, they were searching for an idyllic rural retreat. They’d been driving on a back road out of Fisherbrook. In Bear River County. Indiana, when they saw the farm on the hill and the sea of white flowers.


  Their car crept up a maze of cart tracks to find it. Ancient abandoned farm machinery loomed from the fields and the skeletons of horse-drawn ploughs and threshing machines rotted in the remains of barns and outbuildings.


  Craig counted forty mature apple trees in blossom — white with a streak of red in the flower.


  There was another smell behind the sweetness — something earthy and clinging — but they pushed it to the back of their minds.


  The farm was derelict and up for sale — the signboard barely legible. They peered through the dust on the windows. The house seemed habitable. It was agreed. They would phone the agent. They secured the deal on Moonthorn Farm and moved in four days later.


  “The previous owner installed some basic facilities in 1970 but no-one’s stayed for more than a few months. It’s still 1931 on that farm.” the agent warned them.


  They’d expected problems with the stove and the plumbing but everything worked. It was as if the farmhouse had been waiting for them. After two generations of dust and neglect, it throbbed into life. They tried the old 1930’s cabinet radio. It paused, spluttered and seemed to hesitate. A faraway shadowy voice spoke one word and was replaced with the local music station.


  The cupboards and drawers were crammed with the original family’s possessions. There was little room for their own modern items, hurriedly packed into boxes in Chicago and now discarded in an outbuilding. The farm seemed jealous and resentful of the new. Even the old clothes fitted. Donna found the two loose cotton dresses comfortable in the heat and Craig wore the farmer’s heavy dungarees for working in the fields.


  “We look like a couple from the Dust Bowl, driven from our land by drought and crop failure,” he said, laughing at their reflection in the mirror.


  They hadn’t noticed the tiny framed photograph on the wall before. But Donna spotted the resemblance.


  “Look, it’s you.” she said. “In the apple orchard.”


  A man. In his late thirties, spade in hand, stood smiling at the camera. He was wearing the same clothes Craig had found in the wardrobe. Behind him were the rows of newly-planted trees. The caption read: John – Apple Planting – Snap taken by Dorothy – Thanksgiving Day 1930.


  “His day’s work, all those eighty years ago, led to us buying this farm.” said Donna, strangely reflective.


  They found the shotgun that day. It was under some oil rags in an old chest of drawers. There were also boxes of ammunition — all ready to use.


  “I’ll need this when the bailiffs come to evict us,” Craig joked.


  *


  Donna rarely visited the apple orchard. Its stillness oppressed her. She preferred the teeming chaos of the other fruit enclosures and delighted in discovering and sketching birds’ nests or the dank hiding places of toads. Besides, she had no love of the fruit. As a child, she’d been diagnosed with allergies to shellfish and apples.


  But day by day, the fruit, that no insect had pollinated, grew and ripened, untouched by caterpillars, rot or canker.


  Craig sought its silence. When he grew tired of his own sketching, he took a book and sat for hours under the heavy shade of the trees.


  Looking down from the orchard one morning, he spotted three children, far away to the boundaries of his land. It puzzled and shocked him. No-one lived within twenty minutes drive of Moonthorn Farm and yet here were three young girls playing unsupervised in one of his fields.


  He stood up and strained his eyes to focus more clearly. One by one, the girls waved to him and carried on playing as if they’d expected to see him there in the apple orchard. As if they recognized him. Instinctively, he waved back and immediately regretted it.


  He decided to investigate. He passed down the lane leading to the orchard and looked again. The girls were gone.


  The walk took over half an hour. He passed waist-high through fields where crops had reseeded for eighty years. Strange varieties and hybrids of maize, cabbage and beet flourished amongst the shrubs and wild flowers.


  There was a little wooden jetty where the girls had been, jutting out on to a river, which marked the boundary of their farm. Swarms of flies buzzed in his face and a fish splashed in the river. The grass was untouched. He could find no sign of their play.


  He was about to return when he saw a cabin almost hidden in the undergrowth. The door was locked. He brushed the dust from a window. From inside, three pairs of eyes stared back at him. Hostile and unblinking. Alarmed and frightened, he nearly turned and ran but his courage held. He rattled the door. It stuck fast. He remembered his bunch of keys. The ninth one he tried creaked in the lock but gradually the door yielded.


  Three rag dolls sat at a table where a simple meal had been prepared for them. Insects and other vermin had long devoured the dolls’ biscuits and cakes but their tins and wrappings remained. The dolls smelled of the farmhouse — wood polish, cheese and oatmeal. Although homemade, they had been stitched and dressed with skill and love.


  With a tenderness which surprised him, Craig cradled the dolls and returned to the farmhouse.


  “Of course the girls ran off when they saw you coming. Or their parents saw you. They were trespassing. Fishing in our river.” Donna said.


  He didn’t believe her but said nothing.


  He saw them again many times, in the same spot, down by the river. They always waved but he ignored them and pretended they weren’t there.


  Once, sitting late in the orchard, on a hot July night, he heard a train whistle and the rumble of wheels, far away across the hills. He checked the local railway timetable. There was nothing. The nearest line closed in 1948.


  “Sound plays tricks,” said Donna. “It carries for miles and distorts. You know that. You heard a truck. The lonesome whistles stopped blowing before we were born. Like the hobos who rode the trains. They’re dead and buried many years since.”


  *


  For four months they prospered. The courgettes, tomatoes and salad plants they bought in Fisherbrook. Thirty minutes drive away, flourished. Donna bottled plums, peaches and apricots. No-one visited them but they were self-contained and happy. And then the apples ripened. They were shiny green with a streak of red which marbled into the yellow flesh like a ripple of raspberry. Craig munched them raw and Donna stewed and pied them for his evening meals.


  As the summer ended, Craig’s mood darkened. Donna’s website, showing her sketches of disordered farm life, was attracting interest from buyers but his own work was stagnating. He grew worried over money matters and they quarrelled daily over trivialities.


  His depression deepened when he tried to sell the apple crop. Five tons, he reckoned. He thought he’d made a sale the first store he phoned. A price was agreed and a collection day fixed. But when he gave his address the manager made a quick excuse and hung up. Every store and cider maker was the same. By the fifth call he noticed that the others had been warned in advance.


  “Are you from Moonthorn Farm?” the man asked and disconnected at once.


  Seething with anger, he walked to the apple orchard. Far below, by the river, the children were playing.


  “Get away from my land!” he shouted, shaking his fist.


  They waved back, a silent mocking gesture of defiance.


  Donna was sick of his sullen ill temper and decided to seek female companionship at a charity event in Fisherbrook. She baked a cake and three huge platefuls of apple turnovers and pies. They welcomed her as an old friend and she regretted their self-imposed isolation.


  “Where is it you live?” one asked.


  “Moonthorn Farm. All the fruit is from our orchard.” Donna replied proudly.


  There was a pause and even one changed the subject. One of the ladies took her outside to show her a jasmine bush but she knew it was an excuse. When the produce was set out on tables, her apple turnovers and pies were missing. Furtively, she checked the rubbish bins in the car park. They were tied up in a black bag marked ‘Burn’.


  Puzzled and hurt, she approached the woman who’d first befriended her. Her face was now mulish and tense.


  “What was wrong with my pies?” Donna asked.


  “We’re not eating Ravenswing apples. You should be ashamed. It’s wilful. Its malicious.” Donna drove home without saying another word.


  “It must be a variety of apple,” Craig said, exasperated. “Some ridiculous rural superstition. Perhaps the local founding fathers hanged a witch from a Ravenswing apple tree and she cursed the crop. Typical redneck logic.”


  He took his book and retreated to the depths of the orchard.


  Donna googled the words ‘Ravenswing Apple’. There were no results. She tried ‘Ravenswing Indiana’. The first entry read: —


  ‘Ravenswing. Indiana, was a secure mental institution for the incurably insane. Opened in 1887, it acquired a fearsome local reputation for the severity and brutality of its treatment programmes. It closed in 1973 — its remaining inmates dispersed to more humane establishments. See also ‘Bear River County Hippy Commune Drug Insanity 1971’.


  Donna tried the link but the page was unavailable.


  *


  As Craig became more uncommunicative and irritable, Donna grew to appreciate the home-making skills of the old 1930’s family. The woodwork and the linen sheets and curtains were simple but beautifully crafted — real labours of love. She became nostalgic for their close family life. She pictured them listening to the radio — John at his carpentry and Dorothy stitching and mending while the children slept. She picked up one of the rag dolls. It was the same needlework. Why had it all been abandoned when the family moved? Where had they all gone? The children, at least, would have taken their dolls.


  She checked the deeds of the property. John Betyl bought the farm in 1920 and sold it in 1931 for fifteen dollars. All that love and work — sold for fifteen dollars. It was heartbreaking. What had happened to make them sell the farm for such a pittance?


  She tried the county archive and was given the number of Arthur Sammet. A local historian.


  “Come over tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you about the farm’s history. Show you some photos as well.’ “Are you sure? Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving.” said Donna.


  “I know. Please come. You must.’


  *


  The drive took an hour. Arthur Sammet ushered Donna into his study. He showed her first the local paper dated May 26th. 1931.


  ‘Apple Orchard Massacre in Bear River County — Five dead. Farmer John Betyl shot dead his wife Dorothy and three daughters, Bridget, Maggie and Carlotta in their newly-planted apple orchard on the afternoon of May 25th, before taking his own life. Betyl was overdrawn at the bank and was due to be evicted from his land. Bailiffs found a scene of carnage with blood spatters covering the blossom on many of the young trees.’


  “It was a travesty of justice,” said the historian. “He was only a dollar or two overdrawn. But the bank manager. Thomas Stobey, wanted the farm for his brother, Charles. All the town’s authorities conspired in the swindle. John was paid fifteen dollars and evicted. Some thought his wife and even the children agreed to the suicide pact.


  “It cost Charles Stobey hard. At first he was fine, using the old family’s tools, linen and furniture. He even wore the dead man’s clothes. He kept John’s photograph of the apple planting on the wall, to gloat and laugh at them. But conscience or justice got him. By the following fall he was behaving oddly, talking to shadows and jumping at imaginary noises. On the anniversary of the apple planting, on Thanksgiving Day, 1932, Charles Stobev blew his own brains out in the apple orchard.


  “The farm was derelict till just after the war. A demobbed soldier and his young family took it — starting a new life — and the same thing happened. It was put down to combat fatigue. And then in 1971, a young couple wanted to get back to the land.“ “The ‘Hippy Commune Drug Insanity’?’ asked Donna, remembering the lost google link.


  “Yes, but they weren’t hippies. And there were no drugs. I know. I was there. They bought Moonthorn Farm in May 1970 and did well — worked all hours digging and planting. A group of us went over to celebrate Thanksgiving. But they’d changed. Become anxious and depressed. We put it down to overwork. The meal was tense and fraught with heavy silences. When we had dessert — the apple pics — it went crazy. We were all hallucinating — voices, shadows, things out of the radio. The young couple shot themselves in the orchard. The rest of us spent years recovering — at first in that hell of an asylum.


  “Here’s a photograph of John Beryl’s family. He took it himself on the same day as your snap.” A slim confident young woman and three girls were laughing and waving at the camera. Each child clutched a rag doll. Craig would have recognised them. They were the same children he saw daily from the apple orchard.


  “Local people won’t eat the apples from that farm,” Arthur said. “Ravenswing Apples or ‘Madhouse Fruit’ they call them. No-one goes near the place. Mass hysteria. I guess. It affected me as well, back in 1971. I’m pleased to say that you seem remarkably stable and untouched by the enchanted fruit.”


  “I’ve never eaten one,”said Donna. “I’m allergic to apples.” He grew serious again. “And your husband?” “He’s become — er — strange, distant, these last two months.” “Since he started eating the apples?”


  Donna thought carefully. “Yes,” she answered. “He saw and heard things — when he was in the orchard. But now, it’s all the time. 1 know it’s a lot to ask. Would you drive back with me? Follow in your car.”


  “I’ll come,” he said.


  *


  Craig was angry at Donna’s absence on Thanksgiving Day. He turned on the radio. Again, it hesitated. But instead of the music station, an old voice came out of the depths. The accent and intonation were from prewar newsreels. It told of storms in Oregon, huge loss of sheep flocks and the concern of President Hoover.


  Craig stumbled as if sleepwalking to the orchard. It was a clear bright morning in late fall. The children were playing far away down by the river. They looked up at him. But they weren’t waving, they were pointing. Someone else had joined them. A woman. She signalled to the children and the four began walking slowly towards the farm.


  Craig was incensed. But at least he could confront them. Lie remembered the shotgun. He wouldn’t threaten them but they’d see it and keep away from his land in future. He went back inside, grabbed the gun and a handful of cartridges. The voice on the radio spoke of Charles Lindbergh, as Craig rushed back to watch them approach.


  The woman walked with a countrywoman’s easy loping stride while the children ran in little circles around her. There was something hypnotic and rhythmic about them. It was like a dance — practised and rehearsed. As they grew closer, Craig noticed how dirty they looked. Their clothes were spattered with mud. And there was something strange about their faces.


  They were half way across the field next to the apple orchard, about two minutes’ walk away, when he realised. Parts of their faces were missing. And it wasn’t dirt on their clothes. It was blood.


  Donna’s car pulled into the lane with Arthur Sammet close behind. She didn’t see the figure come out of the farmhouse and pass into the orchard. But her husband recognised him from the photograph on the wall.


  John Betyl had been there with them all those months, waiting for the apples to be harvested and eaten. He had made the pipes work, the stove light first time and tended the crops. He had made sure they would stay until Thanksgiving.


  Donna heard Craig’s voice from the orchard. He was yelling, a terrified alien sound she’d never heard from him before. Two shots were fired. The gun was reloaded. Arthur Sammet caught up with her.


  “You mustn’t go in that orchard,” he said.


  She ignored him and ran towards Craig’s voice. More shots were heard. As she passed through the orchard gate she glimpsed the woman and the three children. She recognised them as Dorothy. Bridget, Maggie and Carlotta, from the photograph. There were gaping holes in their heads and the trees were showered with blood. They were circling her husband, dancing and mocking him. He had fallen and no longer held the gun. John Betyl saw her. Pivoted and fired.


  Something pulled her back. She stumbled and fell outside the orchard gate. She was bleeding and sore but the shot had missed. Arthur Sammet was there, breathing hard.


  “I managed to grab you,” he said. “We can’t go back in there. Not yet. Better call the police.” They came within the hour, a plain clothes detective with them. He took Donna and Arthur aside, sending the uniformed officers away.


  “I’m afraid your husband’s dead. Officially, of course, it will be suicide. Overwork. Money matters. That kind of thing. Please don’t tell me what you saw. I have some personal connection to the farm. My name is Stobey. An ancestor of mine owned it briefly — as you probably know.”


  Donna took a hotel room in Fisherbrook. The townspeople warmed to her, sharing her grief and marvelling at her escape. At her suggestion and with the tacit agreement of Detective Stobey, the farmhouse was doused with petrol and set alight.


  She watched the radio burn and saw the impotent hatred in the eyes of the rag dolls as the flames engulfed them. Men took chainsaws to the apple orchard, made a series of bonfires and covered the ground with weedkiller. Some fancied that they saw shadows in the flames and heard human voices as the wood crackled and buckled in the heat. They were mistaken.


  No-one looked from the orchard down to the field by the river. Donna had forgotten the cabin, hidden in the undergrowth. Eyes watched the fires on the hill. Apples had been stored. Seedlings would be planted and nurtured. By spring they would rise again.


  


  The Bellman


  [image: ]



  ‘In a street, in the heart of a city in a dream,


  It will be as if one had lived in earlier years’


  Paul Verlaine


  



  In my Museum of Lost London, the faces stare back at me from photographs, prints and engravings of Victorian street traders and woodcuts of medieval clowns and monks with cunning eyes. And I sense also the shadows of the tribes who worshiped and sang by the banks of the Thames and the Fleet, when those rivers bore different names and carried stranger cargoes. Their palaces, temples, wooden shacks and terraces of brick have burned and crumbled from the days of Boudicaa to the Blitz. Daily, we tread upon their dust and bones, embedded in dark London clay and in the strata, reddened by fire and destruction.


  On the threshold of the museum, between the vibrant hubbub of tourists jostling on the pavements and the oil-lit gloom of the exhibits, stands the wax figure of the orange seller. She is not the familiar buxom creature of ribald humour from the old theatre of the Restoration, but a bonneted waif whose sloe eyes entice the idle into the darkness.


  They do not see that the fruit on her tray is rotten — green and furred with mould — or that some arc soiled with dirt, as if a zealous policeman, clearing the path of obstructions, had barged her and spilled her oranges into the gutter.


  In the lobby, she has three companions, their occupations scratched crudely in the wax of their feet. One is a puppet showman, another a glowering organ-grinder with simian features and the last, an orphan flower girl, whose gaze I avoid. They were recovered during the slum clearances of the sixties, from the cellar of a pub that long ago had housed a cheap music hall or penny gaff.


  I bought them from the widow of the demolition contractor, together with a large box of trinkets and curiosities accumulated from the ruins of the Victorian terraces. The figures seem less like adornments to a Palace of Varieties than the remnants of the 1850’s audience, seeking refuge in the darkness and imprisoned there until the bulldozer released them.


  There is a fifth shape, too badly burned to display or identify. I have probed the wax with a penknife and it is tainted with mud from the cellar and the river. It is a hideous thing for tiny fragments of bone are embedded in its carcase. But I am loathe to discard it and store the monstrosity in a boxroom at the back of the museum. Although I feel it is much older than the other images, when I have grouped them together, in the solitude of evening, they form a tableau. And the distorted shapeless hulk, which stinks of the Thames and bears the remains of its long-dead creatures, is the centre of the group. The orphan flower girl’s eyes shine with a rapt visionary’ cast and there is a depravity in my orange girl’s lure. Their squalid offerings of flowers, fruit, music and theatre are votive and obeisant.


  The widow was relieved to be rid of them. They had been stored in her garage, hidden under heavy’ tarpaulin. In her bright modem flat, smelling of floor polish and air fresheners, she found even the box of oddments, furtive and unclean. Her husband had found each item under floorboards or in bricked-up recesses of fireplaces and cellars, or above the lintels of front doors. Superstition and witchcraft were rife, even in the nineteenth century.


  There was a score of bottles, some with crude illiterate spells or curses pasted to them, containing love philtres or locks of hair and nail pairings. I unwrapped one package which contained the mummified remains of a cat. The contractor had found a dozen of the poor creatures, bricked-up alive in the 1850’s, to ensure good luck.


  Amidst that wretched heap of skin and bones, sorry bundles of love letters, diaries and photographs, hidden from prying eyes, was a handful of objects which baffled me.


  Fashioned out of wood or clay and discovered in the cellars of those houses, where the darkness of the tunnels and the river impinged upon the living, they depicted a hunched figure, carrying a lantern and hand-bell. At first. I assumed them to be Victorian and marveled that tributes were still offered then to the icon of some primitive watchman, bringing light and clamour. But then I found one made from silver paper, still bearing the wrappings of a chocolate bar from the 1930’s. The effigies belonged to the age of wireless, gramophone records and aeroplanes.


  In my travels, searching for the lost byways of the city. I have encountered the image only once before. Several months ago, I was allowed access to the Thames Tunnel, once a footpath under the river, between Wapping and Rotherhithe and opened in 1843. I hoped to find evidence of the squalid booths and stalls that emerged around both entrances like noxious fungi. The ragged old women who owned them offered scant refreshments to the few pedestrians who braved the desolation of the tunnel. Those travellers passed from the roar of the city to a terrible isolation where the weight of earth and the river bore down upon them and sapped their will. Soon, the ancient melancholy and loneliness prevailed. The mushroom stalls vanished and the tunnel was acquired by the Underground Railway.


  All trace of these people had passed but on the border of the vast well of darkness, a figure had been drawn in charcoal. Damp and mould had blurred the outlines so that it appeared fluid and amorphous but I recognised the same image from the demolished terraces. It was a cave painting of a monster which inspired fear and awe.


  I founded the museum as a tribute and mark of affection to my family, who have lived in the city as far back as I can trace. The echoes and dreams of their lives are with me always. As I pass the glass and steel towers of Wapping, I am once again under the shadow of the old warehouses or in Lower Gun Alley or Prusom’s Island, where my ancestors lived, five generations ago. Every day I walk in Golden Lion Street. Aldgate and see the house where my grandfather lived for forty years. The windows are now PVC, the door is twenty-first century plastic and the drive is concrete. But step into a side street or empty courtyard away from the traffic’s roar and I hear the sound of a dray horse and see the frost-blackened stumps of dahlias in the front gardens.


  I anticipated years of success for the museum. The pomp and celebrations of the Diamond Jubilee and the mass influx of visitors for the 2012 Olympics would be followed by the quieter nostalgia of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the war. I planned to mark its progress, month by month, and invite the living witnesses to tell their stones and secrets, before they too passed into memory.


  Late one April evening. I was examining material from the mid-1930’s — obscure British ‘B’ movies, forgotten dance tunes and music hall sketches and jokes, when my father joined me in the cramped ill-lit office, bringing wine and sandwiches.


  ‘I’ve been thinking about those strange prewar images of the watchman you show ed me,” he said. “This document I’ve recently unearthed from our family papers may offer some insight. It is the sole remnant of my Uncle, Alfred.”


  He handed me a blue exercise book entitled ‘An Account of the Silver Jubilee Celebrations, May, 1935, at Ragman’s Court’.


  *It is no dull shaving mug souvenir of that well-documented parade but a deeply troubled narrative of fear and anxiety. Read it alone and give me your impressions.”


  We stayed late into the night, drinking burgundy and watching old Pathe newsreels. I returned to my flat, where my sole assistant, Sara, rents a room.


  *


  She was already asleep, serene and untroubled. It was not always so. In her first weeks in London, she suffered from insomnia and complained of an incessant hum, a throb of unseen machinery and power.


  “It’s the steady heartbeat of a great metropolis.” I reassured her and in time, she grew to be a part of it and loved it. I hear nothing myself but every night. Sara drifts into a dreamless sleep, soothed by the pulse of the city. But when I visit her parents’ Dorset cottage, I find the night silence suffocating. The house is marooned in a void of darkness, where even the cries of owls and foxes, seem remote and disembodied.


  Despite her rural upbringing, she has an innate affinity with the songs, sounds and dreams of the old city. From an antique shop in Camberwell, she uncovered a stack of 78 rpm records from the 1920’s. It is an archive of London church bells, before the firestorms of the Blitz sent them cracked and toppling into the ruined streets below. They record not only the famous Wren churches but a host of peals from forgotten towers. And in the background, are the sounds of the lost streets. Snatches of conversation, cries, children’s games and always, the sound of horses, their hooves and harness, come and go. As the bells ring.


  Their murmur tantalises and infuriates me for I can identify nothing. They are the shadows of sounds. I have played their music to the old and they stare, transfixed and unnerved. They recall the shuffle of wagons and the breath of the horses but there is no nostalgia in that memory of a long dead world. They hear themselves in the stifled shouts of children and they are back, lithe and quick, as once they were, and are no longer. Leaving the museum, they seem older, more stooped and weary with the weight of the years pressing upon them.


  One woman, ignoring my request to identify a word, whispered against a strange peal of bells in a minor key, shook her head and began singing the old song about London Bridge, in a voice, clear and sweet. As the door closed, I heard only ‘Wood and clay will wash away.’ — the sound drowned in the traffics roar.


  I opened Great-Uncle Alfred’s book to find a photograph of nearly thirty’ people, blinking in the sunshine of that May morning in 1935. They ranged from babes in arms, children in fancy dress to sober-suited adults. Each was identified in tiny handwriting. An additional snapshot, of a young woman in the uniform of a waitress, had been pasted alongside the main group. She reminded me of someone but I suppressed the thought and began to read.


  Here, in its entirety, is the text of that document.


  Thursday, 9th May, 1935


  By lantern and by candlelight. I have walked with him in my dreams, these past three nights. Our tread is soft and his bell is muffled as we move ceaselessly through the blackened London streets. No night travellers are abroad and we hear the heartbeats of the sleepers behind rhe shutters. The first night I looked kindly upon the millions dreaming or shifting restlessly in the dark houses and I sang the old carol.


  ‘Though others are sleeping, strange to repose arc sad lovers’ eyes.


  May our song lightly, soothe them in sorrow.


  Bidding them brightly, hope for tomorrow.’


  But the Bellman put his gloved hand over my lips and whispered.


  “May their mornings and their tomorrows become our midnights and our darkness.” And now I view them coldly, hearing their animal snores and groans with contempt. Nightly we cross and recross the city, sometimes passing down the dank stairwells of the underground stations, hearing the drip of the buried rivers. Then we pace the deserted thoroughfares, our lantern shining on the remains of the bunting, flapping from the lampposts.


  In the window of a shop. I saw my reflection — a thing of dust and rags, a tattered scarecrow with hollow eyes and lolling jaw and I was afraid. But the Bellman drew his cloak more closely around me. And now we walk as one. Bone upon bone, flesh and sinew merging with the grime and filth of the heavy cloth.


  On a hill, whose name I once knew, I scanned the horizon and saw faint glimmers, beyond the river and the towers of stone and fire, into a parish of fogs and perpetual sorrow. And 1 knew that other Bellmen patrolled the streets with their companions and also in the faraway silent cities of Paris. Berlin, Vienna. Moscow and beyond, where nothing moves but the lanterns and the soft tread of the nightwatchmen.


  I know that others in Ragman’s Court have been disturbed by such visitations for I see their troubled morning faces, puzzled and subdued.


  Perhaps it was the spirit of May Day that made us linger on our doorsteps to talk as evening fell on the Tuesday of that last day of April. Or perhaps it was the brightness of the daffodils and little clumps of sooty bluebells in the front gardens that led to us meeting in the saloon bar of the ‘Jack-in-the-Green’, where we suggested and planned our street party.


  Our feast would be modest with jellies, ice cream and cakes for the children, who would wear costumes representing heroic figures from history. A gramophone would be brought down, if the weather allowed, and the adults would dance foxtrots or sit munching pies and sandwiches. I agreed to play some tunes on the guitar and there would be songs. In advance we ordered crates of beer for ourselves and milk stout for the women. Our revels finalized, we lapsed into familiar games of cribbage and were back home and in our beds by ten o’clock.


  Of old, on that night, the young and the nubile would not sleep. For at midnight they rose and danced in groves and copses to the sound of horns and drums. At dawn, on May Day, the girls carried garlands, wreathed with rowan and marsh marigolds. They bore two spheres, wrapped in silver paper, to represent sun and moon. And to their doors and windows, they fastened the flower-decked branches, to celebrate their rite of spring.


  If I appear to disparage and make light of our modest festivities, it is only with the hindsight of later events. Every one of us looked forward to our day’s holiday. We felt a warmth towards the old King. Gravely ill he had been, that reserved and prickly figure and our street party, homely and restrained in its merriment, was to be a fitting tribute.


  On the next morning, we found that posters had been stuck to the walls and windows of every house. They were in the sty le of old penny ballads and play bills of the last century. A crude woodcut engraving showed the figure of the London watchman together with a coarse group of street characters and pantomime clowns. The ill-cut lettering read:


  The Bellmans Tour. His lantern


  shows the way for the Day of Jubilee.


  We will frolic and dance at your revels to celebrate the rites of Old London.’ At the foot was a quotation from Thomas Dekker.


  ‘When the stage of the world was hung in black, they jetted up and down like proud tragedians’.


  The women pretended to be affronted that their homes had been violated but secretly we all felt honoured. Ragman’s Court is a quiet enclave of eight terraced houses. We number twenty-seven souls. Perhaps our dignified little backwater captured the soul of the Jubilee in a way that grander and more lavish celebrations lacked.


  That same morning I walked with Henry Canchy, a solicitor’s clerk, into the city. His wife was already devising costumes for their children and he enthused over the surprise announcement.


  “Mafeking Night was in May. I hope we match its fun and carousing. The songs, the champagne and. Oh my eye, the girls. The old town roared with fire and good-hearted riot that night. The Armistice in Trafalgar Square was a fine do but I was a married man by then.”


  He winked at me confidentially but as we passed into Golden Lion Street, his pace slackened.


  “Flippin’ Crippen. They’re everywhere.”


  Here too. All the houses were festooned with posters. His voice tailed away, disappointed that Ragman’s Court alone had not been favoured.


  Even street bore the face of the Bellman. Shopkeepers discussed his coming in excited voices and we heard his name already in the skipping songs of young girls. Rumour of his parades had spread from Whitechapel to Stepney and the docklands of Wapping and Shadwell.


  We parted in Lombard Street. I felt invigorated by the vitality and promise of the coming entertainment. It was apt that the spirit of festival and rejoicing should be celebrated throughout all the grey terraced houses of the East End. Even there, the red bunting would hang from the plane trees and the people would sing and dance for their dying king.


  I lunched at a Lyons Corner House, full of noise and colour, where a pert nippy, with eyes the colour of sapphire, flirted shamelessly with me. I lingered long over coffee, watching her balance trays of liver and bacon, lamb chops and sausages with onion. She swayed self-consciously, darting little glances in my direction. Old London would have called her a dollymop — a lovely word for those promiscuous servants and shop girls who teased and seduced the young bucks of the fifties.


  I had forgotten the Bellman as I walked to Paternoster Row to visit Mr Clemson, the bookseller. But here the clusters of posters lay thickest. In all the streets around the cathedral, shop windows were unrecognisable. Several owners were scraping them from the glass but the glue or paste was intractable. It stuck to their fingers like the slime from all the slugs in London. Mr Clemson ushered me inside.


  “Many welcome this mysterious parade,” he said. “Despite the nuisance of their defaced windows, they say it will boost trade. But I am uneasy. London is a city beset with strange and inexplicable occurrences. I have in my private collection, a fourteenth century manuscript entitled ‘The Dance of Fools’ — perhaps in the very hand of William Langland. I have shown it to medieval scholars and they consider it to be allegorical — a satire on the churches and monastic institutions. But I believe it to be a contemporary account of a real and frightening event. Strange messages appear, chalked and carved, on monastery’ walls, proclaiming ‘a carnival of folly and frolic. Note the coincidence of that last word. On the day announced, the clowns appear, as if from nowhere. Everyone is enticed into their dance, showered with garlands and gulled into accepting wine and food.


  “When the madness subsides, the nuns and brothers are troubled by dreams of death and despair. They console themselves in work and devotions but find their sacred texts are defaced with doggerel and obscenities. The handwriting is their own. No punishments are enacted for the abbots and prioresses suffer the same images. It is the time of the great plague and within three years all of them succumb to the pestilence. The narrator tours the abandoned cloisters, cells and chapels, reading aloud the profane texts and remarking on the sense of ruin and desolation.


  “There are other historical allusions to these parades which I will reflect on later. So, on Monday, if ‘The Bellman’s Tour’ arrives, I intend to be closeted in my study, listening to the BBC. I am wary of this city and its dreams.


  *


  During the latter part of the working week and Saturday afternoon, our preparations gathered pace. Costumes were finalized, flags were hung and the women busied themselves with baking pies and cakes.


  I intended to wateh the King’s Monday morning progress in person and return at midday to our little courtyard and its party. But on Sunday night I walked the empty streets, hung with hunting and rigged with platforms and scaffolding for the next day’s celebrations. Nearly forty years ago, Francis Thompson saw them as he anticipated the old Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. He imagined a ghostly tribute — a pageant of the great Victorian poets, watched by a spectral host of benign onlookers. I too observed ‘the bones of the precluded pomp’ and ‘the dark thing waiting for a soul’. But I saw only the city, cold and indifferent. No ghosts came to offer homage to their dying king. Instead, they observed the melancholy Sunday rites of silence and solitude.


  *


  The procession of King George 5th was greeted with mellow warmth and affection rather than wild rejoicing. The crowd sensed that the measured tread of Jubilee would soon pass into the solemnity of funeral and then to the pomp of another coronation. The wheels spin and the colours change from red to black and then to triumphant gold. And the city, hidden under its veil of black slate and soot, remains mute and secret. It is sombre and frock-coated, its milk maids departed, its chimney sweeps returned to dust.


  So it was for Anne Boleyn, sailing in golden splendour to her coronation, with the music of the river making sweet melody. Barely three years later, she sailed the same stretch of water, to her death on Tower Hill. Carriages of state and funeral barge, anthems and dirges, the shadows pass. But I was pleased that I too stood on the pavement and waved as generations of Londoners have watched the pageants flicker past. I walked back to Ragman’s Court past shirtsleeved men, smoking in the sun and a score of open-air gatherings.


  *


  Our street party was a success and in the warm afternoon we sat swaying gently in unison and crooning along to Al Bowlly and Bing Crosby records. I played the guitar and sang some of the old songs of the river workers. We had fussed over the children, handed out their prizes and danced, beer-breathed and clumsy-footed.


  The Bellman’s revels were almost forgotten, the posters torn down and the windows cleaned. I remember a moment of perfect stillness and contentment on that day in May, when time seemed suspended. A soft wind blew from Aldgate and Leman Street and the scent of all the spring flowers in London seemed to drift around Ragman’s Court and down to Wapping in the east.


  But in the silence of that moment, I heard the shadow of an echo. Far in the distance a bell was ringing. Alone. I walked the fifty yards of alleyway that separates Ragman’s Court from the neighbouring streets. They were all but deserted.


  The fear of crowds and their violence never touches me in the busy thoroughfares. It is only in the silent backways and courtyards where I feel them unseen and pressing. The spirit of the London Mob is never absent. It is ready to break through into the most secluded corners of the city and engulf everyone in its path.


  And then I saw them as they rounded the corner, a mass of people, rolling like a swarm of advancing bees. I hurried back to my seat at the table. Others had heard them now and we waited, half-fearful yet curious of the promised entertainment.


  I hey funnelled down the narrow alleyway, roaring as they came. Leading the procession was the Bellman. He held a lantern aloft, probing the darker passages and recesses of Ragman’s Court. He made a slow ceremonious circuit, marking our boundaries with his clanging and when it was done, he blended into the tumult. But to mark his significance, a wax figure of the Bellman was drawn in a cart by the revellers and placed at the head of our feast. The image was crude and primitive as if it had been dug from the river bed of the Thames, the creation of some early brutal tribe.


  A booth was carried aloft, set before us all and its curtains opened. We had all smiled at the ‘Punch and Judy’ show at Southend, during a charabanc outing the previous summer. Gentle in its humour, it was anaemic in comparison with the monstrosity that strutted and leered in our tiny sober square. I remember little of the play but only the showman’s voice, harsh and guttural. For days now that unearthly sound has reverberated in isolated phrases and songs throughout my waking dreams.


  “Until vou are dead, dead, dead. Double him up and take him to his grave. Coffin, gibbet and pall. Now were free again for frolic and fun. Coffee, giblets, St Paul’s, ‘l’he hills, the dales and the towers which you see. They shall all belong, my dear creatures, to me. Poor man, how pale he looks.”


  The women amongst us, usually so prudish with any innuendo or innocent flirtation, winked and nudged each other, as Mr Punch teased and enticed them with his wooden cudgel. At the end of the show, eight-year-old Harry Canchy, fascinated by the hypnotic voice, w alked to the closed booth. His mother rose to stop him.


  “Let the little man see behind the curtain,” the voice boomed.


  The boy peeped inside and screamed, thin and faint.


  “What did you see?” his mother asked.


  “Fire and smoke and then a terrible darkness,” the boy said.


  “Frolic and fun, frolic and fun,” the voice answered, And then came the Angels of the Penny Gaffs. They were dressed as actresses and chorus girls from the cheap music halls of the mid-nineteenth century.


  Their dance was signalled by the Bellman, who stood at the head of the troupe, ringing a solemn deafening peal. And it seemed that from distant parts of the city, other bells began chiming in hideous cacophony. From Barking and Woolwich in the east, to Richmond and Mortlake in the west, the Bellmen of the bills and posters, were joining in discord for their revels and frolics. The words of the song ‘To Ring the Bells of London Town’ came to my mind. Brickbats and tiles, say the bells of St Giles’. St Giles was the home of these people, that teeming swamp of depraved humanity that was nicknamed ‘The Holy Land’. And here were its angels.


  They were joined by the Chimney Sweeps — a group of stunted youths and old men. They were covered in soot but white meal or chalk had been rubbed into their faces and hands so that the unearthly mixture billowed and floated as they danced. Their step was grotesque and bow-legged. — an ugly parody of grace and beauty.


  Together, they circled our tables three times and then pulled us. Unresisting into the dance. The clothes of the Angels smelled sickly sweet with cheap perfume mingling with the clinging dampness and fog of the river. They were the dowdy lilies of the Fleet, the Tyburn, the Neckinger and all the other drowned rivers of London. They gripped us tightly and close, whirling us in their circle. It was a frantic and squalid seduction. Waves of their perfume and flakes of soot and flour rose in the air and floated down on the half-eaten remnants of our feast. All the while. I heard the church bells, high in their towers, wild and teetering, measuring our dance with their din. It ended and we staggered, nauseous and giddy, to the tables.


  ‘Maids in white aprons, say the bells of St Katherine’s,” a voice said.


  Frowsy young women approached us, their hair smelling of lost London fields and ditches. Solemnly, they placed garlands of columbine, thrift and primroses around all our necks. The common hedgerow flowers were bound with halters of yew and ivy.


  The revels were over. The Bellman spoke for the first time, his voice a low whisper that seemed to come from the ground.


  “And London won’t be London long,” he said as he lit a long taper from his lantern and set the wax effigy ablaze.


  “And I will sing a funeral song.”


  With those words, the revellers passed swiftly down the narrow alley and were gone. The void cavernous face of the figure seemed to come alive as the flames engulfed it, contorting itself from grins and grimaces to empty-socketed terror.


  We exchanged furtive glances and felt we had taken part in some shameful depravity. In whispers and undertones, the street party was hastily cleared and the children hustled indoors.


  The next morning several residents were out early to inspect the street. The discarded garlands of the ‘Maids in White Aprons’ were already black and slimy. Mrs Canchy complained that the leftover food, thriftily stored in larders and cupboards, was rotten and stinking. Corruption seemed to taint the fabric of our buildings, seeping from the walls and ceilings to infect our dreams.


  Celibate Mr Fletcher, gentlemen’s outfitter, whose sleep was always virtuous and dreamless, confided that he had walked among theatre girls who poked and tickled him. Calling him Captain Standish. They dragged him to a dressing room and fell on him. The smell of their clothes rank with musk and decaying lilies.


  Mrs Finn s eldest girl. Eunice, dreamed that a chimney sweep with crooked legs had presented her with a cake, covered in a film of blackness. She bit deep, her mouth filling with soot and discovered a pea. Proclaimed as Queen of Misrule, she was carried aloft, yelling in triumph, on the shoulders of the deformed creatures, as they cavorted at the head of the dance.


  And Sidney Larter. Maintenance engineer on the underground railway, dreamed he was garlanded with a noose of spring flowers and heard the boatmen’s songs from the dead rivers of London.


  “‘The fields breathe sweet, the daisies kiss our feet. It’s all I can remember,” he said. “But they sang for me throughout the night from streams now buried under brick and stone. Please walk with me this morning and I will show you a part of my work which may relate to yesterday’s strange events. I am in need of company.”


  We walked through the forlorn wreckage of other abandoned street parties, to the city, where he opened an old padlocked door.


  “This is King William Street underground station. It was abandoned in 1900 — that crumpled dog-end year of the old Queen’s reign. Passengers felt uneasy here and shunned it. Even the trains struggled and failed frequently. It has the feel of the hinterland, something on the border between civilisation and darkness.”


  We descended a tiled spiralling walkway, hundreds of feet below the city streets, the drip of water and hollow sounds from the tunnels always in our ears. On the platform, under the glow of his pale oil lantern, the grey shapes of iron benches and the booking office loomed.


  “In my youth, when I first worked here, I investigated recesses of the darkness I should have left alone.”


  We clambered down onto the remains of the track and passed into the tunnel. Draughts of malignant air blew into our faces. They seemed to carry the stench of sweat and the stale fetid odour of packed trains, abandoned a generation ago. Their dust brushed past us, and with it, rags, handkerchiefs and the remnants of bonnets and ribbons, faded to grey.


  He shone the lantern into a brick alcove that once had served as standing space for workers when the trains passed. The debris of dust and rags clung here and a scarecrow figure had formed, like an effigy awaiting the bonfire. The hat. Formal military clothing and beard were unmistakable. It was an obscene parody of the dying king.


  ‘‘The face is made of dust — flakes of human skin from the tunnels and the hair is real — carried from the sweepings of carriages and waiting rooms like sheep’s wool gathered from a hedge. With every visit I make, the figure changes shape. In the freezing cold of January 1923. the clothes formed a couple, Thompson and Bywaters, a week before they hanged, clutching and groping each other in one last futile embrace of dead skin and hair. I scoured the newspapers, hoping for a reprieve, but knew, from the mockery of that alcove, that it would never come.’


  He opened a huge door, revealing an abandoned tunnel, black and cavernous.


  “The land above us shifts, as if in constant turmoil. They found human skulls in the river bed of the Walbroke — thousands of years old and sometimes, as the earth groans, one will peep through.”


  Water from the lost river ran in angry’ channels down the tunnel and across the tracks.


  “And the excavations for the railway in the 1850 s, disturbed more recent grave sites. Workers were overcome with sickness and expired. The living communed with the dead and were themselves interred in shabby little cemeteries. When I work underground, I sense a brooding jealous anger — the malice of centuries — the dust and bones of those flung into pits and churchyards so shallow they stamped upon the coffins to accommodate the new dead. And we, the living, caper briefly in the sunlight.’


  He lapsed into silence and taking a ripping chisel from his bag, carved a series of gashes into the brickwork next to the stairwell. These he marked with charcoal and I saw that the shape he had hacked was the Bellman from the revels on Jubilee Day. His work over, he shrugged, half-embarrassed at the futile pagan gesture of homage to a monster he struggled to understand.


  Without speaking we climbed the long staircase, back into the light.


  *


  Alone, I visited Mr Clemson, in Paternoster Row and found him troubled.


  “The Bellman and his troupe danced the length of the street. They swamped us and enticed many into their frolics. I bolted the shop and turned on the radio but the set would not work. I am deeply suspicious of what I saw and heard. I studied the superstition of this city in an age of optimism before the Great War. Rational workaday people told me of live cats bricked up in the walls of modern houses; of moon charms, love philtres and spells to keep the dead in their place. But in their hearts was a deeper fear of the city — a magic darker and more potent than they dared express. I feel that yesterday’s events portend to that magic.


  “On your last visit, I mentioned other historical allusions to these parades and last night, I researched the years prior to the Great Plague and Fire of 1665-66. One diarist noted that on the day of King Charles’ execution, in 1649. diverse troupes of harlots, roarers and fig-boys did tantalise neighbourhoods with their dances and revels’. The Puritans scoured the city for those responsible but their searches were futile. No-one was apprehended. Thereafter, the city lived in constant anxiety with strange omens and supernatural sightings. It was as if Londoners were being unnerved and weakened by the apparitions.


  “There is an additional reference in classical literature I recall seeing but I have been unable to locate it.”


  Seeking solace in light and noise. I dined at the Lyons Corner House, hoping to catch the eye of the pretty nippy. She came at once to my table, serving me ahead of several other customers. I overheard some speak in low shocked whispers of the dancers who had visited their streets.


  “Did you join the revels?” I asked the girl.


  “No, but a woman approached me in the street and placed a garland of flowers around my neck and gave me purple cherries, the colour of sloes in the Esssex hedgerows. She said she would meet me in Ragman’s Court, several years hence. I dreamed that night, I walked in deserted London streets, alive with meadow flowers and birdsong. Someone walked at my side but when I woke, I could not recall the face. The flowers from the garland were rotten and stinking and the air was heavy and stale.” “I live in Ragman’s Court,” I said.


  “Oh — there’s a thing,” she said, brightening. “Then I’d better see what I’m missing.” Her name is Ivy and we arranged to meet at the weekend.


  Wednesday. 15th May. 1935


  Today, the charred w ax hulk was removed. It had remained where our feast died, the sun glinting on its wreck. Some of us, numbed or fascinated by its command, were drawn to it, staring into its layers of ash and dust, or stroking its carcase, as if we wished to enact our dreams.


  Mr Larter confided to me that he had hacked his charcoal image at the entrance of several tunnels where he sensed the darkness invading the city. The children sketch pictures of the Bellman in their colouring books, crying themselves to sleep and dreaming again of his frolics. Mr Canchy has carved him in wood and buried the icon in his cellar.


  But today, a brewery worker carried the remains down our alleyway and loaded it onto his cart. I walked with him briefly until we passed into a street where bunting still flapped from a lamppost. Pedestrians fell silent and men doffed their caps as our cortege passed — a dray, driven by an unshaven carter, bearing beer barrels and a charred effigy — a mocking echo of the pageant of Jubilee.


  Our paths divided and I heard only the slow tread of the shire horse, fading into the roar of the city . It is gone and here, I end my account of the Bellman, hoping that the dreams and memories of him will also pass. I fear my hopes are in vain.


  In the late afternoon, I sat with my father, in the dingy office of the Museum of Lost London, knowing that the image of the figure that had haunted my ancestor, had been with me all these years, in the boxes of detritus, collected from the demolished terraces and the remains of the effigy. I could hear Sara’s voice as she discussed exhibits with a knot of foreign tourists.


  “Where exactly was Ragman’s Court?” I asked. “I’ve looked it up on a street atlas but it no longer exists.”


  “Ragman’s Court was obliterated on December 29th, 1940. Their communal air-raid shelter took a direct hit. Uncle Alfred and everyone on that photograph died that night. He married his waitress. Ivy and she died there too. And curiously, from May 1935, there were no more births. There were three young families. Up until 1935 they had a child almost every year. But then nothing. Those terrible dreams must have persisted and sapped any hopes for the future. Alfred and Ivy were also childless.”


  “But where was it?”


  “It stood exactly where your block of flats is situated. Two streets away from my grandfather’s house in Golden Lion Street which you pass every day. That account of the Silver Jubilee, in a tin box, was the only item which survived the firestorm.”


  The echoes and coincidences of this city interweave and resonate across the generations. Was it from the same tiny space of my own bedroom in a vast metropolis that my ancestor dreamed of the Bellman or in the adjacent room where Sara is reassured by the heartbeat of millions?


  “Golden Lion Street was severely damaged,” my father continued. “But the air-raid shelter was not bombed. And you know that Paternoster Row was destroyed that night.”


  “What about Mr Clemson, the bookseller?”


  “I checked the registry of deaths. He died the same night. You might care to speak with your Great-Aunt Charlotte, Uncle Alfred’s younger sister. Living in Golden Lion Street, she endured and survived the Blitz. She was fond of you as a child but her affection has cooled. I don’t know why. Visit her and you may uncover something.”


  “The little orange seller looks weary and burdened. Her eyes have lost their brightness. They are rheumy and lined with shadow.


  I sat alone in the museum at twilight and considered Sara’s parting observation as she locked up and walked home, my father accompanying her. The oil lamps and street mist evoked a mellow Victorian evening and I surveyed my wax figures with affection. Sara was right. But all four seemed tired, their features blurred and clumsy.


  They had been modelled from real people. The orange-seller and organ-grinder had been sketched by Leech and the others were drawn for Mayhew’s studies. I wondered which streets they had worked, the lodging houses and pubs they had frequented and the manner of their deaths. I recalled the words of the maintenance engineer from 1935, of bones flung into pits and coffins trampled to make room for the recent dead. Was that the fate of my poor creatures? And now, together again, even their waxen images were fading into dust and clay. Only the charred hulk of mud and wax appeared bolder, the tiny pieces of bone glinting in the lamp light as the four figures stretched out their arms in homage. A terrible thought came to me. Was that hideous shape composed of the moulded and crushed remains of the London dead, whose fragments shifted and churned within its frame? I baulked at the idea, but carried the ruin into a store cupboard and covered it with a blanket.


  I called on my great-aunt Charlotte with mixed feelings. When I was a child, she had showered me with presents and she followed my university studies with enthusiasm. But she had never once visited my museum and our meetings were now cold and tense. I assumed she disapproved of Sara sharing my flat.


  “I suppose you want stories of camaraderie and heroism during the Blitz — making tea and communal singing in the shelters.” she said.


  “Tell me about Ragman’s Court.” I said.


  “Mother and I went to identify the bodies of my brother. Alfred and Ivy. They carried what was left of them all from the shelter, shoveled in carts and ambulances, to the cellar of a pub they used as a mortuary*. It was a vile place with sly wax dummies and one of those burnt monstrosities from the parades of folly in Jubilee year. As we clambered over the bits and the bloody* sheets, a bomb went off close by. The building shook and the cellar swam with dust. Those things seemed to shine and glow/ “What was the pubs name?”


  “The ‘Jack-in-the-Green’. You would have liked it for you have its relics in your museum. I stopped by once, saw that malicious orange seller and the others in the lobby and walked away.


  “And there were worse things we saw in the Blitz. As the city burned, we saw them mocking us from the ruins. The dead didn’t come to mourn but to rejoice. Mother swore she recognised the shapes of family she remembered from her childhood and old Victorian snapshots. When the air raids stopped, the spirits lingered a while in the bomb sites and the adults shunned those places. The children saw them occasionally but the vigour of their play in the ruins dispersed them. We never spoke of them again. Where Ragmans Court stood, weeds flourished and bloomed, together with a strange yellow flower I’d not seen before — London rocket, we called it. Your museum celebrates old London and its lost generations. Don’t assume they are benign and view us kindly.”


  *


  The next two days I spent in the British Library with the journal, searching for clues. Mr Clemson, the bookseller of Paternoster Row, had spoken in 1935, of other historical allusions to the mysterious parades. Both visitations he had cited had occurred a few years prior to cataclysmic damage to the city .


  The first reference came in a volume of Dr Johnson’s letters. In one, he severely berated the authorities at Newgate and the Fleet prisons for permitting a ‘cavalcade of fools and rogues’ who danced and frolicked with the turnkeys before weaving their way to Moorfields where the frivolities intensified. Those areas were at the centre of the Gordon Riots in 1780, when the city narrowly escaped destruction.


  I then studied Roman authors who commented on the sacking of London in A.D. 60, by the Iceni tribe, led by Boudicaa. In the accounts of Pliny the Elder, I found a footnote describing a Roman soldier, stationed in London, in the years prior to the uprising. The man was troubled by dreams and spirits following the arrival of a vast host of dancers who mocked and taunted the garrison. And throughout the eleventh and twelfth century chronicles, I found several accounts describing these pageants – each one preceding great fires and loss of life.


  Instead of being warnings of disaster, they act to foment and hasten the overthrow. They are woven into the fabric of the city like malignant fault lines.


  *


  Late, on the afternoon I completed my research, I returned home by tube. In my carriage the atmosphere was volatile. Several of my fellow passengers were drunk, flirting and exchanging obscenities with dangerous good humour. The air was stale and noxious. Opposite, an old man sat, hunched in hat and overcoat. Breaking the established taboos against speaking and making eye contact, he stared at me, jerking his gloved finger at the rowdy gang.


  “The fields breathe sweet, the daisies kiss our feet.


  Young lovers meet, old wives a sunning sit.


  In even street, these tunes our ears do greet.”


  I smiled at his irony and looked away, I remembered Sidney Larter, the maintenance engineer of 1935. We were traveling in our fragile rats’ tunnels, submerged under the weight of centuries. Rocks, mud, bones, chicken wire and earth reddened by cycles of fire lay above us. King William Street station was now inaccessible, drowned under Walbroke. I wondered whether the grotesque parodies in the alcove of the runnel were still enacted. Perhaps they manifested in another deserted station to haunt the waking dreams of today’s solitary’ engineer.


  And then the train stopped and the lights went out. The drunken young women screamed, not hysterically but with brazen vulgarity. It had happened before and they lacked the imagination for real fear. In a deep whisper, the old man spoke.


  “We are weary of them. Every day they come so thick they stop the way. The sisterhood of drabs, sluts and cal lets.”


  The darkness had made his voice bold and resonant. The young women stopped screaming and began complaining to each other, urging their men to intervene. The old man’s voice filled the carriage.


  “I will lead you by lantern and candlelight into a wilderness, where there are none but monsters.” There was a panic and a surge in our direction. I feared tor my safety’. But the lights returned and the train began moving.The old man was gone. He had spoken the language of Shakespeare’s London and the fevered dreams of my great-uncle. He had quoted Copland and Dekker. I felt I had encountered someone older and darker than our wormhole tunnels. I had spoken with the Bellman.


  I got out at the next station — Liverpool Street — where, in 1940, Londoners had sheltered from the Blitz. There the sleeping bodies lay, row upon row, and an artist drew them as corpses covered by shrouds instead of blankets.


  *


  That night my sleep was troubled. In my dreams I walked at dusk in late autumn down Golden Lion Street. The street lamps were pale and the darkness gathered fast, made more intense by the black trunks of the plane trees. On the brow of a hill I saw far into the horizon. From every chimney, grey plumes of smoke gently rose into the night sky, joining together to form a sooty shadow which curled around the roofs of the terraced houses.


  Unusually, the pavements were deserted but through the orange glow of house lights, muted by lace curtains, I could see the silhouettes of people moving.


  I stopped by the house where my great-grandfather had lived for forty years, brought up his children and died in an upstairs bedroom in 1962. The modern plastic door and concrete drive were gone. In the front garden were the blackened stems of the dahlias he grew each year from seed. Feeling a surge of warmth and love for the old man I never knew, I opened the iron gate and approached the door. The family ghosts would welcome me and give their blessing across the lost generations. But a hand restrained me and led me back into the street. The Bellman’s grip was firm.


  “Even door is shut,” he said. “Not a candle peeps through any window to invite you in.”


  Through the falling leaves we walked the same streets I pass each morning on my way to work. A pale corpse light glowed from the Museum of Lost London. Four wax figures stared defiantly out into the street, all weariness and decay departed, for they were transformed. My orange seller s tray heaved with fruit drinks and ice creams and she wore the uniform of a Lyons Corner House nippy. At her side, instead of the skulking barrel-organ man. Stood a guitarist, his head thrown back in song. The flower girl’s basket no longer carried scant bunches of violets but the bright weeds of waste ground and bomb site — campion, viper’s bugloss, ragwort and London rocket, the flower of fire and destruction. Only the showman’s features were familiar, but like the others, he was dressed in the fashion of wartime Britain. Their clothes bore scorch marks and newly-repaired tears and there was soot and ash on their hair and faces. And from within, came the sound of the bells of London. Their peal was cracked and despairing for in the background was the roar of fire and falling towers, the cries of the dying and the frantic neighing of horses.


  “These are the tattered regiments that make up our main army,” the Bellman said, gesturing towards the figures, before leading me home.


  We reached the entrance to my block of flats and there he left me.


  “Get you to your bed and dream upon your pillow of your new discoveries,” he said.


  The house appeared grey and fragile. Sara’s room was hung with shadow, its ornaments and books belonging to a past, long dead. An ugly mattress was propped against the skeleton of her bed and the outlines of where her posters and bright modern prints had hung, were traced in dust on the wall. Nothing of her perfume remained for a cold dampness lingered and fungus grew from the ceiling. She lay curled in a corner, wrapped in swathes of soon* cloth, encrusted with a white film, like the chrysalis of a monstrous deformed insect. Her breathing was slow and ponderous and I knew she had been sleeping for years untold. And throughout London, the silent millions dreamed and waited in decaying rooms, while outside in the empty city, nothing moved but the soft tread of the Bellmen and their muffled tolling.


  *


  Sara woke me early with the clatter of her breakfast. Usually she slept late and only when I heard her singing pop ballads in her room would I know when to make her coffee. This morning she was silent. I dressed and greeted her.


  ‘I hardly slept all night.” she said. “The noise, what you call the heartbeat of London.” ‘I thought you’d got used to it.”


  “I have, but it’s stopped. Last night, it seemed to splutter and die. And the silence that came was not the restful stillness of Dorset but something watchful and knowing. I felt it waiting, far away, biding its time. And I lay awake, trying to catch the first sounds of it.”


  *


  In the street outside there was a rawness — of nerves stripped bare. Pedestrians walked giddily, risking collisions and the jabs of flailing elbows. The traffic moved erratically and in Golden Lion Street there was a minor accident. The drivers faced each other by their dented vehicles, voices rising. I wondered what dreams they had endured and knew that the night would bring further violence and fear.


  And in that uneasy atmosphere of vertigo and danger, I saw the first poster. It had been cunningly placed to catch my attention. I recognised the face of the Bellman from the old man on the underground. Surrounding him were the figures from Ragman’s Court, grouped exactly as they were captured in my great-uncle’s photograph, but with Ivy in the foreground, smiling archly at the cameraman.


  Recalling my dream of the transformation of the wax images. I hurried to the museum. The figures were forlorn, their features blurred and flyblown, scarcely recognisable as human forms. Their decay had been swift and I carried them to the storeroom, where a blanket hid the blackened wreckage of their master. On impulse. I uncovered


  it and there was the tribal image of the Bellman, exactly as my great-uncle had seen him. Driven at the head of the procession in 1935. Fragments of bone from the strata of the city’s destruction glittered in his limbs and torso. Beside him. The remains of the Victorian figures were merging into dust and memory, a chrysalis to be shaped anew into the wartime dead.


  Fearful of other changes. I played one of Sara’s gramophone records and was relieved at first to hear the lost bells of forgotten churches ring out again, clear and sound. But listening intently to the background voices. I sensed an anxiety and terror. From the distance, something was approaching, a whisper of fear that would soon roar with fire and smoke. Soon, the bells would distort and crack in their towers and the city would fall. A feeling of nostalgia and regret for Sara and the times we had spent together overcame me. Locking the museum.


  I retraced my steps.


  *


  Mimicking my ancestor’s gesture of three generations past. I unpeeled the poster and returned to the house. Sara glanced at it and read.


  ‘The Heilman’s Tour of London — in which he meets with a number of monsters that live in darkness. Nightly, throughout the month of May, his lantern shines upon you all, for frolic and fun.’


  ‘That’s odd.” she said. ‘They’re coming here as well.” “What do you mean?” I asked.


  ‘When I went home at the weekend. T found one of these on the gate to my parents’ cottage. Someone must have walked miles down the lanes to stick it there. Ours is billed as *The Watchman’s Rural Rides’. It has the faces of farm workers, itinerant tramps and pedlars. I saw one in Dorchester too. Again, with different faces.”


  *


  In the days that followed I saw them dotted throughout the city and its suburbs. They swelled in number until the face of the Bellman was seen in every street. They appeared on the top floors of the tower blocks, in the gated enclaves of the rich and protected and the elegant driveways of the professional elites. And I heard that even city, town and isolated hamlet in Britain had been promised their month of ‘frolic and fun’.


  The Bellman is coming as before when the city was to be consumed by fire or pestilence. In those earlier devastations, there was an urgency to his parades — a swift cavalcade, followed by the years of disquiet, waiting for the blow to fall. But today I sense a malign patience. We are to endure a month of his follies.


  The contagion has spread throughout the land. And now I hear whispers of his coming in Paris. Berlin, Moscow and the cities of Asia and America. And after the madness of May, we will endure the same nightmares and portents that beset my great-uncle and all the other Londoners stretching back to the time of Boudicca. It matters not where I hide with Sara. We will wait either in the darkness of the Dorset hills or in the teeming violence of the city for it to come rolling down the quiet lanes and busy thoroughfares — be it plague, fire or war beyond our imaginings. And then we will walk with him in the silent darkness, by lantern and by candlelight, our flesh and bone merged as one.
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