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INTRODUCTION

 

Binscombe is a village in the south-east of England, a community with its roots deep in history yet now almost invisible to the casual visitor because of the encroaching boundaries of roads and neighbouring towns. And then there is the other Binscombe, the setting for these tales, which is perhaps how you might experience it if you were able to read the bloodlines and traditions of the place, and hear the voice of the landscape and the people echoing through the generations. The second, fictionalized Binscombe is linked to the first by subtle but invisible bridges of ‘what if?’

This other Binscombe is a place where things go bump in the night and often in the daytime too. Here you will find stories to prick the imagination, quicken the pulse, and chill the blood. It is a place where waiting for a bus may take a lot longer than you think, where the rustle in the bushes is likely to be something considerably more secretive and more dangerous than a badger, where inanimate objects may have strong views of their own, and where past, present and future sometimes collide with pyrotechnic results.

To this inward-looking corner of the Home Counties comes Mr Oakley, a newcomer in the village but one whose family name appears on some of the oldest gravestones. Mr Oakley believes in the comfort, convenience and security of the modern world and he fancies that the past is safely dead and buried. It is a world view that he will have repeatedly challenged by the mysterious Mr Disvan, who acts as his (and our) guide to the winding byways of the bizarre that thread through Binscombe life. Now that Mr Oakley has returned to his ancestral homeland, he will soon discover that reality is a relative concept—and the world outside Binscombe will never seem quite the same again.

John Whitbourn’s Binscombe Tales were originally published in various anthologies and collections between 1987 and 1998. This omnibus edition from Spark Furnace Books is the definitive set of all twenty-six tales in the saga.

 

 

 






  








ANOTHER PLACE

 

Tired of unpacking and arranging furniture, I decided to take a brief preliminary look around my new village. Traipsing at random along the quiet streets I came, at length, to the recreation ground and seeing a cricket match in progress decided to watch for a short while. It was also perhaps in my mind that I might pass a social word or two concerning the weather or progress of play with my fellow villagers. For the foreseeable future this place was to be my home and it was desirable that I should get to know some people so as to start the long process of becoming accepted.

The ‘Rec’ (as I was told the locals termed it) had very distinct physical boundaries. On one side its expanse was stopped dead by the edge of a lake and opposite what passed for a major road in these parts, together with a fence and a screen of tall fir trees, separated the grass from the outer frontier of the housing estates. The rest of the Rec’s containing box comprised, on one side, the new and brutal high wall of a secondary modern school and on the other, an ancient and even higher wall protecting some of the village’s original houses from curiosity and cricket balls.

In between the trees on the road-side were interspersed some wooden benches on which spectators were sitting and it was to these that I crossed over. Not all of the seats were occupied and should I have so wished I could have sat alone. However, for the reasons given above, I chose to join an elderly man on a bench which gave a clear view of the pavilion, pitch and scoreboard. Beside the seat were sprawled a number of young lads, their BMX and Chopper bikes beside them, who were paying only occasional attention to the game in progress.

No one looked up at my arrival or paid any heed to me at all and, though I put on my most amiable and approachable expression in the hope that a conversation might ensue, the local silence was maintained. Eventually my attention was caught up in the cricket (passably good for village standard I thought) and an hour passed quickly and imperceptibly by.

The church clock striking seven broke my reverie and caused me to recall the state of unfettered anarchy my house was in. Tomorrow was a working day and so a great deal of progress remained to be made that very evening: meeting the natives must therefore await another occasion.

Then, just as I got up to go, the old man with whom I’d shared the bench spoke although he did not turn his head or take his eyes from the match.

‘Are you a newcomer?’ he asked.

I wondered for a second if it was indeed me he was addressing for he’d already had ample opportunity to put the question before. However, seeing that the children were the only other people in immediate earshot, I assumed I must be the one spoken to and replied accordingly.

‘Yes, I am.’

He looked round in a most friendly manner.

‘Nice to meet you and welcome to Binscombe. I’m Mr Disvan.’

‘How do you do, Mr Disvan. My name’s Oakley.’

He pondered this for a longer time than the mere revelation of my name strictly justified but appeared to come to no conclusion about it for the time being.

‘Do you like cricket, Mr Oakley?’

‘In moderation.’

He smiled: ‘My feelings entirely. What is your sport, then?’

‘Well, I don’t really have one as such. I quite like backgammon... and darts.’

‘Oh well, they’re good enough games—especially darts. You’ll not lack for companions around here I’m thinking.’

‘No?’

‘Some of the people hereabouts only live for darts and everything else is an intrusion. Go into the Duke of Argyll on a Friday night and you’ll see what I mean.’

I couldn’t think of a sensible sounding answer to this and so silence returned. It stretched out into a full minute or so and I was once more on the point of taking my leave when the old man spoke again: this time with a note of great seriousness in his voice.

‘Where exactly is it you’ve moved to, Mr Oakley?’

‘Binscombe Crescent.’

Mr Disvan continued looking straight ahead but the young cyclists, hitherto oblivious to our presence and conversation, stopped their chat and, as one, stared directly at me. Almost involuntarily I returned their stares. They in turn looked to Mr Disvan as if for guidance and then, finding none there, returned instantly to juvenile banter.

I found it hard to accept that this scene had actually occurred. Could they have misheard my reply and imagined it to be something outrageous?  In any event, the old man’s voice, when he spoke again, had not changed its tone.

‘Yes, I’d heard there’d been a change down at Binscombe Crescent. What number is it you’ve bought, may I ask?’

I told him the house.

‘I know it well; built middle fifties. Mr and Mrs Trevisan lived there and then, in his turn, their son Daniel. He works up North now.’

‘Slough, actually.’

‘Yes, that’s right. Slough or some such place. Presumably, it was Daniel that sold it to you.’

‘Yes.’

‘Very nice house.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Well, Mr Oakley, I mustn’t keep you any longer. It’s been a pleasure meeting you and I hope you’ll settle in happily very soon. No doubt we shall bump into each other again before long,’

‘Yes, no doubt.’

And so saying I went back to my wearisome work.

 

*  *  *

 

Months elapsed before I saw Mr Disvan again; a fact that I thought distinctly odd considering the size of the village. Several times I enquired after him and publican and shopkeeper alike would say something along the lines of: ‘Oh yes, he’s about all right, I saw him only yesterday. Perhaps you’ll see him tomorrow.’ 

Curiously enough, however, his paths never seemed to cross my line of vision even though all my evenings and weekends were spent in Binscombe. Accordingly, he had almost faded from my memory when, entering the Duke of Argyll one night, I was surprised to see him sitting peaceably in the corner by the chimney stack and the charity-bound tower of ten-pence pieces. On the small round table before him was a vast bound book and a glass of something dark. My path to the bar took me past that particular corner and so I greeted him as I went by.

‘Evening, Mr Disvan; how are you? Haven’t seen you for a long while.’

‘Nor I you. Pleased to meet you again.’

Being English, neither of us presumed to transform our cordial greeting into conversation on the basis of so casual an acquaintance. Therefore I carried on up to the bar and spoke similar hellos to the familiar faces there.

In the interval since my arrival I’d managed to make several friends by means of assiduous and persistent socialising but it so happened that none of them were present that night and so I drank alone.

It should not be thought that the people of Binscombe were unapproachable or hostile to strangers, for they were not. Nearly every person I’d come into contact with in the course of my short stay had been friendly or, at worse, benevolently neutral in their attitude towards me. But even so, although there must have been two dozen villagers with whom I was on ‘good morning terms’, even with these there seemed a point of familiarity beyond which only the elapse of time could grant me pass. I attached little importance to it. Their insularity was not an intended rebuff to me but merely something natural, even in so urbanised a place as Binscombe.

Thus, I sat at the bar with half a dozen other men in contemplative quiet whilst consuming a few pints and considering the decorative tasks still to done in my house. It was this silence that caused my eye to wander about the interior of the Argyll seeking diversion and noting, for the first time really, its plain and traditional furnishings. There wasn’t much to catch or grab a gaze: pictures of long deceased local football teams, obscure trophies and prints of the last king but two—that sort of thing. All else was functional and solely intended to facilitate social drinking and therefore it took little time for my attention to return, uninspired, to its starting point.

It was then that I noticed the full but apparently ownerless glass on the bar beside me. There was nothing unusual about this in itself, for customers often popped out to make a phone call or see a friend in the saloon. However, when a full fifteen minutes elapsed without anyone returning to claim the drink, I felt moved, for conversation’s sake if nothing else, to mention it to the landlord.

‘Didn’t someone like your beer?’ I asked, nodding towards the lonely pint of bitter.

Strangely for a normally talkative and cheerful sort of host, the landlord wasn’t drawn by my question. He didn’t look up from his glass washing and said, in a manner that was almost curt:

‘Maybe not.’

No one around the bar, though in easy hearing distance, betrayed so much as a sign of having heard my quip; no one even looked towards me or the glass in question. If commonsense hadn’t dictated otherwise, I could well have believed that I’d said something wrong.

It was this half felt sense of solecism that caused me to think that I should retreat from the bar and join Mr Disvan for a few words before adjourning home. An unmistakable air of unease had entered my social evening but since I felt that its creation was none of my doing I didn’t consider it proper to leave straightaway.

Fortunately, Mr Disvan seemed disposed to entertain company and pulled up a chair for me when he saw me approaching.

‘Can I ask what it is you’re reading?’ I said.

By way of reply he lifted the large hardback book up and presented it spine-wards towards me so that I could read the title: THE HOLY KORAN.

This was a hard thing to make an adequate response to.

‘I see… I’ve never read it myself.’

‘No?’ he replied.

‘No,’ I answered weakly, whilst hoping that a topic of conversation would suddenly and miraculously occur to me. In the event, the old man came to my rescue and provided one.

‘And what do you think of our area now you’re settled in, Mr Oakley?’

‘I like it very much.’

‘Good.’

‘And in a sense it was a home area to me already.’

‘In what way?’

‘My family lived in this village for centuries, so I’ve been told; before moving away in my grandfather’s time.’

‘That’s right. I thought your name was familiar when I spoke to you at the cricket match. There’s been Oakleys here since records were kept and for goodness knows how long in the time before—the time before records I mean,’ he added hastily.

‘Are you a local historian, Mr Disvan?’

‘Of a sort, Mr Oakley; in some specific fields. For instance, I know of your great-grandfather on the paternal side, Malachai Oakley, a carpenter. Then before him was his father, Jacob Evelyn Oakley, publican and churchwarden (an unusual mix in those days). If you were to press me I could probably recite you a dozen successive generations of Oakleys, all by name and occupation.’  He looked keenly at me over the edge of his raised glass. ‘And now you’re back.’

I was still winding in this hitherto unknown genealogical information but felt obliged to agree with his last words even though, at that point, I’d no intention of remaining for another twelve generations.

‘Yes, I suppose I am.’ I said. ‘Look, what you say is fascinating, Mr Disvan but how on earth did you acquire such detailed knowledge?’

‘Its not so difficult. Everyone knows everything about everybody here and in Binscombe memories are powerful strong.’

The evidence of my local ties and Disvan’s close familiarity with them emboldened me enough to ask him the question which had inexplicably frozen the atmosphere at the bar:

‘Tell me, Mr Disvan,’ (this in a lowered voice), ‘why has that pint of beer been left standing on the bar?  Why doesn’t the landlord clear it away if it’s been abandoned?’

‘It’s not abandoned. It’s Mr Bolding’s drink. It won’t be tipped away until closing time.’

‘Won’t Mr Bolding drink it?’

Disvan smiled warmly, ‘I very much doubt it. Not where he is.’

‘I don’t understand. Where is Mr Bolding then?’

‘He’s in the other Binscombe.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The other Binscombe.’

‘Where’s that?’

The old man smiled again. ‘That’s a very good question. All I can say with any degree of sureness is that, on the anniversary of Mr Bolding going there, we place a commemorative drink where he always used to stand at the bar.’

‘Commemorative?  Is he dead?’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so. It was only ten years ago he went and he was in his middle forties then.’

I must have appeared a picture of puzzlement. ‘I’m sorry but I still don’t understand,’ I said.

Mr Disvan disregarded that and changed the tack of the conversation without warning. ‘Did your grandfather ever say much to you about Binscombe, Mr Oakley?’

‘He died when I was very small.’

‘Ah. I see.’

‘But you haven’t explained about Mr Bolding.’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Well, aren’t you going to?’

‘If you wish.’

‘Yes please.’

Disvan looked at the bar and then at me.

‘The explanation isn’t very instructive or edifying.’

‘Even so.’

‘Very well then, I will tell you. Only not now, for I have to go, and it’s a long story.’

‘Is there something wrong about it?’ I said hurriedly, for Disvan was drinking up and preparing to put his coat on.

‘Wrong? No, not wrong as such but, as I’ve said, it’s a long story. The next time we meet up I’ll recount it to you.’

‘Okay.’

And with that, Disvan tucked the Koran under his arm and left.

I stayed a little longer to ponder the lessons of the day and the portents for the morrow whilst enjoying another drink. Nevertheless, no matter how hard I thought of work and love and plans I found my gaze turning, time and time again, to the solitary glass and the empty space at the bar.

 

*  *  *

 

After that evening I looked out for Mr Disvan with some considerable animation, for I keenly wished to hear the story with which I’d been tantalised. Therefore, after a week of his non-appearance at the Argyll (or anywhere else for that matter) I turned again to questioning tradesmen and other local ‘in the know’ people as to his whereabouts. However, just as before, I was told that he was ‘around’ as normal and had been seen, spoken to even, only yesterday. But today? No, they didn’t know.

It was a very annoying process but my curiosity was such that I only desisted from enquiries when I realised that I was making myself appear an obsessive in front of the people with whom I had to live. Paradoxically enough, therefore, the day after I resolved to put the matter out of my mind, I managed to run the elusive Mr Disvan to ground again. I was going about my customary evening stroll which would presumably end in the Argyll, when I thought I recognised the old man’s distinctive Panama hat atop a figure sitting in the recreation ground.

Without needing to consider the matter, I hurried over to the spot and saw that it was indeed the person I’d been looking for. He was resting on a bench that stood in a corner which, lacking proper nets, the local cricket team employed as a practise area. He appeared to be watching the half dozen men who were currently using it for this purpose. I came up and sat beside him and although he did not turn around he seemed to know who had arrived.

‘Hello again, Mr Oakley.’

‘Hello.’

‘You have the air of being on a mission.’

‘Do I?’

‘Indeed. Very much a man with a purpose.’

‘Well, now you come to mention it, I was rather hoping you’d very belatedly finish telling the story about Mr Bolding’s drink.’

‘Oh, that old tale. That’s your local roots coming through you know—curiosity about such trifles!’ His tone was jocular rather than admonitory.

‘I can’t answer as to that but I’d certainly like to have the mystery cleared up.’

Disvan turned to observe me, his face and voice suddenly very serious. ‘Oh no, that I can’t do. I doubt anybody could. But I can tell you the story if you really want.’

He looked round at two young men who’d come and sat down on the grass not far off in order to adjust pads and rebind a bat handle.

‘This is not for your ears,’ he said to them, and to my surprise they instantly got up and moved out of earshot without so much as a word of protest. Thereafter we were left to ourselves.

‘Is it that bad?’ I asked.

‘No, not bad or wrong as I said to you before but,’ he added wistfully, ‘it’s something you should be selective about who you tell.’

These pseudo-warnings, such as preceded horror films or shocking newsreels on the television, only ever served to whet my appetite for what was to come and I was accordingly now all agog.

‘Where did Mr Bolding live before he went away?’ I asked.

‘Binscombe Crescent.’

‘Just as I suspected. What number?’

‘That needn’t concern you; rest assured it wasn’t where you now live.’

‘If he had lived in my house why should that concern me?’

‘Because of the thought you might follow him.’

‘To the other Binscombe?’

‘Perhaps, or even to somewhere else.’

‘So what is the full story, Mr Disvan?’

‘Like I’ve said, I don’t think anyone, with the possible exception of Bolding himself, knows what you call the full story. I only know the beginning.’

‘Which is?’

‘Which is that one day Bolding vanished for a full forty-eight hours. Now, he was a locksmith and clock repairer by trade and he had a little shop in the main street. It’s a toy shop now; doubtless you’ll have seen it. Anyway, what with the shop not opening and people wanting keys cut and the like, it was soon noticed that he wasn’t about. Mrs Bolding—she was seen out shopping and so on but she never mentioned anything so folks didn’t enquire. 

It was all very strange though, because every night of his life, from the day he left school at fourteen, he always popped into the Argyll of an evening. The licensing laws were easier in those days and the policeman was a local boy. Suddenly, two nights running, he didn’t show up and people began to think he’d run away or Mrs Bolding had done him in (for there was no love lost between the two) or something like that.’

‘And…’

‘And it got to the point where we considered getting Stan the constable to look into it even though we were reluctant to interfere. Then, sure enough, Bolding turned up at the Argyll the very next evening and the mystery was solved. Or so we thought then.’

‘How do you mean?’

Well, he was pale and sickly looking and unshaven. It seemed obvious he’d been unwell.’

‘And hadn’t he been?’

‘No, he’d been as fit as a fiddle, so he told us. The point was, you see, that Mr Bolding was one of the old sort—a very upright, truthful sort of man. He was an elder of the Methodist lot and whatever you may think of them it still does count for something. If anyone asked him a question he’d always give the straight honest truth without deception. That was the way he was; he didn’t think he had any choice in the matter you understand. It was how he’d built up a nice little business. People took their custom to him because they knew they could trust him.’

‘What did he say, then?’

‘Well, old man Yarum went up to him and says, “Ho Jack, where’ve you been? Sick? You look like death warmed up!” And blow me if he didn’t. “No,” he says, “I’ve not been ill, I’ve been away.” “Away where?” we asked, and he answered, “I’m not sure.”

‘As you might imagine, we didn’t quite know what to make of that for he wasn’t what you would call a heavy drinking man. Accordingly we asked what he was on about but he wouldn’t give an explanation. He had his usual couple of drinks without another word and then went home—still looking like a ghost.’

‘Did he ever say where he’d been?’

‘At that point he wasn’t able to, for he wasn’t sure himself. As I’ve said, Jack Bolding was a painfully honest man, if nothing else, and if he said that he didn’t know where he’d been then he really didn’t.’

‘But he found out later, did he?’

‘Well, let’s just say he had his suspicions confirmed and his remaining hopes torn away—and by that time he was a very troubled as well as a very honest man.’

‘Why?’

‘Because that was only the first time he disappeared. It happened again only a month and a bit later and then once again a couple of weeks after that. His shop was closed up for days on each occasion and his absence was very noticeable, he being such a regular chap in his habits. Each time he’d come back looking worse than ever and he’d refuse to talk about it to anyone. In fact he got quite short with people who enquired after him even though he was normally a civil type.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Well, things were plainly going badly with him. His skin was pallid and he’d lost so much weight that his clothes hung on him like sheets. Mrs Bolding wasn’t the sort of person he could take his problems to so the lads said to me: “Mr Disvan, you have a word with poor old Jack.” So I did.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Not much at first. I went up to him at a cricket match—versus Brightstone as I recall—and I said, “Come on Jack, out with it. What’s haunting you these days?” Well, he turned round and replied, “Why don’t you all mind your own b---- business?” Which wasn’t like him at all. Anyway, he must have thought about it and realised that sort of language wasn’t called for and how we all meant well, for he came back to me soon after and apologised. Not that I minded of course, for I’d known Bolding a long time and I could see from his weary eyes that he was bearing a mighty burden.’

‘So did he confide in you?’

‘Not on that occasion but a week after, when he’d vanished once more and then reappeared three days later, I approached him again and found that he was now keen to talk. “Disvan,” he said, “I’ve got to speak to someone or I think I’m going to lose my wits.” “Talk away as much as you like,” I said and took him to my house for a cup of tea.’

‘Did he manage to explain what was happening?’

‘He tried. “I’ve been away,” he says. “I don’t know why, I don’t know how and I don’t know where to.” This naturally puzzled me, although I had to accept his statement, and when I asked him what he meant he gave the same answer—“for I can’t give any better,” were his words. I kept on probing, though, for I felt sorry for him and bit by bit he told the story.’

‘Which was?’

‘Which was that one day, just like any other day, he shut up his shop and went home for his midday meal. He ate it, said goodbye to his wife and went out of his front door—into another place.’

‘Did he explain that?’

‘Oh yes, in great detail.’

‘What sort of other place was it he’d walked into then?’

‘He said he was still in Binscombe, yet at the same time he wasn’t because it was no Binscombe he’d ever seen.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Neither did he, poor fellow. Neither does anyone, but there it still is. Like I keep on saying, Bolding was an honest man and if he said that he’d stumbled into another world then you’re safe in accepting he did.’

‘What was it like?’

‘Empty. It was the Binscombe he’d known all his life but deserted and ruined. He mentioned that quite specifically. All the houses and shops had been wrecked or fallen down of their own accord. Apparently the recreation ground in that other Binscombe was chest high in grass and there were bushes and weeds in the roadways.’

‘What did he do?’

‘Just what you’d expect. He stepped back inside sharpish!’

‘And?’

‘And for an instant he said he could still hear the sounds of his wife clearing up in the kitchen but then that faded and died and he found himself in a ruined house. It was his house right enough, but the roof was half gone and there was ivy and moss on the inside walls.’

‘And he panicked?’

‘No. Bolding wasn’t like that. Not a man of strong passions at all. Apparently he checked what was left of the place just to see if Mrs Bolding was there but she wasn’t. He said that all through the house he saw things that were his, all scattered about and broken, so there couldn’t be any doubt left as to whose dwelling he was in.’

‘And there was no one around at all?’

‘No, no one. He went to the neighbour’s houses and knocked on their doors, save one that no longer had a door, and got no answer. Judging by appearances he said that it didn’t look as if there’d been anyone living in them for many a year.

‘So anyway, off he went to his shop—a natural enough reaction for a small trader—and all along the way there was the same story: ruin and desolation, jungle and neglect. He couldn’t believe his eyes, poor man. He thought it must be some horrible dream he was trapped in.’

‘But I presume it wasn’t.’

‘I don’t see how it could have been. A man can’t disappear into a dream for days on end, can he?’

‘I suppose not.’

‘No. So there he is, in Binscombe High Street, surveying the clumps of grass sprouting up through the middle of the road, half the buildings tumbled down and not so much as a sign of a human being anywhere. Soon enough he went to look at his shop and found that there was a young sapling growing out of the front window. Well, you can imagine how he felt on seeing that.

‘His sign was still there over the front and some stock remained on display but otherwise the place was a shambles. That little shop was his life really and seeing it in such a state affected him more than anything else he’d seen so far, or so he told me. It was then you could be uncharitable enough to say that he panicked, insofar as Jack knew how to.’

‘What did he do?’

‘He went straight back home, trying to ignore the unearthly hush, found a dry spot and went to sleep for twelve hours solid. A nervous reaction I suppose.’

‘And when he woke?’

‘He opened his eyes, cautiously hoping it had all been a dream after all but he soon saw that wasn’t so. The roof was still full of holes and he could see the stars as he lay there. When he looked out of the front door again there was the village, albeit in darkness, but not a single light visible from horizon to horizon. The whole countryside was as black as pitch.

Anyway, to keep himself occupied he had a scout around the house (the roof let in a lot of moonlight) and in his travels he found a calendar—one of those tear-off, day by day types.’

‘Which said?’

‘March twenty-three 1965. So at least five years must have elapsed between anyone paying any attention to it and Bolding’s arrival. He said that sort of time gap seemed to tie in with the decay he’d seen all about. Next he looked for a newspaper or such like to see if any further light could be shed on the mystery, but time and wind and rain must have dealt with them all for he never did find one even later on, when he ventured further afield.’

‘So he went exploring, did he?’

‘What else could he do? Hour after hour passed and he got fed up sifting through the junk in his house, so when the sun came up he went for a walk.’

‘Where?’

‘All over. He cut a path across the recreation ground to the edge of the Lake—full of fish he said, now that there was no one to catch them. And then he worked his way round the edge to the Old Manor House. By the looks of it someone had shot that up and then burnt it, and seeing that made him feel wary and suspicious. In due course he walked all the way to Goldenford and took a shotgun and ammunition from the storeroom at Jeffrey Brothers. With that by him he felt a bit safer.

‘All the same it must have been a disquieting journey. He said that even the main roads were overgrown and that the town bridge was fallen down so he had to chance the old ford to get into the High Street. Standing at the top of the town, he could see the whole place was in just as bad a state as Binscombe—weeds growing up between the setts, shop windows caved in, roofs collapsed. Just total ruin, in fact, and over everything was that great silence.’

‘And no people there either?’

‘No people, no cats, no dogs. Apart from the birds flying overhead and a few cows on a hill in the distance, there was nothing moving at all.’

‘Did he ever find out where everyone had gone?’

‘Ah, now you’re jumping ahead of the story.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Anyway, back he walks to Binscombe, jumping at shadows and clutching his gun, but once again he sees not a soul. By now he was really upset and once he was home he barricaded himself in and curled up to sleep in the same corner as before.’

‘And..?’

‘And that’s where his wife found him the next morning. “What the devil are you doing sleeping on the hallway floor in all your clothes?” she said. “And where did you get that gun?”‘

‘He was back.’

‘Precisely. Well, up he gets and dashes outside. When he saw that there were cars and passers-by and that the roads and houses were well kept up and lived in, he could have wept for joy, so he told me. He turned round to look at his own house and saw that the roof was whole and the chimney in an upright position once more and only then, I think, was he fully convinced that he’d returned to the world he knew. Following on from that he realised what a state he was in and what a picture he looked standing gawping in the front garden with a shotgun in his hands. People were beginning to stare so he quickly nipped back inside.’

‘What did he tell his wife?’

‘Nothing, I don’t think. As I’ve said, whatever love they might once have had was long since dead and buried and they didn’t even talk much anymore. Apparently she assumed he’d been off with a fancy woman whilst he was away, not that she cared overmuch, and it was easier for him not to correct her. Anyhow, he got her to make him a meal and directly after he came to the Argyll for something to steady his nerves—which was when we all saw him as I described to you before.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Well, at first he could hardly bring himself to accept what had occurred as reality but there was the small matter of the shotgun which he now had and hadn’t owned before. He couldn’t discount that as imagination. Understandably, he put the whole business out of his mind and tried to get on with life as best he could. Not being an unduly reflective sort of man helped him with that and he said that he eventually felt safe and normal again when…’

‘He went back.’

‘That’s right. He was alone in his shop in the middle of the morning and bent down to get something out of a box below the counter. When he straightened up again and looked out of the window, everything had changed. The bank and the chemist’s shop opposite were all tumble-down, the pedestrians and shoppers had vanished and there was just that almighty quiet left. His shop looked like a whirlwind had been through it and the sapling was back growing out of the floor and through the broken shop front.’

‘How did he react?’

‘He went straight to the Argyll, broke in and drank a bottle of brandy he found there. After he’d slept that off, he cleaned the bar billiards table up and played game after game into the night—anything to keep his mind off his location I suppose. Eventually he went back to the shop, the next morning presumably, and fell asleep again through sheer nervous exhaustion. When he woke up he found he was back in our Binscombe. Apparently his wife had come along the previous day, found him missing and locked the place up herself.’

‘What did he do this time?’

‘All sorts of things, since he had to take it seriously now. He went to see his priest or pastor or whatever it is the Methodists call their top people but the man turned out to be of a modernistic frame of mind. He asked whether he had problems with his sex life and referred him to a psychiatrist friend. Naturally Bolding wouldn’t hold with that sort of business so he went and tried to get the local C of E man to exorcise him but they don’t believe in such things anymore, or so the vicar said. Eventually, in his desperation, he ended up going to see one of the gypsy (well, Diddecoi really) wise-women at Epsom but she refused to take his money.’

‘Why?’

‘He was being hunted, she said. Another place had claimed him and was drawing closer all the time and there was nothing he could do to change or even delay the matter. She told him to accept gracefully the place that fate had prepared for him and, if he could, to be thankful lest his opposition should bring further misfortune.’

‘And did he accept it? Was he thankful?’

‘Would you? Would you be? Women like her perhaps know things that we don’t, unless they’re all just clever fakes as many say, and maybe they see things differently as a result. However that may be, Jack Bolding was stuck as he was and resignation to fate and all that stuff wasn’t really his way. So no, he didn’t accept or give thanks. In the event, though, he might just as well have done because, whether he accepted it or not, there was precious little he could do about it other than to try and stay in company at all times.’

‘But that didn’t work?’

‘Possibly it did. Leastways he never crossed over when he was with a crowd of people or when someone was looking at him. Even so his travels continued.’

‘Just as before?’

‘Exactly as before because, try as you might, you can’t spend every minute of the day in company—well, not and live a normal, bearable life at the same time. So, to give you some examples: once he woke up and found himself in the other Binscombe. Another time he came out of the garden privy and discovered he’d crossed over. If he was gardening or taking a stroll he couldn’t be sure that his very next step wouldn’t be into the other place. By this stage he’d gone over maybe a dozen times for around one to three days apiece. His wife was quite convinced he was seeing another woman.’

‘How did he deal with that?’

‘He said, “I only wish I were—or a man or boy or donkey!” and she took that funny as you might expect. Mind you, Bolding had been dining on nothing but tongue-pie and cold shoulder from her since she found the shop unattended so it didn’t make much of a difference to the situation between them.’

‘What did he do during these trips?’

‘Explore or drink or weep or despair according to his mood. On one occasion he said that he went as far as London on a bicycle he’d found. Well, that’s over thirty miles or more!’

‘How was London?’

‘The same as everywhere else.’

‘Didn’t he find anyone?’

‘No. He did say that one night he saw a light in the far distance but it only lasted a few seconds and he said it might have been just wishful thinking on his part.’

‘What else did he say?’

‘That Waterloo Bridge had been dynamited by the looks of what remained, and Big Ben was also down. There was no sign of life whatsoever in the City. It was as if everyone had upped and gone one day and there’d not been a single visitor since, until he arrived. Anyway, as I recall, he said that he went and wandered round the British Museum for a while, for want of anything better to do. Then he dined on some tinned food from the Savoy and ended up sleeping under Nelson’s protection in Trafalgar Square. The next thing he knew was being woken up by a policeman and arrested for vagrancy—in our world, needless to say.’

‘So how did it all end?’

‘Well, strangely enough, it was possible that the gypsy woman was at least partially right. Perhaps the other Binscombe was coming ever closer to Mr Bolding because each occasion he went there he was staying longer and longer. As you can imagine, his health and nerves were suffering, not to mention his business. That was shut up half the time since he was either over in the other place or too worried about going there to devote his mind to work. His trade was drifting away, as you might expect, his wife wasn’t talking to him and was fit to leave him at any minute because of the ideas she’d got in her head which he wasn’t able to correct, and generally speaking he felt his role, his reason for being in this world if you like, was dwindling away.

‘So, in the end, he had to give some attention to the life he was leading, willing or no, in the other Binscombe. After all, he was spending a lot of time over there by this stage. Accordingly, he mended the roof of his house and dug the garden over so he could plant vegetables—otherwise he was likely to starve for there wasn’t much food to be found. Apparently he went on foraging expeditions, sometimes as far as Croydon or Winchester, on his bike and he’d be away from the house—the one in the other place that is—for days on end. London he henceforth avoided since he said it gave him the creeps to see that, of all places, overgrown and silent as it was.

‘In time he found most of the tools and suchlike that he needed to survive and he also ransacked a few shops to refurnish his house in finer style than it had ever been in our world! He said he even managed to find an old wind-up gramophone to give him a bit of company.’

‘It sounds almost cosy.’

‘Well I wouldn’t say that exactly. His little, inhabited, cultivated spot was set in a great quiet jungle, so to speak, and I don’t think his life can have been easy. I mean, how could you feel at home in that situation?

 ‘Anyhow, during the times that he was in our world, he took to filling his pockets with seeds and shotgun cartridges and suchlike useful things so that when he crossed over again he’d have something to add to his stores. The point was, you see, that he was growing less and less sure that he ever was coming back here to stay.’

‘Apart from you and he, did anyone else know what was happening?’

‘A few. Some of the wiser and more trusted types—his friends from the Argyll, people he’d grown up with, folks whose family had been here since early times. When things got really serious, he had to take them into his confidence.’

‘But not his wife.’

‘No. That’s merely the way things were. I don’t say it was right.’

‘Okay. How did these people take it?  Did they believe him?’

‘But of course. Jack Bolding never lied, like I’ve already told you. As for your first question, people took the news very well. They rallied round and gave him useful, portable things he could carry round with him ready for the next trip to the other pace.’

‘That sounds a bit cold blooded. What about sympathy?’

‘Sympathy is cheap but help is help and it lasts longer.’

‘Maybe, maybe but even so it was rather an incredible story to accept just like that.’

‘Well, yes and no, because it wasn’t the first time we’d heard of the other place.’

‘No?’

‘No. There’ve been stories about it before from time to time. Your grandfather would have told you about them if he’d lived long enough. Most of the old families around here know about the other place. Some of them have had people visit it, for there’s a variety of means of entry. The ‘Along-side Time’ was the old name for it. I’ve heard it said that some people have lived out their lives there as either volunteers or conscripts like Bolding, though whether that’s true or not I couldn’t swear.’

‘And that’s where he is now?’

‘I presume so. Who can say?’

‘Did he just disappear, never to return?’

‘No. I think he must have had a premonition that the next time he crossed over he wasn’t coming back, because one particular night he came into the Argyll to say his farewells. He said that he’d already kissed his wife goodbye—not that she understood of course.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Not much. He stood us all a drink or two, for he didn’t need money where he was going, and then he asked us to remember him from time to time, seeing as how our paths might be crossing although we’d not know it.’

‘What did he mean?’

‘Well think of it. We could be walking down a street here and in the other Binscombe, Jack might be strolling alongside us in the selfsame street at exactly the same time. It’s possible we could even be occupying the same bit of space!

‘So anyway, we wished him all the best and presented him with one of those Swiss army knives—very useful things, them—which we’d clubbed together to buy, anticipating such an event. We’d put a nice inscription to him on it and it had just about every tool conceivable so I thought we’d chosen well.’

‘And then?’

‘Well, that seemed to choke him a bit so he just said cheerio and left for home.’

‘Never to be seen again.’

‘That’s right. Mind you, we leave a drink on his place at the bar in the Argyll every anniversary of that evening so as to remind us of him and just in case he comes back.’

‘Do you think he ever will?’

‘No, I don’t suppose so. He’s where he’s meant to be.’

Conversation faltered as I harvested the weirdness in. It was an eerie thought. Bolding working away in his garden in Binscombe Crescent, all alone and surrounded by ruins and nature run wild while back here, in our Binscombe Crescent, a family lived out their normal life in the same spot. Then Disvan spoke again, raising suspicions that he’d been trespassing in my mind.

‘Yes, curious concept isn’t it?’ he said. ‘I often wonder if they ever catch a glimpse of his shadow or hear just a faint whisper of his gramophone playing. Perhaps he can sometimes sense some of their activities. Leastways, I hope that’s so because it might be a comfort to him to know that life in his old home goes on. However, nothing of the kind has ever been reported to me.’

‘Yes, I see. I suppose it depends on how close the two Binscombes are to each other, or maybe they even drift apart and then come together again in a cycle.’

‘No one knows, Mr Oakley, although a lot of thought’s been given to it. Not least by those who go there.’

Mr Disvan looked up and round and seemed lost in meditation for a considerable while. What I had just heard equally occupied my mind as I tried, with limited success, to reconcile its other-worldliness with the prosaic normality I saw all about me in the recreation ground. At length he broke the silence.

‘Of course, to those who are aware of it, such knowledge breeds a kind of uncertainty. That’s how I knew, right away before you said anything, that you had a close connection with here. It’s passed on in the blood, and what’s bred in the bone comes out in the meat. It shows in your manner even though you might know nothing about it.’

‘What do you mean, ‘uncertainty’?’

‘Well, consider Mr Oakley; there you are on a misty street, or turning a corner during a solitary walk, or waking in a darkened room, or even leaving your front door, and the question always arises. Which Binscombe am I in?’

 

 

 






  








TILL DEATH DO US PART

 

‘It is rather good, though I say it myself,’ said Mr Morton and even I, for all my ignorance of fish, had to share in the general admiration of the monster catch he’d brought in to the Argyll.

‘How big is it?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Just a touch over fifteen pounds.’ 

‘I’ll warrant that’s an all time record catch for the lake.’

‘Possibly, possibly,’ replied Morton with characteristic modesty. ‘The Club Captain thought it might be, but the old records will need to be checked before we can say for sure.’

Disvan was adamant. ‘Take my word for it, Harry; that pike is the biggest ever caught in Broadwater or I’m a Dutchman.

‘How about donating it to the Argyll?’ said our host. ‘I’d be prepared to have it stuffed and mounted in a frame, all nice like, with a bit of water weed in the background and a little plaque on the front.’

‘I’d be happy to give it to you, just so long as the fishing club’s name was given due prominence, of course. It’s only because of the experience I’ve gained with them over the years that I was able to catch the fish.’

‘Nonsense, Harry,’ said the landlord, ‘you’re too self-effacing. You’ve forgotten more about fishing than that lot ever knew. Look at the way they stand out in the cold and rain for hours with not a minnow to show for it. Whereas you on the other hand—well, I can’t recall the last fishing trip you didn’t bring in a whopper. When you’re allowed to go, that is,’ he added darkly.

Mr Morton steadfastly ignored this passing reference to Mrs Morton (who was well known to us all) although a brief shadow crossed his face.

‘Yes, I think the fish would look nice in a case above the bar. Perhaps you should take it now and put it in your freezer.’

‘Righto. I’ll ring up the brewery tomorrow and see if they’ll cough up the necessary. ‘A sporting trophy,’ I’ll say, ‘the displaying of which is intended to encourage the regular patronage of the local Angling Society.’ You have to dangle increased profits in front of them before they’ll sanction a new towel for the gents nowadays you see. It’s the company accountants up in Reading to blame—never been in a public house in their lives I bet. Wine-bar types, more like it.’

The subject of brewery policy was one of the landlord’s pet hobby-horses, one he could ride into a mad lathering gallop given a hint of encouragement. Accordingly no one spoke for a moment in order that a little blessed peace might settle. Mr Disvan, safe in his local authority, was the natural person to resume the conversation, and when he did so it was in order to steer us back to the uncontroversial subject of the silver white corpse before us—a being whose every passion was spent, whose hunger had been finally satisfied, and whose ears could no longer take offence.

‘Pike specialist are you, Harry?’

Morton considered this, seeking as ever for the strictly truthful answer before replying.

‘Only in a manner of speaking; I don’t think there’s a kind of native fish that I haven’t gone for at some time or other but, yes, I like taking pike because there’s an especial lot of thought and cunning involved.’ 

‘What did you use to catch it?’ asked someone.

Morton looked a little shamefaced. ‘Ah... livebait, I’m afraid. A small gudgeon. It’s sad, but that’s the best way to do it.’

‘Vicious looking brute, isn’t he,’ said the landlord.

‘She, actually, but yes, they are vicious as we would see it, although they’re just obeying their orders, so to speak.’

‘Just obeying orders isn’t a valid defence, Harry. Nuremberg War Trials 1945,’ said Disvan.

‘Well no, Mr Disvan, but that’s with reference to Nazis, not fish. Fish have to do what the Almighty designed them to do, like it or not.’

 ‘Perhaps,’ said Disvan—refusing, however unreasonably, to relinquish the last word.

I sensed the start of one of the long, discursive and ultimately absurd dialogues peculiar to Binscombe people who saw nothing strange in debating Nazi fish or the ethics of aquatic life, but this one, sadly perhaps, died the death. Instead, conversation lingered fitfully in the realms of the material world.

‘The pike used to be called “the water wolf” you know,’ said Mr Morton, ‘seeing as it’s so savage. In fact, some of the older anglers still call it that so as to keep in mind what they’re trying to catch.’

‘Is it true that they pull down ducklings?’ said the landlord.

‘Apparently, though I’ve never seen it done. They’re quite capable of it and this one was certainly strong enough.’

‘A sort of duck version of Jaws, eh, Harry?’

‘What?’

‘Jaws. A film.’

‘Was it about fishing?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘This one’s been around for years and years ruling the roost in Broadwater,’ Morton continued, unworried by his lack of cinematic knowledge. ‘She’s been hooked before so we knew about her but up to now she’s always managed to slip away.’

‘Well,’ said the landlord, putting his face down on a level with the fish’s, ‘that’s an end to your little game. No more duckies for you.’

‘In America,’ said Morton, ‘there’s a species of pike called muskel-something which can be six foot in length.’

The Landlord continued his eyeball-to-eyeball gloat over the fish for only a few seconds more after receiving this intelligence. He withdrew his face and stood up.

‘Well, even if you do have relatives taller than I am, it’s still the end of your game.’

This reassertion of human supremacy might just as well have been directed to Mr Morton for, a few seconds after, the pub door crashed open and Mrs Morton not so much entered as boarded the premises.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ she shouted.

Harry looked around for support but found none. The group beside him melted away as if from one singled out by the finger of the Grim Reaper. Even the Landlord, whose home after all it was, suddenly found some urgent glass washing and bottle rearranging to do. Only Disvan, for reasons best known to himself, and I, a poor ‘foreigner’, stood by Morton, whose pallor was fast becoming as pale as that of the fish on the bar. Elsewhere, embarrassed conversations started as, out of the best of intentions, everyone pretended their minds were any place other than on Harry’s humiliation.

‘I said,’ she continued from the open doorway, ‘where the hell have you been?’ 

‘Fishing,’ Harry replied with a defiance in which not even the most generously inclined witness could detect conviction.

‘And—what—about—the—bloody—decorating, you stupid little man?  Fish we can buy any time, but the house is where I have to live, damn it—in case you’d forgotten. Didn’t I set this weekend aside for decorating?’

‘Well you did, but...’

‘So you go fishing.’

‘It was a club match and I’d already promised...’

‘Shut up.’

‘But....’

‘Come here.’

He did so, slowly perhaps and with an apology to each group of locals he passed, but come he did like a puppy to its bath. At length, upon his arrival at the door, Mrs Morton placed her formidable hand upon his back and propelled him through. At us, huddled together like a defeated tribe, she cast a leisurely glance that conveyed within it a degree of withering contempt worthy of a great actress. Then she made to sweep out when Disvan’s commanding tones broke the silence.

‘Mary Morton,’ he said, pointing at her but without the least trace of anger in his voice, ‘woman and girl I’ve known you, and you never were any good. You’ll come to a bad end.’

I’d never heard Disvan directly rebuke anyone in this way before and in Binscombe terms it should have been the equivalent of excommunication and lifelong exile rolled into one.

For all the effect on Mrs Morton it might as well have been a sheep’s growl. Eyes blazing with grim delight she wordlessly advanced, like the war machine of a science fiction epic, upon Disvan, stood before him a second, and then, with a gesture of disdain, flicked off his Panama hat.

The whole episode, from the moment of her entry, had seemed improper, and seeing Disvan, bareheaded and saddened, gazing at Mary Morton’s retreating back, made it doubly so. Accordingly, as if by common consent, when the pub door slammed shut behind the female fighting fury, one and all acted as if nothing had occurred.

With considerable dignity, given the circumstances, Disvan retrieved his hat and resumed his place at the bar. The landlord now felt able to abandon his bottles and joined us once more.

‘There goes a man who must envy the dead,’ he said.

‘Poor devil,’ I replied. ‘Why does he stand for it?’

‘God knows.’

As ever, Disvan winced slightly at this cavalier attitude to the third commandment.  ‘Now, now,’ he said, ‘I’m sure she must have some redeeming features otherwise he wouldn’t stay with her.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure. It has to be said that although Morton’s a very nice man, a very nice man indeed, he’s also a fool and too weak to leave her. You know that she’s off with other men, don’t you?’

I raised my eyebrows in a gesture that committed me to no particular opinion and Disvan said, ‘So they say,’ in a tone that meant: yes, I do know and no, I don’t approve of gossip.

‘Flaunts it in his face she does, but still he don’t do anything about it. Too weak and foolish.’

‘Since when,’ said Disvan, ‘has a weakness of character made anyone a fool?  It’s just the way he was born.’

‘Ah, well now you’re getting back to the morals of fish and Nazi war crimes, and I’m afraid I’m not much of a one for philosophy.’

The landlord turned away, bringing a physical end to the conversation and pseudo-inquest on the distasteful incident which had preceded it. He took with him the monster pike which had lain on the bar throughout. On his way he raised it to his face level as if in conversation.

‘It’s all your fault,’ he informed it.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Oh yes. Horrible agony!’

Inhibitions loosened by barley wine, Doctor Bani-Sadr was regaling, if that is the right word, the assembled company in the Argyll with an account of Mrs Morton’s sudden and tragic death.

‘But how on earth did she come to eat a fish-hook, of all things?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Because it was embedded in a fish she was eating at the time. It was an old, rusty hook that the fish must have swallowed whole at some point in the past and in the course of time it became enveloped in the flesh of the still living fish. It’s an unusual process but not unknown.’

‘Still, you’d think she’d have felt it in her mouth when she chewed the fish.’

‘Did you ever see her eat?’ said the landlord. ‘ “Guts”, we used to call her at school, ‘cause she’d put food down like it was going to be snatched away from her. A very distressing sight.’

‘That’s what I presume happened,’ said the doctor. ‘Anyway, by the time I was called and then the ambulance got her into hospital, half her insides were torn to shreds. Horrible agony as I said. Nothing we could do to save her—disembowelled from the inside, she was. Last time I saw anything that bad was a booby trap the Mau-Mau rigged up when I was doing my National Service. It did much the same to my colour-sergeant.’

‘You said she’d come to a bad end, Mr Disvan,’ said the landlord.

‘I wasn’t prophesying when I said it,’ he replied, ‘and I wouldn’t wish what happened to her on anyone.’

‘Ay-up!’

This sotto voce warning came from someone who chanced to be facing the door while the above exchange went on. We instinctively quietened and looked cautiously round to see that Mr Morton had entered the bar. He was dressed in a dark suit with black armbands attached with clumsy stitches and he seemed as genuinely sombre as his attire.

‘Good morning, Mr Disvan, Doctor Bani-Sadr, gentlemen.’

‘Hello there, Harry,’ said the landlord. ‘Is there anything I can get you?’

‘No, thank you kindly, I’ve got to be at the funeral shortly. I just popped in to say a general thank you to you all for the card and words of commiseration I’ve received. Perhaps I might see a few of you at the service. You’d be very welcome.’

There was a polite non-committal rumble in response to this invitation and the proprieties thus being served, Morton took his leave.

‘Is anyone going?’ asked our host.

‘Not I,’ said someone.

‘The only reason I’d go is to make damn sure she goes under,’ said another of obviously similar opinion.

‘We all clubbed together to send a wreath,’ rejoined the first, ‘to show a bit of respect for Harry. Why go any further and make hypocrites of ourselves?’

‘Still, someone ought to go, to represent the village. How about you, Mr Disvan?’

‘Very well, I’ll go, even though she never bore any love for me.’

‘When did she ever bear any love for anyone in her life?’ said the man who’d criticised her before.

The landlord leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially in my ear, ‘She led him a terrible dance when he was a youngster, enticed him on and then jilted him. That’s why he’s so bitter.’

‘Well, when you’ve all finished speaking ill of the dead,’ announced Mr Disvan, ‘I still think there ought to be a village contingent, however small, at the interring. Will you accompany me, Mr Oakley?’

I had felt a guilty twinge of sympathy for the friendless Mary Morton and so said that I would.

‘So will I,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘Since I both delivered her and was there when she died, I might as well see the story through.’

‘Three of you, that’ll do,’ said the landlord. ‘Mind you, you’d best be off in a minute if you’re to catch the service.’

‘Let’s not take things too far,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Remember who we’re talking about. It’ll be enough if we’re present at the graveside afterwards. Your round I believe, Mr Oakley?’

 

*  *  *

 

At length Mr Disvan consulted his digital watch and said we should be going. The church was a mere half mile away and so we set off on foot at an easy pace through the intent grouplets of Saturday shoppers.

‘So you were there when she died were you, doctor?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘I was. One of the most harrowing deaths I’ve seen in forty years of medical practise, I might add.’

‘Because of the pain she was in?’ I tentatively suggested.

‘Well no... not entirely.’

Mr Disvan’s tone was far more definite. ‘No. Because of what she said.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr stopped in his tracks and stared at Disvan with mixed suspicion and curiosity. A group of ladies who’d been half-heartedly inspecting a greengrocer’s window display turned to regard our little drama.

‘How did you know?’ said the doctor.

‘I didn’t,’ Disvan replied. ‘It just seemed unlikely that Mary Morton would leave the world behind without a parting shot—at poor old Harry I suppose.’

Bani-Sadr seemed placated by this response. ‘Ah I see. Well, as long as it’s only deduction you’re using this time that’s okay.’

This seemed the sort of statement that was worth following up in the hope of obtaining precious information about the Disvan phenomenon but now was neither the time or the place.

Seeing that nothing violent or interesting would come of our little debate the women turned back slowly to their scrutiny of fruit and veg.

We went on our way as before.

‘Do you want to know what she said?’

‘Only if you want to tell us.’

Bani-Sadr considered this for a small while.

‘Yes I think I do although I’m not clear as to why. In the normal course of things doctors have to keep a lot of secrets.’

‘Well, just as you wish.’

‘Just between us, mind you—oh, and you too of course, Mr Oakley—but no further.’

‘You have our word,’ said Disvan speaking for me (albeit correctly) as he did distressingly often.

‘What appalled me, you see, was the bitterness. I’ve never seen such an intensity of bitterness and malevolence—not just at her husband, although he got the brunt, but also at the nurses, the world, the universe. She was willing to take them all on.’

‘That was her great strength, if you can call it that,’ Disvan concurred.

‘Well she certainly had strength from some source or other, but in the end it didn’t do her any good. Quite the opposite, in fact, for it made her agony long and drawn out. We were just applying more powerful sedatives and getting ready to operate when she surged out of the doze we’d managed to get her in and sat up straight on the table—something she shouldn’t have been able to do with all the damage sustained and all the drugs she’d got in her. Anyway, possible or not, she sat up and grabbed Harry by the lapels—we’d brought him in since she was likely to go at any moment—and dragged him towards her so they were eyeball to eyeball. “Don’t think I’m going to let you go fishing!” she shouted and then fell back. Dead.’

‘Sounds a ghastly scene,’ I said, visualising it all too clearly.

‘You don’t know the half of it. Even when she was gone we still had a struggle with her. She’d gripped Harry’s lapels so tight it took two nurses and the anaesthetist to prise her fists open so he could get away. By that time poor old Harry was in a fine old state. Imagine it, your wife’s last words being a threat. And a vicious, empty one at that.’

Curiosity overcame my better judgement and, just as we drew near the church, I could not forbear to ask something that had been preying on my mind since I heard of Mrs Morton’s death.

‘Between us, do you think that... I mean, is it possible that Harry...’

‘That Harry what?’ said Disvan seemingly nonplussed.

‘Well, given the way in which she died and what caused it, you know... a fishing hook.’

Enlightenment clearly dawned on Disvan’s face.

‘You mean did Harry murder her?’

His voice was loud enough to attract the attention of several passers-by and I keenly avoided their ensuing scrutiny.

‘Well yes, that’s what I do mean.’

‘Put your mind at rest, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan as Doctor Bani-Sadr nodded firmly in agreement, ‘the only thing Harry has ever hurt or ever could hurt is a fish or the maggots he uses to catch them. The fact that it was a fish hook of all things that took Mary Morton away is just one of the proofs that the Almighty has a sense of humour.’

 

*  *  *

 

The funeral was a wretched affair.  Shamefully few people issued from the church after the memorial service to join us by the graveside. Aside from us three, only her husband, a distant and aged relative (whom we later learned was very keen on such services) and the priest were there to see Mary Morton off on her final journey.

Father Wiltshire was well aware of the nature of the person he was burying, but with the Christian charity and easy-going nature for which he was well known, he still managed to put a depth of feeling into his words. I, alas, could muster no such creditable sentiments and so began to study the people gathered together for this inadequate peace-making with death.

The elderly, distant relative seemed unaware of her surroundings and looked blankly to a horizon personal to herself. I speculated that she was travelling down the years and reviewing the other, more grievous, funerals she had doubtless known.

Doctor Bani-Sadr, who was well known to be a free thinker or even pagan, ignored the priest’s words and allowed his gaze to range widely from the undertaker’s bearers waiting patiently by with the coffin, to the heads of vaguely curious passers-by visible over the churchyard wall and then back to the grave which yawned to take Mary’s remains into eternity.

Mr Disvan appeared, for all I could tell, to be listening to Father Wiltshire’s words of comfort and consolation but where his thoughts ranged, as always, I could not discern.

At length I looked at Harry Morton and was shocked to see that, even more than the doctor, he was paying no attention to the service. His rapt attention was fixed beyond us, on the glint, just visible between the churchyard yew trees, of Broadwater Lake. Meanwhile, presumably unbeknown to himself, his hands made a reeling motion as he played an imaginary fish.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Long time no see, Harry,’ said the landlord. ‘How are you finding the single life ?’

‘Very well, thank you.’

‘What’ll you have?’

‘A rum and Coca-Cola, I think, please.’

‘What?  Not the usual half of mild?’

‘No, not today. I fancy a rum and coke.’

‘Large or small?’

‘Large, certainly.’

‘Coming straight up.’

‘Been doing much fishing?’ I asked innocently, clearly remembering the scene by the graveside even though several months had since passed.

‘No. I thought I should observe a period of mourning as a mark of respect to poor Mary.’

‘I see.’

‘But of course one can’t go mourning for ever,’ he continued eagerly, ‘and it’s about fishing that I’ve come to see you all.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Disvan.

‘Well, what I had in mind was a fishing expedition down to the coast. I could organise a boat for each day and lodgings in a bed and breakfast place. We could take beer and sandwiches out with us when we’re fishing and then go and visit the bright lights when we’re not.’

‘Sounds fine,’ said Disvan. ‘You say you’d organise it?’

‘Yes, start to finish.’

‘How will you find the time?’

‘That’s the least of my worries, I’ve got plenty of time nowadays.’

‘We thought you were decorating the house, inside and out,’ said the landlord.

‘Oh, that can wait. It’ll still be there when we get back.’

‘Not all of us have rods.’

‘I’ve got a number of spare ones all ready to use. I’ve been using my leisure to overhaul my fishing tackle, you see, so it’s all in tip-top condition and raring to go. If we need anything more I’ll hire it.’

‘Well you seem to have it all thought out, Harry,’ Mr Disvan commented, seemingly impressed.

‘I have. What about you, Mr Oakley, I take it you’ll be joining us?’

‘But I don’t fish.’

‘Doesn’t matter. You can always learn or just come along for the beer and company.’

‘But...’

‘No buts please, Mr Oakley, you come along and you’ll thank me for it afterwards.’

‘Well, okay then.’

‘Good. Right, I’ll make a list of the rest.’

And so it was that, within the space of ten minutes, the transformed and forceful Harry Morton had signed most of us up in his little venture and even extracted deposit money from many. The landlord had agreed to supply quantities of bottled beer as his contribution to the jaunt and others had promised to bring provisions.

‘Right then, that’s all settled. I’ll see about the boat and accommodation for the weekend and I’ll fix up a mini-bus to get us there. We’ll meet outside the Argyll, 7 o’clock sharp Friday evening, okay?’

A ragged chorus of yes sort of noises answered this and, thus placated, Harry took both himself and his optimistic bustling energy out of the pub.

‘Was that Harry Morton, or an engaging impostor?’ asked the landlord.

‘It was a post-liberation-of-the-slaves Harry,’ said someone.

‘A walking advertisement for bereavement,’ said another.

‘I’m told that when the life assurance people pay up he’ll be quite well off,’ a third chipped in.

The landlord smiled benevolently. ‘Life, I’d like you to meet Harry Morton. Harry Morton, meet Life. I hope you’ll get on together.’

 

*  *  *

 

In the event, Mr Morton’s arrangements for the weekend trip were faultless. Our party was conveyed by the promised mini-bus to Coast Lodge, a beach-side boarding house of quite unreasonable comfort and friendliness. We went en masse, after an excellent tea, to inspect the craft Harry had hired for us and within an hour of our arrival by the sea we were venturing forth upon it. The owners of the guest house, a big-built man and his attractive wife came down to the beach with their two dogs to wave us off. Even the weather seemed willing to add its blessing to Mr Morton’s brain child and granted us a warm, clear and still evening. In due course the stars came out and those of us who were not fishing, myself included, could give our full attention to the marvellous display they provided.

It was, I decided, an idyllic setting. We had moored perhaps a mile offshore at a point equidistant from the silent bright lights of Hastings on one side and Eastbourne on the other. Behind us were scattered points of yellow light marking the position of Pevensey and Pevensey Bay and I looked, without success, to see if I could make out the dark bulk of the hybrid Romano-Norman castle that we had passed in the bus earlier on.

A relaxed and contented quiet had settled over us after the initial attack on the supplies brought from home, and fishermen and observers alike seemed happily lost in their thoughts. The gentle lapping of the sea upon the boat and shore saved the silence from seeming unnatural.

Mr Disvan had produced a large meerschaum pipe from somewhere and was looking out over the sea while he smoked it. This surprised me on two counts for, in the first place, I had never seen him smoke before, and secondly because the smoke, when it reached me, was aromatic and sweet and entirely unlike that of normal tobacco. I tried to place where I’d encountered that herbal smell before and realised quickly that it was in the context of the concerts and student bed-sits of my early university days. I was wondering just how to frame the question that naturally sprang to mind when Mr Disvan saved me the trouble by addressing me:

‘Looking for the castle are you, Mr Oakley?’

‘Well, I was a moment ago, yes.’

‘You won’t be able to see it; there are no lights there at all—but that’s the direction you’d need to look in.’

He indicated with his finger the general line of sight.

‘A very interesting place, that,’ he continued. ‘Probably the last organised centre of resistance against the invaders in the Wealden area.’

‘What invaders?’

‘You lot. The Angles and Saxons and Jutes of course.’

‘Oh, you’re talking of way back, are you. Yes, I understand now.’

‘In Roman times it was a port with its own squadron of war ships and a garrison of professional fighting men. Then when the Roman ways began to fail, I suppose people turned to it for guidance and protection.’

‘But without success, presumably.’

‘That’s right. Time moves on, you see, and their particular time was over. There’s little point in fighting against it although people persevere in doing so. However, while it lasted and there were men to man the walls, Pevensey Castle would have been the focal point of this stretch of coast. The last flickering light of Roman civilisation you might say, if you were feeling poetic.’

With this thought he lapsed into silence again leaving me to contemplate Roman Britain’s last stand. I was just succeeding in visualising these stoic, doomed defenders (it was hard to imagine them without togas and legionary armour) when Disvan again broke my train of thought.

‘Actually I’m misleading you to a certain extent,’ he said absently. ‘In those times the Castle wasn’t a castle but what you might more properly call a fort, and its name was Anderida, not Pevensey. Similarly, I very much doubt that the men who held it were what we would understand as soldiers. A very late Roman document mentions a unit of barbarian mercenaries there.’

‘You’re very knowledgeable about all this.’

‘So I should be.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Nothing.’

He puffed away at his pipe, perhaps just the hint of a satisfied grin on his face at this drawing out of my restrained curiosity.

‘So what happened?’

‘They all died. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says that in 491 AD, and I quote: “Aelle and Cissa besieged Andredes Ceaster and slew all who were in there. Not one Briton was left alive”.’

‘You’ve been genning up on this specially for the trip.’

‘No, I promise you not.’

‘And with them, I suppose, went the last memory of Rome in the region.’

‘Possibly not, but what does it matter? The invaders prevailed and we’re a whole civilisation away from the events of that time. People should forget.’

This puzzled and intrigued me. ‘Forget? I thought they had. Come on, out with it for once, Mr Disvan, what exactly do you mean?’

He looked relaxedly at me for a while and then opened his mouth to speak when, just at that moment, Harry let out a loud excited cry. Our attention was naturally diverted, and I thus never learnt the nature of Disvan’s intended reply.

‘What is it, Harry?’ said someone.

‘It’s a catch, a catch,’ he replied excitedly. ‘My first in three months!’

‘Good on you, boy,’ said the landlord, ‘bring ‘er on in.’

Morton needed little urging; he played the fish like the natural he was, alternately feeding the line out and then feverishly reeling the victim in to its doom.

‘A big-un is it, Harry?’ said the off-duty Binscombe Community Policeman who was along with us.

‘Moderate. Nothing enormous, but quite promising.’

‘Well come on then, let’s have a look at it.’

‘I’ve nearly got it, she’s weakening.’  Harry pulled the rod almost vertical and reeled hard. ‘Here we go!’

As these words escaped his lips, the water at the boat’s edge erupted and from the water spout a large white figure surged with blinding speed to grasp Morton’s fishing rod.

Harry screamed (it’s possible that we all did) and attempted to retreat, but his collar was quickly grasped by an implacable strong arm. As we all cravenly drew back and abandoned him to his fate, Morton was gradually drawn to the boat’s rail until his knees were hard against it and he had to fight to stop himself being dragged over.

What was once Mary Morton was considerably the worst for wear but still instantly recognisable as the woman we had known. With one arm over the rail and the other clasped like a lover’s around Harry’s neck, she stared with sightless eyes into her husband’s terrified face while drawing him, slowly but surely, towards her. As he came she mouthed angry words and phrases at him but no sound came forth from the badly damaged throat.

Sensing the inevitable end to this unequal struggle, Harry recovered a modicum of self control and turned to face us:

‘Help me, please, she’s going to kill me!’

Mr Disvan stepped forward and shouted something that I either didn’t quite catch or that was in a language I didn’t understand. It seemed to have some effect because the monster woman turned to look at us for the first time.

Being under the relentless scrutiny of that dead, white face made me forget Harry’s plight for a moment and wish with all my heart that Disvan had not attracted her attention. Fortunately (for us) the experience was not prolonged, for she shook her green matted hair and with a controlled, almost languid, motion spat contemptuously at Disvan before returning to her grisly endeavours.

She tightened her embrace and drew Harry right up to her waterlogged, naked body. Then, with a final heave, our friend’s feet were lifted completely off the deck and the one-time husband and wife fell back into the water.

Even then, it seemed, the battle continued, for vigorous splashing noises could be heard interspersed with occasional desperate cries and, perhaps inspired or shamed by Morton’s tenacious fight for life, I shook off my paralysis and rushed to help.

Quite what I intended to do remains unclear to this day, but en route to the point of Harry’s departure I grabbed a boat hook, possibly with vain hopes of killing what was already dead.

Wielding this inadequate weapon I leaned, perhaps foolishly, over the side and instantly found myself face to face with the woman I’d seen buried a few months before. She was half raised out of the sea as, with both of her hands on the top of his head, she pushed her spouse beneath the waves. All that was visible of Harry was his pate and two wildly flailing arms. Realising that she was observed, the creature looked at me and grinned in triumph. For a mere second or so we exchanged glances as she went about her work. What Mary Morton saw in my face I cannot guess nor wish to speculate but for my part I recall only her white, water-filled eyeballs and the complete absence of earthly life behind them. It was a sight that will accompany me, ever fresh, till I at last reach my own grave.

Weakly and, I was later told, in a state of some shock, I fell back.

Our last sight of Harry Morton was of him being borne away, seemingly still alive, with his head clamped firmly under one of his wife’s arms while the other propelled them strongly out to sea. A final despairing yell wafted back to us and then the gloom swallowed them up.

For several long minutes silence reigned on the boat before the constable aboard felt it his duty to try and rally us.

‘He fell overboard,’ he stated authoritatively. ‘He accidentally fell overboard and for some inexplicable reason went down like a stone. That’s what we’ll say. What with both me and Mr Disvan testifying, no suspicion will fall upon us.’

‘You can’t be serious!’ I interjected rather loudly. ‘You saw what happened to Harry and you’ll just say he fell overboard?’

‘It’s for the best, Mr Oakley,’ said the landlord gently.

‘After all,’ agreed another, ‘in a manner of speaking, that’s what did happen. He did fall overboard. We don’t have to say how exactly, do we?’

‘Look at it this way, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan in as kindly a voice as I’d yet heard him use, ‘what else could you say?  Nobody would believe you, and getting yourself into a mess in that way won’t bring Harry back, will it?’

Once considered, Disvan’s argument seemed unanswerable, but even so a wave of bitterness at Morton’s fate and the world in general swept over me.

‘Whatever happened to the truth, Mr Disvan?’

‘It lost credibility Mr Oakley, and went into hiding.’

‘Amen,’ said the policeman. ‘Put the boat about. Let’s head for home.’

 

*  *  *

 

Mr Morton’s body was washed ashore several days later, ‘slightly bashed  about and nibbled by the fishes,’ as the blunt and thick-skinned coastguard told Mr Disvan on the telephone.

After the legal formalities of autopsy and inquest were served, it therefore fell upon us to attend a second and final Morton funeral within the space of a few months. In contrast, however, to the previous occasion, a sizeable crowd of sincere mourners were present at the obsequies and people were arrayed two or three deep around the graveside.

To my horror I saw that it was intended to bury Harry in a double grave with his late wife, and I whispered to Mr Disvan who was beside me.

‘This is appalling. Can’t we do something to prevent it?’

‘On what grounds, Mr Oakley?’ he answered with a shrug.

Once again, as soon as I gave it more than cursory thought, any mention of the truth became obviously impossible.

‘What I don’t understand,’ I continued quietly, ‘is how she followed us there. I mean, was she physically there? Did she walk all that way travelling by night maybe? How did she know where we were?’

‘The ways of the departed are not like ours, Mr Oakley. They see different things and are subject to different rules.’

‘My God!’ I said suddenly—and too loudly, for Father Wiltshire looked up and gave me a reproving glance. ‘Look, the soil on her grave is all disturbed and churned up. She’s been out of there!’

Disvan attempted to calm me. ‘Not necessarily. The earth on her grave hasn’t had time to settle properly yet, and the digging of Harry’s trench would have disturbed hers anyway.’

I remained unplacated, however. ‘Will she rest now, do you think?’

‘Yes, I would imagine so, Mr Oakley. She got her own way in the end. Harry was made to do as he was told and that was all that ever really mattered to her. He’s back in her power now, so perhaps she’ll be satisfied.’

I fell silent and the sun seemed to lose its warmth as I pondered how Mary Morton had spent the hours after leaving our world behind, and by what long weary roads she had travelled to the sea and her moment of victory.

While I was thus lost in thought, the policeman edged his way over to us and discreetly sought our attention.

‘You seem out of sorts, Mr Oakley.’

Mr Disvan answered for me. ‘I believe he is, Stan.’

‘And would I be right in saying it’s because you think that the Morton woman’s finally won?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you would be right.’

‘There you are then! Can I tell him, Mr Disvan?’

Disvan mused for a moment and then nodded his head. The constable turned animatedly to me and whispered in my ear.

 ‘She’s not going to win. Harry is—finally and conclusively and in a fitting manner. We’re not leaving Harry to spend eternity alongside her. We’re going to weigh her down in death the way she weighed Harry down in life, and we’re going to feed her to Harry’s beloved fish in Broadwater Lake.’

‘What on earth do you mean?’

He looked left and right before replying, as if he feared eavesdroppers, even though all those present were well disposed Binscombe folk.

‘What I mean, Mr Oakley, is an unofficial midnight exhumation party. Are you with us?’

I looked at Mr Disvan for confirmation of what I thought I’d heard. He coolly returned my gaze from the edge of his eyes.

‘It seems reasonable, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘She forbade Harry to go fishing and Providence appears prepared to let that be enforced, even from beyond the grave. However, nothing was said that she shouldn’t await judgement day sleeping with the fishes.’

 

 

 






  








ONLY ONE CAREFUL OWNER

 

‘Good wood, Albert,’ cried someone as Mr Whiteburgh’s bowl gently kissed the side of the jack on its way past, thereby making the ultimate victory of the Binscombe team seem all the more certain.

Less demonstrative, but just as enthusiastic, Mr Disvan joined with the round of appreciative applause.

‘They’ll not catch us now,’ he confided to me.

The home Goldenford side appeared to share this view and started to relax the frightening degree of concentration they always brought to this local derby. A few of them went so far as to strike up easygoing conversations with their opponents, probably about the drinking which normally followed the game, and the events of the year since the last one.

Although I would not have admitted it in present company, I was relatively indifferent to the match’s outcome. My motives for attending had more to do with the idyllic setting and attendant jollities than any burning desire to witness victory. Someone who was observing me rather than the game would have noticed that, for the most part, my attention was devoted to the river which flowed beside the bowling green and to the boggy Lammas lands beyond. For all my years of residence, I had yet to find in myself the professed and fervid Binscombe patriotism of my circle of friends.

The church clock struck seven. The sun was just setting over its Norman tower and casting a friendly if waning light over the raised ground of the graveyard. Mr Disvan had told me that the vast yews which stood within it had, in their comparative youth, probably provided longbows for the battles of the Hundred Years War. I’d read elsewhere, however, that the best bow staves had been generally imported from Spain. Even so, it was a pleasing notion and so I had kept my sceptical modern theories to myself.

It seemed to me that the setting could be part of a ‘This England’ calendar scene, and I one of the anonymous archetypal Englishmen within it.

As very often happened, no sooner had any halfway agreeable idea entered my head than the world somehow instantly intruded to blow the concept asunder. In this particular instance, the world’s emissary was the screech of car brakes and the repeated sounding of a horn.

Everyone looked up to see that a yellow Ford Fiesta had come to a halt, quite illegally it should be said, on the road that ran parallel to the river and the associated recreation grounds. The highway was some way off and so the owner of the offending vehicle could not be made out.

‘Anyone recognise it?’ said the Goldenford Captain, a burly red-faced man with arms like giant hams. Nobody did and so the game continued.

Obviously frustrated by our lack of response to his signals, the motorist left his car and set off towards us on foot. Another figure, a female one, similarly alighted and followed on at a lesser pace. It seemed their intentions were friendly, for the young man in the lead was waving at us.

‘I know who it is,’ said Mr Disvan, squinting at the approaching visitors. ‘It’s Trevor Jones and his young lady.’

‘Who are they?’ I inquired.

‘Don’t you know them? They’re both Binscombe people. Their families have been around here for a long, long time.’

‘I don’t recall the name.’

‘Possibly not; they’ve both been away at university so you may have missed meeting them.’

‘I see.’

‘We’re very proud of them. As far as I know, they’re the first Binscombe youngsters to go to university, apart from the Tamlyn boy who went to theological college, which isn’t quite the same thing. Also, they started courting before they went away, so they’ve done well to stay together all that time, given the temptations and distractions.’

‘I suppose they have.’

By this time the young couple were almost upon us. Close to, I now recognised them as people I’d seen very occasionally, although never to speak to. The young man, Trevor, as I now knew him to be, appeared bright and personable even if his taste in clothes ran to the somewhat garish. His ‘young lady’, as Mr Disvan quaintly termed her, was as dark haired and dark complexioned as her boyfriend was fair, and seemed as quietly demure as he, by all tokens so far, was not.

Jones sauntered up, a broad relaxed smile on his face.

‘Hello, everyone. Mr Disvan, how are you?’

The men of Goldenford were not used to even such a mild manifestation of eccentricity as this and looked to Disvan for guidance. Should the stranger be dealt with, or could the game continue?

‘It’s okay,’ Mr Disvan announced, ‘he’s known to us.’

Jones seemed genuinely amazed that anyone should doubt this. ‘That’s right,’ he said, ‘carry on.’

And, with perhaps the merest tokens of disbelief, this they did.

Young Trevor shook hands with Disvan and was then introduced to me. As eve,r the seemingly irrelevant point of my family’s ancient links with Binscombe was brought up in the same breath as my name. The young lady turned out to be called Tania, Tania Knott, although the apparent intention was that her name should soon become Jones as well. Whereas Trevor’s greeting to me was amiability itself, it struck me that her words of introduction betokened more human warmth behind them.

‘So you’re back from university, are you?’ said Mr Wessner, our ‘man from the Town Hall’, stating the obvious as a conversational gambit.

‘Yes,’ Trevor smiled, ‘we’re finished there now. The results will be out in a month or so and then we’ll know whether we’ve wasted the last three years or not.’

‘We’ve every confidence in you,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘I’m sure you’ll do well in your exams.’

Trevor smiled knowingly at Tania. ‘Let’s hope your faith isn’t misplaced,’ he said.

‘What subject did you read?’ I asked.

‘Electrical engineering; we both did.’

‘Oh, that’s interesting because—‘

Mr Disvan closed off this avenue of inquiry by interrupting. ‘And what are you up to at the moment?’

‘Decorating mostly, in between writing job applications. As you know, Tania’s father gave us a place in Quarry Lane as an advance wedding present and it needs quite a bit of work doing on it.’

‘Yes,’ said Disvan, ‘I know the place. It used to belong to a couple called Bellingham, Jehovah’s Witnesses as I recall. When the wife died, old man Bellingham lost interest in things, religion included, and let the house and garden go rather.’

‘Anyway,’ said Trevor, ‘that’s all getting away from why I came over to see you. I wanted you all to see our car.’

‘You’ve bought a car?’ said the landlord who was with us.

‘Yep, our first. We got it today.’

‘We’ve just driven it back from the car auction,’ added Tania. ‘It seems very nice. Come and have a look.’

Since the game’s conclusion now seemed forgone, the Binscombe spectators, a dozen or so in all, duly did as they were bidden and we trooped up over the recreation ground and through the children’s swings to the double-yellow-lined roadside.

‘Isn’t it a little bit dodgy to buy from motor auctions if you’re not in the trade?’ asked Mr Wessner, whom life and experience had made a pessimist.

‘Sometimes,’ replied Trevor, nothing daunted, ‘but Tarn and I are pretty good with machines and we gave it a thorough going over before buying. As far as I can make out it’s as sound as a bell.’

‘The dealer said it’d only had one careful owner,’ Tania said.

A few covertly smiled at this, but no one was impolite enough to voice their cynical views. Mr Patel said that his brother, the one from Winchester, had had one of those cars once and he’d been full of praise for it till he wrote it off on the M25.

Still consumed with pride at his acquisition, despite this last hint of mortality, Trevor got in and revved the motor for us. Then he invited us to inspect the engine and we, instant experts all, made obliging approval noises at its tone and appearance.

‘Well then,’ he said by way of summation, ‘what do you think?’

We all agreed it was ‘very nice’.

Obviously pleased with this, a further idea struck the young man. ‘Tarn, how about a picture?’

Miss Knott looked into the depths of her bright red bag and brought forth a little camera.

‘Would you oblige, Mr Disvan?’

‘Not I, I’m afraid,’ he replied. ‘I’ve no facility with such things. You’d come out minus your heads or feet.’

‘How about you, Mr Oakley, then?’

‘Okay.’

Accordingly an informal study of the car and its proud owners was taken. It was a quite pleasing shot with the young couple arm in arm beside the vehicle, with the church and sunset as a backdrop. My only anxiety was that there might not be enough light.

The moment and their pleasure thus captured for all time the Jones-to-be bid us farewell and sped off. Us older folk, probably all engrossed in our own memories of youth, slowly returned to the dying stages of the bowls match and the celebrations to follow.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Hang on—who’s the little girl?’ said the landlord holding the photograph aloft.

‘You may well ask,’ replied Trevor, an unbecoming pensive look on his face.

The assembled company formed a jostling semi-circle around the bar seeking a view of the picture the young couple had brought in. A certain respectful space was left for Mr Disvan and, since I was beside him, I was able to gain a relatively clear view.

My fears about lack of light had been unjustified. In technical and aesthetic terms the picture was faultless. The car featured well and the couple’s shared pleasure in life was evident from their easy pose and unforced smiles. The church spire and golden red glow of the sky added a touch of timelessness to the human event that the picture celebrated. All of this however went unnoticed and unappreciated, because clearly visible in the back seat of the car was a little flaxen-haired girl.

The fact that her presence there was unaccountable may have had something to do with it, but it seemed to me that her face, partly turned towards the camera and partly hidden in shadow, was not regarding us in any friendly fashion.

‘It’s a trick of the light,’ said the landlord. ‘Here, have a drink on the house.’

Tania accepted the proffered brandy with thanks. ‘Do you really think so?’ she said. ‘It seems an awfully clear image.’

‘It must be. What else could it be?’

A silence fell as everyone pondered possible answers to this rhetorical question.

‘Perhaps there’s something wrong with your camera,’ suggested Mr Disvan. ‘Were the other pictures on that film all right?’

Trevor flicked rapidly through the rest of the photographs in the yellow envelope he held. ‘As far as we can see, yes, they’re all perfectly normal. There’s one taken on our holiday in Spain, some from the trip out to Basing House; all sorts of lighting and conditions, but they’re all okay.’

‘Maybe the camera was fed up with just seeing you two and decided to add someone to the last picture for variety’s sake,’ said Mr Wessner, in a rare stab at humour.

Trevor glared at him. ‘It isn’t funny. Seeing this has put Tania right off the car.’

One did not need any great powers of insight to observe that his fiancée was not the only person thus unnerved.

‘Here,’ said the landlord, taking the photograph and passing it round, ‘does anyone recognise her?’

The picture was duly exchanged from hand to hand and each person more or less gingerly inspected the girl who should not be there. No one thought that her face was familiar.

When the picture reached me I saw that the image of the intruding cuckoo-in-the-nest was hard edged and well defined, unlike any of the other photographic oddities I’d seen from time to time. Lines of the car’s interior shape disappeared out of sight behind the figure as they would do with a real person. The shadows which partly covered her and mercifully hid half of her face consistently affected the surroundings as well.

At present our technology can record events, but not the emotions which accompanied them. To me, however, this photograph somehow made the necessary leap into the far future and faithfully evoked a sense of malevolence that had come unbidden into what should have been a happy scene. From the various expressions of my fellow patrons in the Argyll I could see that I was not alone in feeling this.

‘Of course it’s a trick of the light,’ the landlord continued. ‘It’s something to do with the peculiar effects of the sunset, I expect.’

He smiled reassuringly at the young couple but though they mustered a friendly expression in return it was plain that they were unconvinced.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’ll prove it to you. Lottie, go and get the camera please. The rest of you follow me.’

His wife went off to do as she was asked and we all obediently shambled after him as he came round the bar and headed for the door.

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Trevor.

‘I should have thought that was obvious,’ the landlord replied. ‘If there is something in the car then it’ll show up again. If there isn’t and it was just a one-off freak effect, then all a photo will show is a car. Simple as that, isn’t it?  I’ve got a Polaroid so we’ll know straight away. Where’s Lottie got to?’

The landlady came forward and gave him the camera. We all assembled in the pub forecourt and congregated in a circle round the Jones’s car. Passers-by, commuters home from London, looked furtively at this strange gathering in a car park but did not slow their onward rush in order to see its outcome.

‘People hurry their lives away, don’t they,’ said Mr Disvan observing them sadly.

‘Sunday drinkers,’ remarked the landlord in a disparaging tone concurring, as always, with Disvan. ‘Anyway, never mind them; let’s get this business sorted out.’

He whipped the camera to his face and snapped off a rapid picture in the car’s general direction. A few seconds later the print began to emerge slowly from the camera’s base.

‘You’ve got to allow a minute or so for it to develop. Keep your fingers crossed.’

An air of anticipation grew as we looked from camera to car and back again, all of us doubtless wondering if an unseen passenger in the car was similarly observing us. This thought provoked uncomfortable sensations and silence fell. Trevor and Tania exchanged hopeful glances, although the former tried to appear reassuringly confident.

At last the landlord ripped off the black protective covering from the picture and scrutinised it closely. Instantly his jaw sagged and his eyes widened. ‘Oh my God,’ he said. ‘Oh no!’

‘What is it? What is it?’ shouted Trevor. Tania looked sidelong and fearfully at the car.

‘Nothing, just a picture of a car,’ said the landlord, smiling and in his normal voice now. ‘I was just having you on. See for yourself.’

Trevor almost snatched the photograph from him and gave it his undivided attention. A smile then similarly spread across his face and the still sticky picture was passed around the group. As the landlord had said, all it showed was an unremarkable, quite unoccupied yellow Ford Fiesta.

‘Praise be,’ said Tania.

‘A trick of the light, like I said,’ the landlord concluded, pleased with the obvious triumph of his theory. ‘Look, I’ll prove it to you further. Someone go and get Lenin from behind the bar.’

Mr Disvan, who liked animals, went to fetch said Alsatian and soon returned with him trotting obediently by his side.

‘Okay,’ our master of ceremonies continued, ‘now, as you all know, it’s said that dumb animals can sense wrongness and see things that we don’t see. Is that not so, Mr Disvan?’

‘It is so said,’ Disvan replied.

‘Well then, young Trevor, with your permission we’ll try and get Lenin to sit in the back seat of the car. If there’s something nasty there he’ll refuse or growl or do some such thing, won’t he?’

Trevor, torn between his electrical engineering world into which such beliefs did not intrude and his desire for undisputed ownership of his car, mumbled vague agreement.

‘Right, let’s go. Come on, Lenin, in you go, there’s a good boy.’

Trevor unlocked and held the door open for the huge dog while the landlord ushered it in.

Lenin, although perhaps a little puzzled, did not hesitate at all. With one bound he was seated in the back of the car, huffing happily away at his master in anticipation of what would happen next in this game.

‘That concludes that, then,’ said the landlord.

We all smiled in relief, already beginning to revise the episode in our minds so as to minimise the seriousness with which we had treated it.

‘Poor old Lenin doesn’t understand what’s going on, do you, boy?’ said Lottie the landlady, for the dog was looking perplexedly from face to face, waiting for the next development. ‘He does look funny sitting there. I think I’ll take a picture.’

This she duly did.

The crowd started to wander back to the Argyll while Trevor lingered behind to lock up his car. Lenin, pleased to have been of service even if he didn’t know how, walked jauntily by the landlord’s heels, tail wagging hard. Suddenly, just as Mr Patel in the lead placed his hand on the door to enter the bar, a piercing female scream from behind brought our progress to a halt.

The landlady was standing aghast, staring at a picture held in both hands. The camera, broken and unregarded, lay where she had dropped on the ground.

‘Oh, my Lord,’ she said, ‘she’s there. She’s got her arm around Lenin and... and she’s baring her teeth at us!’

 

*  *  *

 

‘It took me weeks and weeks to persuade Tania to ride in the car again after that second photograph, and now this happens!’ said Trevor, leaning dejectedly against the bar.

‘You mean you managed to explain that picture away?’ said the landlord.

‘No, not really, it’s just that with the passage of time she got over the shock and let it fade from her mind.’

‘It shan’t fade from my mind, I can assure you,’ said Lottie. ‘There’s something evil about the whole business.’

‘Probably, probably,’ Trevor replied, waving a placatory hand at her, ‘but just please don’t say such things when Tania is about.’

‘I felt terrible about poor old Lenin,’ Lottie continued unabashed. ‘I took him for a thorough shampoo the next day to get rid of any taint.’

Hearing his name mentioned, and apparently none the worse for his encounter with the unwelcome passenger, Lenin woke from sleep beyond the bar and looked up expectantly.

‘What did you do with the photograph, Trevor?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Well, first off I thought to burn it—that’s what I told Tania I’d done, but in fact I’ve got it here. Do you want to see it again?’

‘Yes please.’

The picture was produced and for the second time we were able to see the little girl visible in the back of the car, with her arm cradled around the dog’s neck and her snarling face close up against the window. As before, dark shadows covered most of her features.

‘That’s sure some trick of the light!’ exclaimed Mr Wessner.

‘Okay, okay,’ said the landlord angrily wiping the bar top, ‘so I was wrong. I freely admit it. There’s no need to rub it in.’

‘Yes, I think we can safely discount that theory, attractive as it was,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘So what is going on, then?’ asked the landlord.

Trevor’s retort was almost angry, and a look of frustration briefly occupied his features. ‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here asking you lot for advice, would I?’

‘Now, now,’ said Disvan, ‘there’s no call for harshness. We want to assist you. Just describe to us what happened to you today.’

‘Okay, I will. Sorry I shouted, Barry.’

‘Consider it forgotten,’ said the landlord.

‘Well anyway, nearly two months have passed since that incident with the dog as you know, and I’d almost succeeded in putting the matter aside. So all right, there’s something peculiar in the back of my car. So all right, it makes me uneasy when I’m driving alone. But I can live with that. You simply pretend that it never happened and get on with life. After all, no one could force me to look at those two photographs, could they? We ought to be celebrating our exam results and various job offers instead of fretting about weird pictures, didn’t we? Well, Tania was beginning to come round to that point of view and agreed to accept a lift into Guildford. Up to now she’s been using the bus or train you see—anything rather than get in the car.’

‘Well it’s understandable, poor girl,’ said Lottie.

‘Yes, of course; I’m not blaming her. So there we were driving along with the radio on and everything seemed fine. Tania kept glancing over her shoulder but there was nothing there, and I didn’t feel any more uncomfortable than usual in the car. There was a programme of 1960s’ music on the radio, as I thought quite cheerful stuff really and, what with the sunshine and everything, we were in good spirits. That’s when the news came on.’

‘What of it?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘It said Russia had invaded Czechoslovakia.’

‘First I’ve heard of it,’ said Mr Patel. ‘It wasn’t on the six o’clock news.’

‘And it went on to say that President Dubcek had been deposed.’

‘But that was in 1968.’

‘Precisely.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘We were listening to radio from the 1960s.’

‘Are you sure?’ said the landlord. ‘Perhaps they were re-running a set of old programs.’

‘I’ve rung the radio station and checked.’

‘And is that all that happened?’ asked Disvan.

‘Hardly. The truth was just beginning to dawn on Tania and me when the radio program suddenly went off and something else came on.’

‘What?’

‘A scream. A long, high pitched, hate-filled scream.’

‘A little girl’s scream?’

‘Precisely.’

‘What did you do?’

‘We ditched the car and got a taxi straight home. Doctor Bani-Sadr is round seeing Tania now and I’ve come out for a stiff drink. Gordon from the garage is going out to fetch the car back.’

‘And what are you going to do now?’ asked the landlady in a horrified tone.

Trevor’s voice was full of determination and dark intent. ‘Tomorrow, as soon as I wake, I’m going to take action.’

 

*  *  *

 

From his manner we had feared that the ‘action’ Trevor proposed would be both decisive and violent. Images of the offending car being found burnt out in a lay-by or at the bottom of a cliff suggested themselves. In the event, however, perhaps influenced by the moderating spirit of rational inquiry which had pervaded his university training, Trevor’s action was to take the vehicle to be further tested.

‘An old friend of mine in London has gone into photography,’ he explained to us in the Argyll upon his return. ‘He does stuff for advertising. Attractive pictures of meat balls and new brands of soup, that sort of thing, you know.’

We all nodded sagely, visualising such adverts while considering the frustration and futility of a life spent in this way.

‘Well, he’s got his own studio and we put the car in it and set up delayed action cameras all around. Then he took pictures from every conceivable angle over a period of twenty-four hours in all degrees of lighting and, I’m delighted to say, not a single one shows anything other than a normal car. If you want to see the proof, there’s a hundred and fifty prints sitting in the back of the car for your inspection.’

No one seemed to want to take up this offer to examine the evidence for the vehicle’s declared clean bill of health. It may have been that the need to enter the car in order to do so influenced our decision to decline.

‘So where does that leave you?’ said the landlord.

‘Ah well, that’s not all of my story. I wouldn’t have been happy to leave it there. No, fortunately this chap up in London has a friend, a lecturer at the University College, who specialises in the technical aspects of photography. We went to see him with the original photographs and he reckons that he has the explanation for them.’

‘A university lecturer you say?’ asked Disvan.

‘That’s right. Apparently very prominent in his field as well.’

‘Now that’s encouraging. What was his explanation?’

‘It’s the glass. Some freak effect in the make-up of the car windows bends and distorts light in some circumstances to give that image of the little girl. It’s been documented before. He had a book with pictures that showed similar effects.’

‘What, like the one we saw?’ said the landlord.

‘Well... almost. Most of them were more fuzzy than the first photographs we took, but it’s recognisably the same phenomenon.’

‘Right…’ said Mr Patel. ‘What did he have to say about the car radio incident, then?’

‘Nothing. Like I said, he’s an expert on photography, not electronics. That’s my field.’

‘So how would you explain the voice you told us about?’

‘A freak effect, a drift of frequency that caught a snatch of another station, a burst of static that sounded a bit like a scream. Radios, especially wonky old car radios operating on the move, are quite capable of producing such a thing.’

‘It seems like a lot of freak effects to afflict one car,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Life’s like that, Mr Disvan,’ Trevor replied.

‘I see.’

‘I’ve never heard of such a thing,’ said Mr Wessner.

Trevor seemed cheerfully confident about his explanation. ‘Well such things do happen, Mr Wessner, whether they reach your ears or not.’

‘Whippersnapper,’ muttered Mr Wessner under his breath.

‘So what have you done about all this, then?’ asked Mr Disvan.

‘I went straight from the lecturer’s place to a while-you-wait garage in Streatham and had every bit of glass in the car replaced.’

‘Seems sensible,’ said the landlord.

‘Expensive, though,’ added Mr Patel. ‘If it were me... Well, I’d get a new car.’

‘Tell me,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘does Tania travel in the car now?’

‘No.’

‘Ah.’

‘Look, I know you lot don’t believe what I’m saying,’ the young man continued, ‘so I’ll have to prove it to you. Would you kindly oblige me with your new Polaroid please, Barry?’

‘If you want,’ replied the landlord. ‘Mind you, it didn’t show anything the first time, but when Lottie—‘

‘Yes I know, I know, but please just humour me.’

‘Okay. Lottie! Camera please.’

A picture was duly taken and we awaited its development back in the bar.

‘There you are,’ said Trevor eventually, quite his old self again. ‘Whip out the glass and wipe out the ghost—simple as that.’

‘Don’t think you’re going to get Lenin in there again to prove your university man right’ said Lottie defensively.

‘There’s no need. The story’s over. Here you are, Barry, here’s the two offending photos. You can pin them up on the holiday postcard board.’

The landlord looked at them gingerly but did not reach out to accept.

‘No, thank you all the same. I’m not as convinced as you, if I must be honest. I wouldn’t be happy having them in the Argyll. For my money, they show something not of this world and such things aren’t meant to be on view.’

‘Well said,’ Lottie added.

‘Oh ye of little faith!’ Trevor said jokingly. ‘Hasn’t the twentieth century reached Binscombe yet?’

‘We’ve still got it on approval,’ growled the landlord, ‘and haven’t decided whether to keep it.’

 

*  *  *

 

Trevor Jones against the world—as later told to Mr Oakley

 

In honest truth, Trevor only felt around seventy-five percent of the confidence he had manifested to the clientele of the Argyll, but had felt obliged to put on a convincing show in front of the unenlightened. On emerging from the bar, his spirit of cheerful optimism returned as he saw the car, unoccupied and acquiescent, awaiting him. Having recourse to rational counsel from experts and professionals seemed to have purged the vehicle of the imaginary malign and brooding aura which had previously adhered to it. Consulting the joint wisdom of the villagers had had the opposite effect. Trevor now reproached himself for ever having placed reliance in their nth hand knowledge and handed down superstitions. How could he have been so unnerved as to panic in that way and surrender himself to beliefs straight out of the Dark Ages?  They were decent folk in their way, but their time was gone.

Secretly, Trevor worried that there was a side to himself that would make willing obeisance to the irrational as they did. The danger of such a retrogressive slide was ever present. Even Mr Oakley, a well educated outsider, seemed increasingly that way inclined.

The engine started first time and Trevor pulled smartly away, consciously using his full driving skills to proceed as neatly and elegantly as possible. Made more than human by the addition of the machine’s power and speed to his own, he felt his assurance in his own world view growing back to normal strength. Thus emboldened he turned on the car radio for the first time since the previous disturbing incident and, with the slightest twinge of relief, heard the (contemporary) sounds of Radio One come forth.

At that time of day there was only light traffic about, and Trevor decided not to go straight home but to see where road and whim would lead him for a short while. He felt as at peace as a man of his age and time ever would be and with this came a sense of gentle benevolence to his fellow man (men such as those who had ‘reclaimed’ his car for him). Consequently, contrary to his normal practice, he stopped to pick up a lone hitch-hiker even though he was a young man of somewhat shaggy appearance.

‘Where are you heading?’

‘Goldenford, please.’

‘It’s not far out of my way, I’ll take you there. Hop in.’

‘Thank you very much.’

The young man got in and they drove away.

‘At the University are you?’ asked Trevor.

‘That’s right.’

In the way of such things the two strictly temporary companions soon lapsed into silence. Only a few more minutes driving would bring them into town. The young student produced a packet of sweets from his combat jacket and popped one into his mouth.

‘Want one?’ he said.

‘No thanks.’

‘What about your daughter—would she like one?’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Amen’ said the Reverend Jagger.

‘Amen’ we answered raggedly.

‘Well, that’s about it,’ continued the Rector of Saint Joseph’s, Binscombe, ‘though what good it will do I can’t possibly say. I’ve never done an exorcism before, least of all on a car. It’s a very unusual set of circumstances all round, really. I mean, I’ve heard of exorcisms on people sometimes, on houses occasionally, but on cars—never. The Bishop wasn’t very happy about it, of course. However, in view of the evidence, he agreed we could go ahead providing it was discreetly done.’

‘We’re very grateful to you, Rector,’ said Tania, ‘Thank you for persuading him.’

‘I’m not so sure it’s me you should thank. The Bishop’s final words to me were “if Disvan thinks it’s necessary then go ahead”, so perhaps you were more instrumental, Mr Disvan.’

‘I think not, Rector. I’ve never met your Bishop.’

‘No? Oh well, he seems to know of you.’

‘Curious.’

‘Yes.’

‘Anyway,’ said Tania, ‘our thanks to whoever’s responsible. Isn’t that right, Trevor?’

He nodded in response.

‘Are you not feeling any better?’ enquired Mr Disvan solicitously.

‘Yes I’m fine,’ the young man replied, although everything from the slump of his shoulders to the shake in his fingertips served to deny this. Quite apart from the effects of the last incident, Trevor was now pressed, half willingly and half by dire necessity, into a world of demons and exorcisms where he was very far from home. The consequences of this clearly showed.

‘Let’s get inside,’ said the Rector. ‘There’s quite a nip in the air at this time in the morning.’

It was indeed only 6.00 a.m. when we, a small select number of invited people, had gathered in the rear car park of the Argyll (for reasons of convenience and concealment) to observe the service of exorcism. From opening address to closing dismissal, the operation took a mere ten minutes and the Reverend Jagger’s final dispensing of holy water upon the car neatly coincided with the rising of the sun above the rooftops. It was getting perilously close to the time when the advance guard of the commuter army would be appearing, taking an illegal but long tolerated shortcut through the landlord’s front car park on their madcap dash to their station. We had no wish to come under their incurious scrutiny in present circumstances, and so followed the Rector’s advice to adjourn inside.

The landlord and Lottie, ever practical, had prepared some mulled beer to dispel the chill, physical and otherwise, and in due course the gathering became almost convivial.

The Reverend Jagger started on an ill-timed tale of an exorcism he had heard of while working with the RSPCK in Africa and the trail of horrible deaths it had left behind. Trevor looked at him with increasing horror and became even paler than hitherto. The hand holding his mug of beer drooped until the contents were close to spilling. Disvan, the landlord and I simultaneously noticed the effect that the story was having on the young man and saw the need to interrupt. Sadly, the landlord was the first to react.

‘Are the police going to proceed with those dangerous driving charges, Trevor?’

Mr Disvan and I exchanged glances. It was not exactly the sort of intervention we could have hoped for, but at least the Rector’s tale of possession and murder was halted.

Trevor took no notice, continuing to stare at and through the clergyman. Tania nudged him. ‘Trevor, someone’s talking to you.’

He came to suddenly. ‘What?’

The landlord repeated his question.

‘Ah... yes... apparently. My solicitor says that if I blame the hitch-hiker for distracting me I might get off with just a disqualification.’

‘Have they located him yet?’

‘No, he ran off into the woods by Saint Catherine’s Mount and the University say that they haven’t seen him since.’

‘Poor boy,’ said Lottie.

‘To be honest,’ said Mr Wessner, who had previously been in deep thought, ‘I can’t see why you don’t resolve the whole matter by selling the damn car.’

‘Or by destroying it,’ agreed the Rector. ‘Couldn’t you put it through one of those crunching machines that turn motor cars into blocks of scrap?’

For a second, a weak spark of hope appeared in Trevor’s eyes, but it quickly faded and died when Tania answered for him.

‘No,’ she said, ‘that wouldn’t resolve it—not at all. Either way we’d be passing the problem on to the new owner or the scrap dealer and it’d still leave it as a mystery. No, I’ve thought of doing what you suggest but it wouldn’t be right.’

Lottie and Mr Disvan smiled at Tania in approval.

‘In theory,’ said the landlord, ‘there shouldn’t be a problem anymore, should there?  Else what’s the point of us getting up at this Godforsaken hour—begging your pardon, Padre—and having Mr Jagger here do his stuff?’

Trevor looked unconvinced but too lost to protest.

Mr Disvan now tried to repair the damage done. ‘Would you care for me to drive you both home?’

‘What, in our car?’

‘Yes, I’ve no fear of it.’

‘Would you?’ she said.

‘Certainly. The Reverend here has done what can be done to put it right and we should put some faith in his efforts.’

‘Well, it would be nice at first to have some company, I must admit,’ she said.

‘If you wish, I’ll come too,’ said the Rector.

Trevor suddenly roused himself and reassumed, albeit by obvious force of will, his former robust manner.

‘Thank you but no, that won’t be necessary. It’s very kind of you but I’m damned if I’m going to back down in the face of this nightmare. So okay, I’ve had to call in an exorcist; so all right, I’m out of my depth and in a strange world that doesn’t make any sense to me. But I’m going to stay with this… thing—and see it through!’

The landlord applauded. ‘Good for you, boy,’ he said.

These words of Trevor’s were more or less addressed to the company in general but now his tone suggested that he was talking to himself and vocalising some internal struggle. He spoke with genuine fervour.

‘This is our world. We belong here. It has its own rules and laws and—it’s more powerful than whatever’s out there in that car!’

Doctor Bani-Sadr, a known rationalist who had nevertheless listened respectfully to the service of exorcism, joined in with the landlord’s applause.

The Reverend Jagger and Mr Disvan exchanged apprehensive looks.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Well?’ said the landlord.

‘No problems so far,’ replied Trevor, ‘It’s as quiet as the... Well, nothing’s happened, anyway.’

‘The service must have worked,’ Tania agreed.

‘Have you told the Rector?’ asked Mr Disvan.

‘Yes,’ said Tania, ‘I rang him up. He sounded more relieved than us.’

‘Well, that figures,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘if you’ll excuse me saying so. All that’s at stake for you is a car, but for Jagger it’s the reputation of his church and his whole system of beliefs that’s on the line isn’t it?’

‘I don’t think it is as simple as that, doctor,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘The rector didn’t guarantee anything.’

‘Don’t know why you should stick up for him, Disvan, it’s not as if you’re one of his believers,’ the doctor grumbled into his barley wine.

‘That’s neither here nor there.’

‘I disagree...’

‘The point is,’ Tania interrupted firmly, ‘that Reverend Jagger was kind enough to stretch a theological point in the first place in order to exorcise a car. I don’t suppose it’s done his career any great good in the Bishop’s eyes. The further and crucial fact is that it appears to have worked.’

‘So get shot of the car before something happens,’ advised Mr Wessner.

‘There may not be any need now,’ said Trevor.

‘Let’s hope not,’ said the landlord. ‘Excuse me while I serve this customer.’

He moved off to attend to a little old lady who had just entered. I recognised her as the owner of one of the ancient terraced houses directly opposite the pub. It was a rare event for either her or her diminutive husband to actually ever enter the Argyll.

‘What can I get for you, Mrs Singer?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. I didn’t come over here to buy anything. I came over to complain.’

‘What about, dear?  People been knocking your hedge around again at closing time, have they?’

‘Yes, but that’s not what I’m complaining about. I want to know who owns the yellow Fiesta parked out front.’

The public bar instantly fell silent.

‘I do,’ said Trevor with commendable calm.

‘Well, young man, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. And you, young lady. Your little girl’s been screaming and crying her eyes out for the best part of an hour. Isn’t it time you did something about it?’

A wild light blazed in Trevor’s eyes. 

‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said, ‘it’s high time I did something about it!’

Thus saying he dashed from the pub.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Where do you think he was heading, Stan?’ said Mr Disvan.

A group of half a dozen of us were gathered round the Community Policeman’s bed in Saint Dismas’s Hospital in Goldenford.

‘From what you’ve said, my guess is that he was going to Pavlik Kolakowski’s scrap yard between Goldenford and the Winchester roundabout. He’s got a vehicle crusher there. Judging by where the car ended up, I should imagine that was his intention. Of course we’ll never know for sure.’

‘How did you come to get involved, then?’ asked Mr Patel.

A senior looking nurse who had been hovering around us, pretending to be occupied in some task, intervened at this point.

‘Please, gentlemen,’ she said, ‘remember that the constable is still technically in a state of shock. Don’t overtax him with questions or make him relive whatever upset him.’

‘Ignore her,’ the policeman said, ‘she just wants to keep me helpless and in her power for as long as possible. But for her say-so I could have gone home this morning. I’m all right, I tell you.’

‘The doctor and I think otherwise. Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘If it’ll get rid of you, yes please. Anyway, gentlemen, to continue...’

‘Are you up to it?’ Mr Disvan interposed.

‘Insofar as I’ll ever be, yes.’

‘Okay then, carry on.’

‘Right. The answer to your question Sammy, before we were so rudely interrupted, is that I got called out to investigate reports of an abandoned car, partially obstructing the flow of traffic, on the very edge of my patch. I thought nothing of it because it’s surprising how many of them you get, quite serviceable cars many of them, until I recognised it as the one young Trevor Jones has been riding around in. What I didn’t know about was all the trouble he and Tania had been having—why wasn’t I told?’

‘It wasn’t really a “polis” matter, Stan,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘and you just didn’t happen to be around at the right time when things were going on.’

The recumbent policeman sighed.

‘Oh well, anyway, there the car was, abandoned on the inside lane looking as if it had skewed to a halt diagonally across the road. No sign of Trevor about, no note left or anything. A bit of a puzzle, I thought. So I looked inside and noticed that the keys were still in the ignition.’

‘But the engine was off?’ I asked.

‘Yes, the motor was quite cold. Well, as the station had rightly said, the car was obstructing traffic and so I got in with the intention of driving it over into a lay-by and out of harm’s way until Trevor could be located. Then, as I turned the keys, the radio suddenly came on—it must have been left running, you see. As God is my witness, you must believe me, Trevor’s voice came out of the radio together with that of a little girl talking to him and tormenting him. Trevor was screaming and begging for her to stop.

I listened for a little while, and then the next thing I knew was waking up in here. Very embarrassing for a policeman of all people to faint like that.’

Nobody responded for a minute or so and then Mr Disvan quietly spoke for us all. 

‘What exactly was she saying to Trevor, Stan?’

What little colour there was in the policeman’s face rapidly fled. He seemed to forget our presence.

‘Stan?’ Disvan prompted.

He looked at us again but this time as if at strangers.

‘Believe me, you really don’t want to know. Nurse! Can you get these visitors to go, please?’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Well, thank you for telling me what you can,’ said Tania. ‘Would you like another cup of tea, Mr Disvan?’

‘No thank you.’

‘You’re taking it very well, Miss Knott,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘but a reaction may set in. I’ll prescribe you something to help you sleep.’

‘That’s thoughtful. I feel okay at the moment, but I’m not so sure about when I’m left on my own.’

‘Why not go and stay at your parents?’ I asked in as kindly a voice as possible.

‘No, I prefer to stay here in case he returns.’

‘That’s far from likely, I’m afraid,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Possibly so, but it could happen. Trevor’s not dead you know.’

‘No... but at the risk of seeming cruel, my dear, the day must come, sooner or later, when you’ll have to act as if he is.’

With anyone else I would have described her reply as vehement, but with Miss Knott that would have been too harsh a term.

‘That day will never come, Mr Disvan. Trevor is alive and with us even though we can’t speak to him.’

‘To be precise,’ said the landlord, ‘he’s parked in your garage.’

Mr Disvan reproved him with a look.

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean it to sound quite that blunt. It just came out that way. What will you do with yourself now?’

‘‘What can I do? If I was to sell the car I’d lose track of Trevor—and lay someone else open to the risk of sharing his fate. If I had it destroyed… well, that’d be like killing him.’

‘I doubt the car would allow itself to be destroyed,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘That was Trevor’s fatal—if you’ll excuse the term, Tania—mistake. He acted rashly and the car’s owner, the real owner, defended itself.’

‘Probably you’re right, although I’ll never see it that way. I hate the car’s owner.’

‘Of course you do, that’s more than understandable.’

‘So the car will just have to stay there in the garage. I’ll look after it, make sure it lives as long as I live and, who knows, perhaps I’ll wake up one day to find that Trevor’s found his way out. It’s not the marriage I would have dreamed of, but it’s better than nothing.’

Quiet fell upon the room as each of us in our own way pondered the implications of Tania’s words. Disvan looked at her with something approaching admiration and even I, not an unduly sentimental man, was touched by her steadfast loyalty—however misguided.

The silence, being maintained, became uncomfortable and Tania appeared to be slipping into a dark reverie as she contemplated the lonely life of vigilance before her. We racked our brains for some words of consolation that would not be entirely facile. Alas, as before, the landlord’s mind was more agile and less discriminating than ours and he spoke first.

‘Well, at least you can still go out for a drive together,’ he said.

Tania looked at him for a moment and then began to weep as if only death would stop her.

 

 

 






  








WAITING FOR A BUS

 

‘Have you met Bob Springer, Mr Oakley?’

‘I don’t believe I have, Mr Disvan. How do you do, Mr Springer?’

‘Not so bad, thank you. And please call me Bob like everyone else does. How long have you been living in our village, Mr Oakley?’

‘Three or four years in all, though my family originally came from here. Isn’t that so, Mr Disvan?’

Disvan obviously thought a sage nod was all the response required by my semi-rhetorical question, but I noticed that Springer watched keenly for his answer before continuing the conversation.

‘Not long then.’

‘No.’

‘I see.’

A silence fell on our little gathering as we all regrouped in search of something else to say and the pause, although slightly awkward, gave me an opportunity to study this new acquaintance and to judge whether the effort was merited.

Bob Springer was, I decided, a perfectly ordinary and unexceptional little old man; one of the seemingly inexhaustible supply of such who quietly inhabited the obscurer corners of Binscombe’s pubs and parks for a few years before drifting off unnoticed into the greater quiet of the grave. I’d also observed that a female of the species existed although their natural habitat was the local Anglican church. However, that’s another tale.

Then, as I looked closer, I realised that I was wrong in my initial evaluation of him and that his ordinariness was so extreme as to be far from ordinary; that he was unexceptional to a thoroughly exceptional degree. This  peculiarity could perhaps account for the fact that, despite having lived a number of years in this smallish community, I did not recall having seen Mr Springer even once before, although I was now quite willing to believe that our paths could have crossed many times each and every day. If they had, it was not surprising that he’d escaped my attention so far for he was a singularly unnoticeable sort of man. Unbidden, the whimsical thought occurred to me that he would have made the perfect assassin.

‘Would you like a drink, gentlemen?’ he said.

‘Well… I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘I was just thinking I ought to be getting home.’

Springer looked at me with an expression of grim, almost threatening, intent that took me by surprise and said ‘I insist’ in a tone that, insofar as he could manage, brooked no refusal.

I could think of no pressing reason why I should give offence, however inexplicable, by refusing his request cum command.

‘Very well, that’s kind of you. I’ll have a pint of Directors please.’

‘And you, Disvan?’

‘If you do insist, I’ll have my usual, thank you.’

Springer, now suddenly a meek and mild little old man once again, took our glasses and scuttled up to the bar.

‘What got into him?’ I said to Mr Disvan who seemed as unruffled as ever by the strange behaviour of others.

‘He wants someone to walk him home I expect. That’s the danger of talking to Bob Springer near to closing time.’

‘Why? What’s the matter? Is someone waiting outside for him?’

‘As ever, Mr Oakley, you have the strange knack of hitting the nail right on the head completely by accident. Leastways, I assume it’s by accident. Maybe your ancient Binscombe blood shows through in the form of second sightedness.’

‘I’ll assume that you jest, Mr Disvan although, being the master of enigma that you are, it’s never easy to tell.’

‘Sticks and stones, Mr Oakley, mere sticks and stones.’

‘Careful now, he’s coming back.’

‘Here we are, gents, drinks all round.’

‘Many thanks, Mr Springer—or Bob, should I say.’

‘Not at all, your very good health.’

I noticed that Mr Disvan did not straight away take a drink in response to this toast as we did, but sat quite still giving Springer a very cool look indeed. The old man pretended not to notice that he was under this scrutiny even though it was pretty open. Instead he gave himself body and soul to an observation of the table top. At length Disvan broke the silence.

‘Talking of good health, I suppose these drinks mean you want us to escort you home.’

Springer’s expression was a blend of relief and embarrassment but his reply was both speedy and decisive:

‘Yes please.’

Disvan turned to me: ‘Do you have the time to spare to walk Bob home, Mr Oakley?’

‘I suppose so, if it’s necessary.’

‘I’d be very grateful if you would,’ said Springer eagerly. ‘It’d save so much time.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if you two come along I won’t have to walk the long way home all through Compton.’

‘Where do you live then?’

‘Trebizond Crescent.’

‘But Compton’s miles out of your way if you’re going to Trebizond Crescent.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Mr Disvan, can you shed any light on this please?’

‘Surely anything I say will be construed to be enigmatic.’

‘Quite possibly, but even so…’

At this point our joint host interrupted my visibly flailing questions and brought debate to a close by interposing the call, ‘Time gentlemen please!’

‘Will you do this for me?’ said Springer plaintively.

‘Well, okay, if that’s what you want. Are you game, Mr Disvan?’

‘Yes.’

Mr Springer beamed with pleasure or some such feeling. ‘That’s marvellous, I’ll be home in time to watch the snooker.’

‘Well I won’t now,’ said Disvan.

‘You could watch it at my place I suppose, but you know the wife’s a tartar about visitors.’

‘Indeed I do, Bob.’

‘That’s unworthy of you, Mr Disvan. My problem shouldn’t deprive me of the right to some dignity and courtesy, you know.’

‘Quite right, well said. I apologise.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Look, can we go now?’ I interposed. ‘I have to be up early to go to work tomorrow.’

‘Certainly, certainly,’ said Springer in a placatory way, ‘the sooner the better.’

We left along with the rest of the pub’s patrons but soon lost them in the maze of darkened streets as each went their separate way. There was no conversation in our little group and I did not press any further for an explanation from Springer or Disvan. If indeed there was an explanation for this present episode (and one could not count on it in present company) then its revelation must await some future time, for I was in no mood for long stories or excuses.

Trebizond Crescent, our destination, was not a long way from The Duke of Argyll but it seemed far enough that night when there appeared to be no good reason to make the trip. Consequently I began to harbour a degree of mild resentment towards the man who had set me upon it and answered somewhat sharply when, halfway along, he made a further demand.

‘Eyes left!’ Springer hissed.

‘What?’

‘Eyes left, you fool!’

‘Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?’

‘Humour him, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan in a neutral tone, ‘he thinks he’s doing you a favour.’

‘Eyes left! Don’t look over there or he’ll see you.’

‘Who will?’

‘It doesn’t matter, just don’t look and keep walking.’

Springer seemed genuinely alarmed, indeed almost frantic, and was, I observed, marching ahead very briskly with his face turned firmly to the left. Disvan, presumably by way of compromise, was staring at the ground as he walked along.

As previously explained, I was in a recalcitrant frame of mind and little disposed to stand any more nonsense from the old man. I therefore stopped and looked in the direction forbidden me but saw nothing unusual. Exactly as on our side of the road a strip of wooded wasteland bordered the pavement and beyond that the lights of a few large houses, well set back from the road, could be seen. Directly opposite me was a bus shelter of the more modern type lit by its own neon filament, but no-one was standing by it or sitting on its obviously older bench seat. Apart from ourselves the whole road was deserted and empty even of motor traffic and I could see no-one or no-thing whose gaze I should avoid as Springer insisted.

In the time it took to satisfy myself of this my two companions had progressed a further hundred yards up the road where they now waited for me. I hastened to join them.

‘There’s absolutely no-one over there, Springer. What on earth were you on about?’

‘That was a very silly thing you did, Mr Oakley, if I may say so.’

‘Why?’

‘You may have been lucky enough not to see him but he was studying you—rest assured.’

‘Who, for God’s sake?’

‘No blasphemy please, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan quietly.

‘I’m sorry but really... this is ridiculous. Just look for yourself, Mr Springer, back down the road. There’s not a soul about.’

‘I daren’t,’ Springer said, and kept his attention fixed firmly to the front.

‘Well, if you won’t, you won’t, I suppose.’

‘No I won’t. Let’s move on, please.’

And this we did without further debate, albeit with bad grace on my part.

Ten more minutes of silent and brisk walking brought us at last to Springer’s house. Once there he made for the door like a drowning man, pausing only to shout a seemingly genuine ‘thank you very much’ at us before slamming it shut. We then heard the rattling of chains and sliding of bolts as fortress Springer was made secure for the night.

‘What the bloody hell was that all about, Mr Disvan?’

‘That, Mr Oakley, was all about a man’s complete submission to fear.’

‘Very enigmatic.’

‘But true nevertheless.’

‘Tell me no more. In less than seven hours I have to be up and about again yet I’m needlessly still out in the cold, twenty minutes walk from my house. In fact that thought makes me feel more fractious than I already am and therefore I’ve run out of curiosity for today.’

‘I quite understand. After knowing Bob Springer for all these years and despite understanding his problem, even I find it hard it to be patient with him.’

I fully recognised this to be a fine example of what I called Mr Disvan’s ‘hook lines’, whereby each answer he provided carried not merely the seed but the ripe, ready to drop, fruit of another question. It was a great temptation, despite my professed lack of curiosity, to ask just what Springer’s apparently readily understandable problem was, but by an act of will I managed to break the question-and-answer chain.

‘Doubtless the explanation that I feel entitled to will wait a day or two more after ‘all these years’, Mr Disvan. Goodnight to you.’

‘As you say, it can wait—forever if need be—and anyway it’s best that he tell you himself why he’s so afeared and why you’ve been put out. Goodnight then.’

The shortest paths to our respective homes lay in different directions and so I strode off Binscombe-ward alone. This waste of time, this loss of supper, snooker and sleep I’d already put down to mere local folly of which there was no shortage. But even so, as I walked, I found that of their own volition, my eyes searched intently the dark shadows of that side of the road forbidden by Mr Springer.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Look out, he’s here again!’

‘Avoid his eye and keep talking.’

‘Too late—he’s seen me.’

‘It’s another late night for us then.’

‘Don’t bet on it.’

‘Here he is.’

‘Mr Disvan and Mr Oakley, how are you?’

‘Very well thank you, Bob.’

‘Would you like a drink, gentlemen?’

‘Not if it obliges us to chaperon you home again, thank you all the same.’

My pre-conceived, perhaps somewhat harsh response earned me one of Disvan’s rare full-face stares. His expression was, as ever, inscrutable and the meaning of these admonitions or questions or whatever they were had to be guessed from the context of the occasion. In present circumstances I took it to signify some surprise on his part at my uncharacteristic lack of charity.

I’d observed before the surprising power of these visual shots across-the-bow upon the locals but was even more surprised to find an urgent desire to appease evoked in myself by the same means. Did this imply that I, a foreigner in their terms, and an ‘educated’ man to boot, was becoming subject to the tribal mores of Binscombe?.

‘I’m sorry, that wasn’t really called for. It’s just that... well, I don’t want to be late home tonight.’

‘That’s all right, I understand,’ he said in a voice that was indeed full of sad understanding. ‘Mind if I join you?’

‘No, please do.’

He sat down and toyed absently with one of the empty beer bottles on the table.

‘Of course,’ he then said abruptly, ‘Mr Disvan says I’m a fool to live in such fear but then again, with all respect, he’s not had to suffer what I’ve suffered.’

‘I think that that’s irrelevant,’ said Disvan.

‘Many things in this world are irrelevant or illogical but are still powerful forces nevertheless.’

An attempt at profundity was the last thing I was expecting from a man of such surpassing anonymity, and I felt a spark of revived interest in what he was obviously bursting to tell.

‘That’s very true,’ I said.

Springer perhaps mistook interest for sympathy and turned to me as if to an ally.

‘Mr Disvan says that, having been caught once, I’m in no further danger, but that’s easy for him to say and besides, how can he be sure?’

‘Now, now, Bob,’ said the man in question, ‘you know me better than that. I don’t say things for effect and I wouldn’t state things of which I’m not sure.’

‘No doubt what you say is true, Mr Disvan, but I can’t help my fear.’

Successfully hooked at last I could not forbear to indulge my curiosity. ‘Fear of whom?’

Springer looked at Disvan in a querying manner and he, by way of reply, merely shrugged. This seemed to answer whatever doubt held him back and the old man could then unload his burden.

‘Fear of the person or thing that took forty years of my life.’

‘Who was that?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You mean someone took forty years of your life but you don’t know their name?’

‘No, he never told me it—not in all that time. His name’s not all that important.’

‘No?’

‘No, not really.’

‘Well, how were all those years stolen from you, then?’

‘By holding me captive so that the active years of my life passed me by and were wasted in nothingness.’

‘That’s very serious. Who was responsible, then? The state?’

‘Certainly not, I’ve never ever been in trouble with the law.’

‘Some person, then...’

‘In a manner of speaking.’

I sighed, being somewhat exasperated, and tried another approach. ‘Well, where were you held prisoner then?’

‘At the bus stop.’

My initial response was one of anger at being so obviously taken for a fool but this was soon overridden by the transparent sincerity of the old man’s face. Nevertheless my response was still rich with sarcasm. ‘You were imprisoned for forty years at a bus stop, were you?’

‘Not any bus stop; the bus stop on the way to my house. But essentially, yes, that’s correct.’

‘If that’s so, I ask once again: who by?’

‘By the creature that waits there.’

‘And that’s the reason you won’t pass by it on your own?’

‘Exactly. He might see me and make me wait with him again.’

‘But if you’re with other people that can’t happen?’

‘I’m not sure but it seems a lot less likely.’

‘Explain this to me.’

‘What’s to tell? I’ve told you it all.’

‘It’s not much of a tale for an event of forty years duration.’

‘Time itself means very little. What is there to say of an accountant’s life even if he lives to be a hundred? Nothing very much happened to me in those forty years so there’s nothing much to recount.’

‘Go on, Bob,’ said Disvan, ‘you ought to tell him the full story.’

Springer took this in and then turned to address me. ‘Do you want that?  Do you genuinely want to understand why I am as I am?’

‘Yes,’ I replied in all truthfulness. ‘Tell me how you were deprived of the days of your youth.’

‘My youth?’ He chewed upon that bitter notion before continuing. ‘Yes, that’s what I lost, I suppose—and my young manhood and early middle age as well. I was only in my twenties when I was captured, you see.’

‘How did it occur?’

‘On a ordinary day, or evening to be more precise. I was going to get a bus into Goldenford to see a movie; on my own as usual. It was about sevenish. I was done up to the nines and I can remember very clearly that the sun was almost down and it was drizzling. The shelter wasn’t there in those days, just the stop and the bench set back from the road, and I recall getting quite wet and feeling miserable.

‘Then, just a few moments before the bus would arrive—for you could trust the timetables then—I heard a voice call me by name. That surprised me because I’d thought I was alone but when I turned round I could see that there was an old man sitting on the seat and he was beckoning me. There didn’t seem to be anything really amiss although I felt sure there’d been no-one on the seat when I’d arrived. Even so I put that out of my mind for I very often travelled from that stop and consequently felt pretty much at ease there.

‘ “How can I help you?” I said, going up close to the person who’d spoken to me. It was nearly dark by that time, you see, and all I could make out was the outline of the old boy.

‘ “You can wait with me,” he said back.

‘Well, I didn’t like his tone at all. It sounded very bitter, vicious almost, but I was an obliging sort of young man, very reluctant to give offence (more fool me) and so I said, “Very well,” and sat down beside him.

‘ “Do I know you?” I enquired, for he’d approached me by name.

‘ “No,” he said, “but I know you.”

‘ “How so?”

‘ “Because I’ve often seen you here.”

‘Well, he sounded so nasty and unfriendly that I let it go at that and we waited on in silence.’

‘Till when?’

‘Till the bus arrived, Mr Oakley. Then by the light the bus gave out I saw that it was no man I was sitting alongside, leastways it may have been a man once but no longer. Horrible it was, pink and shrivelled and hairless and the skin on its face was taut and shiny. I could see its bared teeth and empty eye-sockets and it said:

‘ “You can wait with me.”

‘As you might imagine, I screamed and went to make a run for it but found I couldn’t. No noise came from my lips and I remained rooted to my seat next to that… thing.’

‘What about the bus?’

‘That was almost the worst bit. The buses always stopped you see, just to check there was no-one waiting on the bench which was usually in shadow. I stared straight at the driver and, as I thought, he looked straight back at me. I even, in my distress, waved my arms at him but then he just turned his head and drove off. I realised then that, the Lord have mercy on me, I was no longer visible to the world of men.

‘I watched, with a yearning I can’t convey to you, the lights of the bus go off into the distance and the thing beside me chuckled—the sort of laugh cruel children make. And that’s when it all began.’

‘For forty solid years?’

‘Almost, but not quite, to the day. Buses came and went—with decreasing frequency as the years went by I might add. Queues formed and then boarded, day succeeded day and season succeeded season, but still I was held there.’

‘But what about food and drink, what about winter weather, cramp and things of that nature?’

‘I never seemed to be hungry or thirsty, the cold and wind passed around me and whatever happened in the real world appeared not to be applicable to me. All I was allowed to do was wait. Wait with that foul creature.’

‘That’s appalling!’

‘You can’t imagine how appalling. Please don’t get the impression that I didn’t try to save myself because for the first few weeks I did little else. Every bus that arrived I begged and pleaded to be allowed to board it and every queue that formed I shouted and waved at but, all in all, I might just as well as saved my breath. People I’d grown up with waited just a few feet away, some even sat on the seat with us, but none of them could see or hear me.

‘Once my dear mother, God rest her soul, came there and waited for a bus and I nearly went berserk trying to catch her attention. She seemed to realise something was wrong for she got fidgety and uneasy and kept looking round for whatever it was that was disturbing her, but when she did she looked straight through me.

‘Eventually her bus came and she got on and once she was sitting down she stared at the bench as if she knew her son was sitting there and she continued to look as the bus drew away. 

‘That was very bitter. I never saw her again, for I later found out that she died soon after.

‘How that creature laughed to see my tears that day and his every laugh sounded like the death of a baby on Christmas Eve. In my fury and horror I struck him but his flesh burned like acid and where I’d touched him my skin smoked. Look, the scars still show.’

It was true. A wide band of skin across each of his knuckles was brownish, twisted and quite dead.

‘After that experience it was hard to imagine anything worse happening and so, after a fashion, I resigned myself to my fate. Still I asked to board each bus that came but the creature would just snap ‘No!’ in its nasty voice and that was that.

‘With the passing of the years I grew to be almost philosophical about my predicament and took pleasure in watching the leaves on the trees change colour and all the other slow annual mutations in the rest of nature, for that was something I’d never had the time for up to then. Bit by bit I observed different buses come into service, all efficient and new, and then see them pass through their working lives till their engines were crotchety and their livery battleworn. Watching the changes in people’s fashions was interesting too, spring clothes, winter clothes and then back to spring again and new styles kept appearing as well. Quite fascinating really, if you’ve got nothing else to do.

‘There were also moments of relative excitement like when workmen came to erect a shelter and light in... 1973 I think, and when an advertising station was put up about a year later. After that I had the pleasure of watching the advertisement posters being changed at regular intervals and it allowed me to keep in touch with things in some small way.

‘I noticed that I was getting older but, since otherwise time was suspended for me, I learnt just to relax and observe, which is something few other people have the opportunity to do in this world. In time, you see, all Binscombe life passed by my bus stop.’

‘You make it sound almost idyllic!’

‘No, it wasn’t that for I was held against my will, remember, and that fact coloured everything else. And, if the creature even suspected that I was taking pleasure in something, it would talk to me.’

‘What about?’

‘It is best, believe me, for your sake that you don’t know. Suffice to say that he said bitter and twisted things, of individuals queuing for a bus, for instance, that showed people in a low and degraded light or emphasised the misery and futility of human life as he saw it. His words were designed to produce an effect in me. Whether they also represented the truth or not I’ve no idea.’

‘How did it end?’

‘As simply as it began. One day a bus arrived as per normal and the creature said, “Here is your bus.” Suddenly I found that I could move and I saw that the driver’s eyes were focused on me. He could actually see me!  Despite forty years disuse my legs could still carry me as if I’d merely had a short sit-down and, as you might expect, I was on that bus like a streak of lightning. Then, just as the doors closed behind me, I heard the creature say, ‘Thank you for waiting with me.’ The doors slid shut, and when I turned round to look I couldn’t see the thing, even though the last words it’d said were still ringing in my ears. Then the bus pulled away.

That wasn’t the end of all my problems by any means. In effect, one major affliction was replaced with myriad minor ones. You can’t just leave your life for forty years and expect to take up the reins again on your return. Difficulties began from the moment I boarded that long delayed bus. Take for instance the problem with paying my fare. I’d missed out on decimal currency, you see. I knew nothing about it and the driver wouldn’t accept the coins I offered him. He thought I was either drunk or a joker when I handed him three old pennies. When he told me how much the fare really was, it was my turn to think that it was he who was joking—inflation being another thing I’d yet to learn about.

‘Anyway, to cut a long story short, my mother’s house had been sold many years before. I’d paid no National Insurance so there was no pension awaiting me. Most of my old friends were dead or gone away, and all in all I had to start from scratch.

‘In time, of course, everything came together. I found a place to live, I caught up on forty years of world history in the public library, I even got married and God knows (begging your pardon Disvan) she’s been a solace, bless ‘er. So here I am. My life’s not so bad, but I’ve got a lot of catching up to do and that’s why I’ve no intention of ever being made to wait for a bus again.’

‘Do you think then that the creature is still there?’

‘I don’t know. I just assume it is and act accordingly. You see, I’ve been free for a number of years now and for all I know the thing may be getting lonely and in need of company again, so I’m not inclined to put the matter to the test.’

‘I get it. So that’s why you won’t pass the bus stop on your own.’

‘Exactly.’ He paused, something clearly bothering him, and then continued in a rush of words. ‘Tell me, Mr Oakley, do you believe that what I’ve told you is true?’

I considered the possibility of this while studying Springer’s guileless, indeed vacant, face and found that an honest answer came to me easily.

‘I’ve only lived here a short time, but long enough not to totally discount what you say.’

‘That is a good answer—if slightly enigmatic,’ said Disvan.

‘Mr Disvan believes me, don’t you?’

‘I do, Bob. I accept what you tell us. But what I don’t accept, as I’ve said to you many times before, is that you’re in any further danger. You’ve done your stint of waiting and your company is no longer required.’

‘Fine words, but I’ll not believe them till I’m safely in my grave.’

‘As you wish.’

I felt some need to make amends for my earlier incivility and in debt to Springer for his candidness.

‘In that case,’ I said, ‘I—or perhaps we...’ Disvan nodded in affirmation, ‘would be happy on this occasion to provide an escort to your house.’

The old man thanked us gravely.

‘I’ll not impose on your good nature with any regularity but tonight I would welcome a short walk home and human company on the way. I’m obliged to you.’

 

*  *  *

 

And, at closing time, an escort and human company we duly provided. As we passed the bus shelter of which we had spoken all evening Springer once again asked that we avert our eyes and quicken the pace, and this time I did so with good grace although not before noticing that the stop was devoid of any life I could see.

Once we were past this lonely spot we slowed to a normal walk again and I felt able to ask the one question—the one question, at least, that seemed capable of any resolution—that still puzzled me.

‘Bob, why do you think you were chosen?’

‘In what way?’

‘I mean chosen out of all the people who ever waited at that stop. Why did the creature select you in particular to keep it company?’

‘I honestly don’t know. It was just written, I suppose.’

‘I think that’s true,’ interposed Disvan, ‘but not to the extent that it was just a random act of fate. I think, if you’ll please excuse me saying so, Bob, that you never were a man marked out for great deeds or an eventful life. It was written very plainly on your face even when I knew you as a boy.’

‘That may be so.’

‘And being such a very unexceptional, ordinary man made you ideal material if someone was to be snatched from life for forty years. It may be that the powers that rule us would only sanction such an event if the disruption to the normal world was minimal, as it was in your case.’

‘True—cruel, mind you—but quite possibly true. I had no career worth speaking of, few friends to miss me, and mother was all the family I’d got.’

‘There you are, then.’

Disvan’s last comment could either be taken as rounding off the successful presentation of his case or as the announcement of Springer’s safe arrival home, for we were indeed before his door.

Lost in private thoughts the old man let himself in and almost forgot, in his preoccupation, to bid us farewell. Just as the door was about to shut, he came to and said, ‘Thank you gentlemen for your patience. Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight,’ we replied in kind and immediately set off home as if eager to be free of his company—although I, at least, was not.

‘I’ll make a minor detour and walk with you part of the way,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘That would be welcome,’ I said and we walked along in silence until once again we drew close to the yellow-lit, deserted bus shelter. As though by prior consent we halted opposite it, looking perhaps for tokens to confirm Springer’s story. In its present condition the shelter looked the very epitome of lifeless anticipation.

At length I finally broke the silence. ‘Do you believe him?’

‘Well, he certainly did disappear for forty years.’

‘But do you believe him?’

‘Yes I do.’

‘And would you wait for a bus at that stop?’

‘I rarely would have occasion to, but the straight answer is no, I wouldn’t.’

‘Then how can you be so sure that Mr Springer isn’t in danger?’

Disvan paused, exhaling air and sadness through his teeth.

‘Partly because he’s done his turn but mainly because soon after he arrived back in Binscombe, ten years ago now, young Mark Brown went missing. He often travelled by bus, you see, and he was most certainly a very unremarkable chap.

‘No, Mr Oakley, I don’t think there’s anything for us to fear over there at the moment because, as the saying goes, two’s company—but three’s a crowd.’

 

 






  








ALL ROADS LEAD TO ROME

 

The sight of a stranger in the Duke of Argyll was always of interest, because of its mild rarity value, and to see an unaccompanied young lady was doubly so. Accordingly, I was both surprised and intrigued, on approaching the premises one summer’s evening, to spy Mr Disvan sitting in the pub garden deep in conversation with an attractive woman whose face was unknown to me. I hesitated to intrude upon them and so continued on into the bar.

‘You’re late,’ said the landlord in a mock chiding voice.

‘Possibly,’ I replied, ‘it being our busy time of year, I had to work on beyond normal hours.’

‘I see,’ said the landlord who never bothered to hide his lack of interest or indeed belief in anything that happened beyond the boundaries of Binscombe.

I decided to turn the conversation so as to satisfy my curiosity and to engage the landlord’s attention all in one.

‘Who’s Mr Disvan talking to out in the pub garden?’

‘I’m not sure, but I think she’s one of the Diggers.’

‘Diggers?’

‘He means the archaeologists,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘They’re excavating up on top of Binscombe ridge, near Mellersh Farm.’

‘There was something about it in the Advertiser,’ said the landlord.

‘Ah, is that it. For a while I thought it might be his long lost daughter or even a girlfriend!’

My comment, intended to be humorous, fell horribly flat. Nobody laughed or smiled or had anything to say at all. They all looked away and acted for a moment as if I was not there. Having obviously breached local etiquette, I thought it best to temporarily remove myself from the scene.

‘Do you think they would mind if I joined them?’

‘Course not,’ said the landlord, ‘there’s nothing going on between them, is there?’

‘No. Well, I think I’ll take my drink outside and see you all later.’

‘Suit yourself.’

I left the bar with the unpleasant sensation, whether true or false I could not say, of having several sets of eyes trained upon my retreating back. The silence was maintained until I had passed through the door and then I heard the low hum of conversation start up again.

I shrugged off the feeling of unease that the incident had produced in me. Such solecisms were fairly frequent and hard to avoid in Binscombe’s complex tribal set-up, even for people such as I, who had lived there for years. Their occurrence just had to be accepted and, since forgiveness was always swift, time spent worrying about them was time wasted.

I walked across the rear car park where, some time ago now, Trevor Jones’s car had been exorcised, and passed through the wicker gate into the Beer Garden. Although it was a warm evening without a hint of a breeze, Mr Disvan and his companion were the only people out enjoying their drinks in the dying sunshine, and all the other tables still had their chairs stacked upon them. My approach was eventually noticed and the two turned to study the newcomer. Mr Disvan, of course, instantly recognised me but the woman took no notice of this and continued to appraise me with a very cool, self-assured gaze. I recognised the technique from long sad years of London social warfare and so returned her look with equal candour. She was in her early thirties (or possibly late twenties with premature wear) and, although no attempt was made to emphasise the fact, she was, as I had earlier spotted, definitely attractive in a challenging sort of way. She wore a bib and braces outfit with a cheerful red scarf wound into her hair, and a pint of dark beer stood before her on the garden table.

‘Ah, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘glad to see you. Bit late, aren’t you?’

‘I had to work.’

‘Busy time of year in your business, I expect.’

‘That’s right, it is actually. How did you know?’

‘Commonsense.’

‘I see. Anyway, leaving that all aside, I wonder if you’d mind if I joined you? I’ve said the wrong thing again in there.’

‘Mind? No, I insist.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Mr Oakley, I’d like you to meet Elaine, she’s one of the archaeologists working up on the ridge.’

‘I’m pleased to meet you, Elaine. How’s the work developing?’

‘Handsomely, thank you—and please call me Ellie, I much prefer it.’

‘Okay.’

‘What’s wrong with Elaine?’ asked Mr Disvan curiously.

‘I don’t know. I’m just not at ease with it so I use an alternative.’

‘How strange. There’s no bad connotations to it that I’m aware of. It’s an old French version of the Greek name Helen—very ancient as you know. There’s also Arthurian links to it via Tennyson and Mallory—“Elaine, the lily maid of Astolat” who had “that love which was her doom’”. A lovely old story.’

‘Very nice, I’m sure, but I still prefer Ellie.’

‘Ellie thinks,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘that they’ve uncovered, if you’ll excuse the pun, good evidence for continuity of use between the Iron Age and Romano-British cemeteries up there.’

‘Really? What about the barrow, though?’

‘Ah, well that’s the most interesting part of all, isn’t it, Ellie?

The lady in question was looking at us with open approval.

‘You know, you people round here are really amazing. I’ve been digging all over, and everywhere else I’ve been all the locals want to know is if we’ve found any gold or skeletons—skeletons or gold every time. Here, though, people ask me about evidence for continuity of settlement, about cemetery lay-out and burial practises—all the sort of stuff only us professionals are supposed to be interested in. What is it about Binscombe people?’

‘We’re very keen on knowing about our past here, Ellie.’

‘And if we’re not to start with, then Mr Disvan makes sure that we are sooner or later. It was him who told me about the cemeteries up on the ridge—I wouldn’t have known about them otherwise. With the best will in the world, there’s just not the time to read up old archaeological reports and such like, so we rely on Mr Disvan here to be our fountain of knowledge.’

‘Even so, it’s pretty unusual to find an archaeologically educated public—and very gratifying.’

‘Why should you care?’ I said.

‘Else what’s the point of what we’re all doing?  Why go on excavating and producing reports if the society they’re intended for doesn’t give a damn?’

‘You could say the same about anything that’s not strictly practical.’

Ellie reached for her packet of cigarettes and lit one.

‘Yeah, that’s true. I’m overstating the case. Anyway, I’d still be an archaeologist even if I was the only one in the world who was the least bit interested. It’s just nice sometimes to know that a few people out there other than dried up old university professors would like to hear what we’ve found out.’

‘You haven’t told Mr Oakley about the barrow yet, Ellie.’

‘No, sorry—I was side-tracked and got onto my soap-box. It’s a failing of mine. Well, Mr Oakley, I presume then that you know about the Bronze Age barrow near the cemetery sites.’

‘Yes, it’s still quite prominent in the landscape.’

‘That’s because the land it’s on is useless for agriculture, and so the barrow escaped the attentions of the plough.’

‘Presumably.’

‘Definitely. Well, the barrow’s pretty typical Late Bronze Age and we didn’t expect it to reveal anything because—well, doubtless Mr Disvan has told you about the 1890 attack on it...’

‘No, he hasn’t actually.’

‘No? Oh well, in line with the practices of the time, the Binscombe Barrow was one of about a dozen ransacked in the course of a summer’s day by an Antiquarian Society from Hampstead. Their hired workmen simply dug a trench straight down through it whilst the members stood around and watched or ate a picnic. It was a common thing in those days—a pleasant day’s pillaging for the educated well-to-do.’

‘Did they find anything?’

‘We don’t know. As per normal, the expedition wasn’t written up other than a very brief paragraph in The Gentleman’s Magazine. If there was a burial or cremation burial in there, they must have taken the bones and/or pot, and God knows where they could be nowadays. All they left for posterity was a great backfilled hole.’

‘That must be frustrating for you.’

‘You get used to it. Future generations of archaeologists will probably feel the same about our efforts. Anyway, the point is that we’ve found that the barrow was re-used long after its creation and that there’s a Roman double burial in one side—something the Victorian vandals missed.’

‘And that’s unusual is it?’

‘Not desperately, but taken in conjunction with the Iron Age/Roman continuity in the main cemeteries, the whole site’s quite a find.’

‘I’m gratified to hear that,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘but where are the rest of your excavators?’

‘They’re mostly MSC, sorry, Manpower Services Commission, people or day volunteers, so they’re not around in the evening. There’s three other people from the university with me but... well, they’ve got other interests than coming down to meet the villagers.’

‘And where do you fit into the group, Ellie?’ I asked.

‘Director, whip-cracker and sometime cook—which reminds me, I ought to be heading back to see what’s on food-wise. Besides which I’ve got a lot of writing up to do.’

‘Perhaps we could offer you a lift,’ said Disvan. ‘It’s a tidy old trek up through the roads to the ridge. Twenty minutes walk for anyone.’

Ellie seemed very pleased to receive this offer. ‘Ordinarily I wouldn’t like to impose but...’

‘Mr Oakley, your car is here, isn’t it? You can drive us there can’t you?’

I had a mere second in which to assert myself and resist this press-ganging before my hesitation would be detected and my churlishness revealed. As always the second passed and, long hard day and thirst notwithstanding, I agreed.

‘That’s very kind of you’ she said.

‘Not at all.’

I finished my drink, and a few minutes later we were driving through the centre of the Binscombe Estate out towards the wilder agricultural and wooded area that surrounded it. The path to the ridge was a mere sunken mud track off a minor road but was nominally negotiable to motor vehicles, although in parts perilously narrow and beset by trees. As I struggled with the problems it posed and pondered on the mud and scratches my car was accumulating, I heard Mr Disvan and Ellie chatting learnedly about the dig, the site, and its place within the lost past of Binscombe. Even at the best of times I would have had little to contribute to such a conversation and so, in between desperate hauling at the wheel and the piling on of gas or brake, I was content merely to listen in to snippets of their talk.

At length the car gamely took a very steep rise, at the top of which was a closed five-bar gate. Not far beyond, in a circle cleared of the bracken which grew all about, could be seen four or five tents, a large prefabricated wooden hut, and a patchwork of excavated areas. Above them, on the very apex of the ridge, loomed the dark elongated shape of the barrow. Plainly we had arrived. Ellie suddenly fell silent and there was a slight period of hesitation before she said, ‘I’ll just go and open the gate, then.’

‘Okay, your door is unlocked.’

‘Fine—right then.’

She left the car and sprinted over to the gate. The rope loop which held it shut took a time to disengage, and while she struggled with it she cast numerous glances into the thick mass of trees and bracken which came up close to the path on either side. Once it was free she hurried the gate forward and waved us on. Within a few seconds of me clearing the gap she had closed and fastened the gate and was in the car again.

‘Is there some problem?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Problem? No,’ she replied, ‘we’re almost there, drive on.’

I duly covered the few hundred yards to the campsite and halted the car on a reasonably level piece of ground.

‘Thank you very much,’ said Ellie, ‘it was most kind of you. Come on over and meet the other full-timers. I’ll rustle up a cup of cocoa or coffee for you.’

‘That’d be nice,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘we’ll take you up on that offer. Follow me, Mr Oakley, don’t be shy.’

Up to that point, I’d been thinking in terms of a swift trip back down Binscombe’s answer to the slalom in order to resume my interrupted visit to the Argyll. However, since we’d made it this far it seemed reasonable to accept the offer, even though Disvan’s habit of speaking for me irked as before.

We followed Ellie to what was obviously the focal point of the camp: a large hearth of stacked bricks with a covering of corrugated iron over its top. Here, presumably, was where the meals were cooked and consumed. While Mr Disvan and I tried to make ourselves comfortable on the tree trunks which served as seats, Ellie put a kettle on to boil over a primus.

‘It’s humble, but it’s home,’ she said. ‘At least for a while.’

Then, while we were sipping the resultant black coffee out of plastic cups, Ellie gave the hearth’s iron roof several hard blows with a stick. The clanging noise thus produced caused a curious head to peer out of one of the nearby tents and look about to find the source of the disturbance. Obviously our arrival by car and subsequent chat had not been sufficient to rouse him or her.

‘Visitors,’ shouted Ellie, and the head nodded and then withdrew back into the tent.

‘You’ll have to excuse them—they’re preoccupied,’ she said.

‘Them? I only saw one.’

‘There’s more.’  She smiled as if at a private witticism. ‘In every sense of the word.’

‘It’s a fine outlook you have here,’ said Mr Disvan.

It was indeed. Below us the ridge fell away sharply and we had a clear and panoramic view of the rolling fields and lanes which led up to the start of Binscombe and the orderly, close packed streets beyond. A light mist was rising over the old glebe lands by the school and, in the distance, the sheen of Broadwater Lake was visible. The bird’s farewell evening chorus from the trees on the slope provided a pleasing soundtrack, and we carried on silently taking in the scene set out before us for several moments.

Then the low roar and rumble of a forty-tonne juggernaut coping with the twists and turns of the Compton Road eventually reached us and broke the spell, dragging us back to the mundane world.

‘ “All the kingdoms of the world and the glory thereof”,’ Ellie said, smiling pleasantly and waving her arm towards the horizon.

‘Pardon?’

‘A joke. A quote I learnt at school.’

‘It’s Biblical, Mr Oakley,’ said Mr Disvan as if to a slow but favoured child. ‘Mr Oakley is the product of a strictly secular upbringing, Ellie. He’ll not understand your allusion, I’m afraid.’

‘Should I know it?’ I asked.

‘Probably not necessary,’ Ellie replied. ‘More coffee?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Hello,’ said a soft voice from behind. Mr Disvan and I turned rapidly to see that Ellie’s colleagues had silently joined us. She had been correct in saying that there were more—three in fact.

‘Hello,’ they repeated in unison.

‘Dave, Ros and Jayney, I’d like you meet Mr Disvan and Mr Oakley from the village. You two, please meet Dave, Ros and Jayney.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ said Mr Disvan, rising and shaking hands with each.

‘Likewise,’ I added.

‘Be careful,’ said Ellie to her friends. ‘Mr D and Mr O know a frightening amount about our trade.’

In Binscombe circles the three arrivals stood out somewhat. Dave had shoulder length, slicked back hair and wore a sizeable amount of make-up. Ros and Jayney were petite earth mother figures on whom the fashions of the sixties counter culture and a future post apocalypse age struggled for ascendancy. Heavy rings of eye shadow gave them a friendly, panda-ish look.

Even so, our greetings were none the less warm or genuine, for I had perforce gone beyond judging books by their covers, and Disvan was seemingly never disconcerted by anything or anyone.

Hand in hand, the three came to join us on a nearby tree trunk-cum-bench.

‘Do you want to eat?’ said Ellie.

‘Maybe later,’ replied Jayney.

‘I’ll get a fire going in the hearth then,’ said Dave, and proceeded efficiently to do so.

In the event we stayed far longer than initially envisaged and shared the archaeologist’s meal of beans and rice. Sitting round the blazing fire, with the barrow above us and the lights of Binscombe below, ultimately seemed very agreeable to me, and I relinquished any thoughts of returning to the Argyll. Mr Disvan got into a deep debate with the ménage à trois about the evidence for post-Roman social systems that could perhaps be derived from early Welsh legal codes and land deeds. Then he became even more popular when his meerschaum pipe was produced and shared round. The peculiar aroma it produced wafted over the hillside in competition with the wood smoke and added its dubious charms to the pleasant fragrance of the evening.

Since I could add nothing to the discussion described above and Ellie did not seem minded to join in, our little gathering split into two groups, one silent and one not. I noticed that whereas my gaze was relaxed and more or less undirected, Ellie was staring fixedly into the woods that surrounded the encampment on all sides other than that occupied by the barrow. She seemed more tense than the situation demanded or merited, and I assumed that some unpleasant recollection had occurred to her. In order to dispel this, and—okay—perhaps with some idea of establishing more intimate relations, I decided to strike up a conversation.

‘I had no idea it was this pleasant on the ridge,’ I said. ‘It must be very easy to get to feel at home up here.’

‘That’s the whole problem,’ she replied, her mood obviously unchanged by having her thoughts interrupted. ‘It’s far too easy to feel at home here.’

Mr Disvan appeared to have caught this answer and had broken off his talk, mid-sentence, to look intently at her.

‘I don’t suppose,’ I asked, with little confidence in obtaining a positive response, ‘that you’d care to clarify that remark?’

‘You’re right, Mr Oakley,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t care to even if I could.’

Mr Disvan swiftly rose to his feet.

‘I think we’d best be going. Time is moving on and Mr Oakley has to work tomorrow, don’t you? Doubtless we shall all meet again.’

 

*  *  *

 

In the event, Mr Disvan’s prediction was fulfilled in very short order. The very next evening I noticed, upon my arrival, that once again Ellie and he were sitting out in the Argyll’s garden. I fetched a drink and hastened to join them.

‘Oh, hello, Mr Oakley,’ she said. ‘Nice to meet you again.’

‘My sentiments exactly.’

‘Be careful of Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘he’s something of a charmer when he wants to be.’

‘I’ll bear it in mind,’ Ellie replied, unimpressed. ‘Incidentally, talking of charm or the lack of it, you two left very suddenly last night, didn’t you? I hope it wasn’t something I said.’

‘No, of course not,’ I replied.

‘Not especially, no,’ Disvan agreed—or at least partly agreed.

‘Good. The thing is that I’m more of a city person myself, and being out in the country, amidst the trees and fields so to speak, tends to make me a bit broody—even anti-social sometimes. Hence my behaviour at the end yesterday.’

‘How awful for you,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Can’t you get professional help to cure it?’

‘Well,’ Ellie replied, a little taken aback, ‘it takes all sorts to make a world.’

‘Oh yes, there is that saying.’

I decided to intervene before this exchange became barbed.

‘Rest assured, Ellie, you gave no grounds for offence. As Mr Disvan said, I had to be up early for work and I’d forgotten. Anyway, have you made good progress today?’

‘Not in archaeological terms, no, but in terms of my career, yes, I think I have.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘My study supervisor came down from the university to see me and visit the dig today. He’s heard the word that, together with what I’ve already submitted and the results that this excavation will produce, my Ph.D. should sail through without a problem.’

‘Congratulations, you must be very pleased.’

‘Pleased and relieved, yes I am. I’ve invested five years hard work, not to mention the attendant poverty, in that doctorate, and the only alternative to having it passed that I’d be prepared to accept is death! Don’t look so shocked Mr Disvan; I’m only joking. Probably.’

‘What next?’ I asked.

‘Oh, the usual limbo, I should imagine. The dole in between odd archaeological commissions. Pouring over The Times and Guardian university appointments columns for years on end. Possibly a lectureship at the end of it if I’m lucky. So long as I don’t have to get married and/or settle down I don’t really mind.’

Disvan obviously didn’t like this line of questioning and wanted to keep things specific.

‘Is the entire doctorate to do with cemeteries, Ellie?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Romano-British ones to be specific, the later the better. Mind you, I’ve often dabbled back into the Iron Age if there’s the slightest evidence for continuity.’

‘As there is in the case of Binscombe.’

‘Like there is here, as you say. Only here there’s continuity to an extraordinary degree, which is pleasing. A sort of crowning glory to my researches, if you like.’

‘Why did you choose cemeteries in particular?’ asked Mr Disvan.

‘Dunno—that’s the honest answer. I just got interested in them early on, I suppose, had a few ideas, and felt like following them up. It’s not everyone’s idea of paradise when your foremost companions are the dead and gone, but it’s better than filling in forms in a office. At least I think so.’

There seemed to be, at heart, a lot of truth in this, not least in relation to my own life, and I pondered on it as I went to fetch a fresh round of drinks from the bar. When I returned I found that, in my absence, the conversation had remained on much the same topic, shifting only slightly in location to the subject of the barrow on the ridge.

‘No,’ said Ellie in answer to a question of Mr Disvan’s that I did not catch, ‘we’ve left the burial alone. From what we saw when it was first revealed, the level of disturbance is so low, and the preservation of the remains so good, that I felt justified in leaving it so a specialist could do the full works. The original clothing, if any, may have left very subtle soil staining, for instance, which we mightn’t pick up—things like that. I’ve got the evidence I want from the main cemeteries, so I won’t be too disappointed if the barrow burials aren’t up to expectations. If they are—if they’re late Roman, say—it’ll just be the cherry on the top.’

‘Well then,’ said Disvan, ‘we wish you luck.’

‘You can do better than that even. The specialist from the Institute in London is coming down on Friday. Why don’t you both take the day off and come up to the dig? You can keep your fingers crossed for me and see what turns up at the same time.’

‘I was hoping you’d offer that opportunity,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘but I didn’t like to ask. I gladly accept.’

‘What about you, Mr Oakley?’

‘Won’t we be in the way?’

‘I wouldn’t have asked you if I couldn’t rely on you not to be.’

‘Righto, it’s a date. Expect us on Friday, then.’

‘Good. Right, gentlemen, who’s for more drinks?’

‘Just a fruit juice for Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘he’s got to drive you home later.’

I turned to look at Mr Disvan and he returned my gaze with beatific innocence, as if completely unaware that he was ordering my evening. Try as I might I could detect no mockery or guile.

‘That’s right,’ I said slowly, ‘so I have.’

 

*  *  *

 

It was very dark when we returned, but the path to the ridge was not so much of a problem the second time around. I knew which deep sloughs of permanent mud to avoid and which bushes in particular offered do or die resistance to a car’s progress. Even so, all my concentration was required to prevent insurance-claim-worthy damage to the car’s bodywork and therefore, once again, I failed to follow Mr Disvan’s and Ellie’s conversation as we neared the camp. Nevertheless, despite my lack of attention, I noticed that as before, once the five-bar gate came into sight, Ellie lapsed into nervous silence and hesitated perceptibly before leaving the car to clear our way.

On this occasion the rope binding on the gate seemed to be more recalcitrant than before and Ellie struggled wildly to release it without effect.

‘She’s making a meal of that,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘I think I’ll go and help her.’

Just as these words left his lips, Ellie stood stock still and stared hard into the trees and thickets on her left. She remained thus for a second or so, a horrified look on her face, before turning as if to run back to the car. A few steps into this sudden change of plan she stopped, obviously thought better of it, and returned to the gate. From the depths of one of the pockets of her Belstaff jacket she drew a large clasp knife, and with deft actions sawed asunder the offending rope loop. Kicking the gate open she raced back to the car and flung herself in.

‘What is..?’ I started to say, but Ellie pointed forward and shouted, in a voice not lightly to be contradicted, ‘Go, go, go!’

I obliged by causing the car to leap forward just as fast as first gear would permit.

‘Don’t stop here,’ she said. ‘Go right up to the tents.’

‘But we’ll wake...’

‘Just do it, please!’

‘Okay, okay.’

We came to a halt, engine racing furiously, a mere few feet from the first tent. The headlights lit it up and roused, if the noise had not already done so, the three occupants.

‘Thanks,’ said Ellie, ‘and sorry.’

She got out of the car and dived without further ado into what was presumably her tent, just as Dave’s head emerged quizzically from his shared abode.

Mr Disvan and I emerged from the car feeling rather ridiculous and guilty. Ellie did not join us to lend support.

Dave looked at us as if at apprehended scrumpers. ‘Can you offer any explanation for your behaviour?’ he said. The public school tones were a surprise.

‘Well...’ I started, and then was glad for once that Mr Disvan took it upon himself to speak for me.

‘To be absolutely honest, I’m afraid that we can’t,’ he said disarmingly.

‘I see,’ said Dave. ‘Well, in that case I’ll bid you goodnight—and drive carefully,’ he added, withdrawing his head back into the tent and fastening the zip.

We were left alone, our feeling of stupidity undiminished. I reversed the car as quietly as one can on a silent hillside and, in a state of some puzzlement, we returned to the lights of Binscombe.

‘What do you make of all that?’ I said to Mr Disvan.

‘I’m not sure, but we’ll know when Ellie tells us herself tomorrow.’

‘How can you be sure that she will?’

‘Because,’ he replied with certainty in his voice, ‘her sense of propriety will make her.’

‘We shall see,’ I said doubtfully.

 

*  *  *

 

‘I couldn’t just leave it as it was,’ said Ellie. ‘I had to offer you some explanation.’

Mr Disvan gave me something approaching an ‘I told you so’ look.

‘Besides which,’ she continued, ‘I think I need your advice.’

We were once again sitting out in the Argyll’s beer garden enjoying the mellow evening sunshine. Ellie looked even more incongruous among us than usual, for the majority of the clientele were, on this occasion, dressed in formal black and a few sported black armbands, whereas she adhered to her customary paramilitary school of fashion. I suspected, however, that her evident unease was not due to any sense of being incorrectly attired.

She had been waiting for some time before our arrival back from the memorial service and wake that had arisen from Stan, the local policeman’s, suicide just over a week before. We briefly explained the reason for our sombre garb and then, as was fast becoming the custom, took our drinks into the garden.

‘It’s a more suitable and private place for the dispensing of advice,’ Mr Disvan said.

There was a standard family (father, mother, boy and girl) of trippers already in occupation of our normal table and so, to avoid being overheard, we had to sit at the far end of the garden by Lottie’s flower beds and the kiddies’ swing and sand pit. At one point it looked as if the trippers’ offspring were minded to come and make use of these facilities, but Disvan managed to catch their eye and they revised their plan so as to stay close to mum and dad.

Ellie looked suspiciously about her and felt the need for a sip at her drink and a drag from her cigarette before commencing whatever she had to tell us.

‘This isn’t going to be easy for me,’ she said by way of warning.

‘Perhaps I can assist you, then,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘What is it that you can see or hear in the woods by the gate?’

Ellie looked at him keenly.

‘It’s that obvious, is it?’

‘Fairly.’

‘I suppose my actions the last couple of nights haven’t been all that normal or subtle. Okay then, you’ve guessed my secret. The next big question is whether you’ll believe me.’

‘You haven’t told us what the problem is yet,’ I said.

‘No, that’s true. It’s just that I’m naturally reluctant to get around to revealing it. The problem is, gentlemen, that I hear voices in the wood—or one voice, to be quite specific.’

‘And this occurs when you’re by the gate does it?’ asked Mr Disvan.

 ‘Generally, but not always. I’ve heard it when I’ve been near other parts of the woods.’

‘And what does it say?’

‘To start with it was just like a sighing—a man’s sigh when he’s expressing a longing for something. Then it developed into a whisper saying things that were indistinct, but even so I still ignored it. I told myself it was just the wind in the trees or some defect in my hearing. But then last night, at the gate, the voice was quite clear—and it was calling for me.’

‘In what way?’

‘Just by saying my name: “Ellie...Ellie...” it was saying. It wanted me to come to it.’

‘And it was a man’s voice, you say?’

‘In origin, perhaps, but it sounded as if was coming from a million miles away. It really was a vile, cold voice, Mr Disvan!’

‘Well, don’t distress yourself anew Ellie. It’s broad daylight now and you’re in company.’

‘That hasn’t prevented it from happening before. One of the first occasions I heard it was when I was doing some grid-planning in the lunch hour. Suddenly all the birds rose out of the woods and flew off in a crowd and, in the silence they left behind, I heard the voice whispering to me. Oh no, Mr Disvan, daylight’s no safeguard, I’m afraid.’

Once upon a time I would have doubted, made discreet remarks about mental stability, and sought rational explanations. Now, after years of Binscombe residence, I found within myself the ability to accept the unlikely as quite probable—Ellie’s story included.

‘In that case,’ I said, in an attempt to be both practical and helpful, ‘assuming it’s not something awry with your ears or to do with the wind through the branches, there’s a ready solution to your problem.’

‘And what might that be, Mr Oakley?’ said Disvan looking at me with interest.

‘It’s that as far as possible you keep out of earshot of the woods or, if you must work alongside them, use one of those Walkman things. That way you won’t hear whatever the voice might care to say. Also, leave the gate open and unfastened if you leave the site. I’m more than willing to give you a lift back in the evenings, and we can drive straight on and drown anything your friend’s got to whisper with the noise of the car.’

Mr Disvan nodded his approval. ‘Given that an explanation for your voice is unlikely and that your stay on the ridge is only temporary, Mr Oakley’s proposals have a lot of sense in them,’ he said.

‘Thank you’ I replied. ‘After all, as Mr Disvan says, it’s not as if you’ll be there for ever, is it?  How much longer do you really need to stay?’

‘Two, maybe three weeks,’ said Ellie.

‘There you are then. That’s not too long a time to display a little eccentricity—especially in the context of the rest of your team.’

‘It’s very nice of you to believe me, both of you,’ Ellie said warmly, although apparently little cheered by my suggestions.

‘Here in Binscombe, it’s not so hard to credit,’ I replied. ‘For instance, one person we knew heard...’

I intercepted Mr Disvan’s gaze and, because of the note of caution contained therein, dried up immediately.

‘Mr Oakley means that we realise you’re a person of integrity and so we’re obliged to believe what you say. Isn’t that so, Mr Oakley?’

‘That’s right...’ I concurred weakly.

‘Well, thank you anyway,’ Ellie continued. ‘I was afraid you’d think I was cracking up but, all things considered, I don’t think I am. Not yet anyway. I appreciate what you’ve suggested, Mr Oakley but unfortunately your measures wouldn’t be any help.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, for example, you said to stay clear of the woods, out of earshot, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, that was one of the things.’

‘I thought so. Sadly you see, there isn’t anywhere on the site out of range of the voice if it wants to reach me. I’ve even heard it while we were sitting round the campfire and Ros and Jayney were talking to me. However, I can’t go around with a Walkman on, blaring away all the time, even if I could afford one. It wouldn’t be practical—or professional for that matter.’

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘but at least you could leave the gate open so you wouldn’t have to linger there to unfasten it each time you passed.’

‘No again. There was terrible trouble this morning as it was, what with the fastening being found sawed off and so on. The road to the ridge is privately owned. We can use it in moderation but one of the strictest stipulations that the owner made was that all gates were to be kept closed.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I do,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘That land’s owned by a man called Griffiths and he’s got a real mania for tidiness. He drove his wife mad, he did, following her round straightening piles of magazines and looking for dust. I well recall their wedding and the rumpus over the confetti. They had to get in extra police from Goldenford.’

I interrupted a potential stream of Disvan remembrances and brought the conversation back to the matter in hand.

‘Well then, Ellie, I’m afraid that all my good ideas are brought to nought.’

‘It seems so, yes.’

‘One thing,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘what exactly did you mean by saying it was too easy to feel at home on the ridge?’

‘Just that, Mr D. Despite the voice, despite everything, I more and more feel that I belong up there. I don’t want to feel that way, but it just keeps on growing.’

‘That is worrying,’ said Disvan. ‘You’ve no Binscombe blood in you, unless I’m very much mistaken.’

‘No, I shouldn’t think so. My family, such as it is, are from all over.’

‘How much longer did you say you are staying here?’

‘Two to three weeks.’

Mr Disvan fixed her with one of the most earnest and impressive looks in his extensive repertoire.

‘Don’t make it any longer,’ he said.

‘I shan’t, don’t worry.’

‘Good. In the meanwhile I advise you to ignore what the voice says to you. Just try to live with it but don’t listen to it. You can borrow my Walkman if you like. I’ve also got one of those portable compact disc players. It’s very impressive.’

‘Thanks anyway, but no thanks.’

‘Just as you wish.’

‘A lift home would be more than welcome, though.’

‘It would be our pleasure,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Absolutely’ I agreed.

Accordingly, in due course, I conveyed Ellie home. As we approached the infamous gate I turned the radio on loud while Mr Disvan disembarked to clear our path. The sounds of Little Richard pounding his inimitable way through ‘Tutti Fruiti’ percolated from the car into the silent woods, raucously drowning out, I hoped, anything Ellie’s voice might wish to express. Within a brief moment Mr Disvan rejoined us and we were on our way. In deference to the sleep or other activities of the ménage I halted a little way off from the tents and turned the radio right down.

‘Here we are, then,’ I said, turning round to speak to Ellie in the back seat. ‘How was that?’

Her face contained an eloquent answer to my question. She was pointing, plainly horrified, at the radio.

‘Can’t you hear it?’ she said. ‘It keeps breaking in to the song!’

Disvan and I listened intently but could discern nothing other than that which the artist intended.

‘Oh my God,’ Ellie cried almost panic-stricken, ‘it says—‘

And then she fainted.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Feeling better now?’ asked Mr Disvan.

‘Yes thank you, very much better,’ Ellie replied.

‘How did you explain to Dave and co about us carrying you in?’ I asked.

‘That was very simple. I said I was dead drunk. Knowing me as they do, it had the ring of truth. I’d have said anything rather than let it be known that I’d fainted.’

‘There’s no shame in it,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘You’d had a bad shock.’

‘You don’t know the half of it. But even so, fainting just isn’t my image. Where did you say that villa was, Mr Disvan?’

Ellie obviously wanted the subject of the voice left alone. Disvan obliged by pointing out once again the position of one of the two Roman farms which had constituted, a civilisation ago, the Binscombe of the day, and whose one-time inhabitants presumably rested in the cemetery on the ridge.

The Friday had dawned promisingly clear and bright and developed into a fine sunny day that a persistent breath of wind saved from becoming too warm. Mr Disvan and I met by arrangement early on, and after breakfast in a café we had driven up to the dig. The ‘Bone Specialist’ from London was already there, supervising Ros and Jayney as they uncovered the barrow burials. Ellie, having set the rest of the diggers to work, was at something of an anticipatory loose end and was thus free to give us a tour round the site.

Mr Disvan made intelligent and incisive comments about the finds and holes we were shown, and I nodded sagely at what seemed the right moments. It all looked very professional to me, but the repeated sight of pottery and bone fragments and alleged soil features that I found invisible soon began to pall. I was pleased, therefore, when Dave rattled on the hearth’s tin roof to signify it was lunch time, and Ellie suggested we fetch our sandwiches from the site hut and sit lower down on the hillside to eat them.

Behind us, the motley crew of government-enlisted youths and genteel volunteers sprawled around the hearth area munching their food and listening to Capital Radio on a transistor. Carried away by enthusiasm, the Specialist and Ros and Jayney worked on.

‘It was an enclosed courtyard type villa by the middle fourth century,’ continued Mr Disvan, ‘ very much in the continental style, really, which adds to the theory that there were a lot of rich Gallo-Romans coming over to Britannia at that time to escape the social troubles in their province.’

‘The Bacaudae you mean?’ said Ellie.

‘That’s right. Bands of brigands and revolutionaries and army deserters. Anyway, this villa was unusual in that it later had a defensive wall and rampart built around it.’

‘How do you know that?’ Ellie asked.

‘How? Well, it was in the 1960 excavation report by the Goldenford Archaeological Society.’

‘No it wasn’t. I’ve read it. They were digging in advance of an expansion of the council estate and they didn’t have time to excavate anything other the building itself.’

‘Oh well, I must have seen it in the report of Janaway’s dig in 1908.’

‘No, I don’t think so, I’ve read that as well.’

‘How strange,’ said Disvan hurriedly, ‘I could have sworn I read it somewhere. Anyway, getting back to what you told us last week, have you heard anything more of your voice?’

‘Not the voice, no. Well, maybe some mumbling on the very edge of my hearing but nothing like... like when I fainted.’

‘You don’t want to explain about that by any chance, do you?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘No, it’s too personal. However... there is something I can tell you about.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I think the voice or whatever it is has taken shape.’

‘How do you know that?’ I asked.

‘It sounds quite an innocent story when I tell it.’

‘Go ahead, even so,’ said Disvan.

‘It’s just that I was lying awake in my tent a couple of nights ago—I’ve not been sleeping well for obvious reasons—when someone came marching along and stood outside.’

‘What’s so strange about that?’ I queried.

‘Look at where my tent is.’

We did as we were asked, and saw that on one side the thick bracken which surrounded the cleared camp site grew chest high.

‘And the footsteps came from the side where the bracken is?’ I hazarded.

‘You’ve guessed it. No one could walk at a steady normal pace through that. It’d be hard work for a strong man to walk even a few paces, and he wouldn’t be able to stride along like the footsteps I heard.

‘No, you’re right,’ said Disvan. ‘What did you do?’

‘I stayed put, terrified out of my mind, until the sun came up and I heard the footsteps walk away.’

‘That was wise, I’m thinking.’

‘Did you inspect the bracken in the morning?’ I asked.

‘Yes—very cautiously, but I did. There was a line of dead and blackened plants leading back into the woods.’

‘Leading where?’

‘Nowhere. Dave followed the trail for me, and apparently it just petered out after a hundred feet or so.’

There was silence for a moment (if one discounts Capital Radio and the sound of eating) while we considered this story. Disvan then turned to speak to Ellie.

‘I think you should leave here. Leave now and never come back.’

Ellie looked out over the panorama of Binscombe and beyond. When she replied she sounded listless and resigned.

‘I can’t. You’re probably right, but I just can’t leave now. There’s too much tied up for me in this dig. I’m very scared by what’s going on, but somehow I’m not so scared as perhaps I should be. It’s a strange sensation, but I think I feel less and less threatened by whatever it is.’

‘Therein lies the danger,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘because if you don’t—‘

Jayney came racing along and interrupted what Disvan was about to say.

‘Ellie, come and look,’ she said, ‘the burials are really amazing!’

‘Marvellous,’ said Ellie, instantly her old self once again. ‘Come on, gents, follow me and see my doctorate come to fruition!’

Mr Disvan shook his head in dismay, but did as he was told without trying to complete his warning.

A few minutes brisk walk took us to the top of the ridge and the barrow. Dave, Ros and the Specialist were huddled around a neat rectangular excavation in the barrow’s side and were gesturing excitedly. Our approach was heard and the ‘bone man’, as Ellie had termed him, came to meet us. He was a thick-set young man whose eyes contained an unhappy, dangerous energy, placated, for the moment, by the pleasure of his discovery. An ancient and baggy black woolly hat distinguished his pseudo-martial dress from all the other archaeologists I’d so far met.

‘It’s a beauty, Ellie,’ he said. ‘Two inhumations, man and a woman, articulation and dentition practically complete in both cases, so we’ll get age and any pathological indicators, no trouble. There’s no sign of a coffin and no trace of soil staining from a shroud that I can detect, but there are grave goods—fantastic stuff too—just right for your purposes.’

‘What are they?’ Ellie said.

‘Coins over the eyes.’

‘Pagan Roman then.’

‘Yep. Pretty late, I think, as well.’

‘Great.’

‘And there’s a gold ring. Looks like there might be an inscription on it.’

‘Fantastic. Let me have a look.’

We all gathered round to survey the find as described. Two skeletons lay on the ground, all the soil skilfully cleared away from them, as if they had been beached there during the Great Flood. Their involuntary grin greeted the rays of the sun for the first time in perhaps fifteen hundred years, and its light shone brightly off their skulls and the large golden coins resting neatly in their eye sockets.

Ellie knelt beside them and with a tweezer device gently picked up the coins one by one.

‘A gold solidus of Honorius and... another of the same for this one.’

‘That’s the male,’ said the bone man.

‘And a... don’t know, and a trimus of Magnus Maximus for this one.’

‘The female,’ the woolly-hatted man added unnecessarily.

‘About as late as you can get and still be Roman,’ Dave announced.

‘And very prosperous people too,’ Jayney said.

‘Yes,’ Ellie concurred smiling. ‘Prosperous enough probably to be the top people in an off the track area like this. Anyway, the people who buried them made sure they had enough money to pay the ferryman so they wouldn’t need to come back for more.’

‘Note the discrimination against the woman, though,’ said Dave. ‘Lesser value coins for her.’

‘It’s noted, Dave,’ Ellie replied. ‘Now, let’s have a look at that ring.’

She leant over what we now knew to be the male remains and extracted a small, plain looking gold ring which was loosely located on a phalange of what had been a right hand. While brushing it with a whisk, Ellie’s smile broadened even more.

‘Yes, there is an inscription, you’re right. Any Latinists here?’

‘Sorry,’ said Dave, ‘coins and the occasional milestone are about my limit, I’m afraid.’

I did not feel it necessary to announce my ignorance since it was presumably taken for granted, and a quiet born of frustration came over us.

‘Ah well,’ said Ellie, obviously disappointed, ‘It’ll have to wait till we can phone somebody.’

Mr Disvan, apparently having held his peace while he considered the matter, then spoke.

‘That may not be necessary. I have some facility with that language.’

‘Great,’ said Ellie straightening up and holding the tweezer-held ring close to Disvan’s face. ‘What, if anything, do you make of it?’

Mr Disvan screwed up his features and peered at the ring. His head followed the inscription round as he inwardly read it.

‘Well,’ he said at length, ‘it’s tiny script, and much abbreviated: but the sense is:

 

HELENA: VOX MEA VENIET QUOCUMQUE ES

 

which broadly translated means:

 

ELLEN: MY VOICE SHALL COME TO YOU WHEREVER’

 

‘Wow,’ said the bone man, ‘that’s pretty weird isn’t it, Ellie? Ellie, what’s the matter?’

The person in question was now quite oblivious to our presence and was staring from ring to grave and back again as if at approaching nemesis. The archaeologists were puzzled as to what precisely was happening, but could see that somehow Mr Disvan knew more about it than they.

‘What’s the problem, Mr Disvan?’ asked Dave.

Disvan ignored him and instead spoke to Ellie in a tone that was half admonition and half bitter regret.

‘I told you to go, didn’t I?’ he said.

 

*  *  *

 

That summer saw a run of fine evenings when clouds were nigh absent and the sun warmed and cheered rather than oppressed. One such evening, a few days after our visit to the dig, Ellie came once again to visit us at the Argyll. Mr Disvan seemed to have anticipated her arrival since, contrary to normal practise, he suggested we take our drinks in the garden and join the one or two family groups already there. When Mr Wessner and Mr Patel asked if they might join us he politely declined—sorry, no, he said, we may have a guest and the conversation might be personal-like. Mr Wessner and Mr Patel said they quite understood.

A few minutes after seating ourselves Ellie arrived. She seemed both pleased and abashed to see us.

‘How are you settling in at the Constantine’s?’ Mr Disvan asked when she had fetched a drink and joined us.

‘Couldn’t be better. I’m being killed with kindness.’

‘Good, I told you you’d be made very welcome.’

‘It makes a pleasant change from my normal habitat of tents, squats and grotty B&B places,’ Ellie added. ‘I’m well overdue for a spot of pampering—good food prepared for me, clean sheets and that sort of thing.’

The explanation for the above conversation lies in the post mortem held on the events of the previous Friday. In the evening Disvan and I, Ellie, the ménage and the bone man had adjourned to the Argyll, nominally to celebrate the day’s find, now safely covered again. By prearrangement, I fielded the archaeologists’ conversation and occupied them with increasingly banal questions while Disvan and Ellie went off in a huddle to discuss matters of more import. The upshot of their sometimes heated debate was a compromise solution in which Ellie refused to abandon the dig but agreed she should minimise the time spent there. To this end, Mr Disvan found her lodgings in the house of Dorothy and Esther Constantine, two spinster sisters of his acquaintance, where she now slept and dined.

For all the doubtless lavish hospitality being showered upon her by the Constantines, Ellie did not look well. Her eyes were surrounded by dark rings that resembled the effects produced by Ros and Jayney’s cosmetics, and her cheeks were sunken. While nominally at repose, her fingers twitched and fiddled with anything to hand.

‘And how is everything else?’ I asked, pretending that her condition was not already sufficient answer to my question.

Ellie either ignored or did not hear me and, draining her drink, she looked up to stare at Mr Disvan.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said, ‘and I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re right.’

Disvan shrugged his shoulders.

‘I take no pleasure in your agreement but, at the same time, I’m glad you’ve decided to face facts, however strange they might seem. It’s for the best that you should go but we shall miss you. Shan’t we, Mr Oakley?’

‘What? Oh yes, we shall of course. Er... excuse me, but what exactly is going on?’

Ellie favoured me with the arresting look she had just bestowed on Disvan.

‘Its getting worse, as Mr Disvan said it would. The voice is loud and clear now. When I walk to the site in the morning and back again in the evening it calls to me. All the way through the woods it never stops. He—for it is a he, that much is obvious—has become quite eloquent in the last few days.’

‘What does he say?’

Ellie mimicked in a quavering, loud whisper, ‘ “Waiting for you, waiting for you... for so long, for so long” or “Another world here in the woods for us, for us... and it lasts for ever, for ever...” and other such phrases. Sometimes he just laughs and I can hear a woman’s voice screaming or weeping.’

‘How can you bear it?’

‘Good question. Quite frankly I don’t know, but I do know that I’ve had enough. You see, the worse thing is that while one part of me is frightened and revolted another, less conscious, part is relaxed and passive in an almost... well, erotic sort of way. You know—that sort of anticipatory tingle you sometimes get just beforehand.’

‘Quite,’ replied Mr Disvan abruptly.

Ellie said nothing more for a little while being obviously deep in thought. We left her to her reflections, thinking this to be the kindest thing to do, although Disvan watched her with great care. At length she lifted her head again and met Mr Disvan’s gaze.

‘It’s me, isn’t it,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s me or a one-time me in that grave, isn’t it?’

‘It rather looks like that, I’m afraid,’ Disvan answered calmly.

‘Somehow I escaped, perhaps a long time ago, and now I’ve come back—or been drawn back, maybe. Remember what it said on that ring!’

‘Since Saturday it has rarely been out of my mind, Ellie.’

The note of alarm in Ellie’s voice heightened as her thoughts raced ahead. ‘And from what I’ve heard—across the gulf of years—I don’t think it was a happy marriage; not happy at all. I think that he flourishes in the cold of the grave and wants me back to be his wife there, to hold me prisoner like he did in life!’

‘This could well be so,’ agreed Disvan as if agreeing that the weekend might be warm or Arsenal might win the cup.

Ellie slammed her glass down on the table, alarming the other occupants of the beer garden.

‘Well,’ she shouted in anger, ‘he shan’t have me!  I’m going and I’m not coming back. Tomorrow morning I’m going!’

A sudden burst of wind came from nowhere sending everyone scuttling to secure their drinks and possessions from being blown away. Mr Disvan’s Panama hat went flying and a sun parasol over one table took to the air in unmanned flight. Ellie’s hair was lifted up and alternately played wildly about her face or streamed straight back. She seemed to be concentrating on something other than the uproar around her and, to my surprise, great rolling tears began to slip from her eyes.

The wind then ceased as abruptly as it started.

‘I don’t care what you say,’ Ellie sobbed, ‘I’m still going.’

 

*  *  *

 

It had been agreed that Mr Disvan and I would settle up things for Ellie and explain her sudden departure with some plausible lie. I took yet another day off work and as the church clock struck ten (signifying it was circa 9:45) I met Mr Disvan outside the Argyll and drove us both to the excavation site. On our way we were obliged to pull over to allow a police car and an ambulance, both with their sirens and flashing lights on, to speed past us.

‘Another family dispute in the estate, I expect,’ said Disvan. ‘Either that or the council trying to evict someone—probably the Abbott tribe again.’

For once, however, one of Disvan’s predictions, although based on his seemingly omniscient knowledge of Binscombe, proved to be incorrect. As we made our way up the track to the ridge, there was every sign that someone had immediately preceded us—in large vehicles, such as a police car or an ambulance. This proved to be the case, and when we came upon the site through the already opened five-bar gate, it was to see said vehicles, their beacons still in operation, parked as close to the barrow as safety would permit.

Abandoning the car, we made haste to join the small crowd that was milling around the ambulance. I saw the ménage, two policemen and some MSC lads removing a large wooden structure that had inexplicably come to be on the side of the barrow. The ‘bone man’, as we knew him, was also there directing other people who were in the burial trench itself.

As we drew near and made our way through the mob, the ambulance men finished loading an occupied stretcher into their vehicle and then drove off back down the hill at reckless speed.

Having disposed of the strange wooden object, the senior of the two policemen was having strong words or, more accurately, a strong monologue with Dave, who was weeping bitterly and ignoring his questioner completely. Ros and Jayney, one either side of him like book ends, were attempting to comfort the distraught archaeologist.

The policeman gesticulated wildly once more and then gave up in frustration. Following the direction of his arm I saw that the site hut had somehow been beheaded and that the puzzling wooden structure now lying by the side of the barrow was the hut’s one-time roof. A horrible suspicion began to form in my mind.

Our approach was now audible even over the general furore, and the peeved look on the policemen’s faces eased as they turned to inspect the new arrivals.

‘Ah, Mr Disvan,’ said one, ‘good morning to you.’

‘Morning, Alan. Morning, Desmond. What’s going on?’

‘Difficult to say. I can’t get no sense out of these weirdoes. An accident caused by appalling safety standards, that much is plain, though.’

‘Who’s been hurt?’ Disvan asked.

‘Young girl. The one you’ve been taking a drink or two with lately.’

‘How badly?’

‘Bad as you can get. Her head’s split. She’ll be DOA.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Dead on arrival.’

‘I see. Thank you, Alan. Look, perhaps I can assist you here; I’m acquainted with these people.’

‘By all means, Mr Disvan, carry on.’

‘Thank you.’

Mr Disvan crossed over to Dave and placed his hand on his shoulder.

‘Hello, Dave’ he said. ‘I’m very sorry about what happened. Do you think you could tell me about it?’

Dave regained control of his emotions and answered in a level voice.

‘Yeah, I’m all right now. It was when we were taking photographs of the burials. Someone opened the site hut door, there was a sudden almighty blast of wind and the roof blew off. I just don’t understand that because I put it together myself—it should have been as firm as a rock...’

‘Well, it wasn’t, was it,’ said a policeman, ‘and furthermore...’

Mr Disvan waved him to silence. ‘Carry on, Dave’ he said gently.

‘Well, it flew over here and we didn’t see it coming because we had our backs to it and... it hit Ellie on the head—she was crouching over the burials you see—and there must have been some nails protruding from the roof because... Anyway, it hit her first and the rest of us were able to duck or roll underneath its path. Ellie got carried forward and pushed onto the graves and buried underneath the damn thing. We lifted it off but... there was nothing we could do to help her.’

‘What was she doing here?’ I asked.

The archaeologists looked at me in surprise.

‘Why shouldn’t she be here?’ said the bone man. ‘She came here every day, as you well know.’

‘Of course. It’s just that we were under the impression that… she’d been called away. We’d come up here to explain that to you.’

‘Really?’ the bone man continued. ‘She didn’t mention it to me when I came down from London and called at her lodgings this morning.’

‘Why did you do that?’ asked Mr Disvan.

‘To pick up the coins and the ring which Ellie had in her safe keeping so we could do some extra pictures. The first lot didn’t come out for some reason. There were some very odd effects of the light in them.’

‘I warrant that this lot will be the same,’ Disvan commented quietly.

The bone man looked at him sceptically.

‘Don’t see why—conditions were perfect. Anyhow, we had to have some decent pics before the burials were taken up, because without them Ellie’s report would have been a bit of a laughing stock. And, for the pictures, I required the grave goods and Ellie to supervise. Actually, now you come to mention it, maybe Ellie was a bit reluctant to come up here with me. I put that down to the incident at the faculty Christmas party when I was a bit tipsy, but in view of what you say perhaps she did have an appointment elsewhere. That was Ellie all over—never able to delegate or back out of anything. It was one of her strengths.’

‘There is also a strength in knowing when to back down,’ said Mr Disvan solemnly.

‘Don’t understand what you mean, old boy,’ said the bone man.

The policemen, local men both, winced at such unwarranted familiarity with Disvan.

‘No, I don’t suppose you do,’ Mr Disvan agreed.

‘Anyhow,’ the specialist continued unabashed, ‘it’s all very, very sad...’

Mr Disvan and I nodded prematurely before hearing the bone man out.

‘... the female burial is completely smashed,’ he continued, ‘and the male’s is so messed up that it’s not worth removing now. Worst of all, the ring seems to have vanished off the face of the earth.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Come, come,’ said the coroner, ‘there must be someone to take responsibility for this poor girl’s remains.’

A policeman, unknown to me, rose and addressed the court.

‘I’m afraid not,’ he said. ‘Parents divorced fifteen years ago, present whereabouts of father unknown, mother now remarried and resident in New Zealand, no other family known. The mother was notified and she has written to the Court, sir and she says...’

He took up an air mail letter and read stentoriously:

‘ “Please make such arrangements as you see fit for burial or cremation and after deduction of due expenses thereof please forward any remaining funds to…” And she appends her address, sir.’

‘I see, I see,’ the coroner said frostily. ‘So much for ties of blood. Right then, we’d better do as bidden and act as we see fit. Is there a representative of the girl’s university here?’

The junior lecturer who’d given evidence earlier rose and, obviously embarrassed, said that he had no authority... would need to refer... and so on.

Clearly pained by this travesty, Mr Disvan stood up.

‘I will undertake to arrange for the deceased’s funeral if the court so pleases.’

‘I see, well, we’re obliged to you, Mr...’

‘Disvan.’

‘And what was your connection to the deceased, Mr Disvan?’

‘Friend and advisor.’

‘Is there anyone in court who can vouch for this?’

Rising as one, as they did in all other things, Dave, Ros and Jayney said that Mr Disvan had spoken the truth.

‘Ah, thank you’ said the Coroner regarding them with neutral curiosity.

‘I can further attest to Mr Disvan’s statement,’ said the policeman known to me as Alan, who had also given evidence earlier.

‘Good. Very well, let it be so recorded. Mr Disvan, kindly see the usher after this hearing in order that the formalities can be observed and the relevant papers signed. This court will rise.’

The usher, when we duly came to meet him, wrongly thought us to be a sympathetic audience for a well polished sermon on the rootless, existential nature of modern youth with particular reference to the case just heard. ‘Take my daughter,’ he said, ‘please!’ He concluded his case by saying, ‘A clever girl her age ought to have a husband who’d take care of her remains.’

Mr Disvan smiled and said, ‘Well, it’s funny you should say that because...’ before I bustled him away.

 

*  *  *

 

Aside from the Reverend Jagger and the corpse, Mr Disvan and I were the only people present at the cremation. The ménage promised to attend but failed to do so, presumably being archaeologically occupied elsewhere now that the Binscombe dig was finished. Similarly, the rumoured representative from the university was conspicuous by his or her absence. After a few short words on the brevity and uncertainty of life by the rector, and a taped hymn, Ellie’s remains trundled off into the depths of the crematorium and, in their present form, out of the world.

We returned a while later and collected the ashes in the plastic urn provided.

‘What now?’ I asked.

‘To the ridge, of course,’ Mr Disvan replied as if stating the blindingly obvious.

‘Do you intend, God forbid, what I think you intend?’

‘That rather depends on what you’re thinking.’

‘I’m thinking that you propose to bury Ellie’s ashes next to the male burial in the barrow.’

‘Then you think right.’

‘You can’t!’

‘On the contrary, I must. Such an ending is obviously ordained.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘No, not nonsense. Consider, Mr Oakley, the fact that Ellie’s accident spoilt the human remains to such an extent that the archaeologists left them in place. Further consider the fact that the ring was never found. Everything that has been permitted to happen points to one conclusion, and we would be incorrect to act against it. No, Mr Oakley, there are times when one must move with the tide of events.’

‘Even if the tide is wrong?’

‘It’s not given to us to see the outcome of all things. Considerations of ultimate right and wrong can stretch beyond the perspective of a single human lifetime. It’s a matter of trust, you see.’

‘In what?’

‘If you don’t know, I can’t tell you.’

‘But for heaven’s sake, Mr Disvan, it’s not what Ellie would have wanted, is it?.’

‘Can you be so sure about that? Despite all that she said to us that final time in the Argyll, she still went to the ridge the very next morning of her own free will.’

‘To supervise pictures so her report could be completed.’

‘Maybe—superficially, perhaps, but I can’t believe she’d forgotten the risk so quickly. Remember that she spoke to us of her growing feeling of belonging up there. I think she realised that if it was not her that was rejoined it would be some descendent of hers. If not in this life, then in some other.’

‘Is that what you thought, that there was no escape for her?’

‘It was.’

‘Why didn’t you tell her?’

‘It’s hardly good news to rush to impart to someone. I thought she might escape the call for the duration of her lifetime, so I kept my ideas to myself. Clearly however, Ellie came to the same conclusion of her own accord—perhaps thinking it through that night after she left us. I think that at the last moment, leaning over the double burial with the ring in her hand, she accepted what was to come and the hut roof plighted their troth for a second time—with her permission.’

I thought about this for some while, and cursed the world. Then we set off in my car, taking Ellie on her final journey, to reunite the long parted couple.

 

 

 






  








THE WILL TO LIVE

 

My first meeting with Terence the solicitor was in the course of one of his apparently regular, if infrequent, evening visitations to the Argyll. It was, by the merest of coincidences, the anniversary of Mr Bolding’s disappearance and, spotting the memorial drink standing on the bar, Terence seized the opportunity to outrage local sensibilities by striding up to it and taking a sip.

‘Bolding doesn’t need it any more, does he?’ he roared in a hoarse, dusty voice. ‘Not as much as me, anyway, haw, haw, haw.’

His ostentatious arrival by Rolls Royce, much heralded by the trumpeting of its horn and concert pitch quadraphonic sound, and his brash eruption into the Argyll, had already done little to endear him to the clientele. The sacrilegious treatment of Bolding’s drink and general behaviour thereafter completed the process of alienation.

Turning his back on the bar and placing his elbows upon it, Terence slowly surveyed the assembled company.

‘Well, yokels,’ he said with a joyless smirk, ‘how is everything in your little world?’

Terence the solicitor was an extremely tall, extremely thin and extremely cadaverous man of perhaps forty years of age. The effect of his fine, well cut suit was offset by the pale angularity of his features and a certain unhealthy tautness to his skin. He put me in mind of a stringy, plucked bird clad in human clothes, or perhaps one of the featherless and blind chicks that you find fallen out of nests. Yet, despite these unfortunate likenesses, he seemed strangely familiar to me, although I could not at present place the association.

His companion, a hard eyed, beautiful woman of uncertain years, tittered at his remark and, by way of an obvious effort of will, snuggled up affectionately to him. In definite contrast to the other ladies present, she wore circulation-threatening leather trousers and a shimmering, scarlet blouse. Looking closely at this exotic creature and arriving eventually at her face, I noticed a curious tiredness there. Simultaneously, Terence looked down proprietarily at her and said in what I took to be a mock comforting tone, ‘Yes, darling, it is a bit of a dump, but we needn’t stay long.’

‘If you don’t like it, you know what you can bloody well do, don’t you,’ said the landlord, advancing along the length of the bar like a galley at ram speed.

Terence the solicitor turned to face him smiling sweetly.

‘I beg your pardon?’ he said.

The landlord stopped dead in his tracks, all his former confidence and certainty fled.

‘Well... I won’t have you running this place down in front of me like that. It’s my home and my livelihood.’

‘Of course it is, my dear man,’ Terence replied, ‘and I wouldn’t dream of deprecating it—that means running it down, by the way. We think the Argyll is terribly quaint, don’t we, Cheryl—just like Binscombe as a whole.’

Cheryl, as we now knew her to be, giggled again.

‘Okay, then,’ said Terence, licking his lips, ‘what shall we have to drink?’

He leant over the bar to study the serried rows of bottles there, and Lenin the dog, who had been sleeping soundly on the floor up to this point, caught sight of him for the first time. The Alsatian let out a terrible yelp and, after running to the cellar door, pawed at it in an expression of desire to escape. The noisy canine protest did not cease until Lottie answered his pleas and set him free from our company.

‘That dog’s dangerous,’ said Terence angrily. ‘It’s hysterical.’

‘No, he’s not,’ the landlord replied; ‘he’s just particular about the company he keeps.’

We all smiled at this rejoinder, and probably sensing this, even if he did not see it, Terence decided to ignore the matter and to press on to regain lost ground.

‘I don’t suppose you do cocktails, do you?’

‘You suppose right,’ said the landlord.

This response surprised me for, it seeming appropriate given the heat of the evening, I had ordered and was currently consuming a Moscow Mule prepared by the landlord not ten minutes before.

‘No?’ Terence continued. ‘On reflection I wonder why I bothered to ask—cocktails are perhaps a trifle sophisticated. Very well, we’ll have a large dry martini each. With ice and lemon.’

‘And a cherry on a stick, if you so wish,’ said the landlord.

‘Yes, we do so wish, thank you so much.’

At this point, Mr Patel obviously felt that our natural hospitality had been imposed upon enough. Given that his daily employment was immigration control at Heathrow, it may be that experience had made him less inclined to suffer taunts than most, but even so, popular opinion in the Argyll was clearly with him.

‘If you hold this place in such evident contempt, why do you burden us with your presence?’ he said loudly.

Terence faced his accuser and delayed his reply for a second or two just to silently express disdain for question and questioner. He took a sip at his drink before speaking.

‘Well, little man,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I have no ready answer for you. The closest approximation to the truth is that my visits constitute some modern form of noblesse oblige. It’s a version of that particular sentiment adapted to the present meritocratic times, whereby those successful in life return to their humble roots to inspire the less fortunate to greater efforts by their example. I should also say that my motives for returning are slightly selfish, again in accord with modern times, in that a certain piquancy is added to my sense of achievement by observing those left behind in the game of life. Alternatively, it could all be some obscurely motivated masochistic exercise in which...’

‘Enough,’ said Mr Disvan, very quietly. Terence’s deluge of wordy sarcasm straightaway ceased.

‘Your presence we tolerate out of charity,’ Disvan continued, ‘but the ill feeling you generate is unacceptable. If you don’t amend your manners, you’ll have to go.’

Although temporarily subdued, Terence the solicitor was still full of aggressive spirit.

‘Go, eh?’ he said. ‘And who’ll make me?’

‘I will, if necessary,’ replied Mr Disvan, with a confidence their disparate sizes did not justify.

‘And with Lenin snapping at your heels—if I can get him out of the cellar,’ added the landlord.

Terence’s response was pugnacious in content, but nevertheless his tone showed that he had backed down from immediate confrontation.

‘You people amaze me,’ he said. ‘You have no idea, no idea at all of a greater world outside this village, do you? Do you realise that with my influence and friends I could... I could have the Argyll’s licence revoked, or even have a road driven through it. Hell’s teeth, if I put my mind to it I could probably get the Ministry of Defence to put in a request to have this whole area as a training ground for the next hundred years! And yet you threaten me?’

‘We’ve made no threats, Terence,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘and no doubt you could do all you say. However, have you considered what we could do with what we know about you?’

Once again Terence suddenly fell silent as the grave, restraining expression of his obvious exasperation to a mere angry glare.

‘Ah, I can see that you have given it consideration,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Very wise in your circumstances I must say. Doctor Bani-Sadr, would you care to examine our friend, please?’

‘Gladly’ said the Doctor. He advanced on Terence and sought his arm.

Terence spiritedly withheld it until Disvan fixed him with a look and somehow brought about compliance. Bani-Sadr held the tall man’s wrist and took his pulse.

‘Just as before,’ the Doctor said, ‘nothing at all, not a peep.’

Terence wrenched his arm free, quite beside himself with an anger that he did not dare, for some reason, to release.

‘You’re a quack,’ he said to Bani-Sadr who received the insult with unruffled calm. ‘You don’t know the first thing about medicine. You ought to be struck off—in fact I’ll...’

Mr Disvan directed a finger at him in warning.

‘I’ll... take my drink outside into the garden,’ Terence ended weakly.

Dragging the bemused Cheryl with him, he strode off towards the door. His mind was presumably working furiously all the way there for, on the point of leaving, he came to an abrupt halt and turned to address us again. Cheryl, in tow, bumped into him and spilt half her drink.

‘If I ever hear reports of loose talk about me emanating from you lot, you’ll see that I wasn’t joking about the M.O.D. training ground. Also my lawyers are pretty hot on unsubstantiated libels about me and...’

‘Don’t be silly,’ replied Disvan, calmly. ‘Go and have your drink and simmer down, there’s a good chap.’

Terence clearly considered replying to this but decided not to. With a very graceful and eloquent gesture, he snapped his fingers at us and carried on out of the bar.

After such an atypical scene, the silence left behind was oppressive and conversation slow in restarting. Nobody however seemed very surprised by what had happened, and my curiosity was aroused by this.

‘Who was that?’ I asked Mr Disvan.

Terence Leander,’ he replied, ‘or Terence the solicitor as he was always known around here—that being the most important feature of his personality.’

‘A local man?’

‘Very much so. His family’s name crops up in the old time church registers and militia lists with monotonous regularity. Terence, however, has severed himself from his roots to all intents and purposes. Once he qualified, he headed straight for the bright lights and the money of the metropolis.’

‘Not to mention the shady deals of the metropolis,’ said Mr Wessner.

‘Ah, well, that’s supposition,n’ said Mr Disvan.

‘That’s not what the fraud squad said,’ Wessner persisted.

‘He was acquitted.’

‘On a technicality.’

Disvan shrugged his shoulders, conceding the point.

‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘Terence comes back from time to time, either on business or to flaunt his financial success.’

‘Or to gloat,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr.

‘Or as the doctor says. I must admit that his visits are hardly something I look forward to.’

‘His old mother has barred him from her house,’ added Lottie in support of the evidence so far.

‘So they say.’

‘What’s the matter with him, then?’ I asked.

‘He’s dead,’ answered Disvan.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘He’s dead. You know—deceased.’

‘But how... I mean—he’s just...’

‘Bought a drink and talked to us? Yes, I know, but that doesn’t alter the fact that he’s certainly dead.’

‘That’s right,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘There’s no pulse, no heart beat, no respiratory function, no electrical activity in the brain, no anything.’

‘But how does he...’

‘That’s an interesting question that has exercised my mind for some time now,’ said the doctor. ‘I thought about doing a paper on the case for The Lancet but then it occurred to me that it wouldn’t exactly help my career, saying that dead men walked the face of the earth when the dead man in question won’t come in and own up to it. Accordingly I’ve just left it as a mystery.’

‘My guess is that it’s willpower,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Yes,’ replied Bani-Sadr, ‘that could be so; the prolongation of pseudo-life by sheer willpower. Mind you, that’s perilously close to accepting the notion of a soul or non-physically-based awareness and other such nonsense.’

‘Your atheistic faith is touching, doctor,’ said Disvan, ‘but...’

‘Just a minute,’ I said, interrupting the theological debate that would doubtless have ensued. ‘I just can’t believe we’re having this conversation. Did you really say that man was dead?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘quite dead. I was there when he went.’

‘You were?’

‘Yes indeed. I was his doctor from the first time he complained of chest pains and his heart condition was diagnosed. I was called when he had his second heart attack and died.’

‘What happened?’

‘Much the same as usual in these cases, except that he was more talkative than most. I’d done all I could but he was obviously on the way out, and I didn’t think he’d make it to the hospital. All the way there in the ambulance he was giving quite a speech, considering his condition, about how unfair it was that his career should be cut short. Mind you, he’d been like that all the time I’d been attending him, right from the first test, but on his death bed—or death stretcher to be more accurate—he was really... indignant. Yes, that’s the right word. Indignant.’

‘Terence was always like that,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Even as a little boy he’d made up his mind what he was going to do with his life, and when—and woe betide anybody or anything in the way. Some people even said that he had a timetable of achievements written out.’

‘It was true, he had. His mother told me,’ said Lottie, who was listening in on our conversation.

‘I can well believe it,’ said Disvan. ‘Full of determination was our Terence. He never played games when he was a boy—which I thought strange at the time—and he never missed a day off school, passed all his exams, won prizes, and got his legal qualifications in record time. Life held great things in store for him.Which, I suppose, is why he wouldn’t leave it when a dodgy heart disrupted his timetable.’

‘That could be so,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘He’d just become a solicitor when the heart valve defect was detected and things were starting to move for him. Also, that company of his was taking off after the Board of Trade decided not to press charges.’

‘Wasn’t that the napalm for South Africa incident?’ asked Mr Disvan.

‘Yes, I think so. He managed to seduce the civil servant who was investigating—or was that the investigation before?  I forget now, but no matter. Anyway, all in all, in Terence’s terms he had a lot to live for.’

I couldn’t get enough of this. I was getting straight answers for once. ‘And so?’

‘So, a few minutes after I pronounced him dead in the ambulance and covered his face, the corpse sat up and said “NO!” in a very loud voice. Fair frightened the life out of his mother and the ambulance men, I can tell you—and me too now I come to think of it. Of course, I dashed over to see to him, and that’s when I found there were no vital signs. He’d just decided not to accept death.’

‘What did you do?’

‘In such situations there’s not much you can do. He was beyond needing my services, as you can imagine. By the time we’d got to the hospital and got the ambulance man down to a manageable level of hysteria—one of those university drop-out types—Terence was up and about, and he asked me if I’d see his mother home for him. I said okay, and then he just strode off into the night without another word. The next time I heard of him was about six months later in the context of a News of the World article about an executives’ escort agency he was allegedly running. Of course, that was a long time ago, when he was making his first hundred thousand pounds and things sometimes were a bit... tacky, to say the least. That’s all behind him now and he’s the epitome of respectability—on the surface, and for a few layers below as well.’

The doctor sipped his barley wine ruminatively for a moment before returning to the subject to add a coda of his personal views.

‘You should understand, Mr Oakley, that I mean no general criticism of someone not tolerating their death. No, not at all. It’s just a pity that it’s Terence the solicitor of all people who should be the one to manage it.’

‘I can’t agree with you there,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘All stories must have an end if they’re to have a meaning.’

‘Nonsense. For example, as far as we’re concerned the universe doesn’t end but even so, it does have a meaning.’

‘Really, doctor?’ said Disvan. ‘How interesting. What is the meaning of the universe then?’

‘It’s—‘

The doctor’s statement, upon which we were all hanging, was cut short by the opening of the bar door and Terence the solicitor’s re-entry. He seemed to have composed himself from his points defeat in the earlier verbal tussle and was smiling, if very insincerely, upon the assembled company.

‘Two more martinis, if you’d be so kind,’ he said.

The landlord looked at him suspiciously, seeking some hidden barb in this request but finding none.

‘Okay,’ he said at length, and set about the drinks’ preparation.

‘So kind.’

Suddenly looking round, Terence caught my intent gaze upon him before I could avert it. Looking at me coldly, he called across the bar, ‘I don’t recognise you. What’s your name?’

‘Mr Oakley,’ I replied, trying to appear undaunted and to forget just who or what was speaking to me.

‘Newcomer?’

‘Comparatively.’

‘An old Binscombe family, though,’ Mr Disvan interjected.

‘Educated too,’ said Terence.

‘More or less,’ I countered.

‘I see. Well, Mr... Oakley, a word of warning to you. Don’t believe every tale you’re told around here. To these people the concepts of the seventeenth century would represent a mighty leap forward.’

A sense of loyalty whose existence was hitherto unknown to me was affronted by this remark.

‘Is that so?’ I said. ‘In that case, I wonder if you’d permit me a favour, Mr Leander?’

‘What is it?’ Terence asked cautiously.

‘I’d like to test your pulse and listen to your heartbeat.’

‘Certainly not!’

‘Why not?’

Terence sighed and said to no one in particular, ‘On reflection I think the seventeenth century was a little too generous. Perhaps I should have said the eleventh century.’

‘Perhaps you should go back to the grave where you belong,’ said Mr Patel.

By now Terence the solicitor was halfway to the door, drinks in hand. At this last remark he stopped and laughed loudly.

‘Grave? Grave?’ he scoffed. Why should I go to the grave? Next month I’m launching a new international company with projected turnover of five hundred thousand within a year. All in all, I’m worth fifty mil on paper. I employ over two thousand people in three different countries, and within a few years my parent company will go public. I have five houses, take fifteen weeks holiday and a new eighteen-year-old mistress every year—and you tell me to go the grave? You think of your lifestyle compared to mine and then tell me who’s dead, eh?’

This might have been a telling point had the landlord not intervened.

‘Don’t sit out in the garden too long,’ he said, ‘it’s getting chilly and you might catch your death.’

Amidst general merriment Terence the solicitor glared at him.

‘You’ll laugh on the other side of your face when the road widening plans are published!’ he said and then stomped off.

‘Well, there you have it,’ said Mr Disvan when he had gone. ‘Rich, successful, dead, and a bit of a charmer.’

‘How come he’s so successful?’ I asked. ‘Any solicitor can be prosperous but making millions is another matter.’

‘Quite so,’ Disvan replied. ‘Well, in a funny way, you see, Terence’s death was the making of him. Since he didn’t need sleep any more after dying, he was able to devote twenty-four hours a day attention to his business interests. A profile I read in the Financial Times called him “the human dynamo”, although whether he’s a human any more is a moot point. Consequently, with that sort of industry and concentration, and Terence’s particular blend of energy and unscrupulousness, all his ventures flourish.’

‘Unless the law intervenes,’ said Mr Wessner.

‘Which it does less and less often as he gets richer and has less need for the more desperate sort of project. He’s also acquired relationships of mutual interest with people “in high places” as they’re called, and he and success now walk side by side.’

‘Actually,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘it may be he doesn’t sleep because if he did, if his attention slipped for one second, his disbelief in his own death would be suspended.’

‘And then he’d really die,’ I said.

‘Possibly. Or perhaps decomposition might set in,’ the doctor agreed.

I went over to the window and looked out into the garden where Terence the solicitor, arm around his shrinking girlfriend, gazed lizard-like, unblinkingly at the other patrons around him. It was possibly an effect of my overworked imagination, but it did seem as if the sunlight around him was dimmer than elsewhere and that, in his immediate vicinity, laughter and good cheer ceased.

‘Is his threat about the motorway and the MOD and so on, serious?’ I asked.

‘In what way?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘I mean, could he do it?’

‘I dare say, if he pulled out all the stops and called in all his favours. He won’t do it however, because, firstly we don’t justify that sort of supreme effort, and secondly because he knows that a single word from us could ruin him.’

‘Is he really that powerful?’

‘Certainly. In a perverse sort of way we’re almost proud of him, despite his unfortunate manner, seeing as he’s Binscombe’s most famous son. There’s been talk in some of the papers that he might be a minister if he keeps on the way he’s going. It was with that in mind that we tried to sell his secret to the Russian embassy—for the church roof restoration fund, you understand. Sadly, they wouldn’t believe us.’

‘Minister?’ I said incredulously.

‘Yes. Probably defence, given his links with the armaments industry, or maybe even Prime Minister. If he doesn’t set the missiles flying while he’s in office, he could end up in the Lords. Imagine that: Lord Binscombe!’

Quite suddenly the alien-ness created by the story I had just heard dissipated. That name and face was indeed familiar to me. I turned to look at Mr Disvan, and he could hardly have failed to detect the surprise and horror on my face.

‘Do you mean that he’s..?’

‘Oh, didn’t I mention that?’ said Disvan. ‘I assumed you’d know. Yes, Terence Leander is your local MP.’

 

 






  








HERE IS MY RESIGNATION

 

Binscombe Station was too pleasant and restful a place from which to commence yet another day’s hard labour. The commuters who waited there every morning, at least those who could still appreciate such things, were lulled into pleasant thoughts by the leafy surroundings and abundance of green all about. They temporarily forgot the painful wrench of rising too early and the spoilt pleasures of a hurried breakfast amidst the splendours of birdsong and the sunlight filtering through the foliage. Therefore, when their train arrived, it always came as an unwelcome intrusion of the mundane, workaday world into the beauty that was spread out by nature for all, if they would only accept it. The consequent hostile glares that greeted the train driver as he passed by the serried ranks on the platform had been a byword and cause for puzzlement among generations of railwaymen.

Constructed as a late Victorian afterthought in a time when there was no lack of cash and confidence, Binscombe Station had escaped later modification by management or German bombs and therefore remained much as its original designer intended. The building itself was of local Bargate stone, which gave it a warm, welcoming aspect and, in line with the thinking of the age of their construction, the doors, windows and guttering had been used to ornament and beautify as well as merely serve their basic purpose. Gracious features such as a ladies’ waiting room and colourful flowerbeds were still maintained by the staff who, being largely local men, were rarely rude or offhand to travellers. All of which is to say that the station had clearly survived past its time.

It was set in a deep cutting through a chalk outcrop and could barely be seen from the main road which ran nearby. Similarly, trains came upon it almost by surprise as they rounded a tight curve, traversed a short tunnel and found themselves, without much warning, at a station on the outskirts of a village. To the stranger and the uninitiated, this phenomenon was the cause of many a rushed disembarkation and a small mountain of forgotten luggage over the years.

A great variety of trees and shrubs had found a foothold (or roothold) in the soil on the sides of the cutting and, by and large left alone by British Rail, they flourished to provide a green sward on either side of the station. In summer and autumn, passengers on this small part of the line could be forgiven for thinking that they were travelling through the centre of a wood instead of a busy part of an increasingly busy world.

Because of these qualities, Mr Peter Pelling had a great fondness for Binscombe Station and he did not begrudge the time he spent there each and every week-day. Some days he would even arrive earlier than necessary so as spend a few extra minutes in enjoying its atmosphere before being conveyed off to his daily combat in London. Mr Pelling’s glare at the train driver each morning, although he was quite unaware of making it, was one of the fiercest the man had to receive.

Pelling had lived in Binscombe for nearly ten years at the time of this tale, subsequent to his tiring of the burglaries and noise in his previous home in London. He had never regretted the change, although the commuting was somewhat irksome. What he did notice after the move, however, was a slowly growing reluctance to spend his days as he did. He had first ignored the emotion and, when this policy failed to still its voice, had analysed it ad nauseam without satisfactory result.

Within it there was a dislike of the metropolis and its people, certainly. There was also an element of boredom with his work and colleagues, but even together they did not nearly add up to the spirit of anger he felt. Mr Pelling resented the time he had to spend working to pay his mortgage and, although he had no other great projects or interests in mind, he felt a burgeoning sense of loss or waste with each hour spent in gainful employment. In this frame of mind he saw, or thought he saw, through the facade of purpose to glimpse the utter futility of the company in whose service he had spent his life. Feeling something of a hypocrite (for he still drew his salary) he went on a one man go-slow but found it went unnoticed. In rash moments he even threw one or two minor and untraceable spanners into the company’s smooth operations, but no one cared overmuch. At the age of forty-five, with an impeccable name and not unsuccessful career record behind him, Mr Pelling had become as rebellious as any mohicanned punk or class war activist. Since he did not feel at home with either group he searched around in books until he came up with the title ‘Nihilist’ to describe himself. This seemed to fit rather well, although it brought him no pleasure.

On this particular morning, Mr Pelling felt especially discontented, and the fact that he was resigned to his fate only intensified his fractiousness. At 10:00 am he was due for a meeting with an important client famed for his aggressive and patronising behaviour. Mr Pelling would have to grit his teeth and feign interest in the man’s torrent of drivel as he had done many times in the past, while the client satisfied whatever curious itch made him behave in this way. Though he despised himself for it, Mr Pelling knew he would act as a company man should. There was too much at stake for him not to.

Pelling always stood at the same spot on the platform. A short period of experimentation had led him to believe that from there could be had the most pleasant view while he waited, and the greatest chance of a seat on the train when it arrived. None of the more chatty commuters or notorious nose-pickers or coughers waited near the spot in question, and therefore Mr Pelling felt that boarding the train from that point made the best of a bad job.

A dense and wild thicket grew right down to the platform’s edge, and quite often Mr Pelling chose to turn about and study the abundant life therein rather than look at the opposite side of the cutting. There was generally something interesting to see there, be it animal, plant or an unusual piece of litter deposited by man or wind. Mr Pelling liked to watch the bees or butterflies that visited the thicket or the wild flowers and tall weeds that made it their home. Because he didn’t ponder the matter too deeply, he envied the birds, insects and flowers (and even the occasional cat) their liberty and freedom from stress, and he wished that somehow society could be changed, preferably right now, so that man could live that way too. Just then the train would generally arrive, and Mr Pelling would dutifully board it and take his cosmic discontent to London.

Today, as has been said, Mr Pelling was particularly dispirited, and so turned naturally to the thicket for an all too brief look at what real life was up to. He was shocked, to say the least, to see that a far from natural pair of eyes were regarding him from the very depths of the greenery.

Pelling looked quickly around to check that he had not been spirited away to some other place, but found that he was still in the reasonably reassuring normality of Binscombe Station. Other commuters were beginning to arrive, cars were pulling up in the car park, and all was as it nominally should be. He turned again and found that the eyes were still fixed unblinkingly upon him. He had half hoped that they would have disappeared so that he could dismiss the incident as mere fancy, but that was hardly possible now.

They were of a slightly luminous yellow colour, almond shaped, and had no pupils that he could detect. It was difficult to discern their owner’s form through the dense vegetation but Mr Pelling thought—though how could it be?—that he could just see a slim, humanoid figure crouching there.

‘Er... hello,’ he said uncertainly.

There was no immediate reply but, perhaps half a minute later, a slim white hand snaked elegantly out of the bushes and, with the motion of one gold be-ringed finger, beckoned Mr Pelling forward.

Pelling now noticed that there were perhaps a dozen or so pairs of eyes, identical to the first he’d seen, in a semicircle in front of him.

‘What do you want?’ he asked with commendable, if counterfeit, calmness.

The voice that replied sounded very, very old and yet still at the height of its powers. In tone it was like the most beautiful—but heartless—music; like a requiem composed by a high demon.

‘Mr Pelling,’ it said, ‘we’ve watched you for a long time. Now we’d like to put a proposition to you.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘What’s up with that bloke?’ said Mr Oakley. ‘He’s talking to the hedge.’

Mr Disvan looked along the platform at Mr Pelling but did not reply.

The two men were travelling to London together by arrangement, for reasons of company. Mr Disvan intended to visit his stockbroker and then make use of the facilities of the British Museum library, to which he had some power of access. Mr Oakley was journeying on a peace mission, one judged sufficiently important to take time off work, to his mistress-cum-fiancée of the moment. To make a full day of it, they had agreed to travel early on one of the commuter trains.

‘Look,’ Mr Oakley continued. ‘He’s thrown his tie away—and his briefcase!’

‘Well, well, well,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘I haven’t seen that for donkey’s years. So they’re still around, are they?’

Mr Oakley was about to ask just who ‘they’ were but was prevented by the spectacle of Mr Pelling’s sudden dash into the thicket, heedless of thorn and briar, and his eventual disappearance from sight. For a little while the crash and clump of his progress up the side of the cutting could be heard but then this too faded. Mr Oakley thought he could just detect, at the very limit of hearing, a shrill and triumphant keening (if that is not a contradiction in terms) but this also soon passed away—if it had ever existed.

‘What on earth’s going on?’ he asked

‘Nothing to worry about’ said Mr Disvan cheerfully. ‘Just another one away with the faeries.’

 

 

 






  








A VIDEO NASTY

 

‘Would you like to see a video, Mr Disvan?’ asked Esther Constantine.

‘That rather depends,’ he replied. ‘What’s it about and where’s it being shown?’

‘It’s a mystery sort of video,’ said Esther’s sister Dorothy, ‘and it’s being shown at our house not two hundred yards from here.’

‘I didn’t know you had a video machine,’ said Mr Disvan with a note of surprise in his voice. ‘I wouldn’t have thought it was your sort of thing.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Esther Constantine, ‘we couldn’t be without it nowadays, could we, Dorothy? The television companies seem to put on all the best films at an hour way past our bedtime, so we record them and watch when it suits us.’

‘And it’s a film you want me to see is it?’ asked Disvan.

‘Not exactly,’ Esther answered hesitantly, as if choosing her words with great care, ‘but we’re sure you’ll find it interesting nevertheless...’

‘Well, you’ve intrigued me sufficiently, ladies, in which case I’ll accept your offer. Do you want me to come now?’

‘Yes please,’ the sisters said in unison.

‘Very well, I’ll just finish this drink and then we’ll go. Can Mr Oakley come too?’

‘Oh yes, he’d be more than welcome,’ said Esther Constantine.

‘Good. How about it, Mr Oakley? Or are you meeting one of your lady friends tonight?’

‘No, I’m not,’ I replied, ‘I’m in between “lady friends” at the moment.’

‘Is that right?’ said Disvan, surprised for the second time that evening, ‘It’s the first occasion I’ve known that to be so.’

‘Well, I’m working on the problem. A small rest is probably no bad thing.’

Mr Disvan considered my throwaway comment for a brief moment and then nodded his agreement.

‘You could be right. You’re not getting any younger, and reckless promiscuity is quite draining, I should imagine.’

If spoken by anybody else, I would have taken exception to this, but it did not seem worth crossing swords with Disvan on his unfortunate choice of vocabulary. The Constantine sisters, stereotypical elderly maiden ladies to a T, whom I might have expected to be shocked by Disvan’s description of my alleged lifestyle, had either not heard what was said or ignored it. Accordingly, in the interests of peace, I let the incident pass.

‘Thank you, ladies,’ I replied, ‘I will come and see your video. What is it about—a horror film?’

‘That’s how we’d describe it, but your judgement on the matter would be much appreciated.’

‘All of a sudden I don’t like the sound of this,’ I said to Mr Disvan, sotto voce.

‘Oh, come on, Mr Oakley,’ he replied at normal volume, despite my attempt at discretion, ‘where’s the danger in being a film critic and, more to the point, where’s your sense of adventure?’

‘In common with my love life, it’s enjoying the benefits of a short rest.’

Mr Disvan smiled but otherwise ignored my half-hearted protest.

‘Well, if that’s the situation, say no more, ladies, but lead on,’ he said with mock gallantry.

This they duly did and we trailed behind them, leaving the warmth and comfort of the Argyll, out into a wintry Binscombe where a mist had arisen and each street light illuminated only its immediate area, leaving pools of darkness in between. As the sisters had said, their house was mere few minutes away, but I was already chilled to the bone by the time we arrived and therefore very glad to enter in. My relief was short lived for, as in many of the older Binscombe households, only one room, the ‘living’ room as it was aptly called, was heated. The temperature difference elsewhere between inside and outside was minimal—or so it always seemed to me, child of a centrally heated upbringing.

Even so, in deference to good manners and defiance of good sense, I removed my coat as soon as I passed through the door and waited politely in the chill hallway for permission to move on to the relative comfort of the inner sanctum. I noticed that Mr Disvan, presumably the product of just such a home, did not share my urgent desire to adjourn to warmer climes.

At last we were ushered into the living room and various refreshments were procured for us. The Constantines then sat down and exchanged glances as if each was prompting the other to speak. A long silence ensued, since neither was apparently willing to take the lead, and Mr Disvan eventually had to kick-start the conversation.

‘Right then, ladies, what about this video you want our opinion on?’

Esther Constantine drained her glass of sherry and took the role of spokesperson while her sister looked on, ready to add anything she thought relevant.

‘The video,’ she said, ‘is in the machine ready to play. But first a word of explanation so that you’ll understand what we’re on about.’

‘Otherwise it won’t be clear at all,’ interposed Dorothy.

‘Quite,’ Esther continued. ‘Well, the gist of the matter is that several nights ago we wanted to see a film that was on till rather lat,e and that being so we decided to record it and watch it the next day. Nothing unusual about that you may say, and quite rightly. However, since we’re not too clever with machinery, we’ve never bothered with learning to use the timer and we just let the recording go till it runs out of tape, do you see?’

Disvan and I nodded solemnly while I wondered why we were being told all this domestic piffle.

‘Well, in that way we came not only to record the film we wanted but also the final weather forecast, the epilogue and nearly an hour of nothing after the station had closed down for the night.’

‘Or so we thought at the time,’ said Dorothy.

Esther Constantine looked at us for some reaction to her sister’s mysterious comment, but we maintained poker faces and she was thus obliged to press on.

‘Exactly. As it turned out, though, when we came to watch the film the following evening, we found that we’d recorded something else as well.’

‘Something horrible,’ Dorothy explained.

‘I presume you don’t mean the epilogue,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘No, we don’t,’ said Esther, ‘although that slice of religious mumbo-jumbo could well be described as horrible. It’s something else we’re talking about.’

‘What precisely did you record, then?’ I asked.

‘That’s what we’re hoping one of you might be able to shed some light on. What happened, you see, was that my sister and I watched the film and then started to get ready for bed—locking the house up, laying the breakfast table and that sort of thing. The television had been left on whilst we were doing all this and when we came back into the living room together we saw that... Well, something else had come onto the screen.’

‘And there shouldn’t have been anything there, because I’d heard the announcer say goodnight and the national anthem playing long beforehand,’ said Dorothy.

‘And what was it?’ asked Disvan.

‘See for yourself,’ Esther Constantine answered and, taking up the bulky TV remote control device, she simultaneously turned the television on and set the tape playing.

We caught a few brief seconds of a clergyman reading a poem by D. H. Lawrence, this presumably being the end of the much discussed epilogue, before the calming tones of a young man wished us a goodnight and urged us not to forget to switch off our sets. The swirling sounds of ‘God Save the Queen’ (impermissibly accompanied by bagpipes) followed for a mercifully brief period. The transmitter then shut down and the screen was given up to random static.

‘Now you have to wait a while,’ said Esther.

This we did, as patiently as possible, while boredom quickly set in. I pondered if I should ask for a replenishment of my glass by way of reward for this unexciting task, but it seemed inappropriate to break the silence and sense of anticipation in the room. Looking to Mr Disvan for some guidance on whether to take this whole situation at all seriously (for his acquaintance with the Constantines was of long standing), I saw that he was paying keen attention to the twitching lines on the screen. Accordingly I went along with the game and pretended to study the interference for ‘horrible’ apparitions.

At some point, after the elapse of what seemed like a very long time indeed but was probably only a quarter of an hour or so, I must have looked away for a second. A sharp intake of breath from the Constantine sisters caused my gaze to snap back to the television and I saw that something had come on to the screen.

It was a person’s head and shoulders, that much was certain, although the face was very indistinct, ‘as if only half finished’ as Mr Disvan later put it. In my more prosaic way, it looked to me very much like a man with a stocking mask over his head, filmed through a cloud of oily smoke on a camera that periodically slipped in and out of focus.

Whatever it was seemed angry, and mouthed violent words that were only occasionally audible, and then only as an incomprehensible muffled noise. For a few seconds the face or whatever it was suddenly came very close to the screen, shouting with extra vigour, and we all involuntarily shifted back in our seats. Then, just as abruptly, the vision retreated at great speed, as though propelled backwards, and receded into a dot and then invisibility. The normal empty picture, occupied by static, returned.

Esther Constantine turned the tape off with the remote control. ‘That’s it,’ she said.

‘Well, what do you think?’ asked Dorothy.

Mr Disvan considered for a while, sipping the glass of vodka he had been given.

‘Yes,’ he said at length. ‘It is rather horrible, wouldn’t you agree, Mr Oakley?’

‘Yes, I’d broadly go along with that,’ I replied.

‘Of course, we’re both obliged for your critical opinion,’ said Esther, with just the hint of irritation in her voice, ‘but we were somewhat hopeful that you might suggest some form of explanation as well.’

‘Oh, I see...’ said Mr Disvan, genuinely surprised, as far as I could tell, at this extra demand on him. ‘Well, I presume that you both discount any supernatural interpretation to what we’ve just seen...’

‘Naturally,’ said Esther, in a firm voice.

‘No, that’s not true,’ Dorothy interrupted boldly, plainly having to steel up her courage to contradict her sister. ‘For once there’s no answer to be found up there.’

She point to the serried ranks of Marxist classics, from Das Kapital to Marcuse’s Eros & Civilisation, which lined the bookcases along the wall behind us. I’d vaguely acknowledged their existence on entering the room but failed to notice the titles, assuming, in a most narrow minded way, them to be a random collection of Golden Treasuries and volumes about the Royal Family—the Christmas and birthday gifts of two long life-times.

I must have appeared a little puzzled, for Esther Constantine thought it necessary to explain their literary tastes.

‘My sister and I have been Party members since way back,’ she said, ‘we’ve still got our Party cards, though sometimes I wonder what for exactly. We used to be typists at The Daily Worker, back in the days when it was a real paper, not some milk-and-water, Social Democratic rag.’

‘That explains the ANC poster in your hall,’ I said, ‘I did wonder about that, I must admit.’

‘And now that you understand,’ prompted Mr Disvan, ‘perhaps you could suggest a rationale for what we’ve just seen. An explanation that is sufficiently in keeping with the tenets of dialectical materialism to satisfy our hosts.’

I racked my brain for something plausible to offer, but only came up with feeble theories, easily shot down in flames.

‘Intrusion from another channel?’

‘Not at that time in the early hours,’ said Esther, decisively.

‘An illegal, pirate channel?’

‘They wouldn’t get much of an audience with that standard of show, and anyway, I rang up the IBA monitoring service. There was no such unofficial broadcasts that night.’

‘A fault on the tape? A snippet of a previous recording?’

‘We’ve used it before without anything showing up.’

‘Um... how about a freak effect whereby cockpit transmissions from planes passing overhead are picked up by your aerial?’

Esther was scornful now.

‘Oh, come on, Mr Oakley; we might as well say it’s a ghost and be done with it as accept that.’

‘Sorry, I was clutching at straws there.’

‘I should think you were.’

Disvan’s face was occupied by a smug smile.

‘It’s a bit of a puzzle, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘And so it will remain if you don’t assist,’ said Esther Constantine sharply. ‘We expected more of you. Don’t forget you were a fellow traveller once, far more prominent that we ever were, so don’t act all so superior.’

His smirk vanished instantly.

‘You’re quite right, ladies,’ he replied, almost apologetic. ‘I’ve no right to mock when you’ve asked our advice and we’ve freely agreed to give it. What would you like me to do?’

‘Explain it away in some logical manner, for preference,’ said Esther, ‘but, failing that, suggest what we can do next.’

Mr Disvan licked his lips, more uncomfortable than I’d seen him for some while.

‘Well,’ he started, ‘an explanation’s not possible on present evidence, but presumably it would help if you could tell what the face on the screen is saying.’

‘It certainly would,’ agreed Esther, ‘but the voice isn’t clear, not even with the sound right up. We’ve tried that.’

‘I don’t doubt you have, but I’ve also got some facility with lip-reading. I didn’t study him that closely first time round, but the face’s mouth is fairly clear to see. So, if you’ll kindly play the tape over again, I’ll try and distinguish some words.’

‘Where did you pick up that skill?’ I asked.

‘Oh, a long time ago,’ Disvan ‘replied’, as always avoiding any direct question about his past.

There was no opportunity to pursue my query, as Esther Constantine had started the video machine once more and Mr Disvan was studying the ‘half-finished face’ with great concentration. I also observed it, and found the experience no more pleasing second time around. In itself, what we were seeing was of no great moment—merely an indistinct head and shoulders mouthing words we could neither hear or understand.  However, the overall effect was chilling because the figure clearly bore no good will to those to whom it spoke. It seemed to resent the moments when its image on the screen receded or drifted out of focus, and increased its vehemence of speech upon returning into relatively clear view.

A cold and unpleasant thought came into my mind to the effect (despite an entire lack of supporting evidence) that the face was watching us just as we were watching it. I was therefore exceedingly pleased when the second screening came, soon after, to its sudden end.

‘Right then, Mr Disvan,’ said Esther, ‘what was it saying?’

Disvan ignored this direct question and looked at the sisters in what I can only describe as a suspicious manner.

‘And you say that you know nothing about this thing at all?’ he asked.

‘No, not a thing,’ Dorothy answered for them both.

‘That’s why we called you in,’ Esther added.

‘Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you.’ Disvan’s tone was very final.

‘But couldn’t you tell what it was saying?’ asked Esther, now very alarmed indeed.

‘No, I couldn’t. Not in any way that makes sense, at least.’

‘So what shall we do, then?’ Esther persisted.

‘I suggest you simply ignore it. Wipe the tape and forget this ever happened.’

‘That’s hardly a solution,’ commented Dorothy tartly.

Disvan was curt, almost angry.

‘In the absence of a ideologically acceptable answer from the volumes behind us, it’s the very best advice I can offer—and all you’re going to get. Take it or leave it. Come along, Mr Oakley, we must be going.’

With that we departed from the house, leaving a fractious and uneasy atmosphere behind us. Out once again in the mist and cold, I challenged Disvan with what had just occurred, for I was—almost—as curious about the apparition as the Constantines.

‘So what was the problem back there?’ I asked. ‘I don’t think you’re telling all you know.’

‘A very common fault of mine, according to you,’ he replied.

‘It is, and you’re doing it again.’

‘Well, if you insist on an explanation, I’ll merely say that I suspect that the Constantine’s sins have found them out, to paraphrase the Good Book. If they were to be honest with themselves, they’d admit it and would thereby have the answer they want. And that, Mr Oakley, is my final and definitive comment on the matter.’

‘Which in practical terms isn’t the least bit enlightening.’

‘Maybe so, but there again clarity isn’t always a good thing. Far better to have your peace of mind.’

This statement also begged a number of questions, but I decided to let it pass. Bitter experience had taught me that attempts to wheedle information out of Disvan, once he had made up his mind to remain obscure, were a waste of time and effort. Resolving to take more care over the timing of recordings on my own video machine, I put the Constantines’ problem out of my mind and rejoined the throng in the Argyll.

Later in the evening, I noticed Mr Disvan deep in conversation with Doctor Bani-Sadr, no unusual thing in itself but curious because of the privacy they sought and the deep seriousness of their manner. Both had grim expressions on their faces and the latter from time to time shook his head, vehemently denying something that Disvan was asserting.

Since the night was well advanced by that time, my thoughts lacked the necessary agility to connect this Binscombe summit meeting with the earlier part of the evening and I therefore paid it little heed. However, if I had known then of the horrible events which were to fill the weeks to come, I would not have thought their concern misplaced.

 

*  *  *

 

Prior to the video tape incident it was a rare thing for the Constantine sisters to visit the Duke of Argyll. They had, apparently, an old fashioned attitude towards being seen in a public house, and a strong disapproval of the landlord calling his dog Lenin. Following that particular evening, however, it seemed like hardly a day would pass without one or both favouring us with their company. On each occasion they would sidle up to Mr Disvan and attempt to engage him in a private conversation. He would listen to them for a brief moment and then, in an uncharacteristic gesture, dismiss both them and their tale or petition (for we were not privy to what was being said) with an impatient wave of his hand. Taking our lead from him, the other leading figures of the village similarly pretended that nothing was amiss and, aside from a friendly ‘good evening’, offered no assistance to the clearly troubled Constantines. 

This went on for the best part of a fortnight, until one evening when the sisters entered the bar in such a state of distress that neither Disvan nor the rest of us could harden our hearts against them any longer.

Previously, the sisters had always maintained a facade, at least, of stern self control and forbearance, in keeping with their public image as educated and respectable pillars of local society. Now, though, it was transparently clear to all that some experience had rendered them careless of the impression they made.

Both came up to Mr Disvan and myself where we were standing at the bar. Esther Constantine grasped Disvan by the lapel and, controlling her feelings with difficulty, she said in a level voice, ‘We’ll beg, if that is what you require, we’ll drag you there if necessary, but come you must. Things cannot go on as they are. We’re in grave danger. We’re comrades of old and it’s your duty to help us.’

The fear and unhappiness on the old ladies’ faces would have melted even a solicitor’s hardness of heart, but Mr Disvan said nothing. He looked pointedly at the hand on his lapel and then at the supplicant Constantines—people whom I’d thought to be his friends. Something in his gaze caused Esther to release her grip.

‘Please... for old times’ sake?’ hazarded Dorothy.

Disvan seemed set to remain implacable against the sisters until he happened to glance up and saw that all eyes in the Argyll were upon him and that he was surrounded by reproachful faces.

‘All right, then,’ he said. ‘For old times’ sake. Let’s go and get it sorted out.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘It’s off now,’ said Esther Constantine, pointing to her television set, ‘but there’s no telling what it’ll do next.’

Mr Disvan and I (myself by special invitation) were once again in the ladies’ living room and they were recounting the events that had brought them to their present state of fear. Mr Disvan was trying to piece together their scattered and disjointed testimony.

‘You’re saying, then, that the television switched itself on and the “half finished face” was on the screen.’

‘That’s right,’ said Dorothy. ‘On every channel.’

‘How do you know that?’ I asked.

‘Because I used the remote control channel selector to try and get rid of it, Mr Oakley. How else?’

There was a sort of Binscombe logic to this that furrowed my brow even as I accepted it. Mr Disvan pressed on.

‘What did the face say?’

‘Gibberish for the most part,’ Esther answered. ‘Random words, inaudible phrases, hysterical laughter—that sort of thing.’

‘And some profanity too,’ added Dorothy.

‘That also, and all in a voice that was neither a man’s nor a boy’s but some sort of mixture of the two. It wasn’t even particularly human for that matter because it went up too high and down too low for a person’s voice.’

‘And how often has this happened?’ I asked.

‘To begin with, once an evening, but in the last week it’s been getting far more frequent. Yesterday the face was appearing every hour or so whether the set was on or not.’

‘Why not just take the plug out?’ I asked, making what I thought to be a reasonable suggestion. ‘There’ll be no question of the set coming on then.’

The sisters looked at me with barely concealed contempt.

‘That’s hardly what we’d call a resolution, Mr Oakley; merely abject surrender,’ said Esther.

‘We’re very fond of our television,’ added Dorothy in an aggrieved tone. ‘Why should we be made to give it up by that thing?’

I reflected that the Constantines’ fighting spirit had soon been restored to them by their faith in Mr Disvan’s assistance, and I henceforth kept my counsel to myself.

‘Well, I still think that this problem is of your own making,’ said Mr Disvan mysteriously, ‘although a “resolution” of it may be more elusive and perhaps beyond you or anyone else. However, I’ve undertaken to help you, against my better judgement may I say, and that’s what I’ll try to do. Switch the set on and we’ll wait for the face’s return.’

‘What good will that do?’ said Esther.

The tone of Mr Disvan’s reply was one of patience and long-suffering rather than anger.

‘I don’t know, but it can’t be any less use than standing here doing nothing, can it?’

The Constantines considered this for a moment and then as one, like a disciplined conspiratorial cell, nodded their agreement.

‘I’ll go and fetch some drinks and crisps,’ said Dorothy, ‘but I don’t suppose we’ll have to wait too long.’

 

*  *  *

 

I was in no hurry to renew my acquaintance with ‘the half finished face’, but as the evening wore on and we were obliged to watch a series of numbing, banal quiz shows and sitcoms, I began to wish Dorothy Constantine’s prediction would come true. Disvan evidently shared my feelings, and after a while fetched down a weighty tome from the Constantine’s book collection and flicked through that rather than watch the entertainment on offer.

‘Tell me if anything happens,’ he said, ‘and I’ll be right with you.’

Merciful release in the form of the epilogue came after what seemed like a geological age of waiting. Dorothy and Esther stirred in their seats and Mr Disvan closed his book.

‘There’s no point in us waiting here all night for something to happen,’ I said, draining my glass thankfully. ‘We can always return tomorrow evening.’

‘That might not be necessary,’ replied Mr Disvan, redirecting our attention to the television. ‘Our guest has at long last arrived.’

It had indeed. The ghastly figure had silently come into view and was close up to the screen, mouthing and shouting as before. Occasionally it ebbed a little further back but, for the most part, the head and shoulders stayed put and seemed close enough to surge forth out of the television and into the room. Within a few seconds we could hear as well as see it, although what we heard made little sense—words such as ‘get’ and ‘hate’ and ‘free’—all in a shrieking voice mixed with uncontrolled laughter and incoherent babble.

As soon as the figure appeared, Mr Disvan waved us to silence and began to study the face with analytical concentration. Despite their earlier distress, the Constantines seemed reasonably blasé about what was happening and looked at the screen with only mild distaste. In the present situation, since I was not permitted to speak, I could only give myself up to examining the apparition, and having seen more than enough of the figure itself, I looked closely at its surroundings instead.

At times the creature, or whatever it was, seemed to be standing in an endless landscape of high prairie grass over which a sky of disturbing shapes and colours rushed at alarming speed. For a while this would disappear to be replaced by a blackness of such intensity as to suggest that I was seeing the deepest part of the earth or a place so distant that no starlight reached it. The ‘prairie’ would then reappear.

Although I later thought myself credulous for feeling so, at the time I clearly felt that I had no business to be seeing these places. It was a distinctly uncomfortable sensation.

After two or three minutes, Mr Disvan said, ‘Right, that’s enough. Turn it off.’

Esther Constantine went to go to the television and do as she was bidden but Disvan prevented her.

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘Don’t go too near it. Turn it off at the mains.’

Esther hesitated, changed her tack and, crossing to the other side of the room, removed the plug from the wall. The television screen immediately went blank. It may just have been my imagination but I would have sworn that the sound of the thing’s voice continued for a second, maybe two, after the power was pulled.

Fortunately, perhaps, I did not have too long to ponder on this fact for, soon afterwards, we were caused to jump by the ring of the telephone coming from the hallway.

‘Would you see to that, Mr Oakley?’ said Esther Constantine. ‘At this time of night it must be a wrong number—or those double-glazing people.’

Glad of an excuse to leave the room, I went out and picked up the receiver. ‘Hello, it’s 12:30 at night, what do you want?’

The voice that replied seemed very distant and distorted by the line. ‘Where am I?’

‘Pardon?’

‘I want to get out.’

‘Who is this?’

‘I want to live.’

I was about to say something that would bring the conversation, such as it was, to a decisive close, when it dawned on me that, allowing for the effect of the line, I had been listening to this self-same voice only a few moments before. Acting instinctively I held the receiver away from me. The speaker seemed to be aware that I’d done so, and now shouted so that I could hear just as well as before.

 ‘I’ll get you! [incomprehensible] I’m nearly strong enough! I want to live!’

There was long pause. Clearly the voice had nothing new to say, and I was too shocked to be able to alert the others to what was happening. Then, with renewed vehemence he or it began to speak again.

‘Hate you!  Not fair, not bloody [incomprehensible]. I’ll pay in full!’ Suddenly the tone of the voice changed dramatically from raging fury to plaintiveness. ‘Where am I?’

At that moment, Mr Disvan looked round the door into the hall, presumably to see what on earth was detaining me. Gathering from the eloquent look of horror occupying my face that something was very amiss, he beckoned to the Constantines to follow him and approached the telephone. I gratefully passed the receiver to him.

‘Hello,’ said Disvan calmly.

Again there was a long silence before the voice bellowed forth once more in a tirade of foul abuse. Mr Disvan ignored this and again gently said, ‘Hello...’  

A gap of four or five seconds ensued. Then the voice continued in a still angry but more reasonable manner.

‘I know all about you!’ it said. ‘I’ve been watching you. We all have.’

A long pause.

‘I want to live. You are all [incomprehensible] long enough! I’m nearly strong enough! Before? Why? I’ll pay you back! When I get... HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA...’

The line abruptly went dead. The voice’s final laugh echoed around the cold hallway.

‘Has this ever happened before?’ asked Mr Disvan.

The Constantines shook their heads, too shocked to reply in words.

We all returned to the living room and sat down. A contemplative silence reigned until Dorothy Constantine spoke.

‘Come to think of it, though, Mr Disvan, we’ve had a lot of what we thought were wrong numbers lately—that or burglars casing the joint—where there was just silence when we picked up the phone. Do you think..?’

‘Probably, Dorothy,’ Disvan replied gravely. ‘Leastways, I shouldn’t be at all surprised.’

Dorothy and Esther looked at each other in dismay.

‘Anyway,’ Disvan continued, ‘I know for sure now what your problem is. The sense of what it was saying on the television was even clearer than last time.’

He paused and looked wistfully at the Constantine sisters.

‘Well..?’ said Esther in an animated voice.

‘Are you sure there isn’t something that you want to tell me first?’ said Mr Disvan, ignoring the prompting.

‘No,’ said Dorothy.

Esther shook her head vehemently. ‘No, nothing—get on with it, man!’

‘As you wish. It seems that at some point in the past, there was a baby born in this house. It would further appear that the child was deliberately done away with very shortly after and buried somewhere in the structure of the building or perhaps the garden. What I was going to say was that it was laid to rest, but that wouldn’t be correct. The spirit is very far from at rest. It has awoken and grown. It seems to want revenge and, worst of all, ladies, it seems to believe that you are responsible for its death and present plight.’ He stopped to consider what he had said for a moment and then concluded, ‘Yes, that’s a reasonable summary.’

‘Us responsible!’ Esther Constantine exploded. ‘Impossible!’

‘Neither of us has ever had a baby, Mr Disvan,’ said Dorothy Constantine, more mildly, ‘and we would never dream of hurting one in any case.’

‘Well, at least you’re not denying the existence of a spirit. That’s progress anyhow,’ replied Disvan. ‘But as for what you say, why should the creature lie?’

‘Perhaps it’s merely mistaken. Perhaps it’s confused us with someone else,’ said Dorothy.

‘That could well be,’ I interjected, already forgetful of the derision with which my previous contribution had been received. ‘As a baby at the time of its decease, it would hardly be in a position to identify its killers, would it?’

‘Maybe,’ Disvan said dubiously. ‘Maybe so. If things in its realm of existence are the same as here—which I doubt they are.’

‘Mr Disvan,’ said Esther fiercely, ‘I don’t give a tuppence for your opinion of our reputations but I tell you straight that neither my sister nor I has ever had a baby. In fact, the last babies born in this house were Dorothy and I, and as you can see we’re both alive and well to report as much.’

‘Well,’ said Disvan, clearly still unconvinced, ‘I hear what you say but, with your beliefs, I’ve always assumed that you were early proponents of free love and it follows from that...’

‘Nonsense,’ interrupted Esther, ‘we’ve never subscribed to the glass of water theory.’

‘The what?’ I asked, somewhat bemused.

Mr Disvan enlightened me. ‘A famous Russian revolutionary called Aleksandra Kollontai said that satisfying the sexual urge should be as simple and casual a thing as having a glass of water when you’re thirsty. The phrase rather caught on.’

‘Did the lifestyle that goes with it catch on too?’ I asked, my interest engaged despite our present circumstances.

‘Not really—although Kollantai practised what she preached, even later on when she was the Soviet ambassador to Sweden.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘This is all irrelevant,’ said Dorothy. ‘We’ve lived our lives according to the precepts of Lenin, not Kollontai—great feminist though she was—and Lenin said, “The absence of self-discipline in sexual life is a bourgeois phenomenon; wild excesses in sexual life are reactionary symptoms.” And that is that as far as we’re concerned. We’ve never practised free love.’

‘Except,’ said Esther, ‘that Party summer school in Cambridge, just before the War.’

‘Oh yes, I forgot,’ agreed Dorothy. ‘With the exception of that week we’ve never practised free love.’

‘And there were no babies arising from it, either,’ added Esther decisively.

Disvan pondered—and accepted.

‘Ah well, if I was wrong for thinking what I did and for refusing to help you, then I ask your forgiveness.’

‘You thought that we...’ said Dorothy, shocked.

Mr Disvan shrugged his shoulders.

‘What else was I to think?  The thing was very adamant on the point. Admittedly, Doctor Bani-Sadr said that neither he or his predecessor had any knowledge of you bearing children, but in the time of your youth such things could be hushed up, couldn’t they?’

Esther Constantine glared at him and ground her teeth in exasperation.

‘Mr Disvan,’ she said, ‘you’re an ill-thinking, suspicious old man.’

‘Life has made me so,’ he replied. ‘However, to return to more pressing matters, if what you say is true then your only problem is to convince the creature. He seems to be hell-bent, if you’ll pardon the phrase, on revenging himself.’

‘And how do we go about that, may I ask?’ said Esther.

‘I’ve no idea at present, but I suggest that you start by leaving the television disconnected and not answering the telephone.’

‘How about,’ I hazarded, ‘finding the baby’s remains and giving them a proper burial, with a priest and everything, so that the spirit will rest?’

‘Hmmm,’ said Disvan, ‘it’s a thought I suppose, although I think that the significant difference in this case is that the spirit doesn’t want to rest—quite the opposite in fact. We could have a look for any obvious place of concealment tomorrow. As for a priest, well, the Reverend Jagger won’t help—not after that business with Trevor Jones’s car. Do you know of a priest who’d help you, ladies?’

At that very moment the telephone rang. Esther Constantine looked at the hallway door in terror. Her gaze travelled in turn to Mr Disvan, to the silent television and to the bookcases along the wall. Then, with the profoundest of sighs, she buried her head in her hands.

 

*  *  *

 

‘I’ve no sympathy with you,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘You should have followed my advice, at least for the time being, until we can think of something positive to do.’

‘That’s all very well for you to say,’ replied Esther Constantine, ‘but we particularly wanted to see that programme. We’ve watched the series right from the beginning and we couldn’t bear to miss the final episode.’

‘And did you get to see it?’ said Disvan, in a manner that signified he knew full well the answer to his question.

‘Thanks to that dreadful thing, no.’

‘As I thought. So why bother, then?’

Dorothy Constantine shook her head. ‘It’s been a couple of days since anything happened. We thought that perhaps... Well, hope springs eternal. You know how it is.’

Mr Disvan’s expression suggested that he did not.

The arrival of the landlord disrupted the tense atmosphere of our little gathering.

‘Would the ladies care to partake of liquid refreshment,’ he said, ‘or are they making use of my licensed premises, reckless of the crippling overheads it costs me to run it, as a free meeting house yet again?’

‘ “The ladies” will have two pink gins and none of your damn sarcasm, you mental pygmy,’ said Esther Constantine in a machine gun onslaught of words that even bystanders such as myself, out of the line of fire, found intimidating.

The landlord flinched, faltered for a mere second and then bravely returned to the fray. ‘If that’s the way you feel, why don’t you go and—‘

‘Enough!’ said Mr Disvan, waving them to silence with a sweep of his hand. ‘You can continue your old feud, if you so wish, in more normal times. Meanwhile, you two,’ he indicated the sisters, ‘can behave civilly to your host, and you,’ (turning to the landlord), ‘can show a bit of sympathy to people in trouble.’

This seemed to settle things, albeit not amicably, for the time being, and the landlord went off to fetch the requested drinks muttering, just loud enough so that he could be heard, that he’d ‘call his dog what he bloody well wanted’.

‘It was ghastly, Mr Disvan,’ said Dorothy, continuing as if the interruption had never happened. ‘This time the thing didn’t say much...’

‘Other than to growl and mumble under its breath,’ interposed Esther.

‘...other than to growl at us, yes. But the worst bit about it was that the thing’s face seemed to be following our actions—studying us, as it were—when we moved around the room.’

‘Oh yes, it could see us all right, even if we can’t see its eyes.’

‘And as though that wasn’t enough, the telephone started ringing.’

‘And I suppose,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘that you answered it just like I asked you not to.’

‘Not at first,’ replied Esther staunchly, ‘but it kept on and on, so in the end we did pick up the receiver.’

‘We didn’t think it could be any worse than what was on the television, you see,’ said Esther in defence of their actions.

‘Was it the creature on the end of the phone?’ I asked.

‘Yes, it most certainly was, and it said some really dreadful things.’

‘Such as?’

‘I’d rather not say,’ said Dorothy primly.

‘Suffice it to say, Mr Oakley,’ said Esther, leaning confidingly towards me, ‘that the voice expressed its hatred of us in no uncertain terms.’

‘It’s so unfair,’ wailed Dorothy. ‘We’ve never done anything to it.’

‘Well, as you can imagine, by that time we’d had enough,’ said Esther. ‘I strode over to the wall to pull the plug on the damn thing.’

‘Your first sensible move of the evening,’ commented Disvan.

‘Oh yes? Look what it did to me!’

Esther held up her right hand for our inspection and we saw that the tips of her fingers were covered in angry, red burns.

‘Somehow, that vile thing had made the plug and cable live,’ she continued, ‘and it very nearly did for me.’

‘Esther’s hair had blue sparks in it and she had the shakes for hours after,’ said Dorothy solicitously.

‘Did you get it unplugged though?’ I enquired.

‘Not that time. Dorothy eventually went and got the rubber gloves from the kitchen for insulation and then used my walking stick to hook the plug out. You should have seen the shower of sparks from the wall and heard what the thing said whilst we did it!’

‘So what should we do now, Mr Disvan?’ asked Dorothy.

‘Follow my previous instructions,’ he said.

‘No, apart from that, I mean.’

Disvan leaned back in his seat and pondered the matter for a moment in silence. The Constantines’ drinks arrived and were downed in one.

My attention wandered lightly around the company gathered in the Argyll that evening and I sought, as before, to reconcile the strangeness of what I was hearing with the plain as-it should-be-ness all about. Just as before, I could not. These two streams of Binscombe life seemed to be separate and yet in close parallel. They were interconnected in ways that I could not fathom. There were bridges across the great void between them, but I was not privy to their whereabouts. However, many native Binscomites seemed to take these bridges’ existence for granted and were able to cross them at will. No conflict or puzzlement was caused in the Binscombe world view (apparently bred in the blood) by the natural and supernatural lying down, like lion and lamb, and abiding together. I wondered whether I would one day aspire (or descend, depending on your point of view) to real Binscombe citizenship and share this frame of mind.

Mr Disvan then disturbed my idle reverie.

‘Let’s consider the possibilities,’ he said. ‘Our search of your house didn’t turn up anywhere that might conceal a burial, and we can hardly dig up the entire garden. Consequently, the idea of putting the creature’s remains to proper rest seems to be a non-starter.’

‘Agreed,’ said Esther.

Dorothy nodded her head.

‘And I presume your objections to having a priest perform an exorcism remain as resolute as ever...’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Quite unthinkable.’

Once again I must have appeared bewildered by this, for the Constantines thought their stance required expanding upon.

‘Yes, Mr Oakley,’ said Esther, ‘I know the situation we’re in is hardly one covered by the thoughts of Marx and Engels but even so... I mean, if we’re to go running, cap in hand, to some God-botherer at the first sign of something outside our philosophy, well, I ask you—what does that make of our lifelong convictions?’

I nodded my understanding.

‘In that case,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘there’s only one thing I can think of to do.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Reason with it.’

 

*  *  *

 

On our way to the Constantine household, we all discussed Mr Disvan’s proposed strategy, and he was able to overcome some of our early objections. 

His simple argument was that there was no practical alternative to what he suggested—a point we found impossible to refute.

‘If, as you say, you had nothing to do with his original death,’ Disvan explained, ‘and if, as seems likely, the creature is aware of what we do in this world, then perhaps the truth of the matter can be brought to his attention. Then, and this is introducing yet another “if”, if the spirit or whatever is convinced that its attempts at revenge are misplaced, it may leave you alone.’

‘I wish we could think of something better. Something a little less conditional,’ said Dorothy.

‘Something a bit more harmful to that disgusting entity occupying our house is what’s really required,’ agreed Esther. ‘It goes against the grain to negotiate with an enemy such as that. We should be pressing for unconditional surrender!’

‘That’s the next stage if peace negotiations fail,’ said Disvan. ‘However, I strongly suspect that all out war would involve casualties before (and if) victory was achieved. Presumably you want to avoid that. After all, this isn’t the revolution, and ghosts aren’t part of the class enemy.’

He turned around and saw that his intended jest had fallen just about as flat as any piece of humour could. The Constantine sisters looked at him with expressions entirely free of amusement.

‘Sorry,’ he said and continued walking.

The evening was merely brisk rather than cold, and an absence of cloud cover allowed the moon and stars to illuminate the scene to a considerable extent. Looking ahead we saw that in the side street where the Constantines lived there were a number of vehicles parked: a police car and an ambulance both with their lights revolving, periodically bathing the nearby houses in an unnatural red glow.

‘I should imagine it’s old Mr Waddy, fallen down his cellar steps again,’ said Esther, sounding far from certain.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Disvan, peering ahead. ‘I can see movement outside your door.’

Mr Disvan was right, except on the point of detail that the Constantines’ door no longer existed as such. Torn from its hinges, it lay useless and unregarded on the front lawn. Police and ambulance men milled about in the entrance to the house looking puzzled.

‘What have you done to our house, you bastards!’ shouted Esther Constantine as we hurried near.

Despite this, the long-haired leading ambulance man seemed pleased to see us. ‘Here they are,’ he said. ‘Emergency over, lads.’

Needless to say, Mr Disvan seemed to know him well and, shielding the man from the outraged Constantines, he asked what was going on.

‘We thought something had happened to the ladies,’ he replied, addressing us in general. ‘We had a report of a possible distress signal coming from the house. It was still going when we got here and, failing to get a reply, we had to take the door off to get in. Mighty stubborn door you had there, ladies, nigh two inches of teak—real old fashioned bit of workmanship. Shame it had to go.’

‘What sort of a distress signal, Phil?’ asked Disvan.

‘Flashing lights. The house lights were being turned on and off in a regular pattern. As chance would have it, the old gent from across the way who reported it to us happened to be an ex-navy man and he said that the lights were spelling something out in Morse code, over and over again.’

‘What?’

‘Something like “help me” or “get me out”, but you’d need to ask him yourself. It’s a while since I was in the Cubs; I’ve forgotten my Morse. Certainly the lights were flashing away in a very regular fashion when we got here, and they only stopped when we heaved the door off. I think you’d better get your wiring seen to, ladies, tout suite!’

‘Crowbait!’ Dorothy called him, by way of thanks.

‘I see,’ said Disvan, ‘I see. Much obliged for your efforts anyway. Clearly it’s a false alarm. Sorry for the call out.’

‘That’s okay, we’d have to be out and about soon anyway. Closing time’s coming up.’

‘Of course. Talking of that, how’s Debbi?’

‘Still drinking, I’m afraid.’

‘Pity. Still, it’s better than what went before, isn’t it?’

‘Never mind all that,’ interrupted Esther Constantine, who had been boiling with silent fury all through the conversation. ‘We don’t want to hear your domestic trivia when we’ve got urgent business to settle. Come on, Disvan!’

‘Suit yourself, lady,’ said Phil the ambulance man, ‘but it seems a bit late to attempt rewiring a whole house. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’

Both Dorothy and Esther withered him with a gorgon-like stare and then swept indoors, scattering police and ambulance men in their wake. Some half-heard abuse about ‘running dog tools of state oppression’ wafted back to us.

‘I’ll explain it all to you some other time,’ said Mr Disvan to the assembled uniformed parties. ‘If I’m able to, that is.’

Mumbling apologies to the public utilities and feeling somewhat sheepish, I followed him into the house.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Did you manage to wedge the door into the gap, Mr Oakley?’ said Dorothy Constantine.

‘Reasonably well. It’ll keep the draughts out till a carpenter arrives in the morning.’

‘Thank you. Now Mr Disvan wants to see you in the kitchen.’

‘What for?’

‘I’m not sure.’

I walked along the hall, turned a corner and saw that Disvan and Esther Constantine were standing in the kitchen doorway.

‘What’s up?’ I said, not liking the way in which they were clearly awaiting my arrival.

‘Go in and see for yourself,’ said Disvan, nodding towards the kitchen.

I was resolved to pass whatever sort of test this was with flying colours and marched in without another word, hoping that my inner doubts were not expressed upon my face. Standing in the centre of the room, I turned to see that Mr Disvan and the Constantines were watching me closely.

‘Feel anything?’ said Disvan.

‘No, not really but—Hold on, yes, there is something, I feel like... like... I’m surrounded by static. A great field of static electricity.’

‘I guessed as much,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Your hair is starting to rise and there’s sparks flashing off your clothes. Static would account for that.’

Once I allowed myself to perceive it, I realised just how powerful this feeling was. It seemed to be applying pressure evenly all over my body, producing a strong sense of tension and anticipation. My clothes felt as if they were floating free a few molecules above the level of my skin. By way of experiment, I went to touch the work surface near the sink and received a painful shock causing me to pull my hand away. The movement caused the atmosphere in the kitchen to crackle.

‘Are you okay?’ said Disvan.

‘Yes, fine. It was just a mild shock, that’s all.’

‘So it’s safe for us to come in, is it?’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’

‘Good, I was worried it might be something dangerous.’

I stared at Mr Disvan and the Constantines, who all suddenly seemed very alien and strange to me

‘I thought that you’d already... Do you mean to say that you got me to walk in here to see if it was dangerous?’

Disvan and the two sisters looked at me as if unable to understand my outrage. He considered my question for a few seconds before replying.

‘Yes, that’s about the shape of it. Why, do you mind?’

I was temporarily lost for words and Esther Constantine stepped into the gap.

‘It seems to be centralised in here but spreading all over the house. The whole atmosphere is charged.’

‘And can you catch that low buzzing noise?’ said Dorothy. ‘I’ve heard it since we came in.’

We all listened carefully and realised that, just on the edge of audibility, there was indeed a persistent humming noise like that of a faraway machine, slowly warming up.

‘Never mind that,’ I said, crossing the room, crackling wildly and striking sparks in all directions. ‘I want a word with you about using me as a guinea pig. What gives you—‘

‘Are you still going on about that?’ said Disvan, an expression of mild surprise on his face. ‘There are greater issues at stake here, you know.’

‘Yes, don’t be so selfish, Mr Oakley,’ said Esther Constantine. ‘Let Mr Disvan speak.’

‘As I was about to say,’ Disvan continued, ‘whatever it is afflicting this house seems to be using the power supply as a medium and has now become so strong and active that we can feel its presence all the time. Things are clearly coming to a head when its life force can seep out and pervade the whole building. Not only that, but it’s starting to signal to the outside world—starting to draw other people into its story.’

Mr Disvan shook his head sadly. ‘I’m afraid we can’t have that happening. It mustn’t be permitted. Everything’s developing faster and worse than I expected—far worse, in fact. I never thought it would get this bad. It’s now in my mind, you see, that the hate which motivates this creature is so strong that it could encompass and destroy more than just the Constantines. At the rate the child is growing, pretty soon it could spread further afield and find its way up other power cables—into other houses and in time into the main grid. Once it was running free in there, we’d never find it again.’

‘Why the devil would we want to find it again?’ said Dorothy Constantine, making what I thought to be a reasonable point.

Mr Disvan looked at her and spoke with a note of resignation in his voice.

‘Think, woman. If it can do all this,’ he waved his hand in the air to signify the house in general, ‘drawing on just your power usage, imagine what would be possible if it had access to the National Grid. Imagine its strength if it found a power station, a nuclear power station perhaps, to take sustenance from.’

We started to imagine as we were bidden but Disvan interrupted our apocalyptic thoughts.

‘Mind you, that’s largely academic. If it got to that stage, none of us exist any longer. You ladies, Mr Oakley, myself, Binscombe—we would all have been swept away.’

He had succeeded in alarming me. ‘Well, what shall we do?  Do you still propose to reason with the thing?’

‘I’ll try, Mr Oakley, but I suspect it’s too late for that. I think that all we can hope for is to placate it or kill it, but either way time is very short.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you mean to say you haven’t noticed?’ said Disvan, pointing to the kitchen wall behind me.

I turned and saw that the hands of the electric wall clock were running backwards. They seemed to be increasing in speed with every second that passed.

‘Time is reversing,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘back to the date of the child’s death. And, unless I’m very mistaken, when that time is reached, it will be born again in this world.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Right then,’ said Dorothy Constantine, grim faced, ‘there’s nothing else for it. Dorothy, go and plug the television in. It stays on till either we or the thing are gone.’

The screen came to life but nothing untoward could be seen. The ten o’clock news had just started.

‘Should the Constantines be here?’ I asked. ‘I mean, if it’s them that the creature wants...’

‘It doesn’t make any difference,’ said Disvan absently, giving most of his attention to the television. ‘You can’t run from this sort of revenge.’

‘Do you think this will be of any use?’ said Esther Constantine, suddenly brandishing, to my utter, squeaking terror, an enormous automatic pistol.

Mr Disvan glanced at it for a second and then returned to studying the screen.

‘No, I very much doubt it,’ he said calmly.

‘Mind where you’re waving that,’ I protested loudly as the weapon was pointed carelessly in my direction. ‘Where the hell did you get it?’

‘We’re Spetsnaz reservists, Mr Oakley. Soviet special forces,’ said Esther in a matter of fact manner.

‘Well, even so, put it away. It’s disturbing Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan firmly, and Esther complied.

‘Now go and check that the telephone’s off the hook and that there are no other electrical devices on in the house. I want the creature’s presence to be totally concentrated in the television.’

Dorothy went to do what was asked.

I looked at the set, yet paid no attention to the broadcaster’s update on the coup in Chile.

‘It’s taking its time,’ I said, hoping that my voice sounded reasonably nonchalant.

‘Correction,’ said Mr Disvan; ‘it’s biding its time. There’s a world of difference.’

From upstairs there came a scream. I made to get up and go to investigate but Dorothy Constantine thundered down the stairs and rejoined us before I could stir.

‘I’ve seen it,’ she said. ‘I went in the bathroom and when I looked in the mirror, the half finished face was staring out at me. It seemed like it was going to step out into the room.’

‘I wondered where it’d gone to,’ said Disvan. ‘The last five minutes it was watching us from that mirror at the back of this room, and then it suddenly vanished. Obviously it wants to herd us all into the same place.’

The sisters and I hurriedly looked at the mirror in question and checked it was blank.

‘Why didn’t you say that we were being watched?’ I asked, a degree of irritation overcoming my fear.

‘I thought that you were frightened enough as it was. We’re all under observation every minute we’re in this house anyway.’

‘Well, I wish it would hurry up and come back,’ said Esther.

‘It has,’ replied Disvan. ‘Look closely at the screen. We’ve started.’

I looked and at first could see nothing amiss. Then, I noticed that one of the figures pictured on the set was not entirely as it should be. The picture showed a group of South African soldiers walking through the ruins of some guerrilla camp they’d destroyed. One of the troopers did not have a human head. Atop the pale uniform was the ‘half finished face’ and the figure was watching us, assault rifle at the ready.

The scene then changed to depict a meeting of the United Nations Security Council and again one of their number was the indistinct creature, although this time dressed in a smart, dark suit.

By now, the Constantines had grasped what was going on as well and they gasped in amazement.

‘We wish to speak to you for one last time,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘before you are born.’

All the sound from the television abruptly ceased.

‘And you die,’ said the distinctive inhuman voice of the ‘child’, now seen as a famous footballer.

‘That may be, but we still wish to talk.’

‘Why?’

‘We need to know want you want.’

‘I want to live!’

‘But you must know that is forbidden; you’re dead.’

‘I’m going to come back. I’m nearly strong enough now.’

‘I said that you are dead, quite dead. Do you understand?’

‘They killed me when I was helpless and put me in the wall.’

‘Who did?’

‘Mummy and daddy.’

The picture on the television changed. He was now a bishop at prayer.

‘What were their names?’

‘Mummy and daddy.’

‘What were their names?’

Angrily: ‘None of your business. They’re dead and gone on anyway. They don’t live in this place anymore.’

The Constantines, now justified, their innocence proven, gave me an ‘I told you so’ look.

‘Then why do you hate these people here?’

‘They’re warm. I’m not.’

‘But—‘

‘They didn’t let me out.’

‘How could they, when—‘

‘They’re in my house.’

‘But is it right to hate them?’

‘There is no right or wrong. They do not exist.’

Mr Disvan shook his head, evidently despairing of his attempts to reason.

‘Would it please you if we took you out of the wall and buried you properly?’

‘Why bury me?  I’m not dead. I’m not dead any more. I like it in the wall. Mummy and daddy put me there. I didn’t see them again. Why bury me?  You want to kill me.’

‘No, we can’t kill you. You’re not alive.’

‘I am alive alive alive, I’m a grown up boy now.’  The creature was now seen as part of a UDR patrol in Belfast.

‘How is that?’

‘Your electricity warmed me, incubated me. I listened to all you had to say, I watched you through this screen and I learned. My mummy and daddy would be proud of me!’

‘But must you come now? Why not wait longer? It’s not a very nice world out here for a little orphan.’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘Oh no.’

‘But my friends will come too and look after me.’

‘What friends?’

‘There used to be a barrow here before my house and there’s a chieftain buried in it—and a dog once died here too. They’ve both got warm and I’m persuading them to come out with me. They will help me kill you.’

‘What will you do then?’

‘I will live.’

‘And..?’

‘Pull this house down, pull this village down, pull everything down till I find where my mummy and daddy are hiding. I’ll lurk in dark places and jump out and punish all the people who didn’t help me out of the wall.’  The voice giggled and laughed for a spell and then resumed.  ‘In a little while, I’ll have all of me in this machine you’re watching and then I’ll come out and start by dealing with you.’

The television picture returned to showing only what it should: a weatherman announcing that tomorrow would be stormy.

‘How right you are,’ said Disvan.

‘Quick, pull the plug out of the wall,’ I said, ‘before it can...’

Mr Disvan shook his head and, with a wan smile, pointed out that the whole area by the plug was clearly live. Small arcs of blue light were emanating from the socket and singeing the nearby furnishings.

‘I’ll warrant the fuse-box is just the same,’ he said.

‘You’d better go, Mr Oakley,’ said Dorothy Constantine. ‘This isn’t your fight.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Just that,’ said Disvan, intervening. ‘My efforts have failed. The creature is going to be born again and we’ve got to face the consequences. You needn’t, however, so I suggest you go home and await developments.’

‘I don’t understand. What are you going to do?’

‘There’s very little time left, Mr Oakley, so I’ll say it briefly. The child is going to come out and we’ll be here to meet it halfway. It’ll take us into its world and we’ll continue the fight there—in the walls and cables of this house and wherever else it resides.’

‘But... you’ll be dead.’

‘As we understand it, yes. But, in the kind of pseudo-life the creature exists in, we’ll linger on—in its mind, so to speak.’

‘And what are your chances there?’

‘Slim, I should imagine.’

‘Then why bother?’

‘Because absorbing and fighting three people who are so aware of its nature will drain the creature. We’ll set it back years in its growth, even if we can’t destroy it from within.’

‘Then I’ll stay. Four is better than three.’

‘Why? said Disvan coolly. ‘You’re not a Binscomite and even if you were one...’

Dorothy Constantine interrupted our argument by screaming once again.

‘It’s back!’ she yelled. ‘It’s really close and...’ 

She was cut short and, as it turned out, silenced forever by a monstrous hairless forearm made of pink electricity which emerged from the television screen. It reached into the room and grabbed her by the throat. She wrestled with it for the briefest of moments and drew blood with her nails, all the while being dragged remorselessly towards the set. With a final tug the arm drew her in and they somehow passed through the screen and out of our sight.

Against my wishes, my eyes were drawn to the television. Horror mounted on horror as I saw that the view of the creature’s prairie had returned and that the broken and twisted body of Dorothy Constantine lay amidst its long waving grass. Overhead the black and scarlet sky raced on like a movie backdrop.

‘Me next,’ said Esther Constantine. ‘Cheerio.’

As if in answer to this ‘request’, the arm flashed forth again and lay hold of Esther’s hair. She too began the journey to the screen and death.

Mr Disvan, up to now lost in silent observation, all at once came to life again and leapt to the side of the room with surprising agility. He scooped up an object and pointed it at the television. Although I was, by now, in no frame of mind to make rational judgements, I assumed he had gone to fetch the Constantines’ gun in a rather forlorn attempt to kill something that had no life. However, instead of small arms fire, I heard only the slightest of clicks.

Turning to see if Esther had left us yet, I saw that the forearm was frozen still in the act of dragging her along and then that, miraculous to relate, a slight effort on her part succeeded in freeing herself. She reeled away to the back of the living-room and the arm hung motionless in mid-air like some vile gallows. A few seconds later, the forearm withdrew, at vast speed, into the set. Normal transmission interference filled the screen.

I started to realise that perhaps my life was not to end here after all, and with that came the recovery of speech—albeit not coherent speech.

‘What did you... I mean, is it...’

Mr Disvan smiled broadly and by way of explanation held aloft the cause of our salvation. It was the television and video remote control device.

‘It occurred to me, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘that when the spirit was wholly in the television and on the video channel, it was at its most vulnerable. Don’t you see? I put the video on to play, froze the creature with the pause button and now I’ve rewound it onto a cassette. So long as I hold it on pause we’re safe.’

‘Is that logical?’ I asked.

‘It conforms to the logic of the phenomenon, Mr Oakley, that’s all that’s required.’ For the time being I was happy, pre-orgasmically so, to accept his word.

‘What about Dorothy?’ asked Esther Constantine.

‘Gone, I’m afraid. She’s frozen on the tape with the creature.’

‘Dead, in other words.’

‘As near to it as makes no difference. I’m sorry.’

At the time—forgivably, I think in the circumstances—I was more concerned with staying amongst the living than remembering the dead. I interrupted Disvan’s commiserations.

‘Is it safe to disconnect the television now?’ I asked.

‘Yes, quite safe. Most of the creature’s being is trapped in the video tape for the moment.’

‘For the moment?’

‘Well, yes. It’ll force its way out in time, but we’ve got a while yet—perhaps a day or two before it burns the cassette up with its hatred and sets itself free. That gives us the opportunity to prevent a recurrence.’

After what had happened I had a lot of faith in Mr Disvan’s estimate of our period of ‘safety’ but even so, did not waste any further time in turning the television off and removing the tape from the video machine. I do not think it was my imagination that caused me to detect undue warmth and an angry pulse in the cassette as I held it in my hand.

‘Put it in the middle of the room, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘as far away from the walls and any power cables as you can get it.’

‘No,’ said Esther. ‘Give it to me that thing’s got my sister on it. I’ll look after it.’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, Esther,’ said Mr Disvan very firmly. ‘Dorothy’s not really anywhere anymore. Not the flesh and blood Dorothy we knew, anyway. Best put the idea of her survival, in any shape or form, out of your mind.’

Tears were now freely running down Esther Constantine’s wrinkled face, although she allowed herself no other signs of distress. She seemed unable to take her eyes from the silent television set.

Mr Disvan now put on his comforting tone of voice.

‘I should get to bed and get some rest, Esther,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a busy day ahead of us tomorrow. Don’t worry, Mr Oakley and I will keep watch.’

She seemed not to have heard this and he was about to repeat it when the old lady suddenly came to. She looked hard at the remote control device which Disvan was still holding.

‘It was a good idea of yours, Mr Disvan,’ said Esther bitterly. ‘Pity you didn’t think of it just a mite sooner.’

He shrugged his shoulders as she went up the stairs.

‘Three out of four survivors isn’t bad. There’s no pleasing some people, is there, Mr Oakley?’

 

*  *  *

 

‘So you still won’t allow an exorcism, then’ said Mr Disvan.

‘No,’ replied Esther Constantine, ‘I will not have a priest in the house.’

‘And you won’t move.’

‘Again no. I was born there, I grew up there, and I intend to die there. Besides which, it wouldn’t be fair on the new owners.’

‘True, very true. We’re very glad to hear you say that. We’d be sorry to lose you from Binscombe.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Still, if you reject all the alternatives, you’ve got no room to complain about the way things are. It was done for the best.’

‘I suppose so, but it’s damned inconvenient. To think I spent my life in hope of social progress only to come to this. It’s like living in the eighteenth century.’

Esther indicated with her arm to take in both the room we were in and, presumably, her house in its entirety. I followed the gesture with my eyes, so far as the weak candlelight would permit, and realised that Esther Constantine had indeed effectively been pushed, much against her inclinations, several hundred years into our past.

‘There were worse centuries to live in,’ said Disvan.

‘Really?’ replied Esther dubiously.

Directly after the tragic death (or disappearance, as Esther termed it) of Dorothy Constantine, there had been a day of sustained destruction in the house. Electricians from the village, both hired and volunteers, had purged the building of every wire, fuse and cable and, as Esther had said, plunged it, in power terms at least, into a previous age. Subsequently, a kitchen range and various gas lamps were procured and installed, various kind souls repapered the ravaged walls: civilisation, of a limited sort, was restored. In due course the Electricity Board called, gave their bewildered approval to the work that had been done, and completed it by severing the house from the mains supply. The Constantine residence now stood in glorious isolation from the present era.

The video cassette, along with all the other, possibly tainted, electrical devices from the house, I buried in the garden. A ring of blackened grass that appeared a little while later above this spot was associated with the creature gaining freedom from its temporary captivity.

‘Do you think it’s still here?’ I asked.

‘Think?’ Esther replied imperiously. ‘Think? I know it is. Follow me.’

Mr Disvan and I did so and were taken to the kitchen. Esther opened a cupboard door, and to our surprise we saw that, atop a small black box fastened onto one wall, a tiny glass bulb was flashing furiously away.

‘You see?’ she said. ‘It’s here all right!’

‘I hope that’s a battery powered device,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Yes, don’t worry. I’m not stupid, you know. That filthy dead thing can only get 1.5 volts of itself in. That’s enough for me to tell if it’s there, but not enough for it to be able to do anything.

‘It’s almost good enough to read by,’ I said, regretting it even as I said it. ‘Not to mention a great way of recharging batteries.’

Esther looked at me more in pity than in anger and shook her head.

‘Mr Disvan,’ her voice was all bitter pleading, ‘when will this nightmare end?’

He shrugged.

‘It might not, although I suspect that one day it will. The problem is that time is different in the creature’s world. It doesn’t have any direct relation with our own. The thing has been “born”, it has clearly grown and, by extension, it must someday “die”, that I’ll grant you. But as to when... it’s anyone’s guess.

‘But,’ she persevered, ‘what if it outlives me?’

‘We’ll make sure you’re put to rest a good way away where it can’t get to you.’

‘No, I mean what about the people who’ll come after me?’

‘There won’t be any. You’re going to make provision in your will that the house stays empty until such time as your executor says it can be sold—i.e. when that light stops flashing for good.’

‘And who’s that executor to be, may I ask?’

‘Myself.’

‘You seem to have it all worked out very nicely, Mr Disvan’

‘And you of all people should appreciate the necessity of having it all worked out.’

Esther nodded, conceding the point.

‘Mind you,’ she continued, ‘the light in the cupboard isn’t really necessary. The creature’s still alive in the walls. I only have to put a mirror up for more than a few moments and its ugly face appears in it.’

‘I wondered where all the mirrors had gone,’ said Disvan.

‘Well, now you know. You see, the worst thing is... is...’ she almost broke down, but by an effort of will recovered just in time, ‘is that the thing doesn’t only show himself. He shows images of my dear sister—horrible, detestable images of the two of them together.’

‘I understand,’ said Disvan. ‘Listen, that bulb is sufficient for you to see if the creature’s still about. Put temptation out of your way. Lose all your mirrors.’

Her strength at last exhausted, the old lady could help herself no longer and she began to gently sob, her cardiganed arm across her face.

‘I understand,’ she said, between gasps of despair, ‘I’ll try and do that. But how will I see to brush my hair? How else will I see my sister?’

For once, Mr Disvan’s voice was almost brutal.

‘Where she is, I don’t think you should,’ he said.

 

 

 






  








BINSCOMBE JIHAD

 

A very large, pugnacious-looking man entered the Argyll’s public bar. Instead of ordering a drink, he remained in the doorway, surveying the assembled company like a Dalek contemplating lesser species. Returning the compliment, we stared rudely back at him.

At length he deigned to actually speak to us.

‘I’m looking for someone called Disvan,’ he said.

No one replied. One or two people, acting the part of simple-minded yokels to the full, smiled vacantly at him.

‘Well? he said.

‘Well what?’ answered the landlord, leaving off shining a row of glasses.

‘Well, is he here?’ the man said angrily, obviously running on a short fuse. ‘I’ve been told he spends a lot of time in this place.’

‘I see...’ said the landlord, musing upon this ‘news’ as if it was a stunning revelation. ‘Well, suppose that were so—and I’m not saying it is—just what’s it got to do with you?’

‘I’ve business to conduct with him,’ the man snapped back, nothing daunted.

The landlord looked the stranger up and down, conveying with a look, far better than words could ever say, his deep doubts about the man’s ability to conduct ‘business’ with anyone. When this was done, he turned his gaze upwards, and stared at the ceiling.

‘I can’t see him at the moment,’ he said.

Things might have turned unpleasant at that point had not Alfred Bretwalda, the demolition man, stood up and made a pointed show of his twelve-inch height and maybe five-stone weight superiority over the visitor. For a few seconds he was lost in contemplation of Bretwalda’s expression of barely suppressed fury, not knowing that this was a permanent feature.

Mr Disvan stepped into the pregnant pause that followed this deployment of Binscombe’s Armageddon weapon.

‘I know Mr Disvan quite well,’ he said. ‘I’ll take a message for him.’

With some difficulty, the man tore his attention away from Bretwalda.

‘That’s no good, I need to see him personally,’ he said.

‘Okay, let us assume for the sake of argument that I am he—what of it?’

By way of answer, the man crossed the room, making the slightest of detours to avoid Bretwalda’s zone of influence, and tapped Disvan on the shoulder with an envelope he’d drawn from his overcoat.

‘I hereby serve upon you,’ he recited deadpan, in what was clearly a formula learnt by rote, ‘an injunction granted today against you and five other named individuals, preventing you from further interference in the proper workings of that entity known as Senlac Farm—the buildings, lands, employees and business enterprises thereof—from this moment forth.’

Mr Disvan took the envelope and nodded politely.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

The man, clearly glad to be leaving under his own steam and in one piece, swiftly retraced his steps and passed out of our knowledge for ever.

‘Well,’ said the landlord, ‘that’s buggered it.’

‘It would seem so,’ Mr Disvan concurred sadly.

‘Powerful things, those injunctions,’ said Mr Patel. ‘Mind you, it’s far from clear to me how you get one.’

‘In my experience,’ advised the massively cynical Mr Wessner, whose favourite reading was Machiavelli, ‘it seems to be related to being rich and powerful and employing greasy lawyers to tell lies for you in court.’

‘There may be some truth in that,’ said the landlord. ‘Look what Terence the solicitor was able to do for that CBI chap who ate his wife.’

‘So they say,’ added Mr Disvan, ever the enemy of sensation. ‘The evidence wasn’t conclusive.’

‘Not conclusive?’ the landlord retorted. ‘They only matched up the teeth marks they found on the...’ 

‘This is all very fascinating,’ I said, interrupting out of sheer frustration, ‘but what the devil is this particular injunction about?’

The assembled company looked at one another, speechless for once, until Mr Disvan gestured for the landlord to be spokesman. He accepted the role with gusto.

‘Well, Mr Oakley,’ he said, leaning conspiratorially over the bar, ‘it’s all been happening while you’ve been off sunning yourself in Africa.’

‘Spain, actually,’ I corrected him.

‘Same thing. Anyway, while you’ve been on holiday, the people up at Senlac Farm finally went too far.’

‘In what way?’

‘They only started to try and gas the badgers, that’s all. They got the Min of Ag and Fish crowd in and tried to do it all secret like, but word got out somehow.’

I turned to Mr Disvan.

‘More Binscomite moles in place, eh?’ I asked.

Mr Disvan shrugged innocently.

‘What’s that?’ growled Bretwalda. ‘Moles? Badgers? Are you trying to be funny, Mr Oakley?’

‘Absolutely not,’ I hastily reassured him.

‘Either way,’ the landlord continued, ‘news got out and the ministry people were met by a crowd of protesters.’

‘Including, I’m pleased to say,’ said Disvan, ‘a sizeable number of villagers.’

The landlord nodded. ‘As well as a lot of weirdoes from Goldenford University, animal libbers and that sort.’

‘With their hearts in the right place,’ said Mr Disvan sternly. ‘I won’t hear a word against them.’

‘No, of course not,’ the landlord swiftly agreed. ‘But you’ll have to admit there was a bit of a woolly hat and dungaree problem.’

‘That’s neither here nor there.’

‘I suppose not. Anyway, to cut a long story short, that man Wheldon, the farm manager, cut up shirty and thought he’d read us the riot act—his version of it that is. Spoke to us like a lot of ignorant savages, he did. After that tempers flared, fists flew, the police arrived and arrests were made.’

‘But no gassing ever got done,’ said Disvan.

‘That’s right,’ echoed a man—a churchwarden and local pillar of respectability. ‘Because, by that time, some hooligan—it may even have been me—had put a stone through the ministry van’s windscreen. Whereupon they took off sharpish.’

‘Then,’ continued the landlord, ‘do you know what that Wheldon chap did?  He only waved a shotgun at us—loaded, for all we knew—with the polis standing by and all that. Of course, someone took his bloody gun and smashed it for him!’

‘Bit of a waste that; it was a Purdy,’ said Mr Disvan wistfully.

‘Maybe, maybe. Anyhow, I’m blowed if the coppers didn’t go and arrest young Grace Maxted for doing it!’

‘And she’s still in chokey, “pending serious charges being laid” growled Bretwalda. ‘So don’t tell me Wheldon isn’t pulling strings everywhere, making things worse for the girl.’

The landlord agreed. ‘We all knew he was a powerful man, what with all his lawyers and contacts in London, and all those magistrates and the like who go to the parties he gives. What we didn’t realise till then was that the local polis were afraid of him as well.’

‘It shakes your faith, it really does,’ said Lottie, the landlady, from behind the bar.

Normally, in areas where I had no strong opinion either way, I went along with the tide of Binscombe opinion, nodding judiciously at the appropriate moments. In this case though, it seemed that I was being asked to sympathise with riotous assembly amounting to insurrection and I refused the jump. Risking lengthy ostracism, I asked if there was some pressing reason why this Wheldon person shouldn’t be allowed to clear his farm of badgers.

‘After all,’ I said, to an already deeply unreceptive audience, ‘aren’t a lot of other farmers doing the same thing, because of the badger and cattle tuberculosis link?’

Mr Disvan shook his head sadly.

‘Yes and no, Mr Oakley,’ he said softly. ‘Yes, some farmers are doing what you say—though not in these parts up to now. And no, there isn’t a link between badgers and cattle sickness.’

‘But I read...’

‘Doctor Bani-Sadr interrupted.

‘I know what you’re referring to, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘but, believe me, it’s very doubtful that there is a link—only a few inconclusive studies a long time ago, now largely discredited. It’s just that the theory is convenient to a certain type of person.’

I remained unconvinced. It was hard for me to credit that any government body, even in the interventionist, agricultural field, would stir themselves to take action or spend money unless absolutely obliged to.

‘I think that’s a bit harsh, doctor,’ I said. ‘How do you know that Wheldon isn’t simply acting in the best interests of his farm as he sees it?’

‘Because, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘Senlac Farm is an arable farm. There’s been no cattle there since the seventeenth century.’

‘Oh...’

‘Still want to rush to Wheldon’s defence, do we?’ asked Doctor Bani-Sadr, not unkindly.

‘No, not really.’

‘Good. Your sympathy’s wasted on him. It’s my honest opinion that he wanted the badgers killed just out of devilment.’

‘And to spite us,’ added the landlord.

‘Yes, quite possibly. I strongly suspect, that if the ministry would only oblige, he’d have us all gassed too. We clutter up the place and get in the way of his Bentley and his daughters’ riding lessons.’

‘You may be right, doctor,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘In the brief time he’s been here he’s done nothing but harm. He’s rooted up all the hedges...’

‘And remnants of the ancient forest,’ said Bani-Sadr.

‘Precisely. All those went straight away. Then he deep-ploughed the ring-barrows on his land—and that probable Roman villa site—“by accident”, so he said.’

‘And got a pitiful fine for doing it,’ said Mr Wessner. ‘No wonder he was smirking in that press photo outside the court.’

Disvan continued the litany of errors. ‘He’s sacked some of the longest serving farmworkers and, by all accounts, operates a terror regime over the remainder. He’s cut down the old trees, whether they were in the way or not. He’s sprayed the wayside flowers to death. He shoots people’s cats and dogs if they so much as look at his land and... so on and on, Mr Oakley. He’s a little man, you see. Put a farm or a gun in his hands and he starts to act the bully.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr put the cap on the list of these most grievous faults. 

‘And now, when the farm looks like something out of the Russian steppes or American Mid-West—only more sterile—he’s found out about the last vestige of free life in his domain, the badgers. To complete his scorched earth policy, he has to exterminate them.’

Disvan nodded.

‘To tell you the truth, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘despite all my best efforts to see his good side, I don’t like that man.’

I was shocked. I’d rarely heard Mr Disvan condemn a person without reservation. It had the effect of a pronouncement of judgement or a threat, without possessing the form or substance of either.

‘Well okay,’ I said hastily, ‘even if all you say is true—and forgive me if this sounds heretical—what is the great importance of these animals’ survival?  I mean, are they really worth all the trouble?’

I feared that my question would further offend local sensitivities but, if it did, those assembled gave little sign of it. One of the advantages of being regarded as a ‘newcomer’ was that not much was expected of me.

Mr Disvan sighed—more at life in general, I think, than at me.

‘There’s something in what you say, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘The world wouldn’t stop turning if the badgers were disposed of—but neither would it be a better place. It’s more in the nature of being the last straw to us, you see. According to the old records, there’s been a large badger sett on that farm since... oh, the 1400s I should think. The D’Brock family, who’ve owned it since at least then, always tolerated their presence—fostered it even. I recall being shown the family coat of arms and there’s even a badger there. It shows you how far back all this goes. Maybe even the family name derives from the badger connection, from somewhen before written records and proper surnames.’

‘Well, if you know the actual owners,’ I said, seeing an elegant solution to the problem, ‘why don’t you talk to them and get them to rein this Wheldon chap in?’

‘Would that I could, Mr Oakley, but the direct line died out not so long ago. The land passed to distant relatives who live in the New World.’

‘Where?’

‘Mr Disvan means America,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr swiftly.

‘That’s right. In California I think. Apparently they’ve no knowledge of the farm and even less interest in it, so they get managers appointed to run the place. And, with a whole ocean between them and Senlac Farm, there’s nothing to stop the manager doing just as he pleases so long as the money continues to roll in.’

There you have it, Mr Disvan,’ said Mr Wessner. ‘You’ve got to admit that Wheldon does make money. I bet the farm’s profits have shot up since he’s been there.’

Disvan readily agreed. ‘Yes, I’ll concede that point’ he said. ‘He is a good businessman—if you take the short term view.’

This Parthian qualification shot down any other planned attempts at justifying Wheldon before they even got under way.

‘Accordingly,’ Disvan continued, ‘we’re stuck with Mr Wheldon and his “final solution” tendencies. No, it was a good idea, Mr Oakley but there’s no mileage in it, I’m afraid. You were right in principle, though. The old-time D’Brocks would have never have permitted anyone to do what is proposed.’

There was a slight pause in conversation now that the ‘five minute hate’ was over. The landlord, a true professional, who regarded silence in the same way that Nature regards vacuums, felt obliged to restart the debate.

‘This is all very well,’ he said, ‘but what are we going to do? I’m no legal expert, but I know enough to realise that if you disobey this injunction then we’re talking about a massive fine, maybe even prison. Look what happened to the miners!’ 

‘Well...’ said Mr Disvan slowly, ‘if you’re right—and I suspect you are—there’s nothing much we can do, being the law abiding citizens we are.’

‘With a healthy fear of fines and Her Majesty’s hospitality,’ cut in Mr Wessner, without, for once, any trace of sarcasm that I could detect.

‘Exactly,’ Disvan concurred. ‘Direct action on our part is therefore out of the question.’

I was glad to hear this sensible assessment of the situation, having no wish to see my old friend bankrupted or gaoled. My relief was premature; he had more to say.

‘Although,’ he continued, as if musing to himself, ‘it occurs to me that our Mr Wheldon, in his rush and arrogance, didn’t think to consult with the people whose opinion really matters here. And, if that’s so, perhaps I can take the issue to a higher court of appeal.’

He turned and smiled at me and my protestations about the ruinous cost of such a course of action died on my lips. Something about his  manner—perhaps the deep-space, icy cold of his eyes or the quiet confidence of the voice—told me that we were not talking about any normal court of law.

 

*  *  *

 

With masterful bad timing, Wheldon and his accomplices chose a Saturday for their next attempt at victory in what was becoming the Great Badger War. Accordingly, after word somehow got out, a large number of local people, including myself, were free to go and observe operations. Mr Disvan called at my house and persuaded me to accompany him.

‘It’ll be instructive for you,’ he said, somewhat mysteriously.

I was more concerned with supplying a restraining influence and keeping him from trouble than in any lessons that might be learnt, and I agreed to go on that basis. Picking up the Argyll crowd en route, we arrived, as chance would have it, at the same time as the Ministry van and the accompanying police car. The crowd awaiting them started up a credible chorus of boos and hisses by way of greeting.

Surveying the scene, I was powerfully reminded of the neat battle lines of some conflict out of pre-rifle warfare. On one side, blocking the farm entrance, stood a single rank of Senlac farm labourers; sullen, unwilling conscripts in the struggle. In and out of their line danced the diminutive, agitated figure of Mr Wheldon, barking orders like some latter-day Napoleon in green wellingtons. In martial array facing the above was a rabble of student types—enthusiastic but undisciplined barbarian auxiliaries in the service of Binscombe. Beside these, shoulder to shoulder, was a phalanx of Binscomites, largely silent and watchful—ordinary suburban people now suddenly transformed to look surprisingly dangerous.

Each side had a general staff, slightly detached from the rank and file. Mr Disvan, surrounded by his praetorian guard of Argyll regulars, occupied a grassy knoll to the rear. In the farm courtyard, the Senlac Farm cavalry (Mrs Wheldon and her two daughters), supported by two lawyer infantrymen, competed with Mr Wheldon in shouting contradictory orders, ignored by all.

The uninvolved observer, as always, I wondered idly if this was how the English Civil War had looked when it arrived in Binscombe. Probably not, I concluded. The Roundheads and Cavaliers had not had a thin line of policemen between them to save them from their own stupidity.

The officer in charge of these peacekeepers was evidently fearless. As soon as Wheldon’s solicitor pointed out Mr Disvan’s presence to him, he marched through the battle lines as if they were not there. A Red Sea style path was miraculously cleared for him as, more like Spartacus than Moses, he cleaved his way towards us. When he arrived I was expecting arrest at the very least. I should not have been of such little faith.

‘Morning, Mr Disvan,’ he said in a respectful voice.

‘Good morning, Inspector, how are you?’

‘Very well, thank you.’

‘And your boy; did he get into Oxford after all?’

‘By the skin of his teeth, yes. I’ll tell him you were asking after him.’

‘Thank you.’

The policeman sighed and spread his arms wide.

‘About all this, Mr Disvan,’ he said, ‘I don’t want any trouble, you know.’

‘I quite understand,’ replied Disvan reasonably.

‘You’re one of those named on that damn injunction, you see. If you take any action I’ll be left with no choice but to arrest you—God forbid!’

‘Of course you must, Edward. I understand that as well. It would be your duty.’

A weight seemed to lift off the policeman’s shoulders.

‘Thank you. I’m extremely glad you see it that way. The point is that that prat Wheldon is determined to go through with this thing and I can’t stop him. So, if you stay on the public highway and don’t intervene, I really would be very grateful.’

‘Rest assured, Edward, I shan’t do a thing. I don’t think anyone will.’

Suddenly ‘Edward’ was all stern guardian of the law again.

‘They’d better not,’ he growled. ‘If they so much as lay a finger on one of my woodentops, there will be a wailing and gnashing of teeth, they will weep bitter tears in the outer darkness of my nick—believe me.’

He’s a Pentecostal Elder,’ whispered Mr Disvan to me. ‘Hence the biblical turn of phrase.’

The inspector strode off, dreadnought-like, down the knoll but stopped five or six paces on as something obviously occurred to him. He turned and spoke again.

‘No hard feelings, I hope?’ he said in an almost placatory tone.

‘Absolutely not,’ replied Disvan.

Thus comforted, he forged his way back into the centre of events. We saw the Wheldon family and their legal representatives rush (or canter, as appropriate) up to him and be waved away in a peremptory manner.

‘A very imposing man is Edward,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘During the War he killed a Japanese general in single combat. He’s got the man’s sword on display in his house.’

‘And his pickled head as well,’ added Doctor Bani-Sadr.

‘Well... that’s only rumour,’ protested Disvan.

I could well believe it. The inspector pointed to each grouping of combatants in turn and then made a slashing gesture with his hand. The message was clear and somehow very compelling. One by one, each group fell silent. He then waved the Ministry van on.

Once in the safety of the farmyard, the operatives felt safe enough to disembark. One conferred with a triumphant Wheldon while another unloaded what appeared to be a giant vacuum cleaner from the back. A low hum of disapproval came from the crowd.

‘Okay,’ said Mr Bretwalda, ‘now’s the time. Or are we going to do nothing and just watch it happen?’

‘Yes and no,’ replied Disvan. ‘Yes to the first part and no to the second.’

I was going to query this sphinx-like pronouncement when events overtook me and interpreted it for us.

Over the background produced by circa four score unhappy human beings, I heard several high pitched whistling sounds. I instantly thought of a time when I had faced a terrifyingly fast bowler at a school cricket match. The resonance of his invisible deliveries approaching my head remained fresh in my mind and came surging back to me at that moment. At the same time there were several popping noises, like the sound of distant bursting balloons.

The speed and surprise of his nemesis was such that the Ministry man died in silence. He probably had no time to respond to the brief gap between being and whatever lies beyond.

As one, the crowd looked at the man, keen despite themselves to observe one who’d gone on ahead to where all must follow. He lay face down in a spreading pool of blood, his ‘vacuum’ machine beside him. There appeared, to my poor eyesight, to be several short, feathered sticks protruding from his back.

‘So there you are, then,’ said Mr Disvan in a neutral tone. ‘Like I said, there’s nothing for us to do—because nothing is going to happen. Not now.’

 

*  *  *

 

There was, of course, a national furore about that day’s events but, for all the subsequent investigations, the matter stubbornly remained a mystery. The attention of the police and press lingered unpleasantly on us for a few days, but both found Binscombe people to be unsportingly taciturn. Some local people, including Mr Disvan, lost a few hours of their lives ‘helping police with their enquiries’ (or not, as the case may be) but no suspect, let alone culprit, was ever identified.

Lacking the wisdom of my fellow Binscomites, I went so far as to ask Mr Disvan if he had any inside knowledge of the events, but I met a wall of silence of Sicilian proportions. He did express regret for the death of the workman but, in all the years that followed, I never heard him expand on this.

For the want of fresh fuel for their interest, the outsiders soon left us alone and things more or less returned to normal. Since the London-based media’s butterfly attention was, by then, elsewhere, only the local papers picked up on the curiosities that emerged at the coroner’s inquest—and only then as a line or two at the end of their page four or five reports. These features did not, however, escape attuned Binscomite eyes, and they were duly noted and reflected upon, even if never discussed.

It had been common knowledge from the beginning that the man had died from multiple gunshot and arrowhead wounds. The police forensic experts had surmised that he had fallen under a fusillade from at least half a dozen gunmen, archers and crossbowmen. These apparently skilful marksmen, firing, it was said, from somewhere within the farm area, had infiltrated themselves, and similarly made their getaway, without leaving any trace. Taken by itself, this was remarkable but not beyond the realms of possibility. Perhaps some secret government body had accordingly noted the existence of a group of armed subversives (renegade SAS? premature Spetsnaz?) in the area and marked our village down for a special going over in the event of national emergency.

However, what made our piece of local bloodshed peculiar, even bizarre, was the nature of the weapons used. The coroner commented that the murderers would appear to have raided a museum in order to arm themselves. Weapons specialists, in the service of the police, had identified three different types of lead projectiles in the body of the deceased. All of them were musket balls, delivered from three different muzzle-loading firearms by means of loose, black gunpowder. The arrows had come from old style, unenhanced longbows; arrows that were, moreover, precise copies of fourteenth century types. Completing the lethal dosage was a heavy iron crossbow bolt—not like one used in the present day, but a bolt which had an exact brother in the Tower of London Armoury, in an exhibit labelled fifteenth century. It was impossible to say which had killed the man. Any of them could have, and all of them did.

The expert had concluded his submission with a comment sufficiently striking to merit inclusion in the subsequent press reports. It was, he said, as if the workman had been killed by enemies from many ages.

We, who were aware of the background to the case, suspected, in our darker moments, that he was wiser than he knew.

 

*  *  *

 

I would like to be able to say that the War of the Badgers ended there, but it did not. Two obstinate, self-assured ways of thought were engaged in a struggle from which only one could walk away. Skirmishing continued for several weeks. Wheldon sought to re-engage the Ministry’s death-dealing services, but the operatives’ union demanded a degree of danger money and (armed) security that made it prohibitive. To compensate for this frustrating setback, he shot a well known and much loved old dog from the village whose final roam may have taken her onto Senlac Farm land. The carcass was dumped by the roadside to serve as an example—though of what exactly, opinions varied.

Retaliation was, of course, inevitable. Some agile person mounted the farmhouse roof in the dead of night and painted on it a huge black swastika. When day dawned, it was clearly visible from the village and even further afield, and was the cause of great hilarity in the forty-eight hours it took the farm labourers to erase the mark. Some less imaginative person, clearly in the grip of powerful emotions, hurled a brick at Wheldon’s Bentley as it passed by, before escaping unseen into the network of footpaths and alleyways that criss-crossed the estate.

The wearied police were periodically called in as incident succeeded incident, but there was little they could do. Theirs was the archetypal dilemma of humane colonial administration facing a disaffected, insurgent population. They had neither the manpower to enforce their will nor enough will to supply the necessary degree of repression. Their ranks were, moreover, riddled with Binscomites and similar potential fifth-columnists. It was probably no coincidence that Mr Disvan, among others to the forefront of events, always seemed exceedingly well informed on the authorities’ current thinking.

It looked clear, to me at least, that events were escalating to the point where further blood would be spilled—and not necessarily that of the canine community.

Then, against all expectation and all we knew of Wheldon’s character, he and his family disappeared from the scene. Before long, it was common currency (the state of labour relations at the farm being such that Wheldon could have few secrets from us) that they had taken a sudden, extended holiday in the USA—or New World, as Mr Disvan would have called it.

It was a victory of sorts and, in the Argyll, the muggers of New York or Miami or wherever were wished good hunting. Word reached us that a new, more reasonable regime was temporarily in power at the farm.

However, Wheldon survived the Binscomites’ transatlantic evil eye and returned, like malaria or herpes (as Doctor Bani-Sadr put it) after an absence of some months. For a week we heard nothing of him, all the time expecting hostilities to recommence in some spectacular way. People speculated on what deadly weapons he might have acquired in the States or what Mafiosi links he might have called upon.

In the event, the saga was not moved on by a hail of bullets or visits from men in dark glasses. Instead, with, it must be said, commendable courage, Wheldon drove his Bentley down to the Argyll one evening and came in alone to request an interview with Mr Disvan.

As can be readily imagined, the atmosphere in the bar was, to put it mildly, tense. The landlord made as if to tell Wheldon he was barred (on his very first visit) but Disvan prevented this with a wave of his hand. The farm manager then joined us, drinkless and welcome-less, at our table.

‘I need to see you,’ he said curtly to Mr Disvan.

‘I wasn’t aware of being invisible,’ replied Disvan. ‘Look all you want.’

‘And talk to you.’

‘Well, go ahead then.’

‘At Senlac Farm.’

‘Why there, particularly?’

Wheldon looked distinctly out of patience but managed to control most of his feelings.

‘I rather thought you might already know the answer to that,’ he said.

‘Let’s assume I don’t.’

‘If not, you soon will. Are you going to come or aren’t you?’

‘I will—with a witness. Is Mr Oakley acceptable?’

‘Whoever. I don’t care.’

Disvan turned to me and raised his eyebrows in an inquisitive gesture. ‘Well, Mr Oakley?’

Despite any evidence at all to support my good opinion, I still thought of myself as a moderating influence in this toy town vendetta. With hopes of keeping Mr Disvan out of trouble inappropriate to his age, I agreed to accompany him.

Within minutes we were speeding towards Senlac Farm. Wheldon was an accomplished driver who seemed to be merely assisting the large car rather than directing it. At the speed limit plus sixty percent, the journey was not a long one, and having made it innumerable times before I did not pay the surroundings much attention.

However, when we slowed to a Highway Code-prescribed halt at the Compton crossroads, I did notice something out of the ordinary. A man in overalls was standing by the roadside, his arms hanging limply by his side, staring dully into the car. It is only natural to glance briefly at a passing vehicle, but I’ve always felt that a gaze maintained for more than a few seconds is rudeness mounting rapidly into insult. And what I barely tolerated in Frenchmen (particular devotees of the shameless stare), I had even less time for in my fellow Binscomites. Therefore, as we accelerated on and, sure enough, the man turned his head to see us go, I expressed my opinion of him with a vigorous hand gesture. Wheldon noticed my action.

‘I’m glad you can see him too,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Never mind, you’ll find out.’

Very shortly after this exchange, we arrived at Senlac Farm. Wheldon showed us into the house without ceremony. It was made very clear that we would never have crossed the threshold but for this urgent and disagreeable matter of business.

I observed a lithe, panther-like spring in Mr Disvan’s steps, more to be expected in a much younger, fitter man than he. Striding like a conquering general through the various hallways, drawing and sitting rooms en route, he looked contemptuously at the plush furnishings and sundry appurtenances of wealth. There was no sign of Wheldon’s family, nor any token of their recent presence. I had the strong feeling that we were otherwise alone in the large house.

Shown to a tiny room that clearly served as an office, we found what seating we could. I perched uncomfortably and at some tactical disadvantage on an old piano stool. Mr Disvan sat facing Wheldon in a battered armchair.

‘Well,’ said the former abruptly, ‘what now?’

Wheldon was glancing through some papers on his desk. We no longer seemed to have his full attention.

‘We wait,’ he said, ‘but probably not for long. It usually happens around nine.’

‘What happ—’

Mr Disvan raised his finger to his lips and thereby silenced me. I decided not to be offended but to trust in his judgement—on this occasion.

The minutes dragged by. We were not offered refreshments. Wheldon continued to read and sign documents. I looked round and round the room, searching for diversion, and found that it was utterly devoid of any non- functional embellishment. For want of anything else to do, I tried to judge whether Wheldon’s long sideburns were dyed or not and ended up, after a very leisurely consideration, in giving him the benefit of the doubt. After that, I set to wondering if my boredom threshold would extend all the way to nine o’clock. Mr Disvan appeared to know what was in my mind and nodded to me as if to counsel patience.

At last, at around a quarter to the hour, the monotony was broken by a loud knock at the farmhouse front door. Wheldon looked up but said nothing. A few seconds later the knock sounded again, this time a little louder still.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘that’s it. Go and see for yourself and then come back.’

I was entirely puzzled. Why should we answer Wheldon’s door for him?  Mr Disvan took the lead, however, and motioned for me to follow him out of the room.

By the time we two reached the entrance lobby, the caller had knocked several more times—latterly with strength enough, I thought, to tear the door off its hinges. The vaguest sense of unease had by now edged into my thinking.

We looked at the blank door and then I jumped as another hammer blow landed on it. By rights, the panels should have splintered and cracked but the door did not so much as move.

‘Are we going to open it?  I asked.

Disvan gave the negative response that I’d hoped for.

‘I doubt that would be wise,’ he said, with a calmness I didn’t find reassuring. ‘Let’s have a squint at the visitor first.’

He went to the door and leant forward to look through the spy-hole lens fitted in it. He observed silently for maybe half a minute and then stepped back.

‘Ah...’ he said slowly, as if some minor suspicion had just been confirmed. ‘No, I don’t think we’ll be opening the door, Mr Oakley.’

‘Why not?’

Another thunderbolt landed.

‘See for yourself.’

‘Should I?’

‘Why not? It might be of interest to you.’

I was always keen to be interested and, despite misgivings, went to take a look.

It took a while for my eye to adjust to the relative darkness outside. When it did, I suddenly longed for the fuzzy indistinctness to return.

After a few very long seeming seconds, I watched an overalled arm rise to strike the door again. A red flecked fist appeared to come straight towards me and I flinched back.

The blow, the loudest yet, sounded and echoed through the house. Mr Disvan led me away.

‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ I said quietly.

‘Are you well, Mr Oakley?’ asked Disvan. ‘You look very pale.’

‘Answer my damn question.’

‘Sorry. Yes, it’s him. The dead workman.’

‘I thought so, although... it’s hard to tell. I saw him at Compton Crossroads, you see.’

‘I know; so did I.’

‘Only now, he’s...’

‘Harder to recognise, yes. Soft lead musket balls and iron bolts with barbs can do dreadful damage to a human frame, can’t they?’

I could only nod my agreement to this.

‘Well,’ said Disvan, ‘was it interesting?’

‘No.’

‘Oh. Well, never mind; the memory will fade.’

‘I doubt that.’

‘Oh yes it will—in due course, when other misfortunes replace it.’

‘You’re no comfort, Mr Disvan.’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe not. Generally speaking, I’m not much of a one for comfort at the best of times. I’d rather have the truth any day.’

I couldn’t think of an answer to this and in any case we were, by then, back at Wheldon’s office. He was awaiting us, his paperwork obviously forgotten, and we resumed our former places. Though we all listened carefully, the pounding at the door had apparently ceased.

Mr Disvan was as cool as the proverbial cucumber. He did not seem to notice Wheldon’s tigerish stare.

‘How often does that happen?’ asked Disvan softly.

‘Most nights since he was killed. Usually it lasts longer.’

‘Have you ever opened the door to him?’

Wheldon was mockingly incredulous.

‘Are you serious? Of course, I bloody haven’t!’

‘That was wise of you, I think,’ Disvan concurred. ‘And I presume it doesn’t just occur here, otherwise you’d have simply moved away and left it for the next person to sort out.’

‘Correct. He followed us all over America. He’s there in the Sainsbury’s hypermarket at Goldenford, at my daughter’s birthday party, at the crossroads tonight—everywhere. He and I are inseparable.’

‘So it seems.’

Wheldon pointed a finger at Disvan. ‘Why?’ he snapped.

‘Probably because you created the circumstances that lead to his death. One minute he was doing his job of work, at your instigation, and the next—he was dead. I should imagine his spirit wants an explanation from you.’

Wheldon frowned.

‘Or possibly vengeance,’ Disvan added, twisting the knife.

Wheldon’s mask slipped momentarily and the frown became an expression of panic.

‘But... if this goes on,’ he blurted out, ‘if it goes on for ever, I’ll... go mad... commit suicide... My family will leave me.’

‘Yes, I expect so,’ agreed Disvan, without a hint of sympathy.

Wheldon looked at him in horror.

Mr Disvan had not finished; the coup de grace seemed a way off yet.

‘It could be, of course, that that is what the spirit really wants—if it can’t get into the house in the meantime.’

A quiet moment followed in which Wheldon’s mental defences fought a Battle of the Bulge type struggle. The line buckled and almost broke before unknown inner reserves were brought up and (just) saved the day. It struck me that he had suffered more than he cared to tell. However, temporary control regained, his voice was brisk and business-like again.

‘Okay, all right,’ he said, ‘you’ve seen the problem. Now let’s talk about the solution. Everyone I’ve spoken to about this thing tells me the same thing: see Mr Disvan; ask Mr Disvan—he’ll sort it out. So here you are. Sort it out.’

‘What makes you think I can?’ asked the man in question.

‘People I respect say you can and that’s good enough for me. I don’t need to understand it; I don’t even want to understand it. Just do what you can, then go away and let me forget all about it.’

Disvan seemed to find a blank spot on the opposite wall terribly fascinating. ‘More to the point, Mr Wheldon,’ he asked, cruelly, ‘why should I lift a finger to help you?’

Wheldon nodded and smiled. This, at least, he could understand. With, I must admit, a very stylish gesture, he drew out his chequebook from his jacket. Pen poised, he awaited Mr Disvan’s words.

Disvan continued to try and bore through the wall with his gaze and remained stubbornly silent.

‘Come on,’ said Wheldon, ‘I don’t want to spend any more time with you people than necessary. What’s it going to cost me?’

Mr Disvan leaned forward in his chair and looked at the chequebook as if at a new invention. ‘Okay,’ he said.

I was surprised—prematurely, as usual.

‘Write me out a cheque,’ Disvan said, ‘ for about five miles of hedgerow, a dozen assorted old oaks and elms, half a dozen irreplaceable family pets, two ring barrows and a villa site, Lord knows how many thousand wild flowers and four redundancies. That’ll do—for a first instalment.’

Mr Disvan’s face had gone dark with anger. Even though I was sitting over in a corner, forgotten and unregarded, and nominally on his side, I was still intimidated. The effect on Wheldon was even greater. He shrank back behind the desk and meekly closed his chequebook.

‘What do you want, then?’ he said.

Disvan’s reply rang round the room.

Unconditional surrender!’

‘What?’

‘You heard. Put back what you’ve taken. Replant what you’ve torn up. Re-employ those you’ve dismissed—and pay them proper wages. Then, and only then, I might help you.’

I thought Wheldon’s temper was going to flare, but it somehow failed to catch light. He sank back further into his chair.

‘And, needless to say,’ Disvan continued, now in a more normal voice, ‘the badgers stay. Do you understand?’

There was no answer.

‘Given that the alternative, as you freely admit, is insanity, suicide and the end of your family, is it really that much of a decision?’

Wheldon shook his head.

‘Then you agree to the terms?’

Wheldon nodded.

Mr Disvan stood up.

‘Agreed then,’ he said. ‘For my part, I will consider helping to remove your... problem. But remember, even if I do all that I can, don’t expect swift results. Goodnight, Mr Wheldon. We’ll see ourselves out.’

‘Of the back door,’ I added hurriedly.

‘What? Oh yes, of course. Perhaps the front door is best avoided for the moment.’

On the point of leaving, Mr Disvan leant back into the room. The time for the killing blow to Wheldon’s recumbent form had apparently arrived. Alternatively, it may be that Disvan felt some obligation to explain the moral of the story as he saw it, for the farm manager’s ultimate good. Either way, it served as the official Binscomite interpretation of the war.

‘Your mistake, Wheldon,’ he said, ‘was to think that our time was over. You acted accordingly, and I almost admire your clarity of thought in that respect. In the same way, I can’t fault your tactics or your will to win. However, at the end of the day, it was all based on a false premise and therefore bound to fail—a house built on sand, so to speak. Believe me, it’s your age that’s painfully dragging itself to an end, not ours. Before the end that will become clear to you.’

Wheldon had no reply left in him.

 

*  *  *

 

We were nearly halfway home. The night was crisp and bright with stars.

‘That was ghastly, Mr Disvan.’

‘What was, Mr Oakley?’

‘That poor man, that apparition.’

‘Oh yes, it was, wasn’t it. But still, out of ghastliness some good has come, eh?’

I wondered about this and we walked on a while in silence. An owl flew overhead, off to deal death somewhere in the fields beyond.

‘But do you think he’ll keep to the agreement?’ I asked.

‘Certainly. In the time left to him, before one of the ends he specified comes, he’ll be too terrified to do otherwise.’

‘Mr Disvan, can you help him? Do you have any influence in a thing like this?’

‘That’s irrelevant, Mr Oakley and anyway, I’ve already fulfilled my side of the bargain.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well... I promised to consider helping him.’

‘And?’

Mr Disvan smiled broadly at me; everyone’s picture of a kindly old grandfather.

‘And I have considered it—and decided not to.’

 

 

 






  








ROOTS

 

‘What’s the collection for, Mr Disvan?’ I asked.

‘What collection, Mr Oakley?’

‘Oh come on, I can’t believe you haven’t seen it. Alfred Bretwalda has been passing a tin all round the pub. He’s been to nearly every table bar this one, and everyone seems to be contributing.’

Perhaps I should say, at this point, that there were obvious reasons to give to a cause, any cause, for which Mr Bretwalda solicited donations. He was a very large man, known to be slightly eccentric and more than slightly short tempered. Two of his equally huge and savage looking sons, Hengist and Horsa, accompanied him at all times—at work, in their demolition business and, as now, in their socialising. At this precise moment, they all appeared to be invisible to Mr Disvan, but previously, when his eyesight was less selective, he had told me that the Bretwaldas came from the very oldest Binscombe stock—a fact that counted for something in this inward looking community.

‘Ah, that collection,’ said Disvan, his powers of sight suddenly restored. ‘Yes, I had noticed that going on.’

‘And...’

‘And what?’

‘What’s it for?’

‘Some local good cause, I expect.’

‘I guessed that much for myself. The information I’m trying to drag out of you is, what good cause in particular?’

Mr Disvan looked vaguely into the middle distance, clearly finding difficulty in framing the right reply.

‘A sort of construction project, I think,’ he said at last.

‘To construct what?’

Again Disvan paused while composing his response, and then settled on more of a parry than an answer.

‘You’re a very persistent man, Mr Oakley—but if you were to keep quiet, I suspect you might get away without contributing.’

This possibility had a certain appeal but at the same time I had the irritating sense, all too common in Binscombe life, that something important and/or interesting was being kept from me.

‘Well, if you won’t tell me, you won’t,’ I said, and left it at that.

There the matter would have rested, but for the fact that Mr Disvan misjudged the duration of a telephone call I had to make later in the evening. Since converting a girlfriend into an ex-girlfriend is a nasty, brutish and above all, short, process, I returned earlier than he anticipated. I was therefore just in time to see, in the course of a trip to the bar, Mr Disvan make a swift detour to the table around which the Bretwalda family—father, mother, sons and girlfriends—sat. Without so much as a word he placed a £10 note in the collection tin and the Bretwalda ensemble gravely nodded their appreciation.

Curiosity instantly revived by this sight, and in my current mood of liberation, I felt rash enough to go and follow his example (if less generously) and thereby solve the mystery.

‘If it’s for a good cause,’ I said winningly (I thought), ‘I’d like to make a contribution too—if you’ll tell me what it’s for.’

There was a long silence.

I mimed reaching for my wallet to back up my words. Was I suddenly speaking Martian, or had none of them heard what I’d said?

The Bretwaldas continued to stare at me in what it would have charitable to call a very cool manner. I was powerfully reminded of the picture And When Did You Last See Your Father? and just as powerfully inclined to beat a retreat.

Then, in a voice worthy of judgement day, Alfred, patriarch of the tribe, simply said, ‘No.’

For a second the atmosphere in the public bar froze and I was at a loss to know what to do. Then, as welcome as the 7th Cavalry, I heard Mr Disvan, standing beside me, quietly say, ‘Yes.’

As if by magic, everything except my nerves returned to normal. Bretwalda looked briefly at Disvan, found confirmation of what he’d heard and then both he and his family were friendliness itself.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘of course you can contribute Mr O—it’s very kind of you. Isn’t it very kind of him, lads?’

His sons instantly concurred.

Impelled by charity and other emotions I placed a number of £1 coins in the collection tin.

‘Thank you,’ said Bretwalda with a smile that lasted no longer than was absolutely necessary. As far as he was concerned our ‘conversation’ was clearly over.

Despite all this, my morale had not entirely collapsed. I had not forgotten the motive behind my giving.

‘Actually...’ I said, ‘what is the collection for... exactly—may I ask?’

Again Bretwalda looked at Disvan, who must have signalled his approval of further indulgence towards me.

‘It’s for the Concrete Fund,’ he announced, as if that were explanation enough.

‘I see, the... Concrete Fund. Right, thanks. Best of luck with it.’

Once more the Bretwaldas nodded in a gesture that could have signified almost anything.

Even when safely back at our table, I was still sufficiently shaken to waste my time seeking a straight answer from Mr Disvan.

‘What fund did they say?’ I asked in a hushed voice.

‘The Concrete Fund.’

‘What the hell is that?’

‘It’s to buy concrete, as the name would suggest. Don’t worry yourself, Mr Oakley. It’s all above board and legitimate.’

‘Really?’

‘Oh yes. Some would say that, in local terms at least, it’s the most deserving of any charity.’

‘Are you sure? I mean, have I just contributed to some sort of protection racket? Have I done something wrong?’

Mr Disvan laughed in a good-natured way.

‘Well, it is a protection racket in a manner of speaking, but not in the sense that you mean. As for doing something wrong—on the contrary, Mr Oakley, you’re doing everything just right. Keep on like this and in a couple of generations your descendants will be accepted as one of us.’

 

*  *  *

 

No more was seen, in the weeks that followed, of the ‘Concrete Fund’ collection, but I refused to let the matter rest. It chanced to be the height of the summer at that time, a temperate summer crowded with long evenings well suited to leisurely drinks and idle talk in the Argyll. Time and time again, when conversation flagged, I took the opportunity to broach the subject, and also seized upon many an innocent reference to roads or houses in order to hijack concrete into the discussion. I did not, however, succeed in exasperating Mr Disvan. He seemed proof against being goaded into disclosure.

In the end, the only person bored into submission was myself. When I heard my voice sounding just like the nag whose affections I’d recently dispensed with; when I found myself compulsively looking up the entry for concrete in my home encyclopaedia, I conceded defeat. Let them keep their little secret from me, I thought—much good may it do them.

True to form, Mr Disvan observed my surrender and decided to be magnanimous in victory. We were at ease in the Argyll beer garden, watching the sun slowly descend towards the barrow atop Binscombe ridge. My day’s work had been exceedingly, perhaps even indecently, profitable and, by way of immediate reward, I’d allowed myself an early switching off of the VDU. Then, over a champagne cocktail in a bar near to my office, I’d used the telephone to arrange what promised to be a stimulating, if somewhat basic, weekend of physical pleasure. What better way, I thought, to start off this brief holiday from stress and struggle than to first join Mr Disvan for an uncomplicated drink and chat? This was my first mistake of the day.

Accordingly, I went straight to the Argyll from the station, unbathed and still in my business suit, to find the Sage of Binscombe in the saloon bar, deep in discussion with Doctor Bani-Sadr. Having nothing to offer to their debate about the Late Roman Empire, I feigned polite interest in what was being said while inwardly basking in my present good fortune. Eventually the doctor’s pager went and he departed (entirely sober, I should add) off to some emergency. Mr Disvan then suggested that we adjourn outside.

We talked of inconsequential matters for some while until Disvan brought the easygoing conversation to a dead halt.

‘Is it me, not paying attention,’ he said, ‘or do I detect a distinct lack of references to concrete from you tonight?’

I’ve given up with that,’ I replied. ‘I decided I was flogging a dead horse—and I’d be grateful if you’d take that grin of triumph off your face.’

‘You tire too easily, Mr Oakley.’

‘Do I really?’ I answered, in a voice that I hoped sounded sufficiently weary of Binscombe’s tribal games.

‘Yes. It’s the residual spirit of positivism and rationalism in you that causes it.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Tell me, Mr Oakley, have you ever noticed the electricity sub-station beside the road out to Compton?’

‘Yes, but what’s that got to do...’

‘Humour me for a moment. Have you noticed it?’

‘Only in passing. I’ve tried to not let it dominate my life.’

‘It has lately.’

‘No it hasn’t. I’ve not given it a single thought since I saw it for the first time, and that was years ago.’

‘Describe it to me.’

‘What for?’

‘Go on, just describe it to me.’

‘Well, okay... It’s a biggish, rectangular, one-storey building made out of... concrete.’

‘Precisely,’ said Disvan, as though that fact signified something profound.

‘And it’s just an electricity sub-station,’ I continued swiftly.

For the first time since coming on to this topic of conversation, Mr Disvan’s expression no longer struck me as smug.

‘Oh no it isn’t,’ he said.

‘Isn’t it?’

‘No.’

‘Well, what is it, then?’

‘Concrete.’

‘But I already said that.’

‘Wrong. You said it was a building made out of concrete. I’m saying it’s just concrete and nothing else.’

‘Just a solid lump of concrete?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, what’s the point of that?’

‘None, from the point of view of the Electricity Board—but there again, they don’t even know it exists.’

‘I’m sorry, but you’ve lost me,’ I said, desperately trying to understand this rare flow of information before Disvan’s patience ran out.

‘It’s simple, Mr Oakley. You wanted to know what the “Concrete Fund” was for and I’m telling you where the money is going.’

I was still baffled. ‘And you’re saying that the collection has something to do with an electricity sub-station that isn’t really a sub-station and that the Electricity Board isn’t aware of. Have I got you right?’

‘Broadly, yes. We’re planning on expanding it, you see; adding more concrete and generally making it more sturdy. Hence the fund raising.’

‘But why?’

‘That you’d best see for yourself, rather than me try to explain it. But, before you do, Mr Oakley, think on for a minute. This is one of the high secrets we’re speaking of here. Once it’s known, it places its mark on a person; sets them aside and lays a quietness on them. The path back to what you are now would then be closed. Bear that in mind before asking any more. You might prefer to stay as you are.’

Only a few hours before, I’d been electronically shifting funds from London to Tokyo and back. Now I was being invited to enter an entirely different world, just as real but not as safe. By any logical standard, my upbringing, my education, position and present security, should have made the choice an easy one but I found, to my surprise, it wasn’t. I thereby learnt that I was not as at home in the modern world as I’d thought.

‘Well?’ prompted Disvan.

With a shrug, I gestured for him to proceed.

He smiled broadly.

‘Welcome in, Mr Oakley’ he said. ‘I told them you wouldn’t let me down.’

 

*  *  *

 

We met, by arrangement, at the sub-station early the following morning (a Saturday). I parked my car a little way off the Compton road and occupied myself, while waiting for Mr Disvan, in watching signs of life gradually appear in the houses of the Binscombe estate. The milkman, his float almost empty, had nearly finished his round. Six-day week or overtime workers were presumably starting to contemplate curtailing breakfast and setting off. Occasional early birds, on their way to the paper shop, crossed paths with familiar looking dogs taking a solo morning constitutional. In short, for everyone except myself, it seemed like the start to a perfectly normal day.

As so often happened, there was a light mist lingering above the low-lying fields that surrounded Binscombe, while the sides of the valley were clear. This covering enhanced the air of mystery now attaching itself to the concrete block that had brought me here, and nullified the mundane practicality of the South East Electricity Board plaque (‘Binscombe Sub S no 2323—DANGER 6,600 VOLTS’) on its side.

Sitting isolated in a pool of mist in the field across the road from me, the building exuded an atmosphere of brooding purpose. I was also strongly struck with the notion that this little spot was both anticipating something and yet somehow out of kilter with present time. Since that had never been conveyed to me in the many hundreds of occasions I must have passed by before, I thought it must have more to do with my imagination and Disvan’s powers of suggestion than with anything real.

Remembering the gentleman in question, I turned in my seat to see what had become of him, only to find that he was already beside the car, looking in with an amused expression on his face.

‘I didn’t hear you come up,’ I said, somewhat startled.

Disvan nodded. ‘Possibly not. I can walk quietly if need be. Besides, I didn’t want to disturb you when you seemed so absorbed in the view. Ready to go, are we?’

I left the car and we walked over to the field gate. Disvan gestured me forward.

‘Go and see what you make of it, then,’ he said.

I stepped boldly forth, as bidden. Even if my bridges were, at that very moment, burning behind me, I was grimly determined not to appear daunted.

Events, however, overturned my resolution. Before I’d gone thirty paces on into the mist, my progress was brought to an abrupt halt. Two men had suddenly appeared: one from a small copse in a neighbouring field, the other silhouetted atop the ridge above me. They were still some way off, but I could not fail to notice that they were both carrying shotguns in a manner that was not entirely casual. ‘Early morning rabbit hunters,’ I thought to myself, without reassurance.

I looked at them and they looked at me. The circumstances did not help, but I still felt that their scrutiny held no good intentions in it. All desire to keep walking evaporated like the dew beneath my feet.

Things remained like this for perhaps half a minute before I heard Mr Disvan catch me up. He went a few yards on from where I stood and with two imperious waves of his arm dismissed the threatening figures. They melted away as quickly as they’d appeared.

‘I’m sorry about that, Mr Oakley,’ he said solicitously. ‘It shouldn’t have happened.’

‘What exactly did happen?’

‘People just got a bit more jumpy than they should, that’s all.’

‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘Guardian eyes never leave this place, Mr Oakley. It’s too important to be left unsupervised.’

‘But those maniacs were carrying weapons!’

‘They see a need for them. There’s been blood shed because of what this place is—more blood than you can imagine. Can’t you sense it?’

I paused before answering, thinking mostly of the implications of assenting. Like it or not, it wasn’t in me to wilfully deny the obvious.

‘Yes, there is that feeling here,’ I said.

‘Are you succumbing to baseless intuition, Mr Oakley?’

‘I suppose so. Do you see that as a victory?’

‘Progress on your part, rather than victory for us, Mr Oakley. We’re not so unkind as to laugh at people’s faltering steps. You ought to consider it as enlightenment rather than submission—a stage in your pilgrimage, if you like. Consider it logically, if it makes you feel better. Why shouldn’t the configuration of forces that we see as rooms or fields or whatever, have the same capacity for memory as us?  After all, they’re made of the same stuff as us and by and large they last longer and see more. Therefore, just as we are what our past has made us, so too are our surroundings.’

Disvan paused, and I looked around with renewed interest at the landscape which he’d just imbued with animate spirit and sentience. By this theory, the landscape presumably looked back and registered our transitory presence. Perhaps half a minute of silence elapsed before Disvan spoke again.

‘Of course,’ he said reflectively, ‘places have a longer perspective and therefore a different appreciation than us. They can put things in their proper context—and it’s that accumulated wisdom we can sometimes sense.’

‘Wisdom?  But the feeling here is hardly one of...’

Disvan interrupted. ‘Not all memories are pleasant ones, Mr Oakley. And the truths we draw from them are not always comforting.’

Then and there, the notion seemed just about credible, but I filed it away for future, less disturbing, consideration when in a place as self evidently lifeless as, say, the office block in which I worked. The idea of a numinous world, peopled with numberless spirits was too big and too unsafe for the precise moment, and I was resolved to adhere to the matter in hand.

‘What has happened here, Mr Disvan?’ I said.

‘That will shortly become very clear, I think. Walk on, Mr O.’

We reached our destination without any other sentinels revealing themselves. I  tried the heavy door (marked ‘DANGER’) but it showed no signs of shifting. Mr Disvan casually observed my efforts.

‘Do you have the key?’ I asked.

He shook his head, staring absently at and through the door.

‘There isn’t one. The door’s fake. There’s only solid concrete behind it’

‘Then why have a door?’

‘For purposes of deception, to complete the illusion, to maintain the image of something other than the truth.’

I looked up at the various power lines which converged and met at the sub-station. 

‘They seem genuine enough,’ I said.

‘So they ought. They were set up by real Generating Board engineers.’

‘Who just happened to be Binscombe men, in on the secret?’

‘Precisely. The lines are quite dead of course but, for obvious reasons, no stranger’s likely to put that to the test.’

I started to slowly walk round the squat ‘building’ and Disvan ambled leisurely after me. Aside from the mock door and the false sign plate, I could see no other distinguishing features worth the mention.’

‘Doesn’t the Electricity Board management ever query all this?’ I said, the inspection now completed. ‘Or do you have more Binscombe people in place there—in the right place?’

Disvan nodded in confirmation.

‘We can ensure that it doesn’t ever appear on any of their maps,’ he replied, ‘but I don’t doubt that one day, one of their high ups will look at an Ordnance Survey map—for we couldn’t get to the Survey organisation last time around— and spot our little deception. Not that it would matter greatly if they did. It’s been other things than an electricity sub-station before now and, if need be, can be so again. We have it in mind to call the place a bomb shelter next time—one of those ones for the golden people in power, that patriotic, lesser mortals are not supposed to be curious about. Either way, concealment is the main thing, Mr Oakley. The precise nature of the camouflage doesn’t really matter.’

He took out his pipe, filled and lit it. A sweet, intoxicating cloud, produced by his particular taste in illicit smoking material, rapidly spread and overcame the neutral, fresh atmosphere of the field. A reflective minute was thus filled.

The only sound that came to our ears was that of birdsong and the occasional passing car. We seemed to be entirely separated from the everyday world only a few hundred yards away. As yet, I had not been apprised of the ‘high’ secret’ which this structure somehow concealed, but a growing sense of tension made me think that moment was not far off—perhaps awaiting some sign from myself. Mr Disvan, however, was minded to speak around the subject further.

‘For instance,’ he said, ‘a few decades back, this was nominally a pill box intended for use against Hitler, and then the Kaiser before him, and then the French invasion scare of 1893 before that. It’s been an out-of-commission Admiralty semaphore station, a Martello Tower, a folly, a strongpoint against the armies of Bonnie Prince Charlie and Charles the First, and goodness knows what beforehand. Each generation of Binscomites has added to it and transformed it in their own way. In our era, it’s an electricity sub-station because ours is a peaceful time, a sort of breathing space. But doubtless the times will change soon enough and this place,’ he tapped one concrete wall with his pipe, ‘will change in tune with them.’

‘But why?’ I said.

‘Why is there change, do you mean?  Well, I suppose that...’

‘No, no. Why this lump of concrete?’

Disvan did not answer this—at least not in any verbal form. Instead, he went to the sub-station’s nearest wall and, with his back to me, probed one particular part of it with his hands. I also thought I heard him muttering or humming some verse under his breath, which was not a habit normally associated with him. Be that as it may, whatever was going on took only a moment to complete. Disvan then turned around to show that a one foot square slab of concrete had somehow been detached from the wall. A brass plate was thereby revealed.

‘I didn’t see that when I walked round,’ I said, somewhat puzzled.

‘Well, no, you wouldn’t have,’ Disvan replied. ‘A lot of workmanship went into seeing that you didn’t see—if you see what I mean, and will excuse the pun.’

‘Is that it, then? Is this the big secret?’

‘Hardly. Wait one further moment Mr O and you’ll have all the answers you require—and possibly more than you require.’

He then took out a very old, worn looking key and inserted it into a hitherto invisible keyhole in the brass plate. The plate swung open. What appeared to be a pane of glass came into view. Mr Disvan waved me forward.

‘There you are,’ he said. ‘It was installed in the seventeenth century but still works well enough—though goodness knows what we’ll do if it ever breaks down.’

‘What is it?’

‘A series of lenses. A sort of giant telescope, if you like. It gives you a view down a shaft in the concrete, deep into the earth.’

‘But there won’t be any light...’

‘Just take a look, Mr Oakley, but be brief. We shouldn’t leave this portal open too long.’

I stepped forward and stooped to stare into the lens. After perhaps five or ten minutes, I straightened up again.

Mr Disvan broke the silence.

‘The Argyll, Mr Oakley?’

‘Pardon?’

‘Shall we go to the Argyll?’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought you’d need a stiff drink,’ he said.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Drink up,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘and I’ll get you another one.’

‘No thanks, I’m fine as I am.’

That wasn’t true. I’d been entranced by the lights on the fruit machines and they all seemed to ask me ‘Why?’—always the most dangerous of questions, and never more so than now.

‘Suit yourself, Mr Oakley, but I should have thought that you could do with some more mental cushioning.’

‘No, I can take it, honestly.’

‘Glad to hear it, Mr Oakley, glad to hear it.’

Several hours had elapsed. After the landlord had opened up early for us, Mr Disvan had largely left me to my own devices. While I drank coffee laced with brandy and collected my thoughts, he’d read the local papers and chuckled his way through the obituaries. Now, when the Argyll was officially open and starting to fill up, he had returned his attention to me.

Mr Disvan leant back in his chair and, with a casualness that belied the care taken, checked that no one else in the public bar was in immediate earshot. Taking up his drink, he appeared the epitome of relaxation.

‘Well then,’ he said, ‘what do you make of it all? Tell me exactly what you saw—it’s been some years since anybody looked.’

‘I’m not sure’ I replied, not absolutely truthfully. ‘I mean—okay, I saw the king and all the knights and horses asleep down there, but as for what it means... well, I’m not sure.’

Disvan smiled. ‘Come on, Mr Oakley; you’re an intelligent man. The implications are clear.’

‘I realise that. It’s just that the implications are also a bit astounding.’

‘Quite so, but that fact shouldn’t affect your judgement.’

‘I suppose you’re right. Okay, I’m obliged to admit that I’ve just seen... something very like King Arthur and his knights, sleeping in an underground cavern.’

‘There’s no need to qualify your statement with “like.” Didn’t you see the crown on his head and the burning characters above his throne?’

‘I saw some glowing letters, yes, but I couldn’t make any sense...’

‘They say, in the old British tongue: “ANOETH BID BET Y ARTHUR”, which can be rendered as: “CONCEALED TILL THE FINAL DAY, THE RESTING PLACE OF ARTHUR”.’

‘All right, if you say so but... I mean, are they really still alive down there?’

‘It seems so. Some force sustains them. Presumably the same force is what’s kept the rush torches burning for—what, fifteen hundred years now.’

‘But what about the piles of bodies in front of the knights. They looked dead enough.’

‘They are, but the preserving power keeps their bodies from decay.’

‘Who were they?’

‘Intruders, from one point of view. You see, there’s something down there which is instant death to the uninvited.’

‘Hence your security measures, I suppose. All that concrete and so forth.’

Mr Disvan mused over his reply, swirling the contents of his glass round and round.

‘Not really,’ he said, at last, ‘although blocking the place off does remove a temptation from the foolhardy. We lost too many of our best young people that way in the early days.’

Caught up in the notion of my discovery, I missed or discounted the subtleties contained in this answer. My thoughts were racing furiously ahead without really considering the reality of events.

‘You’ve surprised me before, Mr Disvan,’ I said, with rare and unsuppressible enthusiasm, ‘but this is... is... well, just amazing. It’ll change everything...’

‘That’s what concerns us, Mr Oakley.’

‘I mean, the implications are...’

‘Profound, is perhaps the word you’re looking for,’ said Disvan coolly.

‘Yes, profound, that’ll do. Nothing will ever be the same again. When people hear about this—when they see it...’

I looked up momentarily and froze in mid sentence. Disvan was looking at me with an expression that I’d never seen from him before and devoutly wish to never see again. For an instant, I feared for my life. Out of nowhere, the old man had summoned up the power to bring forth a cold sweat from me and, for that second, he looked capable of any enormity. Then, just as rapidly, he became his normal self again and spoke as softly as ever.

‘These “people” of whom you speak will never see or hear of this matter,’ he said. ‘Under no circumstances can that be permitted. The knowledge must remain as restricted as it has always been.’

‘But why?’

‘Because of the danger.’

‘What danger?’

‘The danger that has led to the sub-station and all its predecessors. You see, Mr Oakley, that building is not just concrete. Beneath the construction of our time, there is Victorian brick and iron, Georgian building stone, Stuart Bargate rubble and so on and on, to a depth of two hundred feet. It represents the best form of obstruction that every generation of Binscomites could fashion—not to keep people out, as you suspect, but to keep something in. Why on earth do you think that gigantic effort was made century after century?’

I was as stunned as I’d previously been elated. The open-ended future of astounding revelations that I’d envisaged was receding at speed.

‘Not to prevent more people being killed trying to get in?’ I said weakly.

‘Hardly. They were heroes trying to destroy the danger that I’m speaking about. You’re on entirely the wrong track, Mr Oakley. You’re not taking a wide enough view. Ask yourself, who exactly was King Arthur?’

I reviewed the scant remains of my education, an edifice previously thought redundant, and thus neglected into a ruinous state.

‘A sort of Dark Age king. The King of Britain,’ I answered, having chosen my words carefully.

Disvan shook his head. ‘No, Mr Oakley; quite wrong. Arthur was King of the Britons. There’s a world of difference between the two.’

‘Is there?  I can’t see it.’

‘You’re still not thinking this through, Mr Oakley,’ Disvan’s tone was almost admonitory. ‘Arthur was the Dux Bellorum, to use the old Imperial title—the “War Lord” of the Britons, if I may translate it that way. And the point is, Mr Oakley, that we’re not Britons here. We’re the descendants of Saxons, Angles and Jutes from the very earliest wave of settlement. In Binscombe, in all this part of the world, the Britons were killed, enslaved or driven out. Can you not see, therefore, that King Arthur is not our king. To him we’re invaders. Arthur was the bitterest enemy of our people. At one point he almost drove us back into the sea.’

‘After the battle of Badon, round about 500 AD,’ interjected the landlord, to my great surprise. I had not been aware that our conversation was now being followed by others. So absorbed was I in what Mr Disvan was suggesting, that I’d failed to notice that the attention of the entire public bar was upon us. My astonishment was further compounded by the landlord’s uncharacteristic display of learning. Familiar faces now had a tinge of strangeness about them.

Mr Disvan pressed on, however, apparently careless of being overheard.

‘Therefore, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘you’ll surely concede that if Arthur is still alive and merely sleeping... I presume you do concede that?’

I nodded feebly.

‘Then that fact poses the very greatest danger to us, to me, to you, to Binscombe, to us all.’

‘To me?’ I protested.

‘Yes, you. You’re from very old Binscombe blood. Saxon to the core.’

I felt no part of this ancestral-cum-racial piety but let the point pass.

‘Hang on,’ I said, persevering, having seen rare gaps in Disvan’s logic, ‘this can’t apply to all of us. I mean, no offence intended, but what about Mr Patel here? He’s hardly a Saxon or Angle or Jute, is he?’

‘He’s one of us by adoption and free choice,’ said Disvan firmly. ‘Is that not so, Mr Patel?’

‘It is indeed,’ Patel replied, smiling at me.

‘And if King Arthur was to rise,’ Mr Disvan continued, ‘as the prophecies foretell, I doubt he would trouble to distinguish between his old-time enemies and more recent additions to their ranks.’

I was floundering but, at the same time, not particularly ashamed of the fact. Too much was being required of me.

‘But... but why should he rise? Why should he fight us if he did?’

‘Tell him the prophecy, doctor,’ said Disvan. ‘Convince him this is no recent invention.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr put down his barley wine and turned towards me.

‘It’s all true, I’m afraid, Mr Oakley,’ he said, trying to sound as reasonable as possible, ‘however much we may deplore it. The prophecy is contained in too many places for it not to encapsulate a basic truth. I could give you many examples but the gist of it is summed up in a story from our enemy’s oldest writings. I think the earliest copy of it that is known is eighth century...’

‘It’s called the Cyfarwydd,’ interrupted the landlord, obviously bursting to unload his knowledge, ‘and it was written down by a bloke called Nennius.’

‘That’s right, but in origin it’s much older,’ concurred Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘You see, apparently, the King of the Britons, around the time that the Angles and Saxons were first arriving, was a chap called Vortigern. Anyway, this Vortigern had occasion to consult a seer about a problem he was having with a castle...’

‘What sort of a problem?’ I asked, going along with the story for want of a better response.

‘Well, it seems that every time he built it, it would disappear overnight, right down to the foundations. Understandably peeved by this, the king called in this seer to see what could be done and he straightaway said that, underneath the foundations, were two badgers.’

‘Badgers?’

‘Yes, badgers—badgers who were responsible for the castle trouble. So, accordingly the King had his people investigate this and sure enough they found the badgers—one red and one white—who were fighting. The seer interpreted it thus to Vortigern: the castle is your kingdom, Britain—“Logria” as they perhaps called it. The two badgers represent dragons. The red one is your symbol, the red dragon of the Cymri. The white dragon is that of the new people who have seized portions of Britain and who will soon hold it from sea to sea. But—and mark this, Mr Oakley, the seer continued to say that the red dragon would, in the latter days, rise and violently beat away the invaders into the sea.’

‘Are you seriously asking me to believe this?’ I exclaimed. ‘Battling badgers! Disappearing castles! How can you of all people, a doctor for God’s sake, see the relevance of any—‘

‘Have you forgotten what you saw today with your own eyes?’ said Mr Disvan, bringing my desperate bluster to an abrupt end. ‘We’re not talking of the normal, workaday world here, Mr Oakley. This is to do with a different  reality where legends and myths have present power. However, if you need further convincing, someone will tell you about the Armes Prydein.’

‘The what?’

‘Armes Prydein,’ said the landlord, ‘or “Prophecy of Britain” in our speech. It’s a tenth century poem all about how the Celts will reunite and chuck us out of England. There’s a good bit in it where...’

‘Hang about,’ I said, ‘how come you know all this stuff?’

‘I learnt it at school,’ the landlord replied. ‘Everyone round here does.’

‘It’s a sort of extra-curricula facility offered hereabouts—to keep us on our toes from one generation to the next,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Anyway, as I was saying, before I was interrupted,’ the landlord continued, noisily rattling a tray of glasses, ‘there’s a good bit where the poet says:

 

‘The warriors will scatter the foreigners as far as Durham

they will rejoice after the devastation,

and there will be reconciliation between the Welsh and the men of Dublin,

the Irish of Ireland and Anglesey and Scotland, 

the men of Cornwall and of Strathclyde will be made welcome among us,

the Britons will rise again…’

 

‘And it’s quite specific about what’ll happen to us,’ chipped in Mr Patel. ‘Towards the end it says:

 

‘there will be widows and riderless horses,

there will be woeful wailing before the rush of warriors,

and many a wounded hand before the scattering of armies.

The messengers of death will gather

When corpses stand one by another.’

 

‘That’s after the English are defeated,’ explained Mr Disvan helpfully. 

Mr Patel nodded and went on: ‘ “And Arthur’s people will reclaim Britain from Manaw Gododdin—that’s modern southern Scotland—to Brittany, from Dyfed to Thanet”.’

‘As for us,’ the landlord continued, ‘well, that’s spelt out, like Sammy said:

 

‘Let them be as exiles...

For the English there will be no returning.

The Gaels will return to their comrades.

The Welsh will arise in a mighty fellowship –

Armies around the ale, and a throng of warriors –

And chosen Kings who kept their faith...

The English race will be called warriors no more.’

 

‘So, as you’ve heard, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘it’s war to the knife when that day comes. Hence all our precautions.’

I still refused to relinquish my weakening grip on what I saw as sanity, and cast around for further objections to hold on to.

‘But, for pity’s sake, these are just poems and legends and that’s all. They’re not detailed predictions of the day after tomorrow!’

‘Then why, pray tell me,’ said Disvan, ‘are Arthur and his retinue sleeping under Binscombe Ridge?’

‘Er...’

‘The mere “poems and legends”, as you call them, have their origin in the deep magic which keeps Arthur alive. Their composition began the day he passed out of normal existence with his life’s work incomplete. Their power of survival, their predictive power, is all part and parcel of the spells woven on that day. In a sense they each uphold one another.’

Being more than slightly overwhelmed, hoping to find cause for a defensive last stand, I buried my head in my hands. Silence fell on the company. It remained thus for a span of minutes—minutes of furious thought on my part before I raised my head again; a reluctant convert to all I’d heard.

‘Very well,’ I said, consciously trying to put a brave face on the matter, ‘I believe you.’

Mr Disvan smiled and took a sip from his, up to now, neglected drink. ‘Good,’ he said.

‘It’s just that it’s very hard to conceive of Arthur as a living person—a living enemy, more to the point.’

‘Not really, Mr Oakley. Not if you read around the subject in any depth,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr in a fatherly manner. ‘In the really early Welsh stories—like the “Life of St Cadoc”, for instance—Arthur rarely appears in a kind or virtuous light. A good warleader, yes, but a bloodthirsty tyrant also. And if he behaves like that to his own people—well, you can imagine what he’d do to us.’

‘But why here?’ I asked. ‘Why is he here of all places?’

Disvan stepped in to answer this last semi-doubting query of mine. ‘Because he “died” not far off, in his last battle.’

‘Fighting against his own son,’ the landlord interjected.

‘Against his son, Mordred or Medraut, as Barry says,’ Disvan continued. ‘And, as he passed from his earthly life into the form that he’s in now, acting on the advice of his wisemen and supernatural allies, he demanded that he be buried here—temporarily.’

Stumbling still, I repeated Disvan’s words in the process of trying to accept them. ‘King Arthur demanded to be buried in Binscombe...’

‘That’s right, beneath what was to be called Binscombe Ridge.’

‘But... it’s hardly the general idea of Avalon, is it?’

Mr Disvan smiled, secure in some wisdom that I did not possess. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, ‘we think it’s nice here.’

‘But what he didn’t account for, Mr Oakley,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘was that our ancestors would recover from the reverses he’d inflicted on them and fight their way back to supremacy in the area. A mere two generations after Arthur’s massacres, we once again had the upper hand.’

‘And Binscombe was re-founded,’ said the landlord.

‘To keep an eye on Arthur’s resting place,’ the doctor added. ‘Against the day when, thinking conditions are ripe, he rises again to fulfil the prophecy.’

‘On which day,’ said Alfred Bretwalda, standing up and looming high over the company, ‘we’ll be waiting for him.’

‘And you’ll do what?’ I asked, aghast at the atmosphere of long brewed violence I was, for the first time, now perceiving.

‘Well, Mr Oakley,’ said Bretwalda, ‘forewarned is forearmed as the saying goes. Arthur’s people have largely forgotten or trivialised him but we haven’t. Even if he and his men succeed in burrowing out of fifteen hundred years worth of barricade, we’ll be there to greet him. What with Reggie Suntan’s arms trade contacts, with what the Constantine sisters gave us from their Spetsnaz allocation, and what the Israeli Embassy supplied for the information about Terence the Solicitor, we’re pretty well tooled up here. We’re the best armed village outside of the Lebanon!’

He folded his massive arms and gave me the sort of contented look a lion might give a lamb.

‘Aye,’ he said, ‘I reckon we can give him a run for his money this time. There’ll be no more Mount Badons for my people!’

I looked at Mr Disvan and saw from his mirthless smile, as cold and distant as starlight, that he did not share the general confidence and enthusiasm for the coming struggle.

‘Well,’ I asked him, ‘is that the way it’s going to be?’

‘Possibly,’ he replied, ‘and, thereagain, possibly not. I place no reliance on guns, even if they are Kalashnikovs and Uzi carbines. You used “state of the art” military technology against him last time—in those days it was the Scramaseax knife that gave you Saxons your name—and still you lost. I suspect that Arthur, or Artorius, or Artos the Bear as we once knew him, will have a few surprises up his mailed sleeve as he always did before. I fear that the blood will flow in rivers, just as in the previous time, before King Arthur is put back to sleep.’

Disvan sighed and then spoke softly, perhaps to me alone.

‘And nothing will be resolved, nothing made any better. Just another episode in the tussle over a small green valley and a few fertile fields.’

He looked up, his normal cheerfulness restored.

‘But never fear, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘I very much doubt it will occur in your days. No one will be asking you to risk being ridden down by Arthur’s knights.’

This image blossomed vividly in my mind for a brief second and gave me the spirit to rebel against my co-option into their historical dilemma.

‘There’s no question of it!’ I said fiercely. ‘King Arthur—one side or the other—means nothing to me. You tell me I’m a Saxon or whatever. Well, maybe so, but I don’t feel that way.’

‘Perhaps you don’t just now, but the feeling will grow, believe me. Your roots are here, in this soil, Mr Oakley. You may stretch and strain them as you will but they won’t ever break. Even if you never really feel you’re a proper Binscomite, then, sure enough, your children or grandchildren will.’

A sense of claustrophobic horror, worse than anything the events of the day had caused, crept over me. My fears were now purely personal.

‘But what if I don’t... if I just leave..?’

Again, Mr Disvan took on the appearance and tone of a reasonable and patient father.

‘Surely you now see,’ he said slowly, ‘that knowing what you do, there can be no question of you ever leaving. And if you choose to tell your descendants, nor can they. Your grandfather decided to break the link and for three generations you left us. But now, by the grace of God, you’re back—and more than welcome. The prodigal has returned.’

His smile widened, became more genuine and he raised his glass to me in  a toast.

‘Face it, Mr Oakley, you’re a Binscomite through and through, and now you’ve come home for good!’

I looked at him and then at each of the thirty or forty friendly faces directed at me in that public bar. My words of protest died on my lips and I suddenly realised that Mr Disvan’s every word was true.

 

 

 






  








REGGIE SUNTAN

 

Before he even entered the Argyll that afternoon, I was later told, Reggie Suntan’s bodyguards had checked the place out and pronounced it safe. He pointed them out to me, after we had been introduced and Mr Disvan had confirmed my Binscombe security clearance. Sure enough, I saw that there were two strangers in the bar, solitary watchful individuals who come quietly in and blended into the background. One was a Japanese man with a frighteningly neutral stare. The other was a slim, American-looking girl (how had I failed to notice her?) in leather trousers.

‘They’re the very best,’ said Reggie proudly. I tore my gaze away:

‘What, the trousers? Expensive are they...?’

Reggie gave me a very sharp look and frowned. I was very impressed and instantly eager to say the right thing. I began to understand how he’d become so obviously rich.

‘Oh... you mean the bodyguards. Well, yes, I can well believe it. I mean, you’ve only got to look at them...’

Mr Disvan came to my rescue.

‘Mr Oakley misunderstood you, Reggie,’ he said. ‘Bodyguards are hardly a common phenomenon round here, as you, of all people should know.’

Reggie Suntan accepted the rebuke cheerfully, his previous displeasure quite forgotten. For reasons that I’d probably never know, or at least understand, even he deferred to Mr Disvan. In all other respects, however, he was out of the ordinary. He spoke like someone in whom a mobster and an intellectual (talented versions of both) had once waged war for supremacy. At some point in the past, a peace had been forged between the two and a formidable alliance formed.

‘Oh, I’m not so sure about that,’ he said, good humouredly. ‘Bodyguards are a universal phenomenon where’s there’s a mismatch between society’s provision of law and order and existing inequalities of wealth distribution. It’s another supply and demand function really, innit? Take Binscombe, for instance—what about old Malatesta the bookie? Doesn’t he always trail that great Maxted lad round with him? What was his name now... Sigismund, wasn’t it?’

‘That’s different,’ said Disvan bluntly. ‘He’s only employed out of a sense of charity.’

Reggie showed his palms to Disvan in a placatory gesture. ‘Whatever you say, Mr D. Whatever you say.’

Out of the corner of my eye (and I kept it that way) I saw that the Japanese man was studying Mr Disvan with new interest. Disvan noticed it as well and said something harsh and guttural to him that I didn’t understand. The bodyguard clearly did, however, for he quickly looked away and blushed.

‘Anyway, gents,’ said Reggie Suntan, ‘before we get down to business, I propose another round of drinks.’

‘Good idea, off you go,’ said Disvan.

Reggie, not even deigning to look in the direction of the bar, raised his arm and clicked his fingers.

The landlord heard this, clicked his fingers back, and carried on with what he’d been doing.

Reggie grimaced. ‘Things don’t change much round here, do they?’ he said through gritted teeth.

Mr Disvan shook his head, smiling gently.

‘You see,’ said Reggie, ‘I’ve gotten used to the higher standards of service in Spain. Do you still have to fetch your own drinks in England?’

We said that that was, by and large, still the custom.

‘What a country!’ muttered Reggie as he sauntered off to the bar. This gave me the opportunity I’d been looking for, to speak freely.

‘I’m worried, Mr Disvan.’

Disvan looked round sharply, clearly concerned.

‘Why? What’s the matter?’

I thought that might have been obvious but was prepared to spell it out.

‘That man—who is he? A gangster?’

Mr Disvan gave me a broad smile.

‘Lord no! Reggie’s just a local boy made good. You’re in no danger; he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Not unless it was strictly necessary.’

‘Then why all the security?’

‘Well, I think he moves in commercial circles which can be a bit... abrasive. But none of that need concern us.’

I looked at the tall man standing at the bar, in his designer golfing casuals and copious gold jewellery. He was waving a £50 note in the air whilst apparently deep in argument with the landlord.

‘If you say so, Mr Disvan. But he certainly looks like a gangster.’

‘I think that’s expected of him,’ Disvan replied, ‘like your business suit is of you.’

‘Right down to the mirror shades and cigar?’

‘Presumably.’

‘But what about his name. That can’t be real.’

‘No, you’re right there. It’s more of a nickname that we gave him, before he even left Binscombe. You must admit it’s very appropriate.’

I did admit it. Reggie’s suntan looked very expensive, the product of an easy life in warmer climes, boundless leisure and the occasional top-up in a private solarium.

‘He was always very particular about having what’s called ‘a healthy tan,’ Disvan continued. ‘Said it was the “essential him.” Always off on holidays he couldn’t really afford in the early days, he was, just to get and keep one.’

‘What does he do now?’ I asked.

Disvan shrugged his shoulders.

‘I’m not sure. It must be profitable, whatever it is, because someone tried to kill him for it last year. We read all about it in the papers. Terrible carnage, there was.’

‘Thank you. That’s reassured me no end.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Disvan, seemingly missing the sarcasm. ‘Like I said, Mr Oakley, that side of his life doesn’t impinge on ours—the real life lived here.’

This bold assertion could have been the genesis of another, entirely new, debate but I let it be, in favour of continuing to gnaw at the problem to hand.

‘Does he often come back to Binscombe?’

‘No,’ said Disvan, with just the tiniest hint of regret or rebuke in his voice, ‘not since his old mother passed on, ten years back. But don’t misjudge him, Mr Oakley. He’s not a bad lad. He does a lot of good works on the quiet and, if you’re a friend, you could trust him with your life.’

‘But not your wallet or your wife, I suspect.’

Disvan weighed this up and then nodded.

‘You may have a point there. Anyway, I think he must want something now or else he wouldn’t be back.’

‘Speaking of which, he’s heading back to us now. What shall we do?’

‘Nothing, Mr Oakley. Just don’t let him intimidate you. He’s a very nice person once you get to know him.’

I took (silent) leave to doubt this. Reggie Suntan had just left the bar, still engaged in a loud altercation with the landlord.

‘...and less of your bloody mouth,’ were his parting words, ‘I had enough of that from you at school!’

Few people dared to speak to the landlord like that, even in semi-jest, but by the time he’d had returned to our table, Reggie Suntan had apparently forgotten all about the row. It was clear that he was no stranger to unpleasantness.

‘Well,’ he said, extending his hand to me, ‘it’s been very nice meeting you, Mr Boakley. Perhaps we’ll bump into each other again during my next trip back to the mother country.’

I didn’t know what to do or say. If I took his hand, I was accepting his dismissal of me from the company. If I didn’t...

‘I don’t know why you’re saying goodbye to Mr Oakley, Reginald,’ said Disvan, sounding genuinely puzzled, ‘in view of the fact that he’ll be here till closing.’

‘He will?’ said Reggie, eyebrows raised.

‘Yes, he will.’

‘Is he to be trusted?’

Mr Disvan equivocally flicked his hand back and forth.

‘In so far as anyone is,’ he said.

I filed this faint praise away for future complaint.

‘But is he blood?’ Reggie persisted.

‘Of the oldest, recently returned.’

Reggie Suntan turned to look at me and the look was prolonged into a full blown scrutinization. At long last, he smiled and only then withdrew his proffered hand.

‘Sorry, Boakley,’ he said, ‘no offence taken I hope. If Mr Disvan says you’re okay then I accept that—even if you do look like a Londoner.’

I was still slightly affronted.

‘What’s so bad about that?’ I asked him.

Both Reggie and Disvan looked at me with shocked expressions as if I’d questioned the virtue of their mothers or the rising of the sun. Neither seemed to feel that my question deserved a response, let alone an answer, and they turned to other matters.

Reggie Suntan shifted in his seat and, with the subtlest of gestures, indicated that his bodyguards should proceed outside. While they did so, he turned back to us, leaning forward conspiratorially.

‘Actually,’ he said, ‘there is some business I need to discuss, Mr Disvan, but I don’t think that here is the right place. Let’s go and eat. My treat, no expense spared—and Boakley can come too, if he likes. I know of a very suitable little establishment for this sort of thing...’

Despite the slightly sinister overtones of this last statement and all my other misgivings, Mr Disvan and I accompanied Reggie Suntan to the door.

 

*  *  *

 

‘My dear old Mum used to bring me here, when she could scrape the pennies together,’ said Reggie. ‘Bless her heart.’

To my astonishment, I thought I saw a tear form in the corner of one of Mr Suntan’s hard eyes—although it may just have been a trick of the light.

‘God save us, but I miss that woman!’ he continued in a voice tremulous with emotion.

‘So do we all, Reginald, so do we all,’ Disvan agreed.

‘A saint she was, a real saint.’

Mr Disvan signified his approval of the canonisation by nodding sagely.

At that point the waitress arrived and, like flicking a light switch, Reggie instantly became the nerveless man of steel again.

‘Three cream teas, please,’ he said, ‘and a selection of those nice looking cakes.’

When Reggie Suntan had said that he knew of somewhere suitable for conducting (his sort of) business, and that money was no object, my stomach and I had visions of a discreet London restaurant with a menu in French and a top name chef. I had started to recall one or two rare-ish vintages I’d always meant to try and some of the wilder byways of French provincial cuisine yet unsampled.

Less charitably, I thought that, Mr Disvan’s presence notwithstanding, we might end up in some topless joint or ‘revue bar’ owned by one of Reggie’s associates. What didn’t occur to me was that, a mere twenty minutes later, we would be sitting down to eat in the Castle Café in Goldenford—a perfectly acceptable, if modest, concern in the shadow of the old castle keep and the surrounding municipal flower gardens.

‘Yes, indeed…’ said Reggie, expansively, leaning back in his chair and looking slowly around, ‘there’s some real memories for me in here. Real memories.’

‘What about the other lady and gentleman in your party, sir?’ said the young (and rather fanciable) waitress. ‘Will you order for them too?’

‘Sure. Give ‘em the same as us, why not?’

The bodyguards, sitting at the table opposite us, were duly served with cream teas which they entirely ignored.

We were otherwise alone in the restaurant. It was a quiet time in the afternoon and Reggie had persuaded the owner, with the eloquent assistance of a wad of banknotes, to shut up shop early. Occasionally some thirsty shoppers would rattle the door and peer in, before moving, unrefreshed, on their way. In what I suppose is the hallmark of a classy establishment the world over, the staff knew when to remain behind the scenes. After our orders were provided, we were left to our own devices.

‘Well, Reginald,’ said Mr Disvan, smoothing cream onto a scone, ‘what’s the problem?’

Reggie was impressed.

‘Quite right,’ he said firmly, ‘cut the crap, get down to business. I quite agree.’

‘Well, get on with it then,’ Disvan urged.

Reggie seemed to be having difficulty in finding the right words but eventually took the plunge.

‘It’s a property dispute, Mr Disvan,’ he said, all in a rush. ‘I’m involved in a property dispute.’

‘Then you’ve wasted your time, Reginald. Neither Mr Oakley or I know anything about property law.’

‘Well, actually...’ I interrupted, ‘now that you mention it, I do...’

‘It’s not that kind of a dispute,’ said Reggie interrupting my interruption.

‘And again,’ Disvan persisted, ‘if you’ve got yourself into another gang war, we can’t help you there either.’

‘No,’ said Reggie, ‘it’s not that. It really is a property dispute; about my property, to be specific—my villa in Spain. The crux of the matter is that someone else wants it—and can you blame them?  Here, take a look at these photos.’

He fetched a wallet of pictures from a pocket in his camel-hair coat and passed them round.

I found myself looking at a property that was a villa only in the sense that the Roman palace at Fishbourne was a villa or that Notre Dame is a church. ‘Mansion’ would have been a more accurate description. Picture after picture depicted vast rooms, patios, gardens, swimming pools and balconies that looked down on a clear blue sea.

‘Who’s this?’ asked Mr Disvan, holding aloft a photograph of a brown Venus clad in what looked like two pieces of string, posing beside a huge pool.

‘My girlfriend,’ answered Reggie.

‘And this?’

‘This’ was another photograph of a different girl: just as delectable and similarly clad.

‘Another girlfriend.’

‘And this?’

‘A third.’

Disvan shook his head sadly.

‘You haven’t changed, Reginald; not inwardly—for all your possessions and bodyguards. I know you were always a terror for the ladies but, now you’re the age you are, I can’t understand why you don’t settle down with a nice Binscombe girl.’

Reggie Suntan retrieved the pictures of his ‘girlfriends’ and surveyed them with a wry smile on his face.

‘I know, Mr Disvan,’ he said, ‘inexplicable, innit?’

‘Your trouble is,’ said Disvan, ‘that you’re a worshipper of the female form, that’s all. Just like Mr Oakley, really.’

Reggie turned and looked at me with renewed interest.

‘You too, eh?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t... er, say that exactly...’

‘You wouldn’t? Oh, forget it then.’

He turned back and ignored me once again.

‘I’ve got a good lifestyle,’ he said, readdressing Mr Disvan. ‘I make no excuses for it—why should I? I live the way I want to live, and I’ve worked hard and taken risks to get that way. It’s my just deserts. But now—‘ and here Reggie’s voice hardened—‘someone’s disputing my right to live the way I like, and I want your help to sort ‘em out!’

Mr Disvan’s face remained impassive. He appeared entirely taken up in the act of stirring his tea.

‘I must say that you surprise me, Reginald,’ he said. ‘I thought that sorting people out was more your line of work.’

Reggie Suntan acknowledged this by nodding.

‘That’s the nub of it, Mr Disvan. As far as people are concerned, I— or my employees,’ he indicated his watchful bodyguards with a jerk of his be-ringed thumb, ‘can take care of things, if need be. However, when it comes to ex-people...’

‘Did you say ex-people?’ I repeated incredulously, despite myself.

‘I did, Mr Beakly. As I was saying, when it comes to them, I naturally turn back to my roots for help.’

It was Mr Disvan’s turn to nod approval.

‘I think that that’s a very wise assessment of the situation, Reginald,’ he said. ‘Good boy.’

‘Thank you.’

Reggie thoughtfully picked up a cream packed doughnut, twisted it about in his hand and then replaced it, having concluded that he couldn’t have both his cake and dignity.

‘No, indeed,’ he mused, ‘nothing I’ve ever learnt in my business career has equipped me for this situation.’

He suddenly issued a curt and, to me, incomprehensible instruction in what I presumed to be Japanese. The appropriate bodyguard nigh on flew to our table and placed on it a tiny tape recorder. Reggie waved him away again and then pressed the play button.

Despite the distortion of the medium and the fact that he was speaking in a foreign language, I recognised Reggie’s voice on the tape. He seemed to be involved in a serious fracas with another man. From time to time, their exchanges were punctuated by loud crashes and bangs which sounded not unlike impacting crockery and furnishings. At first, Reggie’s tone was reasonableness itself, but as the recording wore on, so his temper wore out. After passing through all the stages which divide calmness from berserk fury, interspersed with his dodging a fair tonnage of missiles, we heard Reggie end the exchange and sign off the tape with a burst of Anglo-Saxon derived words that I could clearly understand but won’t repeat.

It was the second voice that held our interest, however. Even though I, at least, did not follow what was being said, the pattern of speech was arresting. 

Recalling the sound long after, I described it as like that of a distant radio station on a cheap transistor. Its waveband ebbed and flowed through the ether, occasionally bursting out with great clarity, at other times almost submerged in interference.

I suspected that the language being used was Spanish and, with less evidence, that it was being used to issue threats—very calm and authoritative threats, but threats nevertheless. For some reason the second voice made me feel cold, and I impulsively mentioned the fact to Mr Disvan. He did not seem surprised.

‘Quite possibly, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘Even at second hand, the transmission would involve a degree of life energy drain.’

I was interested to follow up this pronouncement but Reggie Suntan forestalled me.

‘You see what I’m up against,’ he said.

Mr Disvan ‘hmmmed’ affirmatively.

‘It does sound like a bad case,’ he said.

Disvan reminded me of a doctor discussing head colds—concerned, but not that concerned. At the risk of disrupting the flow of events, I felt impelled to interject.

‘Hang on,’ I said to Mr Disvan, ‘did you understand what was being said?’

He seemed surprised that I should doubt it. ‘Yes.’

‘So you know Spanish as well as all your other languages?’

‘It’s only a smattering, Mr Oakley. Nothing to boast about.’

‘Mr Disvan was in the International Brigade in ‘37,’ said Reggie Suntan, ‘so of course he picked up a...’

Disvan swiftly drew his finger across his throat and thereby silenced Reggie as effectively as if he’d shot him. There followed a moment of confused silence before Mr Disvan allowed the conversation to continue.

‘You were saying, Reginald?’

Reggie Suntan had taken the hint. ‘Well, what I was gonna say was that... er, that you don’t know the half of the problem I’m facing.’

‘No, I don’t suppose that we do, Reginald.’

‘So..?’

‘So what, Reginald?’

‘So what shall I do?’

Disvan’s answer was ready and waiting for delivery. ‘Sell up, what else?  Buy another enormous villa.’

We then saw why Reggie Suntan had done so well in business.

‘No way!’ he said, chopping through the air between us with the edge of his hand. ‘Watch my lips: no frigging way! Got it? I bought that place fair and square, cash up front, the full fair price. I like that place. My favourite girlfriends like that place. I don’t move, he moves. Right?’

We were tremendously impressed and remained silent.

Reggie suddenly remembered both where he was and who he was speaking to. He darted a stealthy glance at Disvan.

‘No disrespect to you, of course, Mr Disvan,’ he said quickly.

‘None taken, Reginald.’

‘I’m just a bit overwrought, that’s all.’

‘Of course you are. But at the same time, try and remember you’re not in Beirut now.’

‘Actually,’ said Reggie, ‘I wound up that side of the operation.’

‘Too dangerous?’

‘Too religious. They insisted I convert.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘Anyway,’ said Reggie, regrouping, ‘will you help me please? Like in the old days, eh? I would, of course, be overwhelmingly grateful.’

Like a superpower about to adopt a humane policy, Mr Disvan hesitated just long enough to spoil the gesture.

‘Naturally, we’ll help, Reginald,’ he said at last, ‘if we can. Give us some of the background to your problem.’

Reggie took out what appeared to be a snuffbox and a tiny mirror before apparently thinking better of it. Instead he produced an elegant ivory case full of Havana cigars which he passed around. I joined him with alacrity but Mr Disvan declined in favour of his customary meerschaum and, alas, customary smoking material. Very shortly the restaurant was under a cloud cover of expensive and exotic smoke. It gave the otherwise homely place a late night drinking club atmosphere, suitable for odd disclosures.

‘I bought the villa,’ said Reggie Suntan, ‘from a little old lady who lived there all alone. She was very trad, y’know—very uptight and Spanish, all dressed in black, mass every Sunday, crucifix in every room and all that crap. You get the picture?’

We did.

‘Well, she drove a hard bargain—which was fair enough. I mean, I don’t exactly have to worry where the next meal’s coming from, and I assumed she wanted to provide for the time when she couldn’t look after herself. In those circumstances it seemed a bit mean to haggle too hard, and I let her have what she asked.

‘The only thing that worried me, though, was that she kept looking at me and grinning, all the way through the negotiations. Every time I looked up she’d have this smirk on her clock like I had my flies undone or something. It worried me enough to have my legal crew and the surveyor double and triple check the deal, but it all seemed kosher. I had to accept that the old lady found me funny in some way. Women are strange like that, aren’t they, Boakley?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Anyway, the deal went through without a hitch and then, blow me if the old girl didn’t pass away the very next day, leaving everything she had, including the sale proceeds, to some Papist charity. It was like she’d planned it that way all along.

‘Curious, I thought, but what more could I think than that? So, my friends and I moved in and settled down nicely. Some Yank came out and redesigned the whole interior. Jollied the place up a bit and put a slice of colour in it instead of just black and white like before.

‘I had the pools and the jacuzzi installed, put up some erotic—but tasteful, mind—murals and so on and on. It was all very simpatico, even if I say so myself. Then, one night we were having a party and things were, I admit, getting a little out of hand. I happened to look round and there was this stranger glaring at me, like the death’s-head at the feast. I only caught a glimpse that time, but it was no picture, I tell you. He looked a biggish sort of chap—for a Spaniard, which he obviously was—but starved or sick, and very angry about it. That time I didn’t really notice, but later on I saw that he was wearing a grey military uniform which was all tattered and torn, plus lots of oddments like blankets and rags. There seemed to be a kind of strong wind playing about him ‘cause his hair and clothing were sort of lifted up and moving as if they were in a draught.

‘ “That can’t be right,” I says, “the designer guaranteed this place was draught proof.” My second thought was, how the hell did this gatecrasher get through security?’

‘Well, with these questions in mind, I got off the girl I was on and was going to speak to him when the swine threw a bottle at me. As it happened, the bottle was full at the time, and the next thing I knew was waking up six hours later in hospital.

‘That was the start of the business. After that, there was rarely a day when he didn’t pay me a visit, especially if I was doing anything considered immoral—as defined by, say, Oliver Cromwell with a headache. I couldn’t sleep with a woman I wasn’t married to, or have a drink, or snort or smoke or anything, without matey materialising out of nowhere and hurling a sofa at me.

‘Pretty soon I was a wreck, I don’t mind telling you, gents. I was driven out of my own house, if I wanted to live a normal life and indoors I had to live like some plaster saint. My friends wouldn’t come and visit me—not unreasonably, since one got her skull cracked by a flying stereo. And, since I couldn’t talk shop on the phone without screaming as a carving knife came hurtling towards me, my business associates were starting to ask questions about my reliability. That, as you’ll appreciate, gentlemen, was a very dangerous development.

‘Actually, for someone who’s fought hand to hand with the Hezbollah, I must admit I was shaken. It was his looks, you see, rather than his appearance. As soon as he arrived and thrown something, he’d give me this otherwordly stare and, at the risk of sounding poetic, I felt that it was risky looking into his eyes. He knows things that we’re not supposed to. Not yet, anyway. Each time I stared into that face, I was sharing that knowledge—and consequently getting a little bit nearer the grave. Don’t ask me how I can be sure of that; I just am.’

‘It’s quite plausible,’ confirmed Mr Disvan. ‘The very fact that you could see him meant that you were partly in his world, just as he was partly in ours. You were meeting in some no-man’s land of your own.’

Reggie Suntan considered this and grimaced.

‘That would explain,’ he said slowly, ‘why no one else can see him. In effect we’re having private meetings.’

‘Which again makes sense,’ Disvan continued, ‘since it’s with you that he obviously has business to conduct.’

Reggie nodded, gradually taking this in and processing the information through his formidable mind.

‘With him setting all the appointments,’ smiled Disvan.

‘Yeah, okay,’ said Reggie, grimly, ‘I get the picture. Anyway, just to round off the story, I can tell you that we soon had the full SP on this bloke. I had my people ask the locals and there was no problem in identification. He was, and I mean was, the brother of the old girl who’d sold me the villa. She’d inherited it from him when he got killed in ‘43.’

I thought I’d make an impression by seizing on this point. There seemed a fair chance that it was relevant. ‘Killed, eh?’ I said

‘That’s right, Mr Booty. He was one of the Blue Division volunteers that didn’t make it back.’

Any attempt to tot up points floundered due to my ignorance. ‘The blue who?’

‘Blue Division, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘They were a special unit sent by the Franco regime to fight alongside the Nazis on the Eastern Front during the War.’

‘Oh... so he was like that, was he?’

Reggie nodded.

‘Apparently. He was one of the old school who thought the world was being run by freemasons and Jews and probably Jewish freemasons at that. Come 1941, he said that Franco and the Pope had gone wishy-washy on Communism and felt obliged to go to Russia to stem the Bolshevik tide himself.’

‘Whereupon, so it seems, either the Bolsheviks or the winter bought an end to his crusade.’

‘Definitely the former, Mr Disvan,’ said Reggie. ‘You can quite clearly see the bullet holes all over him. Very distressing, that is—seeing bits of the opposite wall through someone.’

‘And, on reflection,’ Disvan continued to muse, ‘I think I should have said that the Russian bullets only temporarily ended his crusade.’

Reggie Suntan was suddenly alert and interested. It seemed he’d spotted a new angle on the problem.

‘What do you mean, temporarily?’ he said with great deliberation.

‘Well,’ replied Disvan, ‘it was one thing to rest in peace after dying for the cause far from home. But when home itself is occupied by the forces of Godless, communist, weirdo degeneracy—as represented by yourself, Reginald—then perhaps the great struggle has to go on, even from beyond the grave.’

‘Me? A communist, Mr Disvan? Leave it out, I’ve never even voted.’

‘Maybe so. But when was the last time you went to church?’

‘Mum’s funeral.’

And before that?’

‘ To be baptised.’

‘There you are, then,’ said Disvan triumphantly, like a magician producing a rabbit out of a hat. ‘Solid evidence of atheistic, communist tendencies—to a Blue Division volunteer.’

Reggie Suntan started to nod in agreement.

‘I see,’ he said. ‘And what with my parties...’

‘Degenerate, bolshevist, free-love orgies.’

‘And... substances.’

‘Decadent, opium-crazed, corruption.’

‘And my friends...’

‘Rootless cosmopolitan scum. Are you getting the picture?’

‘Only too clearly. I take offence at all this, you know.’

‘Well,’ said Disvan, ‘perhaps you shouldn’t be too harsh. How would you like it, for instance, if a tax inspector or a senior member of Interpol moved into the house you grew up in?’

‘It’s hardly likely, Mr Disvan. Why would bastards like that move into a two up, two down with no central heating, in Binscombe?’

‘Don’t evade the question. How would you feel?’

Reggie gave this some thought and then conceded the point.

‘I’d feel pretty rough about it.’

‘Exactly. But he only throws bottles. From what I remember reading about that fracas in Constantinople, if the tables were turned I suspect that you’d throw something a little more lethal...’

‘Maybe I would, Mr D but I don’t purport to be defending Christendom. In the meanwhile, what’s his price?’

Mr Disvan shrugged his shoulders.

‘What makes you think he has a “price”, as you put it?’

Reggie Suntan put on a smug facial expression that implied he knew something we didn’t.

‘Everyone, without exception, has a price, Mr Disvan,’ he said. ‘That’s the one great lesson of my life.’

‘Is it indeed?’ said Disvan abruptly. ‘Then what was your mother’s price?’

‘What?’

‘Come on, Reginald; it’s a simple question. What was your mum’s price?’

Reggie, obviously an honest debater, considered the hole he’d dug himself into.

‘An infinite number of pounds,’ he said, at length, ‘which she’d then give to charity.’

‘Not bad, Reginald, not bad at all,’ said Mr Disvan, smiling. ‘You should have been a politician.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment, Mr Disvan.’

‘Take it how you like, Reginald. However, returning to the matter of price, you’ll find us a lot more reasonable than your late mother. A mere £100,000 will purchase our full assistance.’

‘That’s a bit steep,’ said Reggie, poker faced.

‘Consider it as a “consultant’s fee” if it makes you feel better. And rest assured, it’ll be put to good use. You see, I’ve always felt that Binscombe could do with a social centre—for flower festivals and the Cubs and Brownies and all that. Your consultant’s fee would just about cover providing one.’

Reggie Suntan looked fixedly at the ceiling, perhaps considering which bank accounts could be juggled in order to raise the cash without attracting unwanted attention.

‘It did look like a very comfortable villa, Reggie,’ prompted Disvan slyly.

Reggie snapped his attention back to us.

‘Okay,’ he said briskly, ‘Eighty thou for the Village Hall—if it’s named after me—plus a substantial contribution of hardware to the Concrete Fund.’

‘How substantial?’

‘Sub-stant-ial.’

‘Done.’

They shook hands on the deal.

‘What are you going to call it?’ asked Reggie with unfeigned interest.

‘The social centre, you mean? How about the “Reggie Suntan Memorial Hall”?’

‘Memorial? I’m not dead yet!’

‘You will be one day.’

‘True. Fair enough then, Mr D—to business. What have I got to do?’

‘Exactly as I say. Preferably with understanding.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘Right then, Reginald. Tell me, what are the motivations of the fascistic mind?’

Reggie seemed to have already marshalled his thoughts on the subject. ‘Violent hatred?’

‘In part, in part. But direct your mind to the idealistic sort of fascist, the one who joins the movement early on and eventually gets liquidated by the more bestial latecomers. Consider the sort of person who might, for instance, volunteer for the Blue Division.’

Reggie mused before answering. ‘A tendency to militarism and simple solutions,’ he said slowly, thinking as he went along. ‘Paranoid fears about social minorities. Deep-rooted concern about racial purity... Am I getting warm?’

‘Warmish. Carry on a little bit more.’

‘A dislike of the Jews, contempt for democracy, suppressed jealousy of sexual license… Ah, I’ve got it. You’re going to say that I’ve got to appear to mend my ways and then he’ll leave me alone. Perhaps if I wear a black shirt and a wedding ring for a while, then...’

Mr Disvan shook his head.

‘Sorry, Reginald, but no. It wouldn’t work. Repentance and forgiveness play small parts in fascist ideology. He’d redouble his vigilance if you seemed to reform. There’d always be the fear, you see, of you backsliding once he was gone. That way, you’d never ever be rid of him.’

‘All right then, that’s a non-runner. But come on, Mr D—do I have to keep thinking about Nazis?  If I’m paying out eighty grand, you should be telling me what angle I’m missing.’

‘What you’re missing, Reginald, is the concept of order. The regard for authority and hierarchy. The relish for the smack of firm government.’

‘What about it?’

‘Well, the crux of it is that, like Marxism, fascism is basically a conformist faith. On the way to power, it may be obliged to be rebellious—revolutionary, even—but in their heart of hearts, the faithful long for the guidance provided by proper authority.’

‘Very enlightening, I’m sure,’ said Reggie, ‘but what does it mean in practical terms?’

‘What it means,’ replied Disvan leaning back, supremely relaxed, a scone poised for delivery, ‘is that you should call the law in.’

Reggie Suntan gasped and then choked.

At first, Mr Disvan seemed unaware of having caused any upset. He calmly finished his scone while Reggie went red, then pale and then back to angry scarlet again as his mind tossed the white hot concept from one metaphorical palm to another. Eventually, however, it did appear to dawn on Disvan that our companion was in some distress. 

Kindly as ever, he rushed to ‘assist.’

‘Don’t worry, Reginald,’ he said blithely, ‘I will take a cheque.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘And another thing, Boakley,’ said Reggie, punching his finger at me, ‘the way I see it is this: the government—any government—only want to know us when they’ve got a war to fight. So sod ‘em, I say. The individual doesn’t owe the state a thing. It’s just an oppressive apparatus set up to perpetuate existing inequalities of power. Isn’t that so?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘In terms of personal relations, mind you, I believe in do as you would be done by.’

‘Oh yes, certainly.’

‘In conjunction with do as you’re done by—with interest.’

‘Quite.’

Once he’d received his cheque, Mr Disvan had moved to a separate table to write out a full set of instructions for Reggie to follow. In the meanwhile, I was ‘enjoying’ a trip back to the fifteenth century, or earlier, courtesy of a monologue on the Reggie Suntan philosophy of life. To my relief, when I’d just agreed on the benefits to society of the duelling and vendetta systems, Disvan at last returned.

‘There you are, Reginald,’ he said, brandishing a menu whose reverse was covered in closely spaced notes. ‘Peace in your time—and in your villa.’

Reggie seemed to have complete faith in Mr Disvan’s unseen suggestions, and to regard the matter as all but solved.

‘I knew that I could count on you, Mr Disvan,’ he said with a gratitude that might even have been genuine. ‘I should have come to you in the first place.’

The whole scene was so touching, and Reggie’s transparent relief so infectious, that we were soon all smiling at each other. Even the bodyguards dredged up a chilly smirk from their memory banks.

‘Well, Reginald,’ said Disvan, entering into the spirit of things, ‘you know that you’ll always be assured of a welcome in Binscombe, and whatever help we can give you.’

Reggie nodded his head in recognition of this cheering fact and leaned forward to take the menu card which held, we all implicitly believed, the solution to his problems.

Disvan very pointedly held it away from Reggie’s grasp. The atmosphere of bonhomie died an instant death.

‘I’ll post this on to you in Spain,’ said Disvan, ‘when the cheque clears.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘And Reginald concludes his letter,’ said Mr Disvan to the assembled meeting, ‘by ensuring us of his continued support. He hopes, in fact, to send a personal representative to the foundation stone laying ceremony next month and only regrets that business commitments prohibit his own attendance.’

I’d read about the gun running incident and subsequent man-hunt that formed Reggie Suntan’s ‘business commitments’  but none of the Binscomites in the audience showed any signs of making a similar connection.

Mr Disvan set Reggie’s letter down on the table and, in his capacity as Chairman of the Binscombe Social Centre Steering Committee, began to accept questions from the floor. While the resultant arguments about licensing, opening times and other fascinating topics raged back and forth and occupied Disvan’s attention, I took the opportunity to read Reggie’s communication in full.

The rest of the committee began weighing in in Disvan’s support and our steward, Mr Bretwalda, commenced ejecting the rowdier elements. In the uproar, no one appeared to notice their Acting Treasurer (myself) withdraw from proceedings.

The meeting in the upper room had largely emptied the bar of the Argyll and I had no difficulty in finding a secluded corner seat. There was a pleasant fire going nearby and, after the cacophony upstairs, it all seemed very peaceful. In these calmer surroundings I read the letter and thereby arrived at understanding.

Reggie Suntan’s handwriting was confident and flowing, but his style a little less so. He used the finest, most expensive fountain pen on the market to express his thoughts (I knew because he said so) but, for all the affectations of wealth, the authentic Reggie shone through.

 

Dear Mr D,


I did what you said. It worked a treat. The Judge couldn’t see why I wanted an eviction order against a man he knew was dead but muchas
pesatas sweeten the way, as the saying goes.


I set all the documents out on a table, as per instructions—the eviction order next to the bill of sale for the villa. Alongside them was a letter to one of my banks authorising an over the top contribution to the Falange Party funds—the ‘ex gratia consideration’ as you put it.


Once that was all set up, I called in a couple of shady ladies, lit up a spliff, had a mega scotch and waited for matey to arrive. He didn’t keep me hanging about as you can imagine.


After I’d shooed the girls out, but before he could set about me, I told him what you said. My oath, you should have seen his face!  It was almost worth all that money. He shimmied over to the documents and read one, then another, back and forth for ages. I could hear his teeth grinding from forty years and hundreds of miles away!


‘I may be a rootless, bolshevist degenerate,’ I said, ‘but the law is the law—so out you go!’


And he did—with a very ill grace admittedly. At the end he sort of went into a spin, like one of those gyroscopes I used to have as a kid, round and round, faster and faster, cursing me all the time. There was a final blast of cold wind, straight off the Russian steppes, that nearly knocked me over and when I looked up again he was gone.


By the way, you were right about his lot being sticklers for formality. When I looked later, I found out he’d countersigned his sister’s signature on the bill of sale. Funny thing about it is that the writing sort of wavers before your eyes and the place around the document is always a bit cold somehow. So—I thought, waste not, want not—I’ve stuck it in the corner where we keep the beer supplies. A free fridge, courtesy of El Killjoy (deceased)!. (Photocopy enclosed.)


That’s all, hope you are well,


 


Kissy, kissy!


Reggie


 


PS: If he returns, I shall, of course, take the money back.


 


PPS: Can’t make the Reggie Suntan Memorial Hall foundation stone thing—the English speaking world is a bit of a no-no area for me at the moment. Sorry! I’ll send Hirohito and Amy-Lou in my stead. Please make them welcome and don’t make any sudden movements.


 

I looked at the photocopy sale document. The counter-signature did indeed advance and retreat before my eyes and, even in photocopied form, it was cold to the touch. I put the paper on the fire where it writhed slowly in a blue flame.

Watching its leisurely transmutation into ashes, I did not notice the approach of Mr Disvan bearing two drinks. He coughed politely.

‘Oh, hello, Mr Disvan. Is the punch-up over?’

‘Yes, thank you. Things got a lot more business-like after Mr Bretwalda managed to throw that Preston woman out. Where does she get the money for all that drink, that’s what I’d like to know.’

‘I’ve been reading Reggie’s letter.’

‘I guessed as much when I saw it and you were missing. Burn it along with the photocopy. It’s probably a treasonable offence to be in contact with Mr Suntan at the moment.’

I did as I was asked. The letter surrendered to the flames considerably faster than the photocopy. We watched it go and sipped our drinks in silence for a few moments while our thoughts carried us on to the next island of conversation.

‘It’s all a bit logical, isn’t it?’ I asked eventually. ‘Why should something supernatural act in such a rational way?’

Mr Disvan smiled.

‘There’s no problem about that, Mr Oakley, as I believe I’ve said to you before. Certain events conform to a degree of internal logic. In fact, there’s a number of areas in which cause and effect are properly applicable and I don’t see anything wrong in making use of that in the few spheres where Nature allows it. It’s only when people exalt rationalism into some sort of cosmic rule that I part company with them.’

He played his finger round the rim of his glass and stared at the fire. Black fragments of Reggie’s letter ascended the chimney, piece by piece, to begin their new life outside.

‘You see, Mr Oakley,’ Disvan continued, ‘a spot of law and order in the world—or beyond it—doesn’t prove much in itself. One shred of contrary evidence mustn’t blind you to the great randomness at the heart of things.’

It was all too much to contest in that particular time and place. I let the Disvan Summa Theologia, the Binscombe Universal Theorum, or whatever it was, pass unchallenged—and unaccepted. There were other, if lesser, loose ends which might be pursued with better chance of resolution.

‘And another thing,’ I said, ‘to quote a Reggie Suntan type phrase: how come you get on so well with him and he with you?  I thought you didn’t approve of the old stock leaving Binscombe.’

Mr Oakley sat up straight and studied his half-empty glass. It was one of those very rare occasions when, for no clear reason, I’d struck home with a good question and made Disvan think.

‘Reggie,’ he said, choosing his words with painful care, ‘is an exception. Not one we’d care to encourage, but a definite exception nevertheless. I’ll give you an illustration. If I was to tell you that a direct ancestor of his was one of Cromwell’s Ironsides, would that surprise you?’

I considered my reaction to the news.

‘Actually, in a funny way, that doesn’t surprise me at all—although I wouldn’t want to have to explain why.’

‘A good answer, Mr Oakley; very perceptive. Well, if you can take that in, try this. In the same way we didn’t mind that ancestor going off to fight the King, we don’t mind Reggie living his life—which is another sort of a fight—outside of Binscombe.’

‘But why not?’

Because, Mr Oakley… there’s something special about Reggie and all his family. Not something that can be fathomed or reproduced, but something special, even so. You’re quite right when you say we don’t like the old blood leaving us but, Reggie Suntan is an exception. He’s our coloniser, our virus. You see, wherever he goes, Reggie takes Binscombe with him.’

 

 

 






  








HIS HOLINESS COMMANDS

 

‘So, am I to understand,’ said the building society manager, ‘that all of you wish to have an interest in this house purchase?’

Mr Disvan smiled at him indulgently. ‘Yes, I believe you’ve grasped it, Mr Dwyer. That’s exactly what we wish.’

The manager surveyed the dozen Binscomites crammed into his cheerless little office.

‘It’s rather... unusual,’ he said. Then, seeing Disvan’s look of disapproval, added swiftly, ‘but by no means impossible!’

‘We’re very glad you should take that attitude, Mr Dwyer. As you so rightly say, the gist of it is that we’ll all be registered as part owners on the deeds. Mr Jarman here, who’s an estate agent, has arranged the purchase from the executors and Mr Medici, who’s a solicitor, has drawn up the necessary documentation. All we need now is a mortgage—which is where you come in.’

‘Well...’ said the troubled Dwyer, pressured into a pace of action he wasn’t used to, ‘there shouldn’t be any problem about that... as such.’

‘Good,’ said Disvan decisively. ‘Then there’s no reason we can’t arrive at a date of completion within the week.’

‘Ah... but...’

‘Excellent. Everyone else was dubious about you and your building society, Mr Dwyer, but I told them, “I knew his father and his grandfather, and they were the sort of men who got things done. He’s a chip off that old block.” And you’ve proved me right, haven’t you, Mr Dwyer?’

‘Well... times were a little different...’

Mr Disvan held up his hand to stem the torrent of timidity.

‘Please don’t say another word, Mr Dwyer. We’re already delighted with the level of service you’ve provided; we couldn’t possibly ask for anything more. I’m minded to write a letter of commendation to your area manager.’

‘Oh well, thank you.’

Dwyer was visibly ransacking his mind, searching for something to dam or at least slow the tide of events. He finally found suitable ground for a last stand.

‘There is, of course, the question of a satisfactory survey...’

Mr Disvan beckoned me forward and I placed two independent survey reports on the manager’s desk.

‘And this,’ I said, adding to the paper pile as I spoke, ‘is the local authority search document, courtesy of the Borough Council planning department whose chief officer, Mr Poulson, is here today. This is the account and sort code number for the vendor’s bank. You can telegraphically transfer the money through any day this week—they’ll be expecting you. And this is Medici’s card, so you can liaise with him—if need be.’

‘Ah…’ said Mr Dwyer.

I was enjoying all this, savouring the contrast with the tortuous, stress-filled memories of my own property purchases. Judging by the smiles on the faces of the landlord, Doctor Bani-Sadr, Mr Patel, Mr Bretwalda, et al., they were thinking along the same lines.

‘Right, that’s settled that,’ said Mr Disvan, rising and preparing to leave what had somehow become his office. ‘Any problems, Mr Dwyer—not that there will be any—you know where to contact me.’

Dwyer nodded without raising his eyes from the documents strewn in front of him. We all departed and adjourned en masse to the Argyll where Lottie the landlady had been holding the fort.

‘Did you really know that man’s father and grandfather?’ I asked.

‘I did. The grandfather was also a “property agent”, as they were then called. I bought my house through him.’

‘Is that so? Remarkable.’

‘Remarkable wasn’t the word I used at the time,’ growled Disvan. ‘He was just as much of an old woman as his grandson.’

‘Oh... well, if you thought that, why didn’t we go to another building society? There are plenty in Goldenford.’

Mr Disvan, and a number of others who were in earshot, looked shocked.

‘Because, Mr Oakley, he’s local, while they are strangers who we don’t know from Adam. You go into just any old building society and the manager might be from... well, London!’

For the sake of peace, I went along with the tribal madness and agreed that that would never do.

 

*  *  *

 

The genesis of the episode described above was composed in an evening at the Argyll some time before.

Mr Wessner had entered the bar and joined our company. He stared morosely at his drink for a little while and then announced—to no one in particular—‘That’s torn it!’

I should say, to begin with, that Mr Wessner, though an accepted member of the Binscombe inner circle, was an irritable and fractious man, given to ‘one-liners’ and bubble-bursting. He could, and usually would, provide a cynical interpretation on everything, from welcomed birth to timely grave—and all points in-between. He was, as far as I know, the only person in Binscombe with the complete works of Machiavelli on his bookshelves. 

It was not unusual, therefore, for him to display signs of upset which needn’t unduly concern us.

‘What’s torn it, Wessy?’ asked Doctor Bani-Sadr, in order to humour him.

Mr Wessner took a deep breath before answering.

‘I have, I’m afraid.’

‘Torn what, though?’ said Mr Bretwalda. ‘Come on man, spit it out!’

‘It!’ repeated Wessner, windmilling his arms to encompass the entirety of the universe. ‘Everything!’

Up to that moment, Mr Disvan had been engrossed in studying his vast copy of the Koran but, on hearing Wessner say this, he started to pay close heed.

The landlord, leaning over the bar and half paying attention to our conversation, also picked up on this point.

‘You’ve had enough, Wessy,’ he said in a reasonably kind way; ‘no more for you tonight.’

Mr Wessner was outraged.

‘This is my first one today!’ he shouted. ‘I’m as sober as a... no, more sober than a judge!  I’ll prove it—look at my hand.’

He held his palm out, palm down, for our perusal. We politely observed that it was shaking wildly, as usual.

Mr Wessner started to feel that he was being baited and the nanosecond fuse of his temper began to burn. We recognised the signs of him arming himself with words from his vocabulary of vitriol.

Happily, Mr Disvan intervened and at least postponed the explosion.

‘When you say you’ve “torn it”,’ he said, sweeping the air with his gaze to mimic Wessner’s gesture, ‘would you care to expand on that?’

‘Not really,’ answered Mr Wessner. ‘Not after I’ve been laughed at.’

‘Not even if I absolutely insist?’ said Disvan in a neutral tone that admirably expressed menace without the crudity of threats.

We hadn’t realised that this was a matter of any import. Mr Disvan clearly thought otherwise. Everyone sat up and looked at Mr Wessner.

‘On reflection,’ he said slowly, in a dignified rearguard action, ‘perhaps I do owe you all an explanation. But, if I’m going to do that, you’d best come to my house. There’s something there I want you to look into.’

 

*  *  *

 

The ‘it’ that Mr Wessner had torn, we found hanging in mid-air in his kitchen. The half dozen of us who’d accepted his invitation, stared at the small, jagged rend in the fabric of creation and wondered what to say.

It looked like a window made by a hasty workman, but the similarity ended there. A window requires some form of support and offers a perspective between two proximate areas. The ‘it’, however, simply hung in position, entirely unaided, and the view it provided was most definitely not of Mr Wessner’s kitchen.

For a start, it seemed to be quite dark beyond the ‘window’, whereas the kitchen was flooded with electric light. Where we would have expected to see the top of the fridge-freezer and a dust-covered spice rack, there was a vista of what looked like a wall, in another room altogether.

Mr Disvan crossed the room and stood on tip-toe, his fingers clutching the bottom edge of the tear, in order to peer in. He looked left and right, tested the strength of the ‘frame’ with his hands and, at long last, passed judgement by saying, ‘Hmmmm...’

We awaited something a little more illuminating, but it showed no signs of arriving. Predictably, and not unreasonably, Mr Wessner’s patience broke first.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘what’s in there, for God’s sake?’

Mr Disvan looked hurt, sensitive as ever to breaches of the third commandment.

‘There’s no need to lose your temper,’ he said. ‘I should imagine that’s what started all this.’ He waved his hand to indicate the ‘window’. ‘Anyway, do you mean to say you haven’t looked in there yourself?’

Mr Wessner looked abashed.

‘Well, no... I was so surprised when it happened, I thought I’d better go and get some advice first.’

To avoid injuring our friend’s delicate sensitivities, we all tried to look stony faced and inscrutable. For all his occasionally violent tongue, Mr Wessner was not known for a ‘derring-do’ attitude to life and he was painfully aware of it. The effect of our thoughtfulness was, of course, to increase his embarrassment

‘What did you want me to do,’ he said in the silence that followed, ‘crawl straight through?’

‘Of course not, of course not,’ said Disvan in an effort to placate. ‘I’m sure you acted for the best. Now, why don’t you lead us into the living room and explain it all to us over a drink?’

Mr Wessner’s response was sphinx-like.

‘Drink? he said. ‘Drink! It’s drink that’s responsible for this. If I’d had enough drink, none of this would have happened!’

 

*  *  *

 

Seated (drinkless) on the various randomly acquired bits of furniture in the ‘living room’, we waited for Mr Wessner to explain the riddle.

‘It had been a really hard day at the town hall,’ he started, by way of introduction.

‘Ha!’ laughed the landlord, before Disvan hushed him to silence.

‘It had,’ Wessner insisted. ‘Some of my memos had gone astray in the internal post, the borough treasurer was in a funny mood—you know how it is...’

We didn’t, but let it pass.

‘So, all in all, when I got home, having been rained on all the way, I was feeling pretty fractious. What should I find on the doormat but a lot of bills waiting for me. Not only that, but there was a letter demanding money with menaces.’

‘Really?’ said Mr Patel, his interest aroused. ‘Did you tell the police?’

Mr Wessner furrowed his brow.

‘What for? It was from my ex-wife’s solicitors, and the police are in league with them. Anyway, that was nearly the last straw—or so it seemed then. “I need a drink,” I thought, and went into the kitchen to fetch one. It was then I remembered that I should have gone shopping in the lunch hour but hadn’t had the time, what with the memos and everything. Needless to say, restocking the drinks cabinet had been item number one on the shopping list and now, to quote a phrase, the cupboard was bare.

‘Never mind,’ I thought, ‘chin up; there’s a bottle of champagne in the fridge that you’ve been saving, on the off-chance you’ll ever have something to celebrate again. Splash out and salvage the day with that.

‘So I did. Then the fridge door joined the conspiracy against me. Somehow, Lord knows why, the handle sort of trapped my hand and down goes the bottle to the floor—SMASH! And that really was the last straw.

‘I can remember staring up at the heavens, at a loss for something bad enough to say. When I’d finished my message to the Almighty, I looked down and saw that there were champagne splashes all over my newly dry-cleaned suit. Thereafter, it’s all a bit blurred but I recall wanting to get to grips with the fates that were doing this to me. I wanted to get my hands on the person responsible and see how they liked being mucked about.

‘It sounds a bit childish, I know, but I was so angry that I must have sort of scrabbled at the air in front of me with my nails—and it tore!’

Involuntarily, we all turned to look at the closed door to the kitchen.

‘And then I decided to go to the Argyll,’ said Mr Wessner, briskly ending on an unconvincing note.

Mr Disvan had his ‘heard it all before and was bored the first time’ expression on. Like supplicants at an ancient oracle, we waited for him to pronounce judgement on the matter. As happened in about fifty percent of such cases, we were wasting our time.

‘I must admit,’ he said eventually, ‘I did wonder about that pool of liquid and broken bottle on the floor. I know Mrs Wessner used to be a bit devil-may-care, but it’s not like you to leave a mess lying around.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr shook his head in sad dismay and suggested we go and inspect Mr Wessner’s creation once again. We had all risen and were half way to the kitchen before Disvan abandoned whatever tangent it was he’d gone off on and agreed that this was a ‘good idea’.

The ‘window’ hung there as before. We gathered before it, like tribesmen before a broken Kalashnikov, none of us caring to admit our total bafflement. This could have gone on all night had not Mr Patel proposed that, for want of something better to do, we all take a peek.

One by one we did so, standing on tiptoe (except Mr Bretwalda who had no need) and peering into the half gloom of the ragged square.

When my turn came, I saw that the ‘window’ looked not into another room, as I’d first thought, but into a corridor. Our vantage point was at the middle of its twenty foot length and at either end stout wooden doors shut off the view. A small amount of light was provided by what looked like two gas lamps, turned down very low, and the same number of narrow slit-windows in the opposite wall. Through the latter I could just glimpse a greenish country landscape at dusk.

What held my attention more than anything else were the vast and colourful tapestries which covered the corridor’s walls. They appeared to depict the stages of a great sea battle in vivid, loving detail. Old style galleons exchanged exaggerated cannonades or grappled to allow their armoured crews to fight it out with pistol and half-pike. I was quite fascinated by the story unfolding before my eyes and would have studied it for far longer had I not felt a tap on my shoulder. Looking round, I saw that Doctor Bani-Sadr was waiting impatiently for his turn.

A trifle reluctantly, I stepped down. Everyone was standing round the kitchen in unproductive silence. I thought, therefore, I might as well offer my own evaluation, for what it was worth.

‘Do you know what it reminds me of?’ I said. ‘Restoration England—you know, sort of late seventeenth century, to judge by the tapestries and the style of the doors and all that.’

Mr Disvan raised his eyebrows.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t dare fault your knowledge of period style, Mr Oakley, but I don’t think they had gas lamps in the late seventeenth century, did they?’

I hadn’t considered that, but declined to admit it. ‘That’s as may be, Mr Disvan, but all I’m saying is that it looks like a corridor in a Stuart period house.’

‘Fair enough, Mr Oakley. I was only pointing out a flaw in your theory for you.’

Mr Wessner wasn’t happy and wanted to make sure we knew.

‘Theory?’ he said. ‘Theory? Are you seriously suggesting that we’ve been looking at the seventeenth century?’

Disvan shrugged. ‘Why not? Have you got any better ideas?’

He hadn’t but didn’t allow this to stop him.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ he continued, ‘I’ve never heard anything so... far fetched.’

‘Fetched about three hundred years, if Mr Oakley is right,’ said the landlord with a grin, purely to infuriate Wessner even further.

‘I mean,’ said Wessner, grasping for objections, ‘what we can see in there is a corridor in big, classy sort of house. There wasn’t anything like that in seventeenth century Binscombe.’

This seemed to offend Mr Disvan’s sense of patriotism.

‘What do you know about it?’ he said, almost angrily. ‘You weren’t there. Anyway, why assume it’s Binscombe in there? Why couldn’t it equally be another world, an alternative history, or even another dimension we can see?’

Once again, we all turned, herd-like, to look at the ‘window’ as if it might vote for one of the explanations on offer. The view remained unchanged and silent however, but for the gentle hiss of the gas lamps.

‘Bah!  Rubbish!’ said Mr Wessner unconvincingly.

Mr Disvan turned on him.

‘Well, if you’re so sceptical,’ he said, ‘why don’t you go and investigate and find out the truth for yourself?  There’s just about room for a little chap like you to squeeze through.’

The diminutive Mr Wessner suddenly found the floor terribly fascinating.

‘I... might pop my head through occasionally,’ he said at length, ‘but I don’t think it would be wise for anyone to actually go in. I mean, who knows what’s in there?’

‘Who indeed?’ said Disvan.

The landlord, obviously in one of his more tactful phases, stepped in to support the crestfallen Wessner.

‘I reckon you’re right, Wessy,’ he said. ‘It’s only a rotten old corridor, when all’s said and done. Why don’t you just mend what you’ve torn and then we’ll all go back for a drink and forget all about it.’

Mr Wessner instantly brightened up.

‘That’s a very good idea,’ he said. ‘Like you say; you see one corridor, you’ve seen ‘em all.’

I was going to disagree with this because I quite liked some corridors and not others, but, with an eloquent gesture, Mr Disvan suggested that I should let things be.

Wessner went up to the ‘window’ and, I suppose, repeated the movements that had led to its creation. In a way that isn’t easy to describe, he managed after much trouble to gather up a loose flap of our world that was hanging down from the ‘window’s’ base and tried to fix it over the view of the corridor. Several times he almost succeeded in covering the tear so that there was nearly an uninterrupted perspective of the kitchen once more. However, even his best attempts left gaps at the edges through which the corridor could be glimpsed. Worse still, when Wessner took his hands away, the damaged piece of reality straightaway fell back down like an unpasted strip of wallpaper. After a few moments of fruitless efforts, he gave up. The ‘window’ remained hanging there, quietly triumphant.

‘Well,’ said Mr Disvan slowly, ‘it looks like you really have torn it.’

 

*  *  *

 

Several weeks went by and, from being played in a low key, the affair of Mr Wessner’s do-it-yourself home improvement passed into positive inaudibly.  Mr Wessner still paid his normal number of visits to the Argyll, and if he was a little more taciturn than before that was both understandable and not unwelcome.

In one sense, the mysterious ‘window’, while a pleasant subject for speculation, was also—since it remained unexplored and unexplained—a reminder of our lack of knowledge and pioneer spirit. Therefore, when the topic seemed to crop up in conversation less and less, those of us ‘in the know’ were happy to go along with the process and let the subject drop. It was destined to become, or so I thought, just another piece of the disquieting mental furniture that was part and parcel of living in Binscombe.

In the event, this was only partly so, for since we declined to probe the ‘window’ world’s secrets, it came forth, in one form or another, to have a look at us.

Events came to a head, as they so often did, one Friday night in the Argyll.  Mr Wessner had just arrived and, as an opening conversational gambit, the landlord asked him how ‘his window thing’ was coming along. Wessner gave the question a lot more thought than it was intended to inspire and considered his answer very carefully. Assuming that something had happened, we were all agog.

‘It hasn’t come along at all,’ he said at last. ‘Nothing ever seems to change in there—apart from the fact that the gas lamps have gone off. I think they’ve run out of fuel or something. Anyway, you never hear any noise or see anyone in the corridor. I wonder if it’s a deserted world?’

‘So you’ve been poking your head through to have a look around, have you?’ asked Mr Disvan with interest.

‘Oh yes, all the time,’ said Wessner, visibly cheering up now that someone had asked the right question. ‘I’m not frightened of the thing, you know. I’ve spent hours leaning in, staring at those tapestries and the view through the slit windows. It gives me something to do in the evenings.’

Disvan nodded, apparently satisfied by this response, and returned to his Islamic holy book.

Conversation faltered a little after Wessner’s exhaustive answer, and people resumed their reading or gazing into space or whatever.  It was the pattern that such a silence would be tolerated for three or four minutes before someone else in the group would feel obliged to revive the evening with a new subject for talk. This unwritten rule of Argyll life eventually prompted Doctor Bani-Sadr to put down his newspaper.

‘There’s an interesting story in the Advertiser,’ he said.

‘Makes a change,’ said the landlord.

‘Apparently,’ continued the Doctor, unthrown by this, ‘to mark the 400th anniversary of the Armada, there’s going to be a chain of commemorative beacons lit on the sites of the original ones.’

‘Really?’ said Disvan with obvious pleasure at this bit of news. ‘That’s the first I’ve heard of it. Beacons on Binscombe Ridge and out at Pewley, eh?’

Doctor Bani-Sadr consulted his source.

‘Not according to this. It says Binscombe Ridge and Hascombe Hill.’

Disvan bristled. ‘What nonsense. There was no beacon at Hascombe.’

Ever ready, I swept down on Disvan’s lack of caution. ‘How do you know?’ I asked.

‘I just do,’ he answered, colouring up slightly.

I would have pressed home my rare advantage had not someone else spoken and things then taken a more imperative turn.

Father Wiltshire, the local Roman Catholic priest, was honouring us with a visit that evening. A man who combined the necessary intimidation with a gentle liberality and sly humour acceptable even to a pagan like myself, he was a frequent and welcome attendant at our Argyll soirees. He’d listened to Doctor Bani-Sadr’s announcement with great interest.

‘I don’t see much to celebrate in that sad occasion,’ he said jokingly, ‘If I had my way, the Armada would have won!’

We’d started our ‘polite amusement’ response when Mr Wessner brought proceedings to an emergency stop. He looked puzzledly at Father Wiltshire and said, ‘But they did win, Deo Gratias, didn’t they?’

I could see that the priest first thought to treat the remark as a jest but, observing Wessner’s transparent sincerity, he changed his tone.

‘Hardly,’ he said. ‘Militarily, I think you can scarcely deny it was a disaster for the Spanish. But perhaps you mean when you take the long term view, my boy. Well, who knows, perhaps my very presence here signifies a victory of some sort because...’

‘No, no, no,’ said Wessner impatiently. ‘I mean they won. That’s plain enough, isn’t it? Once they got ashore, they stomped all over the heretics, didn’t they? What’s the matter with you all tonight?

‘They didn’t get ashore, Mr Wessner,’ said Father Wiltshire. ‘Unless you’re referring to the few who were shipwrecked in Ireland and elsewhere. And heretic is not a word I personally care to use nowadays, since...’

Mr Wessner was either panicking or getting angry; it was hard to tell which. ‘Of course they got ashore. They won the battle of Pevensey Castle. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of that.’

We all put on our favourite ‘me-no-understandee’ expressions.

‘You’ll be telling me you were never taught about the Holy Victory at Londinium next.’

We did so.

‘Or the Horley auto-da-fés.’

No.

‘Or “Bloody Elizabeth” bonfire night?’

No.

‘Not even Good King Philip?’

Not even him.

A very long seeming silence followed. Mr Wessner looked from side to side at our uncomprehending faces. Then, like a shot from a gun, he was off. I had never seen a middle aged man (let alone a town hall employee) move so fast. Within seconds he was out of the Argyll. A last shouted remark drifted back at us but I didn’t grasp the meaning of it.

‘You’ve got to hand it to him,’ said the landlord as he collected Wessner’s tankard, ‘with a bit of practise, he could be a world class weirdo.’

I was less inclined to dismiss the incident. Something about the paleness of Wessner’s face, and the void into which he had appeared to be gazing, alarmed me.

‘What was that he said as he left?’ I asked. ‘I didn’t quite catch it.’

‘It wouldn’t have done you any good if you had, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘You wouldn’t have been able to understand it.’

‘Oh come on, credit me with a little intelligence. I have...’

‘I do respect your intelligence, Mr Oakley—for the most part anyway. It’s just that you don’t speak any Latin.’

‘Latin?’

Father Wiltshire intervened.

‘Yes, that’s what I thought it was—impeccable Church Latin. I had no idea a heathen like Mr Wessner could...’

‘He couldn’t,’ said Mr Disvan abruptly. ‘At least, he couldn’t a month ago when he asked me what tempus fugit meant.’

Mr Disvan would sometimes follow a discursion all the way to its illogical conclusion, but on this occasion I was determined to prevent him.

‘So what did he say?’ I blurted.

Disvan’s face became even more expressionless than normal.

‘He said he had to go and look at a history book.’

 

*  *  *

 

At first we thought Mr Wessner was avoiding us for any number of obscure reasons. However, after two whole days had elapsed without him putting in an appearance at the Argyll, the collective consciousness of Binscombe began to express concern. A party of us decided to investigate.

We found his house unlocked and scenes of mighty disruption within. After a few minutes inspection, we no longer expected to find Mr Wessner, although it was plain where he presently was.

I won’t elaborate on the wreckage and the gore. Suffice it to say that there was every sign that Wessner had been dragged, very much against his will, through a gap only just big enough for him. A thin trail of blood led up to and into the ‘window’.

For some reason, I felt unaccountably brave. Or perhaps it was just curiosity. I announced that I was going to see what ‘they’ had done to Mr Wessner. Mr Disvan, who was toying with a sabre that someone had plunged into the television screen, smiled at me.

‘Good idea, Mr Oakley. Don’t get blood on your suit, mind.’

I walked up to the ‘window’ and, with the maximum amount of caution seemly in a volunteer, peered within.

There was no one lurking on the other side to chop off my head. The gas lamps were working again and shed a yellow flickering light on the furthest reaches of  the corridor. Through the slit windows I could see that it was night there, as here.

More relevant to my purpose, I saw that the blood trail led up to one of the doors and presumably beyond. Of Mr Wessner himself, there was no sign. I wondered idly if he could survive such blood loss and concluded that he might well have.

The second point of interest was that, in front of each door, a placard had been set up. I tried to decipher the beautiful flowing script that covered both but could not. Dinner plate sized seals of red wax were fixed to the base of each.

For all the manifest signs of recent activity, there was a profound stillness about the scene in the corridor. I had the feeling, unsupported I admit by any evidence, that the house of which the corridor was a part, and perhaps the area for some way round, was empty of life. In view of what had been done to Mr Wessner and his television set, there was a degree of comfort in that.

I stepped down and explained what I’d seen.

‘It sounds like a pronouncement of some sort,’ said Mr Patel, referring to the placards.

‘Or maybe a ransom note,’ added the landlord, not altogether seriously.

There was a pause before someone made the obvious suggestion.

‘Maybe you’d care to bring your linguistic abilities into play, Mr Disvan,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘and see what you make of it.’

‘By all means, doctor.’

‘Assuming, that is,’ Bani-Sadr continued, expressing an after-thought, ‘that you’ll supply something a little more illuminating than “hmmmm” this time.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr’s gentle chiding bounced unnoticed off Disvan’s armour plating of self absorption. Generally speaking, it took the use of specialist shells—like the high explosive of Mr Bretwalda’s anger or the Somme-style, relentless barrage of the landlord’s humour—to get through. I’d long ago given up trying.

Mr Disvan did as he was asked and studied one of the placards for some minutes without giving any indications of success or failure. Mr Patel had just opened his mouth to give voice to our impatience when the verdict was delivered.

‘Well, you were half right, Sammy,’ he said. ‘It is a proclamation of sorts—only a bit more grand than that.’

I would have asked him to explain himself in detail, but the others were more anxious to get to the meat of the matter.

‘What’s it say?’ asked several voices in unison.

‘That’s tricky,’ came Disvan’s reply from within the corridor. ‘It’s in a kind of developed Church Latin that I’m not familiar with; but I can give you a paraphrase.

We swiftly said that that would do.

‘It’s an order forbidding us “demons”, as it puts it, to come any further into the “real world”.’

‘An order by whom?’ asked Doctor Bani-Sadr.

‘A full Papal Bull, doctor, rather than a mere order,’ said Disvan, ‘emanating from...’

Here he started to read slowly as he translated the words. ‘His Apostolic Holiness, Pope Pius XXVIII... Ruler Temporal and Spiritual... of Anglia Province of the Holy Catholic Roman Empire... Defender of the Faith, Defender of Christendom... Patriarch of Constantinople, Kiev, Antioch and Cathay... Protector of Australasia and Abyssinia... Patron of the Jerusalem and Jaffa Citadels... There’s a lot more of the same, do you want me to go on?’

We told him that we’d more or less got the picture.

‘Oh, and there’s a date at the bottom as well... MCMLXXXVIII.’

‘1988,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr obligingly.

Mr Disvan returned to the group, nodding his agreement with the calculation.

I was vaguely hoping for some sort of grand summary from him, an interpretation of what we had learned. At first I thought my expectations might be fulfilled for once.

Disvan had a sad expression on his face.

‘This is very serious, gentlemen,’ he said gravely. ‘This could cost us very dear.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘Well, Mr Oakley, I should have thought that was obvious. We’re going to have to buy this house.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘So we’ve bought the house and bricked it up,’ I said. ‘No one can get in—or out. But where does that leave poor Mr Wessner?’

Mr Disvan was underwhelmed by my appeal to his better nature, and took another sip at his drink before replying.

‘Dead, possibly,’ he said. ‘Or perhaps trying to answer difficult questions posed by the Inquisition. There again, he might have settled in very well and be forging a new career for himself in whatever sort of town hall they have.’

‘So, you don’t propose to do anything, is that it?’

Detecting the embryo of anger in my voice, Doctor Bani-Sadr stepped in to sugar the pill, which, in my heart of hearts, I knew I would eventually swallow.

‘What do you suggest, Mr Oakley?’ he said reasonably. ‘An armed expeditionary force to go in and rescue him? Anyway, you heard him spouting changed history the same as we did. In his head, he’d started to go over already. The other place had reached out to him, even before it came to get him. No, I think we just have to accept that there’s a man overboard and leave it at that.’

Mr Patel agreed.

‘It’s sad but true,’ he said. ‘But if it’s any comfort, Mr Oakley, there’s also the consideration of that Papal Bull. I mean, okay, there’s no Pope Pius XXVIII in our world, but he’s a real Pope in that time stream. A lot of people, and not just Catholics like me, wouldn’t want to just ignore a genuine Papal edict, even if it was from a Pope, as opposed to the Pope. See what I mean?’

I did and I didn’t, but now accepted that Mr Wessner was lost to us. Moral stands weren’t really my speciality, and I found it difficult to sustain sincerity in such cases. It was easier to change tack and address the question of practicalities.

‘All right,’ I said, ‘all right; he’s gone and we’re part owners of a bricked up house, the principle attraction of which is a gateway into another world where we’re not welcome. That’s just marvellous. But what happens when we’re all dead and the place falls down due to lack of anyone to look after it? Hanging in mid-air in what used to be the kitchen, there’ll be an intriguing tear in reality for people to find!’

‘Ah, well,’ said Disvan, supremely unruffled by my extended whinge, ‘if that’s what concerning you, I’d refer you to the works of the famous Rabbi Tarfon.’

‘Who wrote in the second century AD,’ interjected the landlord, helpfully, if implausibly.

‘Would you indeed?’ I said.

‘Yes, I would. I’d refer you in particular to his great words: “The day is short, the task is great. It is not your duty to complete the task but neither are you free to desist from it altogether.” ’

Mr Disvan smiled, as if he was sliding a knife between the ribs of his oldest enemy.

‘What shall we do with you, Mr Oakley? Advice from a Pope and a rabbi—and still you’re not satisfied.’

 

 

 






  








EYES

 

A happy face peered round the door of the Argyll, seeking the landlord’s attention.

‘Is it all right if I bring the kids in?’ asked the man.

The landlord looked to left and right, as if the forces of licensing oppression were poised outside ready to strike.

‘Course you can—but if the polis arrive, then out of the back door quickly, if you please. There’s my license to think about.’

The man entered, cheerfulness (or was it relief?) still shining from every pore. In the decently subdued atmosphere of the Argyll, such expressions seemed almost improper and it soon worked upon him to tone down the joy level.

The other very noticeable thing about the visitor was that he was not alone. In his arms he carried a baby, asleep and bundled up in a space suit arrangement of clashing primary colours. Close behind came a young lady of sixteen or so, whose features suggested a blood relationship with the happy man rather than anything more interesting. Speaking of her features, I also managed to note both her painful beauty and the wolfish, protective devotion to the man that shone in her sloe-eyes.

Mr Disvan registered my sudden awakening of interest and waved an admonitory finger.

‘Not for you, Mr Oakley,’ he said, as gently as he could. ‘She deserves better than that—and you couldn’t handle the trouble.’

As usual, any protest on my part at this implied slur on my morals and/or courage, was cut short by more pressing developments.

The happy man and his family (?) came up to our table. He grabbed Disvan’s right hand and pumped it furiously.

‘I can’t ever thank you enough,’ he said, with deep feeling. ‘I’m forever in your debt.’

Everyone was staring at us and Mr Disvan was clearly discomfited by the scene. He extricated his hand from the happy man’s death-grip with some difficulty.

Despite Disvan’s warning, I was still appraising the girl but, on reaching the level of her eyes, I desisted. Whilst clearly just as grateful to Mr Disvan, she was now looking about for fresh threats to her father. The backwash of dangerous energy I caught from her glance made me reconsider the plans I’d laid. She was obviously a girl to watch—but not in the sense that I’d been doing.

‘There’s nothing to thank me for,’ said Mr Disvan briskly, eager to be out of this. ‘Nothing at all.’

The happy man shook his head and the girl fixed Disvan with a look I was glad not to be receiving.

‘Nothing? You saved our lives, more or less. I hardly call that nothing!’

Mr Disvan still refused to accept responsibility for the happy man’s continued survival.

‘All I did was listen to you,’ he said, ‘and then suggest the obvious. A commonsense suggestion, that’s all I provided. However, if you’re so keen to be obliged, why don’t you go and buy me a drink and we’ll call it quits. How about that?’

A certain natural English desire to remain in the background played a large part in forming Mr Disvan’s reaction, but I detected something else. There was a feature of what was going on that greatly disturbed him—something more profound than embarrassment. I had intended to probe this suspicion when the happy man was at the bar. However, instead of leaving us alone for the moment, as Disvan had doubtless intended, the man stayed put whilst his daughter (?) rushed off to perform the task for him.

I had the distinct impression that the little family unit before us was a well-oiled machine, communicating by telepathy and dedicated to a single objective—like a Bedouin sub-tribe, only without the knives (as far as I could tell).

Mr Disvan appeared to give in to the inevitable. ‘Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘allow me to introduce you to Mr Edmund Maccabi. That’s Joseph, his son, he’s holding and Bridget, his daughter, up at the bar.

I stood up and we shook hands.

‘I believe I’ve seen you around the village, Mr Maccabi,’ I said, by way of getting a normal conversation going, ‘but I don’t recall you visiting the Argyll before.’

Maccabi was suddenly rather grave.

‘No, you wouldn’t have, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid my wife passed away about a year ago. Before that, I was always busy working. Now looking after the family takes all my time. I used to come in here when I was younger, but it’s not possible now.’

He seemed a personable enough sort of man and I conceded that perhaps his earlier excitability was the product of some momentous event, and therefore excusable.

Possibly he read my mind for, as his daughter returned, thoughtfully carrying a tray of drinks, he turned to me and said, ‘I hope you’ll excuse the fuss just now, Mr Oakley. I’m not always like that, you understand. It’s just that the last few weeks have been a real trial to us and today was a great deliverance.’

Mr Disvan raised his eyebrows as if to suggest surprise at this disclosure. A moment followed when no one knew what to say. I was uncomfortably aware that the girl had rejoined us and had, sipping at a glass of shandy, again fixed those eyes of infinite possibility upon me.

The final straw was that even Joseph, the baby, woke up and stared at me. I was obliged to take the plunge.

‘If you’ll excuse me asking,’ I said, inwardly questioning the wisdom of curiosity, ‘what was it you had to thank Mr Disvan for?’

Mr Maccabi thought his response through before replying. He was clearly not ordinarily a glib spinner of tales.

‘Just advice, really,’ he said finally, setting down his pint of Guinness, ‘like Mr Disvan said. Very important advice, mind you. It saved six lives this morning, including our own.’

I knew that Disvan was a man of many accomplishments, but this was more than usually worthy of note.

‘Well, congratulations!’ I said to Mr Disvan. ‘Why didn’t you mention it earlier? We could have done with the conversation.’

It was true. That particular Saturday dinnertime at the Argyll had not been a festival of stimulation. Things were so quiet that the landlord had been allowed to start on his monologue about the shortcomings of brewery managers—and then silence was found to be preferable to that.

‘I didn’t mention it,’ said Disvan, ‘because I didn’t know. Simple as that.’

‘I’d been having these dreams, you see,’ said Mr Maccabi helpfully, just as the thread of conversation was about to slip from our fingers again. ‘They were pretty distressing and, whilst the meaning was clear as day, I didn’t know whether to believe them—or what to do in any case.

‘Then I remembered my father asking Mr Disvan for assistance years back, when we had those mysterious tappings in the attic. Not only that, but he was a tower of strength when my Amy passed away. He sorted out all the admin and paperwork at a time when I just wasn’t up to it.’

Mr Disvan in the role of good Samaritan and social worker was a new concept to me, and not altogether credible. We could all see, however, that he was far from pleased to be unmasked, and the subject was left undeveloped.

‘Anyway,’ Mr Maccabi continued, ‘I asked Mr Disvan to pop round to see if he had any suggestions to make...’

Disvan butted in, apparently keen to bring matters to a brisk conclusion. ‘Mr Maccabi kept dreaming that he and his family were in a bus queue, waiting to go to Goldenford, with three other people...’

‘A mother and child and a chap going to work,’ said Maccabi.

‘Whatever. But when the bus turned up, it went out of control and ploughed into the queue, presumably killing everyone. Mr Maccabi said it was so vivid, it had to be more than merely a dream. Not only that, but he was intending to make just such a journey in the near future. And all I advised was that he and his family, being forewarned, shouldn’t be there to be run over.’

‘Ah yes, but that’s not all,’ added Mr Maccabi, addressing his comments to me. That, I agree, was just commonsense. Why I’m really obliged to Mr Disvan is that he went on to explain we still had to catch the bus to Goldenford that morning because that was also ordained. If we’d just not turned up, things would have got all twisted. It might have meant the accident was merely postponed and the bus would catch us some other time when we weren’t expecting it.’

Mr Disvan didn’t seem happy with this.

‘I put it a little more subtly than that, Mr Oakley. I seem to recall speaking about the concept of wyrd, the threads of fate and so on.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Mr Maccabi, ‘there was a lot of superstition mixed in there  but the majority of it was sound.’

Mr Disvan rested his head on his hand and looked away.

‘Anyway,’ Maccabi continued blithely, ‘I gave it a lot of thought and decided to confront the prediction on the ground it’d chosen. We turned up at the right time but, beforehand, I’d rung the bus depot. I’d said there was a serious fault on the Binscombe bus. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t believe me at first. I heard someone say “we’ve got a right loony here” and then they hung up.

‘I had to ring back and say I’d got into the depot the night before and tampered with the brakes, the steering, you name it. The next stage was to say the Binscombe Liberation Front, or someone, had planted a bomb on it but luckily it didn’t come to that.

‘They must have taken a look at the bus and found out whatever the fault was. Either way, when the bus turned up, it wasn’t the one I saw in my dreams but an older, replacement vehicle. It rolled up, stopped safely and took us to Goldenford.

‘A tragedy averted and six people saved,’ said Bridget Maccabi. Her voice was like the crack of a playful whip.

‘Precisely. So that’s the end of that,’ her father agreed, and toasted the supposed agent of their salvation. ‘Here’s to you, Mr Disvan!’

I looked at Disvan and saw at once that he was harbouring doubts so far unexpressed. I was wondering what these might be, when a noise from across the table distracted me.

Mr Maccabi had stood up with a strangled cry. He was staring in horror at his pint of Guinness on the table.

‘What’s the mat—’ I started to ask.

Maccabi didn’t seem to hear me. He lunged at the drink and began a furious search of the glass’s contents with his fingers. Great gouts of Guinness flew everywhere, covering our party and the surrounding area.

The landlord, who hated seeing good beer go to waste and who liked seeing it on his floor even less, shouted a no-nonsense assessment of events at Mr Maccabi, but he took no notice.

Bridget Maccabi was on her feet and I thought her gaze would shatter the unoffending glass.

When less than a third of a pint remained to distribute, Mr Maccabi seemed to come to. He looked at the damp and sticky havoc he’d caused and silently appealed to us for sympathy. We all remained silent, not knowing yet whether we ought to give it.

‘There was an eye in there,’ he said, to no one in particular. ‘Honestly—an eye—floating in the beer. It blinked at me!’

He returned to staring into the glass and shook his head sadly. His voice became softer and more reflective.

‘Really, there was an eye,’ he said. ‘It was looking at me.’

‘Alas no,’ said Mr Disvan, finding an age-old lampshade suddenly fascinating in his attempt to avoid Mr Maccabi’s face. ‘It was looking for you.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Dad needs to see you,’ said Bridget Maccabi. ‘Now, please.’

The request seemed to dispense with actually consulting our brains and cut in at some reflex level. We found ourselves rising to answer the call before really considering it.

A mere minute or two after entering the Argyll, Bridget Maccabi had prised Mr Disvan and myself out and was ushering us down the street. I was going to compensate for this brutal herding by some jocular comment about Bo-peep and sheep but a cautious look at those black, flashing eyes caused me to reconsider.

In fact Mr Maccabi did need to see us—or someone at least. He looked in terrible shape. In the three days since we’d last seen him, rings under his eyes had grown and joined together to simulate mascara. He was chain-smoking with suicidal ferocity and glanced about like an American tourist in Beirut.

Despite the evident state of emergency, civilisation in the Maccabi household had not yet fallen. He welcomed us in and arranged for tea or coffee to be brought. It was clear, however, that Mr Maccabi was anxious to get to business. Mr Disvan seemed happy to go along with that.

‘What is it that we can do for you?’ he asked.

‘I just want you to look at something,’ Maccabi replied, looking fixedly at the glowing tip of his cigarette. ‘First of all, anyway.’

He got up and, moving to one corner of the living room, lifted up the edge of the carpet.

‘I thought,’ he said, ‘or hoped, that the scratching might be mice. But when I investigated... well, this...’

He pointed to what appeared to be a knot in one of the floorboards.

Mr Disvan went to the spot. I was going to remain safely where I was but, at that moment, Bridget Maccabi re-entered the room with a tray of cups and, for some silly reason, I felt obliged to go and join the two men.

I found that Disvan had removed a mirror from the wall and was holding it over the area indicated by Maccabi. Maccabi himself was puzzled.

‘Why don’t you just look?’ he asked.

Mr Disvan didn’t reply immediately. He continued to experiment with the angle of the mirror until we were given a clear, bird’s eye view of that section of floor.

There was indeed a knot-hole clean through the bare floorboard. Through it, from some dark space beneath the house, an eye starred up at us, or so it appeared. Entranced, we watched it for some time. The eye was alive and active. It blinked and looked from side to side, as if searching into the room.

Mr Disvan was the first to break the silence.

‘This is for you, I’m afraid,’ he said slowly, ‘and it’s for the best that others don’t draw themselves to its attention. I should put the carpet down now.’

Mr Maccabi let the edge drop back into place. In a fit of fury, he ground his heel into the spot where the eye should be. We heard no response to this assault.

Mr Disvan had already re-seated himself and was spooning sugar into his tea. He motioned for us to join him.

Bridget served everyone with ginger-nuts that no one really wanted and then went to bring Joseph down to complete the gathering. The biscuits were surreptitiously passed on to the baby when Bridget’s gaze was elsewhere.

‘What else?’ asked Disvan simply,

Mr Maccabi, a good way towards the end of his tether, leaned back in his chair, his hands linked behind his head, and looked into space.

‘Eyes everywhere,’ he said wearily, ‘and note the plural. Prying eyes peering at us from every nook and cranny, through chinks in the curtain and keyholes—even floating in my cornflakes on one occasion! I don’t doubt there’s one in my cup of coffee if I could bring myself to check.’

By an effort of will, I avoided looking to see if this was true.

‘To put it mildly, Mr Disvan, we’re under observation.’

Disvan silently concurred.

‘But they’re not the only irritation,’ Maccabi continued. ‘I’ve started to hear whispering. I can’t tell what they’re saying, but I know it’s about me.’

Disvan and I exchanged a covert glance which, swift as it was, was registered by Bridget Maccabi.

‘It’s true’ she said. ‘So listen!’

We did so. Mr Maccabi appeared unaware of the interruption. He was lighting a new cigarette from the expiring corpse of another.

‘Only last night,’ he said, ‘I went into the kitchen and, even above the noise of the howling wind and rain, I could hear them whispering—two or three different voices, just outside the window. I went up to the blind and I wanted to lift it aside and see what they looked like. But I didn’t. I just locked the back door and they went silent when they heard the noise. I know it was a bit cowardly of me but...’

We nodded our understanding. Mine, at least, was entirely genuine.

‘When I left the kitchen and turned the light off, it was like a signal. The hissing and whispering started up again. Now, it hardly ever lets up. Eyes and whispering, whispering and eyes. I tell you, Mr Disvan, they’re everywhere—in the empty spaces of the house—all of the quiet gaps in life.’

‘We can also hear it on the baby intercom gadget,’ said Bridget Maccabi, matter of factly. ‘You know, the link-up with the baby’s room that lets us know if Joe’s awake or not. I’ve heard him answering their noises. But when I run up there, there’s never anything to be seen. That concerns me, Mr Disvan. What sort of things are being said to him?’

Disvan shrugged.

‘And then there’s the shadows that aren’t quite right—I mean that are too dark or fast or just the wrong shape. What are they?’

‘But just about the worst thing of all,’ said Mr Maccabi, rejoining the testimony session, ‘is this.’

He pointed at his son.

Joseph was sitting on the floor, silent and engrossed in a way that year-old infants usually aren’t for extended periods. Mouth open, he was tracking some invisible object around the room.

Bridget was nodding to confirm our suspicions.

‘It’s going on all the time,’ she said. ‘All of a sudden, he’ll go out of phase with us. There’s something that holds his attention and won’t let go.’

Mr Disvan, who had an infinite store of kind feeling for children, leaned forward and flicked his fingers in front of the child’s face. Even he appeared concerned at the lack of reaction it produced.

Mr Maccabi steeled himself to sip his coffee. It was, apparently, eyeless.

‘Well?’ he said.

Mr Disvan’s interest was still on the baby. At that precise moment, it fell free of whatever glamour had been in operation and returned to noisy play with soggy biscuits and a doleful furry bear.

Disvan sighed and seemed to have to force himself to reply to Maccabi.

‘ “It has been said”,’ he announced, ‘ “that the Angel of Death is all eyes”.’

‘Pardon?’ I asked, on behalf of all.

‘It’s a quote from Judaic scripture, Mr Oakley. Abodah Zarah: 20.’

I had still to make the connection. ‘What about it? I mean, Mr Disvan, is this the time or place to start discussing religion when...’

‘Shut up, Mr Oakley,’ said Bridget Maccabi. I did so.

‘Do you mean,’ she continued, ‘that those eyes belong to...’

Disvan nodded.

Mr Maccabi took the blow manfully. ‘And? he said.

‘Well,’ replied Disvan in measured tones, ‘that depends. Do you want the bad news, or the really bad news?’

The Maccabi response was speedy and surprisingly resolute given the circumstances.

‘Neither. We want help!’

Bridget Maccabi signified her solidarity with this stand.

‘Ah, well,’ said Disvan, somewhat more cheerfully, ‘it’s help you want, is it? Now, that requires a degree of thought and some time. If you’ll bear with me, I’ll see what I can do.’

He rose and, with almost indecent haste, made to leave. I naturally followed suite. The Maccabis, while hardly placated, seemed to have a touching faith in Disvan’s limitless powers of intercession. Bridget saw us out while her father cautiously investigated a long-stemmed vase that had aroused his suspicions. It too turned out to be, for the moment, an eye-free zone.

Needless to say, the questions had been relentlessly building up in me and, as the Maccabi door closed behind us, I turned to unleash them on Mr Disvan.

He stopped me in my verbal tracks by raising his hand, like some flustered, disillusioned traffic policeman.

‘Don’t even ask, Mr Oakley,’ he said, with all the very considerable firmness he could muster. ‘Things will just have to take their course, that’s all.’

 

*  *  *

 

A week passed. Then, one evening, a wretched looking Mr Maccabi sought us out in the Argyll.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘tell me the bad news first.’

For a moment, Mr Disvan looked doubtful about whether to do so. However, this rare internal debate was only a short process. His jaw set, and Mr Maccabi visibly braced himself for what he was about to receive.

‘The bad news is,’ said Disvan, ‘that I can’t help.’

‘Can anyone?’ asked Bridget Maccabi.

Again, there was just the flicker of uncertainty in the Disvan visage.

‘Er... possibly. In fact, yes, very probably—but we’ll come on to that later.’

Humanitarian motives moved me to go to the bar and buy Mr Maccabi a large brandy. When I returned, I found that he was recounting another episode from his tribulations. The cigarettes were being consumed fast and furious.

‘They really mean business now, whoever they are,’ he was saying. ‘Last night I heard a noise in Joseph’s room. When I went in, there was a sort of “child shape”, dancing round his cot and looking in. You couldn’t see any detail, it was just a kind of gap in the darkness—but it was definitely a child. Standing alongside was a larger figure and I somehow knew that it was the child’s mother. She was just standing there and looking at me. There was real menace, Mr Disvan, real ill-intent. You couldn’t mistake it for anything else.’

‘What happened?’ I asked, alarmed for the baby’s sake.

‘The noise must have woken Bridget as well. She went charging past me, into the room, waving a carving knife, and the shapes simply vanished.’

Speaking for myself, I didn’t blame them.

Mr Maccabi knitted his brows and tried to see to the bottom of the brandy that he’d snatched from my hands.

‘Do you know what I think?’ he said. ‘I think that those shapes are the woman and child whose lives we saved from the bus crash. The two things are connected somehow...’

Mr Disvan made signs of agreement.

‘I’ve got it!’ shouted Maccabi. ‘The woman’s a witch and she’s put a spell on me... for some reason,’ he tailed off weakly.

‘Would it were so straightforward,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘That we could deal with. No, you were right to begin with. Those shapes and the people in the queue are connected, but not in the way you think.’

Mr Maccabi picked up his pack of cigarettes and, finding it was empty, threw it, Henry VIII style, over his shoulder. The landlord gave him a very black look indeed but desisted from commenting. In common with all the other people in the bar, he realised that something very serious was being discussed. A force field of privacy was allowed to form around us.

Maccabi found a fresh pack and scrabbled the wrapper off.

‘They’re ghosts of the future,’ said Disvan suddenly, ‘ghosts that should be but aren’t yet. That’s why you couldn’t see any detail. They’re only potential ghosts.’

Mr Maccabi shook his head, uncomprehending.

‘All right,’ said Mr Disvan, sounding a little disappointed at our slowness, ‘I’ll spell it out. They’re gaps, in the truest sense of the word, in the universe. They’re spaces, or a diversion of energies if you like, prepared by Death, which were to be filled by the bus crash victims. However, because Mr Maccabi was forewarned, he caused a shortfall in Death’s daily quota. Those “gaps” Death had prepared weren’t filled up, and now they’re running around free.’

Mr Maccabi felt moved to protest. ‘But you .....’

Disvan was remorseless and determined that not an iota of doubt about Maccabi’s tormentors should remain in our minds.

‘They are, in fact,’ he interrupted, ‘the very worst sort of ghost—unspecified, undirected and unresolved. They’ve no memories, no role and no story. They’re completely free agents who go where and do what they want. Unfortunately for you, what they seem to want is revenge for their non-existence.’

‘Revenge on me?’ asked Maccabi, with commendable firmness.

‘Seems that way,’ Disvan agreed lightly. ‘Not only that, but Death doesn’t appear to accept your change of its plans. It wants to have a word with you and make you stick to the script—as you will observe.’

Mr Disvan gestured towards the window and, for the split second before I averted my gaze, I saw that a reddish eye was peering in through a chink in the curtains. It might just have been a rather nosey (and strange) person outside but I was inclined to doubt that. Disvan leaned over and pulled the curtains fully to. Overcome by powerful emotions, Mr Maccabi lit another cigarette, unaware that he already had one in his mouth.

‘Well, I’ll tell you something else,’ he said, his voice shaking a bit at first but then painfully regaining its composure, ‘Death is also getting a touch impatient. It’s calling in accomplices.’

Mr Disvan somehow gave the impression that that was only to be expected.

‘I got up very early this morning,’ Maccabi went on, ‘because I couldn’t sleep. I thought I might as well have a bath. There I was, lolling back in the water, half dozing, when I happened to look up at the opaque panel in the door. A white shape suddenly sort of slid up and pressed itself to the glass. It was a face, trying to see in. The image was all broken up and angular, of course, because of the type of glass, but I recognised my Amy, all the same. My wife’s been gone nearly a year, Mr Disvan, but now she’s been made to come back!’

Mr Maccabi staggered on haphazardly, almost but not quite breaking down.

‘We didn’t say anything, but the way she looked at me was... different. She hadn’t returned to see me, that much was clear. I think she’s come to get the children to be with her—wherever that is. There was no love in the look she gave me, I can tell you. Something must happen to people’s feelings beyond the grave...’

We stayed decently silent. Poor Mr Maccabi had now lost his wife, not once but twice.

‘And then she floated away,’ he said softly. ‘I felt like putting my head under the water and going to her, whether she wanted me or not. But would I then be like her and have no heart?’

Mr Disvan tried to sound comforting, but with so little experience of the technique, it was an uphill struggle for him.

‘Who can say, Mr Maccabi? Perhaps it was only a facsimile of her, or perhaps she was just obeying orders...’

I prayed that the landlord hadn’t heard this, or at least wouldn’t intervene with his favourite argument that orders were no defence, as proved at Nuremberg in 1945. Fortunately, my faithless prayers were answered.

‘No, it was her,’ said Maccabi with great finality. ‘So now I don’t even have her memory to live for.’

Quite abruptly, his tone became almost aggressive. ‘Tell me, Disvan, why didn’t you warn me about all this?’

‘To what cause?’ answered Mr Disvan, entirely unperturbed. ‘It might not have turned out this way. Death can sometimes be diverted or have its plans changed. In the event, and sad to say, Death has decided in your case to be stubborn. Similarly, not all “potential ghosts” make so little use of their freedom as your set, haunting their creator. You’ve just been a bit unlucky, that’s all.’

I thought that this might be moment when Mr Maccabi chose to tear someone’s head off but, contrary to expectation, he calmed down. Strangest of all, he seemed to have accepted Mr Disvan’s Binscombe logic.

‘After all,’ Disvan continued, as reasonably as before, ‘if I’d told you there were risks associated with the advice I gave, would you have dutifully turned up with your family to be run over? Wouldn’t you still have taken the chance?’

Maccabi pondered this point for some while and then drained his glass of brandy to the dregs.

‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘So what’s the solution?’

Mr Disvan smiled. ‘Well, that’s the very bad news I mentioned. There isn’t a solution.’

‘Ah...’ said Mr Maccabi slowly.

Disvan pressed on regardless.

‘As your commonsense should tell you, Death can be postponed—but not avoided. It’s the same as if you eat moderately, do a bit of exercise, practise “safe sex” and so on. You might live a bit longer, but not for ever. Like all the others who eat, drink and indulge their fleshly inclinations to excess, you’ll die eventually. You see the principle?’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Maccabi in a very world-weary voice.

‘Well, it’s no different from the way you’ve tried to evade Death’s call. It was a brave try, but all the ducking and weaving hasn’t done any good. Death, so to speak, has its eye on you.’

Mr Maccabi and I looked, involuntarily, towards the window.

‘To put it in a nutshell, Mr Maccabi,’ said Disvan, leaning forward conspiratorially, ‘Death will have its way. I shouldn’t be too upset. You’re only going on a bit earlier than the rest of us, that’s all.’

‘Fine,’ commented Maccabi bitterly, ‘and to think that I was worrying about it!’

‘However,’ said Disvan, pausing for dramatic effect, ‘Death is also sometimes merciful—when repentance is sincere.’

Mr Maccabi clearly saw a tiny light of hope amidst the all encompassing gloom.

‘What do you mean exactly?’

‘Well, what if you were to say you were sorry to have tried to flaunt Death’s wishes? What if you were to agree to go along with them? Assuming the Grim Reaper intends that accident to happen, come what may, what if you were willing to be there to meet it?’

‘And be run over?’ I said incredulously.

‘And be run over,’ Disvan confirmed.

‘Are you saying,’ said Maccabi, a note of enthusiasm in his voice, ‘that if I face the accident, Death might spare Bridget and Joseph?’

Apparently, Disvan was saying this. ‘Precisely. Assuming you join a queue and a few other people die with you, those “gaps” you’ve seen would be filled as planned, so there’d be no more hauntings. The shortfall in Death’s quota would be made up, save for a school-girl and a baby—which is to say, as near as makes no difference. Death would be happy, you’d be happy—albeit dead. In the circumstances, it sounds a reasonable compromise.’

Mr Maccabi nodded gravely.

‘It’s a good deal,’ he said. ‘I’ll take it.’

I was about to express my liberal humanist horror at the bargain that was being struck. My intentions were, however, changed by Maccabi crossing to the window and drawing the curtains. We then saw that the Angel of Death was indeed, all eyes.

‘I accept,’ said Mr Maccabi. ‘Are we in business?’

The eyes winked. Maccabi then mercifully shut out the view.

‘Mr Disvan, will you look after the children?’ he asked without turning back from the window to face us.

‘Of course,’ Disvan replied instantly.

‘As soon as she’s old enough, Bridget wants to join the Israeli Army.’

‘I’ll arrange it,’ said Disvan. ‘I have a good friend at the embassy.’

‘What about Joseph?’

‘Don’t worry. Mr Bretwalda has adopted several orphans; he’ll more than welcome another, believe me. Not only that, but I’ll watch over the boy all the days of his life.’

Once again, Mr Maccabi nodded his approval. He coughed nervously and checked his watch.

‘Good. Well, then, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I think I’ll be off. I have a bus to catch.’

 

 

 






  








NO TRUCE WITH KINGS!

 

‘It’s an excellent likeness,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘Really?’ I replied, more out of politeness than interest.

‘Certainly. It could almost be the great man himself.’

We both looked up at the statue of Oliver Cromwell which had been unveiled the week before. Sword and (I presume) Bible in hand, he now stared sternly from his plinth out over the expanse of Binscombe village.

For some reason, his metallic presence made me feel guilty and furtive. I doubted that the Lord Protector of England would have much approved of me.

Mr Disvan tore his gaze away and turned to address me.

‘Well, Mr Oakley,’ he said cheerfully, ‘what do you think?’

I searched the depths of my indifference for something to say.

‘Er... well, he wasn’t very attractive, was he?’

Disvan looked back to the statue towering above us. He seemed disappointed. ‘Attractive? No, I suppose not, now you come to mention it. But is that all you’ve got to say on the subject?’

I pondered the question and told him that, yes, it was.

‘But he’s a figure from history, Mr Oakley, not a male model. What have his looks got to do with anything?’

Not wishing to upset Disvan any more than I already had, I added that the statue was ‘very imposing’. That much was entirely true, although perhaps not in the sense Mr Disvan would have wished. Even so, the answer appeared to please him.

‘Oh good. I was a bit worried about that aspect of the design. You see, the sculptor offered us alternatives with Cromwell standing on a recumbent Royalist or holding the King’s head aloft. I was outvoted by the commissioning committee and so this pose was chosen instead. It’s a bit less forceful but if what you’ve said is true, it serves its purpose.’

While I wondered what this purpose might be (and decided not to ask), Mr Disvan returned to contemplating the graven image before him.

‘Long overdue,’ he muttered, ‘long overdue...’

I was a trifle peeved by the irrational unease I continued to feel. Who was this lump of metal to stand in judgement on my lifestyle?

‘Don’t some people object to it?’ I asked, nodding at the statue.

The unshockable Mr Disvan was almost shocked.

‘On what grounds?’ he gasped. ‘It doesn’t slow the cars down, they always had to go round that traffic island.’

‘No, no. I mean don’t some people object to Cromwell being stuck up here?’

Disvan went back to his normal mode of quiet confidence.

‘Certainly not, Mr Oakley. He’s a much revered figure hereabouts. Binscombe was staunchly Parliamentarian during the Civil War. There were even Binscomites in Cromwell’s own regiment of Ironsides. That’s happy memories. In those days our class and people had a sword in our hands. Glorious days! We were casting off the Norman yoke and undoing Hastings!’

‘Doing what?’ He’d seized upon the one bit of history my generation were still taught about and so I seized on it.  ‘I thought that was 1066?’

‘It was, that’s right, well done, and it took a fair old time in overturning. However, in the words of the great and good historian, Brailsford—who incidentally died the day you were born, Mr Oakley—“Cromwell’s Ironsides felt that on Marston Moor and Naseby fields they recovered what was lost at Hastings.” Very simple really. Do you see now?’

I did and I didn’t . Was I just imagining the spectral hint of blame that the historian chap left the world the same time as I joined it? How could I be faulted there? There was surely room enough for both of us. Or was it because I’d never heard of him?  Mr Disvan had firm views on what each full grown Englishman should have read. I graciously decided to let it ride—like a trooper at Hastings II.

‘Er, sort of. But how does that drag us in?’

Disvan beamed. He’d got the feed line he wished for.

‘Well, naturally, we were part of the process. We revere the notion. You would have found us at Edgehill, Marston Moor, Naseby, Preston, Dunbar, Worcester... You name it, we were there.’

‘On both sides?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Mr Oakley.’

The rebuke wasn’t necessary. I regretted my quip even as I was saying it. Clearly the three hundred year old topic was still no laughing matter.

‘I’d go so far to say,’ said Mr Disvan, proudly, ‘that many of the locals here would tell you Oliver Cromwell was the greatest Englishman who ever lived.’

As I was framing words to tactfully express my scepticism about this, a group of local youths—the shaggy, heavy-metal sub-tribe variety—ambled by. Perfectly timed to prove Disvan’s statement and confound my doubts, those of them that had hats, doffed them to the statue. The rest respectfully dipped their heads. Mr Disvan appeared not to notice.

Despite realising how childish my reaction was, the incident annoyed me. It fuelled my dark, illogical fears that Mr Disvan was writing scripts for God.

‘But what about planning permission?’ I said, irritably. ‘Who on earth let your committee get away with it?’

Disvan remained the soul of reasonableness—to my further annoyance.

‘Well, most of the councillors were with us on the project,’ he said. ‘And as for the rest,’ here he smiled, ‘I suppose it would be an unwise politician who’d cast his vote against it. I suspect that person’s political career would survive only as long as the next election. That’s democracy for you, Mr Oakley.’

I tried another tack. ‘There’s plenty of Irish and Scots and Catholics and Royalists who live here, Mr Disvan. I don’t imagine they were too keen on the idea.’

‘Oh, I don’t know so much, Mr Oakley. People are capable of broader sympathies than you give them credit for. Father Wiltshire, for instance, was a leading light in the campaign to erect the statue, and he comes into two of those categories you mentioned. When all’s said and done, Mr Oakley, it was over three hundred years ago!’

I fumed silently and then Mr Disvan played what I suppose was his trump card. He smiled playfully—always a danger sign—and I tensed for the blow.

‘Your eleven times great-grandfather didn’t have such doubts. He fought for Parliament right from the start. Not only that, but he died at the fall of Basing House in 1645—whilst serving under Cromwell.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘It’s just information I picked up somewhere, Mr Oakley. I thought you’d be interested.’

I was, in a way. So now I was being disloyal to my family in addition to all my other failings.

I recognised that, just like Basing House (wherever that was), my defences had been successfully stormed. Nevertheless, I tried one last Parthian shot at the victor.

‘This Cromwell chap, Mr Disvan; didn’t he chop the King’s head off?’

‘No,’ came the patient reply. ‘I believe they employed a professional executioner to do that.’

‘Come on, you know what I mean.’

Disvan reconsidered.

‘Oh, I see. You meant that Cromwell was responsible for the execution. Well, you’re quite right there, Mr Oakley. The removal of Charles’s head—who was only William the Bastard’s successor, after all—meant the Norman yoke could fall. I follow you now. Yes, that’s another point in Cromwell’s favour.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Guess what?’ announced Mr Disvan, standing in the doorway of the Argyll. ‘Mr Oakley doesn’t think Oliver Cromwell was the greatest Englishman who ever lived!’

Gales of laughter from the occupants of the bar greeted this piece of red-hot news.

‘It’s a free country,’ I said sullenly, taken aback by the general hilarity. ‘I can think what I damn well like.’

‘Course you can, Mr O,’ said the landlord, ‘course you can—however daft your thoughts might be. It is a free country.’

‘That’s right,’ I agreed.

‘Mind you,’ the landlord added impishly, ‘it were people like Cromwell who made it so.’

‘Look!’ I growled—and instantly regretted it since the landlord was twice my size. ‘Er... look, could we give Cromwell a bit of a rest, please. I’ve had enough of him for one day.’

The landlord and Mr Disvan looked at one another and seemed, by some telepathic means, to agree to accede to my eccentric request.

‘Okey-doke,’ said the landlord. ‘The customer is always right.’

‘Thank you.’

Just when I thought I’d got the seventeenth century out of my metaphorical hair, I felt a tap on my actual shoulder. Looking round, I elevated my face the large number of degrees necessary to see that Mr Bretwalda was towering above me.

‘ ‘Ere,’ he said, ‘what’s this I’m told about you not believing old Oliver’s the greatest living Englishman?’

I took heart from Disvan’s proximity and dared to challenge the wild man of Binscombe.

‘Um—well, he’s not, is he? I mean, he’s dead, so he can’t be the greatest living Englishman, er... can he? If you see what I mean...’

‘That’s all you know,’ said Bretwalda, grumpily.

Mr Disvan, the landlord and Doctor Bani-Sadr, who’d come to join us, exchanged swift glances.

‘Mr Oakley wants to give Oliver Cromwell a bit of a rest,’ said the landlord in my defence (or so I thought).

‘Oh, he does, does he?’ rumbled Mr Bretwalda. ‘Well, it’s a pity some others like Oakley here didn’t leave him in peace, isn’t it?’

Leaving me, at least, to ponder this unhelpful remark, Bretwalda stumped off back to his table.

‘He means well,’ said Mr Disvan persuasively.

I was still mentally mopping my brow, and not inclined to accept this.

‘That’s as may be, but what did he mean? Who was it that didn’t leave Cromwell in peace?’

‘Ah, yes,’ Disvan mused, ‘well, I took that to be a reference to what was done to his body. You see, when the kings returned, their Parliament had Cromwell taken out of his tomb in Westminster Abbey and they hung him at Tyburn, where modern Marble Arch is. Actually, there’s a nice RC nunnery bang on the site now—because they lost a lot of people there too, saints some of them. It’s a shrine and house of perpetual prayer—and needs to be too—but that’s another story and by the bye. Anyway, they also “drew and quartered” his remains. The torso went in the communal pit and the head on a spike on the roof of Westminster Hall. A bit petty really...’

I was perhaps not as sorry to hear this as I ought to be. From beyond the grave, Mr Cromwell had somehow spoilt my evening.

‘So,’ Disvan continued, ‘instead of resting in honour at the Abbey with all the other rulers of England, the Lord Protector’s body is somewhere in Tyburn Pit, jumbled together with martyrs and felons.’

‘And his head?’ I asked, despite myself.

‘Well, that had a more chequered history,’ said Mr Disvan slowly, considering his words. ‘Anyhow, I thought you’d had enough of Oliver Cromwell?’

‘Yeah... in some respects I have, but I’m still curious about what’s going on here. I mean, why did Mr Bretwalda call him the greatest living Englishman?  Surely that’s nonsense when...’

‘It was nonsense,’ interrupted the landlord, ‘A slip of the tongue—using present instead of past tense. I do it myself all the time.’

‘Actually, Barry,’ said Disvan, ‘I was considering telling Mr Oakley.’

‘Telling me what?’

‘Well, it’s up to you, Mr Disvan,’ said the landlord, ignoring my question. ‘He’s a decent enough bloke, I suppose, but can he take it?’

‘What do you think, doctor?’ asked Disvan.

Doctor Bani-Sadr studied me while sipping his barley wine.

‘Why not?’ he said at last.

‘Telling me what, for God’s sake?’ I shouted.

Mr Disvan looked pained.

‘There’s no need to get excited, Mr Oakley. We were just wondering whether to explain to you about the Binscombe Scholarship—and the consensus seems to be that we should.’

‘What’s that? What’s it got to do with anything?’ I asked, made impatient by the mucking about.

‘Well,’ Disvan continued, as if to a rather dense child, ‘as the name would tend to suggest, it’s a scholarship. It’s funded by the inhabitants of Binscombe and hence it’s the “Binscombe Scholarship”. Are you with me so far?’

‘Yes,’ I sighed.

‘Good. Well, the purpose of the scholarship is mainly to permit local youngsters to go to university. Cambridge University to be precise.’

‘Really?’ I was quite impressed. Binscombe was hardly the typical Oxbridge recruiting zone.

‘And as for what it’s got to do with anything, as you put it—well that, I think, is best seen for yourself.’

The landlord and Doctor Bani-Sadr nodded their agreement with this point of view. I didn’t understand.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

‘I’m not surprised,’ replied Mr Disvan. ‘We’ve haven’t told you enough to facilitate understanding. However, I’ve got to go to Cambridge on Saturday and, if you accompany me, all will become clear, I assure you.’

Now I was astounded as well as puzzled.

‘You, go to Cambridge? I didn’t think you believed there was life north of the Thames.’

‘I’m not so sure about bits south of it either,’ said Disvan, good humouredly. ‘Croydon and Horley, for instance. However, this is an emergency. It’s young Vladimir Bretwalda’s birthday on Saturday, and his mother asked me to deliver a cake and some clean laundry to him.’

I was now doubly surprised. While absolute monsters of integrity, industry and so on, the Bretwalda family were not known for their soaring intellects.

‘There’s a Bretwalda at Cambridge University?’ I asked, just to make sure I’d heard aright.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ said Disvan, ‘but young Vladimir is exactly the sort of person the Binscombe Scholarship was designed to help. Cambridge University has been the making of him.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to cast aspersions.’

‘I should hope not. Anyway, you said you wanted to know what’s going on here; will you be with me on Saturday?’

I thought about it, remembered I’d arranged to meet my girlfriend’s parents that day and so said, yes, I would accompany him. I was flattered to note that Mr Disvan seemed pleased to hear this.

‘Good,’ he said, ‘it’s always best to have company while in uncivilised parts. I’ll pick you up at eight.’

I felt more relaxed now. The idea of a casual weekend jaunt into pastures new was a pleasant one. The slightly threatening atmosphere caused by my heretical views appeared to have passed. Then I heard Mr Disvan speak and his voice was like that of the lion saying ‘trust me’ to the lamb.

‘You’ll see what’s going on here,’ he said—‘and everywhere else.’

Whereupon all my misgivings sprang back into fresh and vigorous life.

 

*  *  *

 

Mr Disvan arrived in his Porsche, punctually at 8:00. I lowered myself in and was whisked away at alarming speed.

‘The fluffy dice are new, aren’t they?’ I said, once the G-force permitted speech. Disvan nodded.

‘Hmmm. I saw them for sale at a garage. Rather nice, don’t you think?’

Rather than say the truth, I said something else. ‘I banged my head on them getting in.’

Mr Disvan took his eyes off the road and looked at me in a quizzical way. ‘What did you do that for?’ he asked.

I sensed it was going to be one of those days.

‘It was an accident, Mr Disvan. Believe it or not, I don’t head-butt fluffy dice on purpose.’

To my great relief, Disvan looked away again and paid some attention to the way ahead.

‘Well,’ he said tersely, ‘I hope you haven’t damaged them. They weren’t cheap, you know.’

Not surprisingly, I kept quiet after that and just watched the urban concrete sprawl flash by. Mr Disvan concentrated on his driving, flicking in and out of columns of traffic and gunning the motor like a stunt driver under interview. In very little time we’d left the green belt and then London behind and were well into East Anglia.

It was only then that Disvan spoke again. 

‘Pleasant countryside, don’t you think?’ he said, his two hands gesturing to indicate the flat expanse through which we were racing. For a moment the wheel spun wild and free. ‘Looking forward to our little outing, are we?’

It sounded reasonable enough, but I was still sulking and spiky. For once he wasn’t the sole holder of historical weaponry. I’d taken the trouble to do a little reading, and I was determined for him to reap the benefit of it.

‘So-so. Anyway, I meant to ask, why so keen on old Oliver Cromwell, Mr Disvan? I mean, didn’t he smash up your precious Levellers? The executions at Burford church, Lilburne in prison and all that?’

Disvan blushed and coughed and pressed hurriedly on.

‘We don’t think—I mean talk—about that, Mr Oakley. I prefer the broader picture. Like this one, for instance.’

Again he abandoned the wheel to indicate the flat East Anglian vista. Outside of Binscombe, landscapes didn’t usually send him into raptures. This one was nothing special. I had him but, influenced by road safety and soft-heartedness, declined to press the advantage. Later on I’d regret that. Never withhold the stiletto from a prone foe. Life might not give you another chance.

‘Could be worse,’ I answered, as soon as the driver was back at the helm.

‘Yes, that’s well put, Mr Oakley. It could be worse. I mean, it’s quite like England in many respects.’

I sighed heavily. We’d been through all this before.

‘It is England, Mr Disvan.’

‘Well, yes... technically, I suppose. But not in strict law. All this stuff, all the land above the Thames, was ceded to the Danes by Alfred the Great. You know, the Treaty of Wedmore in 878.’

‘That was more than a thousand years ago, Mr Disvan...’

‘I realise that, but I still think it makes a difference. I mean, if you pawn something away and then get it back, you never feel the same about it again, do you?’

‘I wouldn’t know.’

‘Well, you don’t. You’ve relinquished ownership to unfriendly strangers—however temporarily—so you can never have valued it much in the first place, can you?’

‘Whatever you say, Mr Disvan. If it makes you happy, England stops north of the Thames.’

Disvan frowned.

‘Now you’re being ridiculous, Mr Oakley. You can’t take these things literally.’

‘But it was you who...’

‘Oliver Cromwell’s head,’ said Mr Disvan abruptly.

The unexpected change in conversational direction stopped my reasonable protest dead in its tracks. I regrouped to face this second front.

‘What about it?’ I asked suspiciously.

‘You were enquiring about it the other night.’

‘I was?’

‘Yes, I told you that Cromwell’s body was somewhere in Tyburn Pit and you asked what happened to his head. I said it had had a chequered history. Remember?’

‘Um... I vaguely recall something like that,’ I said falsely. ‘What about it?’

‘So, would you like an update on the fate of the head?’

I gave the question a moment’s consideration. It was a reasonably alarming thought that the object might be still knocking about somewhere. I was in the position of being a captive audience. Accordingly I said, ‘Yes, why not?’

‘Okay,’ said Disvan as he scared the wits out of a milkman by overtaking at jet-fighter speed, ‘you’ll remember that we left it on a spike, at the corner of Westminster Hall, round about the fifth of February, 1661.’

‘If you say so.’

‘I do. So does Samuel Pepys in his diary. Anyway, there it remained until the Great Storm of 1703, when it was blown off its perch, to land—so the legend has it—right in front of a sentry. He sold it to a passer-by for a shilling and then we lose sight of it for a bit. In 1710 it was on show in a London “Museum of Curiosities”. Then, in the 1780s, it came into the hands of a drunken actor called Samuel Russell, who first put it on show and later sold it when times where hard. After that, there were lots of owners until, in 1813, it fell on its feet, so to speak, in being acquired by a family called Wilkinson. To their credit, they retained possession for nearly 150 years—and treated it with a modicum of due respect, I might add.’

I did a little bit of mental arithmetic and realised that Disvan had dragged the head as far as the 1960s. Being interested to hear what it was up to while I was undergoing education and adolescence, I asked what happened next.

‘A sort of happy ending, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘A member of the Wilkinson family bequeathed it on.’

‘And?’

‘And the head arrived at Sydney Sussex College Cambridge—as have we.’

Disvan slewed the car to a halt and switched off the engine. I looked out and found that this was true.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Why here?’ I asked as we passed through the college gate, after a minor dispute with college servants about Mr Disvan’s parking arrangements.

‘Cromwell went to university here. It’s as appropriate a resting place as any.’

I thought to myself that I wouldn’t wish to lay my bones (or ashes) within a hundred miles of any of my schools or colleges. It also occurred to me that, since severed heads have no say in such matters, Oliver Cromwell might have felt the same way. For the first time, I felt a twinge of sympathy for him.

Mr Disvan seemed to know his way about the building. He led me up and down various staircases and along empty corridors until we came to what was unmistakably our destination.

I’d always felt that Mr Bretwalda, senior, was about as big as a human being could be without forming part of some new species. However, his son, Vladimir, pushed the boundaries a little further up and out. He was occupying, in the very truest sense of the word, a sort of ante-room, onto which faced a heavy oak door bearing a brass plate announcing: ‘THE BINSCOMBE SCHOLARSHIP ROOM.’

The young Bretwalda got up and looked down on me from a great height.

‘Hello Vladimir,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Happy birthday!’

‘Who’s this?’ said Vladimir, referring to me and ignoring the greeting.

‘Mr Oakley,’ Disvan answered swiftly. ‘Your father must have mentioned him surely?’ 

‘What, that newcomer?’

‘The same. Don’t worry, I can vouch for him.’

Vladimir looked dubious and studied me even more closely. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive. Look, here’s a bag with some fresh clothes from your mum—and a birthday cake as well.’

‘Ta,’ growled Vladimir and inspected the vast bag’s contents as if to check we hadn’t stolen one of his shirts to use as a bed sheet.

‘So it’s all right if we go in, is it?’ Disvan queried, for the fruit of Mr Bretwalda’s loins still blocked out floor to ceiling in front of the door.

‘S’pose so—but you tread careful, mind,’ he said, quite unnecessarily, to me. ‘I’ve got my eye on you!’

I was so upset by this mindless aggression that, had I been much bigger and braver than I am, I would have wanted to anoint Master Bretwalda with my fist. Instead, being a reasonable man, I let Mr Disvan usher me round the human mountain and through the door. What I saw there made me forget present upsets in favour of more interesting matters.

In some respects, the average sized room we were in was academia personified. Books and papers covered every wall and most of the floor. To some extent, it was also academia updated, since there was also a fair quantity of high-tech present in the form of TVs, PCs, videos, radios and so on.

A pale young man, who somehow struck me as a typical Binscomite, was reading aloud from a newspaper to the focus of the room—to which all the televisions et al were also directed. This focus comprised a stout wooden box, maybe two feet square, with a metal grill set in one side. Over it arced a formidable iron cage in which considerations of security prevailed, without much of a struggle, over beauty.

The young man carried on reading.

‘…and the bill is expected to pass its committee stage without further significant amendment—hello, Mr Disvan—although its opponents have vowed to place every procedural barrier in its way.’

A long silence followed. In place of something to say, I pretended I was about to have something to say and said ‘Er...’ in the accepted English fashion.

‘Er...’

Mr Disvan hushed me and the silence continued. What eventually broke it was a deep and gruff voice that, had I not known better, gave the illusion of coming from the wooden box.

‘I see. Thank you. Not time yet, I think,’ it said.

I inspected the container with care. It looked too old to be a radio and, in any case, I couldn’t see any sign of wires or switches about it. The voice must have come, in that case, from one of the myriad gadgets around the room and tricked my ears in some way as to its point of origin.

I then noticed that Disvan and the young man didn’t share this interpretation. They continued to stare at the square box in the corner.

‘And that’s about it,’ said the young man—although not, it seemed, to us. ‘The next news is on BBC 1 at midday. I’ve set the video timer.’

‘I am obliged to you, sir,’ said the gruff voice.

The young man now seemed to consider himself ‘off-duty’ in some way and got up to greet us properly. Mr Disvan introduced me and I received a better welcome than that offered outside the door.

‘Mr Oakley, this is Jeremiah Thurloe, the second of our two Binscombe Scholars,’ said Disvan.

We shook hands.

‘What station was that you were tuned to?’ I asked.

Thurloe looked puzzled for a moment.

‘You mean you haven’t told him?’ he said to Mr Disvan.

‘The number of clues that have been dropped,’ Disvan replied, ‘I didn’t think I needed to. However, since he has been rather slow, perhaps you’ll do the honours for me.’

Thurloe smiled and waved me forward to the centre of the room. He then gestured towards the caged box.

‘My Lord Protector,’ he said, ‘please meet Mr Oakley of Binscombe. Mr Oakley, please meet the Lord Protector, Mr Oliver Cromwell.’

‘How do you do, Mr Oakley?’ said the box in that plain, deep voice I’d heard before. ‘Funny sort of weather we’ve been having, isn’t it?’

Fortunately, Mr Disvan had a chair ready for me to fall back into.

 

*  *  *

 

‘He knew the end was near, you see,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘and there are certain precautions a person with contacts can take in that situation. Certain advisors that can be called upon.’

‘That’s right,’ confirmed Thurloe, fiddling with the cherry on a stick in his Babycham. ‘In fact, I think it was pretty clear to anyone with a pinch of sensitivity that he was on his way home. For instance, the month before the Lord Protector departed, George Fox, the founder of the Quakers, met him in Hampton Court Park and recorded afterwards that he felt, and here I quote: “a waft of death go forth against him” and that Cromwell “looked like a dead man.” When it got that obvious, provisions were made for what was to come afterwards.’

We’d all retired to a nearby wine-bar, which was very much my sort of milieu in the normal run of events, although Mr Disvan clearly didn’t feel at home. He had ordered a glass of Lebanese Chateau Musar (which impressed the proprietor) and then fled to a corner seat from which to eye the clientele with deep suspicion. Vladimir Bretwalda had also joined us, first securing the door of the Binscombe Scholarship room with five separate keys and padlocks. Like Thurloe, he too was a Babycham fan.

A quantity of champagne was making me feel better as it almost never failed to do. I was able to chose my next question with a degree of calmness.

‘What “provisions”?’ I asked firmly.

‘That needn’t concern you,’ said Disvan, just as firmly, ‘although,’ (this in a more kindly tone), ‘I can confirm that Binscombe was involved in some minor capacity.’

Thurloe moved to lessen the snub.

‘In fairness, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘I think it’s true to say that there are few now who know the fullness of the matter. We just deal with the consequences.’

I thought I’d ingratiate myself with Vladimir Bretwalda by drawing him into the conversation.

‘And what are those consequences, Vladimir?’ I asked.

He didn’t even deign to tear his glance away from a loud woman of indeterminate age in white stretch lycra.

‘Search me, Mr Oakley. I’m just here for security reasons.’

‘And the rowing,’ prompted Mr Disvan.

‘And the karate,’ added Thurloe.

Vladimir nodded. ‘Yeah, them also—and in my spare time, I read about the demolition business so I can join my dad’s firm when I’m through here. “Consequences” are more Jerry’s field of work.’

‘Broadly speaking, that’s true’ Mr Disvan agreed. ‘We try and tailor the Scholarship to students’ aptitudes. Your last question is more in young Thurloe’s line.’

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘Well?’

‘Well what?’ asked Mr Disvan in all innocence.

I had the patience to outlast them. ‘Well-what-are-the-consequences-Mr-Thurloe?’

Thurloe came back to life and proved that he had learnt his lessons well. Perhaps too well.

‘The consequences are potential rather than actual, Mr Oakley, and we deal with the phase of transition from potentiality to actuality.’

I leaned back in my chair and poured myself another drink.

‘Thank you for baring your soul in that way, Mr Thurloe. It’s all crystal clear to me now.’

Mr Disvan also seemed a little shocked at this outbreak of gobbledegook from a fellow Binscomite on whom so many advantages had been showered.

‘What he means, Mr Oakley,’ Disvan translated, ‘is that the consequences haven’t arrived yet, but we await the day.’

‘The day of what?’

My three companions suddenly brought fresh attention to the discussion.

‘The Republic!’ said Mr Disvan, proudly. ‘The Commonwealth, the “Good Old Cause”—call it what you wish.’

I started to feel the sense of unease that was part and parcel of knowing Mr Disvan. I raised the usual ineffective barricade against further thought on the subject.

‘You’ve lost me, I’m afraid,’ I said.

‘No matter, Mr Oakley. I’ll re-cap for you. Cromwell knew he was not long for this world. He knew he had no proper successor—not one worthy of him, anyway. He was also aware, given the nature of the Royalists and their lackeys, what was likely to happen to his body should they lay their hands on it. He took steps to prevent them achieving the victory they wanted.’

‘By which you mean...?’

‘By which I mean the negation of his work and cancellation of his memory. Being the man he was, he felt a continuing sense of responsibility for his countrymen and the Commonwealth of Everyman he had tried, however falteringly,  to build. Therefore, he ensured that, in the right circumstances and in the right company—’

‘He’s alive, isn’t he?’ I interrupted, no longer able to contain myself. ‘That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?  In that rotten box, Cromwell’s head is alive and—’

‘No, he’s not alive, Mr Oakley, not really,’ said Disvan, attempting to calm me. ‘That would be blasphemous and beyond the power of men to arrange. No, it’s truer to say that he merely maintains a link with us to see how we’re getting along. And, in the presence of sympathisers, he’ll even offer guidance.’

It all seemed vaguely improper and distasteful to me, and so I naturally wanted to know more.

‘Guidance about what?’

‘Oh, most things. Politics, morals, religion, warfare; you name it—and it’s all good stuff. Whose shrewd judgement do you think Terence the solicitor followed to become a cabinet minister? Whose advice do you reckon Reggie Suntan followed to back the right side in all those little wars that made him rich?’

I tentatively indicated back towards the college.

‘That’s right,’ confirmed Mr Disvan jubilantly. ‘Mind you, they had to pay handsomely for the consultation. That’s how we support the Scholarship fund—the students’ grants, the contribution to Sydney Sussex, the equipment costs and everything. Loath as we are to foster the likes of Terence, the Scholarship has to be self-financing.’

‘So,’ I said slowly, thinking as I went along, ‘that’s why you read him all the papers and let him listen to the news and have those videos and so on. The Binscombe Scholarship students are there to keep him up to date with what’s going on.’

‘Exactly,’ said Disvan. ‘Well, in fact, one does that and the other provides security—but basically you’re right, yes.’

‘Every newspaper,’ added Thurloe, ‘every journal of opinion, scientific digest and new historical work. All the documentaries on TV and radio, Question Time on BBC 1, Channel 4 news and all that sort of thing. He’s also keen on The Sky at Night with Patrick Moore and Songs of Praise—but that’s purely for relaxation.’

Most of the features of Binscombe life were like three-hundred-piece jigsaws of blue sky. This one was now almost complete but for the centre, which remained obstinately empty.

‘All this,’ I said, ‘just to provide advice for money? Has the “Enterprise Culture” captured Binscombe as well?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Mr Disvan, almost indignantly. ‘All that’s just a useful by-product, a necessary distraction. No, Mr Oakley, the Binscombe Scholarship is here to wait for the word.’

I wondered whether to ask ‘what word?’ and decided not to.

‘What word?’ I asked, nevertheless.

‘The word!’ said Vladimir Bretwalda, stabbing his giant finger at me. ‘The word that the Lord Protector has lingered on and endured indignities to tell us. Word of the day of his return.’

‘Ah...’ I said, this being the best I could manage.

‘When conditions are right,’ said an equally animated Thurloe, ‘he’ll tell us and return. That’s the word we’re waiting for, Mr Oakley.’

‘He’ll be reborn to lead his people’ said Mr Disvan. ‘We may not all be here to see it, but one day we’ll have our Republic!’

The four of us talked for a while and Mr Disvan braved going to the bar to buy another round of drinks. The afternoon wore on and, in a peaceful Cambridge wine-bar, we discussed the second—and final—English Civil War. Then, as a very special honour, I was escorted back to the college to read that day’s Financial Times to Oliver Cromwell.

 

 

 






  








LET THE TRAIN TAKE THE STRAIN

 

Normally, when I cross the threshold of the Argyll, I say something like ‘Hello everyone’. On the evening in question, however, by way of alternative, I growled and said, ‘Aaaargh!’ instead.

Everyone looked suitably concerned. It was the sort of noise they associated with rabies and shot Germans in comic books.

‘What’s the matter, Mr Oakley?’ said Mr Disvan.

‘British—bloody—bastard—Rail!’ I spat out through gritted teeth while striding up to the bar.

‘Ah... I thought you were a bit late again. What would you like to calm you down?’

It was child’s play for me to formulate an instant response.

‘I’d like... fifty fat, surly, unhelpful, inefficient BR employees, lined up in front of me and my finger on the trigger of a machine gun!’

The landlord mimed looking along the length of his shelves before saying, ‘Sorry, I seem to be right out of those.’ But even he knew better than to grin when I was in the grip of a BR berserker fury.

I was wisely left alone for a few minutes. The memories of empty track and cold stations began to fade along with the visions of slaughter. Each of the drinks I downed added centuries of civilisation back onto me, and in time I was in a fit state to rejoin society.

‘Better?’ asked Lottie the landlady, looking at me nervously.

‘Much, thank you.’

‘What was it this time?’ said Mr Disvan. ‘More cancellations?’

I nodded. ‘That’s right, due to something called “Noguard”. They also threw in some leisurely, unexplained stops so we could stare at telegraph poles and the backs of buildings—those were fun too.’

‘You ought to pack this commuting in,’ rumbled Mr Bretwalda, ‘it’s putting years on you.’

‘And us,’ added the landlord.

If all this had been a cartoon, a glowing lightbulb would have appeared over my head.

‘I’ve had an idea!’ I said.

Mr Disvan frowned. ‘Retaliation is no answer, Mr Oakley. BR are doing their best.’

‘No, I didn’t mean that. I meant that I am going to give up commuting. I’m going to take my car in future.’

The landlord guffawed. ‘Who’ll give me evens on a coronary within the year?’ he said.

‘No,’ I protested, ‘I’m serious. If I leave early enough and duck and weave through the side streets once I’m off the motorway, I should miss the worst of the traffic. I can park at my firm’s place and come home when it suits me. It’s got to be worth a try, hasn’t it?’

The audience gave every sign of being underwhelmed by my argument—except Mr Disvan.

‘I think it’s a marvellous idea, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘And if you do get stuck in a jam, you can at least listen to your flash car stereo.’

‘Exactly. And I won’t have to sit opposite people who pick their nose and talk to themselves.’

Disvan was urging me on. ‘And no more unlawful detentions halfway between Vauxhall and Wimbledon.’

‘And no more “Noguard”.’

‘And you can give me a lift tomorrow.’

The liberation chorus ended abruptly.

‘What?’

‘My car’s in the garage, Mr Oakley, having tinted glass put in. I need to be in London tomorrow morning and I don’t fancy the tender mercies of BR any more than you do.’

I somehow felt that I’d been taken for a ride—in order provide a ride. The Argyll regulars were having a communal ‘smile-in’ at my expense. Obscurely aggrieved, I played for time.

‘What are you going to London for?’

‘To lobby my MP.’

‘Terence the solicitor?’

‘The same.’

‘Why?’

‘He hasn’t paid this month’s blackmail. I’ll see you at your house, seven o’clock sharp, okay?’

 

*  *  *

 

‘It’s very kind of you to give me this lift,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘but I suspect you’ll be back on the train tomorrow.’

I suspected the same and had ground away a fair amount of tooth for that reason. From soon after leaving Binscombe, our progress had been painfully slow. Unless I was prepared to depart at 4 o’clock in the morning every day, it was clear my wonderful idea was a non-starter.

We were idling gently along, bumper to bumper on the motorway, in a sterile bit of landscape that wasn’t any place in particular. In front of us was a school minibus, the vile occupants of which had been making faces at me for the last three interminable miles. Mr Disvan was greatly enjoying himself, taking the rare opportunity provided by our frantic 5 m.p.h. pace, to study the countryside, such as it was. Without deigning to ask for permission, he capped his contentment by unleashing his meerschaum pipe on me. Within minutes, the car was filled with fumes that even a police constable on his first week of duty couldn’t fail to identify.

It was, therefore, almost with a sense of relief that I noted the red warning light flick into life on my dashboard. It somehow seemed in keeping with the spirit of the day. I immediately began to edge the car towards the hard shoulder.

Much as he appeared to be otherwise engaged, Mr Disvan had noticed the new disaster.

‘Nothing to worry about, Mr Oakley,’ he said cheerfully. ‘It’s probably just the fan belt gone. If you press on, there’s a garage only a few miles away.’

‘No chance,’ I replied. ‘Have you seen the temperature gauge? I’m pulling over.’

‘That may not be wise, Mr Oakley—and anyway, it’s only a company vehicle.’

‘Not wise? What do you mean?’

By this time, I’d got onto the hard shoulder and stopped the car. The minibus of citizens-to-be thankfully moved on and out of my life, if not my memory, forever.

Mr Disvan was staring straight ahead, up the endless length of the hard shoulder. Another casualty of the road, already parked a few hundred yards on, seemed to hold his attention.

‘I have a feeling,’ he said calmly, ‘that my meaning will shortly be made clear.’

As if on cue, a man emerged from the halted car and stood beside it, looking intently at us. At that distance, I could see little of him but for the glint of light off his sunglasses. He briefly leant back into the car to say something to another person within and then strode purposefully towards us.

Mr Disvan sighed heavily.

‘I did warn you, Mr Oakley. For safety’s sake, I suggest you bale out and head off across country.’

‘What?’ I questioned—but too late. Mr Disvan was out of the car and gone to meet the advancing stranger.

Needless to say, I wasn’t so foolish as to take Disvan’s ‘advice’. I sat tight and watched the imminent encounter on the hard shoulder.

Disvan came with in a few yards of the man and then halted. Closer to, I saw that he was a powerfully built figure, dressed in jeans and tee-shirt. Mirror shades reinforced the sinister image gratuitously placed on him by Mr Disvan.

The man also stopped, and he and Disvan faced each other for a very long and silent minute. If anything had been said, I could not have heard it (for the ceaseless traffic continued to struggle by) but I was convinced that neither’s lips moved and no words were exchanged.

For reasons that I would deny in other company, I began to feel that something actually was wrong. I wondered whether to sound my horn or wade in with the heavy spanner I keep handy in the car. As the thought patterns of the Dark Ages really got a grip, I even considered starting up the car and mowing the stranger down. Just in time, I remembered that this wasn’t the sort of thing that people like me were supposed to do.

The hard shoulder encounter ended equally suddenly. First, the man took an involuntary step back, as if pushed by an invisible hand. Then he shrugged and peered round Disvan’s shoulder, casting a hungry look (or so it seemed) at my car—and me sitting helplessly within it. Finally, he whirled round on his heels and marched away.

Mr Disvan returned, mopping his brow with a red handkerchief. I got out and went to meet him.

‘Phew!’ he said. ‘That could have been nasty.’

I had a choice. I could go along with the growing signs of weirdness or else stick with safe normality. As usual, I tried to hang on to normality and, also as per usual, it was soon torn from my feeble grasp.

‘What do you mean, “nasty”?’ I said. ‘I expect he just wanted help.’

Disvan chuckled to himself. ‘Well... in a manner of speaking, Mr Oakley.’

‘What’s so funny, Mr Disvan?’

‘Nothing. Look, I can see I’m to get no gratitude, so let’s find out if we can fix the car before another seeker of “help” turns up. If you’d kindly release the bonnet lock, Mr Oakley...’

I did so, happy to leave the previous unsettling topic of conversation alone.

‘Sure enough,’ came Disvan’s voice from between the car’s gaping jaw, ‘it’s the fan belt.’

I walked round to join Disvan where the action was (or wasn’t) and supplied a sympathy look into the mouth of the vehicle.

‘Blast it, I haven’t got a spare with me.’

‘That’s all right, Mr Oakley, a lady’s stocking or pair of tights will do to get us to the nearest garage.’

I stared at the side of Disvan’s innocent, unperturbed face and allowed just a hint of sarcasm to hitch a ride on my reply.

‘Well, odd as it may seem, Mr Disvan, I don’t happen to be wearing stockings or tights today.’

Anything more subtle than a punch in the eye was lost on Disvan when he so chose.

‘Glad to hear it, Mr Oakley. No, what I was referring to was that one of the myriad, transient lady friends that pass through your hands and car, might have left such a nether garment behind.’

I was already late for work and pretty fed up. Now, insults about my lifestyle were being added to injury.

‘I’m going off to ring for the AA, Mr Disvan. You stay here, okay?’

Disvan looked up and down the length of the hard shoulder as if deciding something.

‘It seems clear,’ he said, ‘so you should be safe. All right, off you go.’

I could have said I was going whether he liked it or not, but something more interesting pre-empted it. I noticed that both the man with the mirror shades and his car had gone. That was slightly strange since, despite the constant traffic, I felt sure I would have heard him drive away. Clearly I’d been mistaken and, despite the fact that he was not my favourite human being at the moment, I mentioned this to Mr Disvan.

‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘he vanished a little while ago.’

‘So, his car couldn’t have been broken down after all.’

Disvan looked up from pondering upon my cold and silent motor and gave me a puzzled look.

‘His car?’ he said. ‘What’s his car got to do with it?’                       

That was the final, enigmatic straw. I walked off in search of an emergency telephone.

It took only a few minutes of ambling along the hard shoulder to block out, and then forget, the passing cars. Amid the unending noise and tumult, I felt curiously alone and, as my own car gradually dwindled into the distance, a sense of liberty descended upon me. I was a pioneer in this rarely visited, linear creation, I thought, and, for once, a free agent. I was free of thoughts about work and love and anything much at all beyond the next five minutes. That was a rare holiday in my existence: an intoxicating concept, or possibly the effect of carbon monoxide poisoning. I recalled some lines of poetry from prep school:

 

‘What is this life, if full of care,

we have no time to stop and stare?’

 

It seemed to me there was some truth in that (unlike so much else I’d learnt there). Under the influence of such silly feelings, I stopped to study the wider world about me.

On the side away from the motorway, the ground dipped down steeply into a sad landscape of conifer plantations and neglected fields. I wondered whether anyone visited these places from one year’s end to the next.

It was true that there were fences and gates to be seen, so someone must have been by to place and repair them. However, apart from these tokens, if one faced the right direction, the land was free of life—and looked fit to remain so forever. The motorway had cut off these fields from what they had been before and turned them into obscure borderlands. Now they were visited only with difficulty, by those with strong reason to go there—or else flotsam and jetsam of the road like me.

I considered what strange things and evil deeds might be hidden in such a landscape, as remote and unwalked in its way as any Scottish mountain. There were great caverns of darkness amid the trees capable of holding any enormity, just a few yards from Mr and Mrs Average driving from normal A to normal B.

After a fair while, I came to an emergency phone. The pseudo-solitude was becoming oppressive now, and I was looking forward to the sound of a human voice. I spoke to a very nice young lady at the AA and made the necessary arrangements without difficulty. I could hear chatter and clatter behind her in the office and felt reunited with the world of man. Then she replaced her receiver and left me, once again, alone and exposed.

I happened to glance at the telephone while cramming it back into its receptacle. Someone had gouged two great slivers out of its plastic head. I thought about these and was sure that my very best efforts wouldn’t leave so much as a scratch, let alone huge, white scars.

Since I am incapable of learning by past mistakes, I allowed my edgy curiosity to make me look closer. There was a thin scatter of dark and suspicious stains on the telephone, the cord, the container, even on the ground beneath my feet. 

These were drips from someone’s ice-lolly, I told myself. Really they were. My walk back to the car and Mr Disvan was exceedingly brisk.

 

*  *  *

 

While we were waiting for the AA, I told Mr Disvan about what I’d seen and thought on the hard shoulder.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say it’s a lifeless landscape, Mr Oakley,’ he replied. ‘Not exactly. There’s life of a sort if you know where to look, and should want to. It’s just a bit out of phase with us, that’s all.’

This idea seemed to hold his attention for a moment and there was a lull in conversation. The thunder roll of traffic continued unabated.

‘In fact,’ he said suddenly, ‘I’m not so sure that it’s not us who’re the out-of-phase ones here. After all, we’re the intruders.’

I was looking round for any sign of this alleged life (and not expecting to find any) when my eyes fell upon a dark figure. Quite some way off, standing on a grassy rise, stood a man in a business suit. He held a briefcase in his hand and was observing the motorway with burning interest. I pointed him out to Mr Disvan.

‘Well, there you are,’ he said. ‘That’s the sort of thing I mean. And look over there.’

I followed the line of his finger and saw, in the distance, three or four matchstick men standing beside a giant pylon. They were keeping very, even abnormally, still, their arms by their sides and doing, as far as I could tell, nothing at all. Had these people just arrived, or had I simply failed to notice them before?

‘What are they up to?’ I asked. ‘I can’t see their cars...’

‘Well, no,’ said Disvan. ‘Not all of them have cars. It depends on their individual circumstances.’

I could take this either way and once again opted for the straightforward interpretation.

‘But if they’ve got no car, how did they get here?’

As usual, Mr Disvan was the soul of patience.

‘I’ve just told you that, Mr Oakley. It depends on their individual circumstances. Take that chap in the suit there, for instance, he might have got here by...’

At that precise, inconvenient moment, the AA van arrived. To be more precise, it arrived, slowed and then, to my chagrin, motored on.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Disvan, utterly unconcerned, ‘he won’t go far.’

This turned out to be the case. The van stopped a hundred yards or so on from us and the driver got out. However, instead of coming straight to our aid, he deepened my lack of joy, by lingering by his vehicle.

‘We’re in good hands,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘He must be a veteran.’

I just thought he was bloody annoying and said so. Disvan ignored my unpleasantries.

The AA man raised his hands to his face and I caught the flash of sunlight off a glass lens.

‘Am I going mad,’ I asked, ‘or is he giving us the once over with binoculars?’

‘No. Yes,’ said Disvan concisely.

‘What’s he looking for?’

‘Your tax disc, I should imagine, to see if it’s current.’

‘What’s that to him?’

‘I suppose it’s a good indication of whether you’re a bona fide traveller, or something else. Perhaps there are other little signs he can spot as well.’

I was tempted to hit the horn with my head. Work and the normal world seemed a long way away—but unusually attractive.

We had apparently passed the long distance muster and the AA man reversed his van towards us. Mr Disvan sensed that I was not my usual happy self.

‘Don’t give him a hard time, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘I’ll explain it all to you later. In the meanwhile, just let me do the talking.’

In the event, I wasn’t given much choice in the matter. Although it was me who was behind the wheel, the AA man spoke first to Mr Disvan.

‘Good morning, sir. What appears to be the problem?’

Within minutes, a new fan belt had been fitted and tested even to my sulky satisfaction. Disvan and the AA man then set to chatting, seated happily on the bonnet of my car.

‘I see you still have to go through the full security drill,’ said Mr Disvan.

The AA man nodded sadly.

‘Aye, it’s for the best, though some take chances.’

‘And do you lose many?’

‘A few—some of the younger men who won’t believe what they’re told. The rest of us get wise to the tricks and survive to a ripe old age. Like me, for instance.’

Disvan managed to suggest, without such crudities as words, that he lived his life along the same principles. I was left the odd man out: a callow and clueless youth who ought to be at work.

‘Oh aye,’ said the AA man reflectively, ‘it’s a war all right—and we’re on the front line. I mean, you should have seen the mess at the emergency telephone down the road a couple of weeks ago. God knows what went on there.’

‘Actually,’ Disvan replied, ‘my friend noted the aftermath of that. It quite frightened him.’

The AA man turned round and glanced at me.

‘Aye, it looks like it did,’ he said dryly.

‘Do you think it was them?’ asked Disvan, pointing to the stock-still, matchstick men in the distance.

‘Shouldn’t be surprised,’ said the AA man. ‘Them or any of the hundreds of buggers like them. I spend my days trying to get in before they do or else cleaning up after them. It’s a war, you know.’

They had gone full incomprehensible circle, and I was ready to brain both of them. The murderous moments in my life were getting more frequent...

‘Well,’ I said, ‘it’s been really fabulous meeting yo,u but I’ve got a living to make and Mr Disvan here has an appointment at the Houses of Parliament.’

‘It’ll wait, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan.

‘No it damn well won’t!’

‘Ah, I see,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Actually, on reflection, perhaps it won’t. We must be off.’

‘A pleasure to assist you, gentlemen,’ said the AA man. ‘Safe trip.’

Not a moment too soon, he passed out of our knowledge for good and we resumed our journey. Silence was maintained until we were crawling through a death valley of mirror glass and tan brick somewhere in south London. I turned to Mr Disvan.

‘Okay then, Mr D, explain or die.’

Disvan checked to see that I wasn’t in earnest about this (he could be a very literal person) before replying.

‘We’re late, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘Our journey has been interrupted, has it not?’

‘Tell me something I don’t know.’

‘All right, I will. Consider all the interrupted journeys on this motorway, the thousands of them every day. Consider the permanently interrupted journeys—the accidents and crashes, sometimes fatal. Think about all those unfulfilled purposes.’

I considered them as requested.

‘So what? I said.

‘Well, it all builds up, Mr Oakley. Builds up, accumulates and acquires a life of its own. Those tens of thousands of lost thoughts and plans meet up and join together. They get strong enough to reverberate through time and take shape...’

I wasn’t liking the sound of this.

‘What are you saying, Mr Disvan?’

‘Well, think about it, Mr Oakley. Haven’t you ever wondered about all the cars and people you see on the hard shoulder? Surely it’s stretching probability a bit for them all to be breakdowns?’

I duly wondered about this. We’d passed so many stranded vehicles on the hard shoulder—one for every three or four miles of road. Then I started to think of the people without cars. The man in a business suit, the figures by the pylon, the greyish person leaning over the flyover bridge, the hippie with a backpack we were overtaking at that very moment...

As if hearing my thoughts, the young man turned to stare with glassy eyes as we went by.

Mr Disvan could sense that my mind was moving more swiftly than the traffic.

‘Why do you think you see so many carrion crows on the motorway?’ he said. ‘I mean, you know what they’re a symbol of, don’t you?’

Sadly, my reading had provided me with that information.

‘So many people use these roads,’ said Disvan, ‘that it was bound to happen over time. With so many souls adrift, is it any wonder that some of them still wait, their final journey broken here until... well, who can say? Judgement Day, I suppose.’

The horrid sweet-smelling pipe was produced and wielded again. I was too preoccupied to protest.

‘Trouble is, you see,’ said Mr Disvan, in-between puffs, ‘that some of them get impatient. “No exit from motorway” syndrome, to quote a phrase. Then they turn nasty. If you should meet one of those, like the gent in sunglasses, for instance, well... often as not, there’s another broken journey, another car for the police to clean up and tow away—and maybe a new unquiet spirit.’

The wheel shook slightly and I nearly clipped the car in the next lane.

‘But...’ I muttered, without really having anything to join on to it.

Mr Disvan considered the evidence too strong to tolerate any doubt on my part.

‘Come on, Mr Oakley,’ he laughed. ‘What do you think happens to the thousands of folk who disappear each year—flying saucers?’

 

*  *  *

 

Ever since that day, I have been more appreciative of the services provided by British Rail. When I have to travel by car, I use B roads.

 

 

 






  








ROLLOVER NIGHT

 

‘Jacob called his sons to bless them, and he said, “Gather together and I will tell you what will happen to you in the end of days...” ’

 

– Rabbi Solomon Yitzchaki (‘Rashi’) : 1040 - 1105 AD

 

‘Marry me or else!’ said my fiancée—which left me with little option. Then, as she stormed off and out of my life, I sat and watched her go, spending half a minute, for decency’s sake, pondering the wisdom of my decision. This didn’t exactly constitute a ‘dark night of the soul’ and I continued to feel pretty relaxed.

A romantic walk through the woods had seemed like a good idea at the time. In practice, our personal definitions of what romance meant proved to be galaxies apart. The ‘pleasant stroll’ had turned into the Retreat from Moscow, and just as chilly in its way.

However, it was over now and the day still held promising possibilities. The sun continued to smile upon me, despite the disappointing turn of events. The world was continuing to go round. I had money in my wallet. All was as it should be.

My perch on the field gate and stile served to confirm this. Sloping away before me was a panorama of neat fields and copses leading up to the abrupt start of Binscombe village. From a distance, the estate looked more orderly and prosperous than it actually was. I could just see the red roof of my house, sitting there, quietly appreciating in value. Nearby was the Argyll, which I might well visit that evening just to ‘cheer myself up’.

Beyond them both, seen through a screen of trees, was the watery glint of Broadwater Lake and the silent, ceaseless motion on the Goldenford Road. Behind me, should I care to look, reared the wooded side of Binscombe Ridge, topped by its ancient barrow (of unfortunate memory) and penetrated by the bluebell-infested, rustic paths I’d just tramped. All in all, a familiar and comforting little world.

By now, my decidedly ex-lady friend was only a brightly coloured matchstick figure thundering along the footpath at the side of the field directly below me. There was a hint of shimmer in the air around her which slightly puzzled me. Was the sunshine really warm enough to produce that, or was it a typical Binscombe mist prematurely rising? Alternatively, was she so angry that even the atmosphere retreated before her? I filed the question in a low priority section of my mind, alongside such fascinating topics as my unusually high gas bill.

Looking round for alternative diversion, and wishing for once I was a smoker, I noticed that there was a large stone standing by the side of the stile. It was almost man-sized and covered in horizontal notches; some obviously old and worn, some seemingly more recent. I wondered what the stone might have been for (a tool sharpener?) and then placed it with the gas bill et al.

The furious revving of a motor and the squeal of unjustly punished tyres announced the departure of what’s-her-name and signified that the coast was now clear for me to leave. This rural idyll was all very well but, on balance, I preferred to be up and running, making money and/or new female acquaintances. However, preparing to go, I looked up and saw that the scene before me had changed quite considerably.

I no longer thought of leaving, and resumed my seat. Then, for an hour or so, I sat absorbed and watched something that gave me cause to doubt my sanity.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Egyptians?’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m not sure,’ I replied, ‘and keep your voice down or the rest of the pub will hear you. All I said was that they looked like ancient Egyptians. Thousands and thousands of them, milling about over the hillside.’

Disvan nodded and calmly looked me in the eye.

‘Yes, I understand. So what about them?

For a second, I wished I was a child again so I could give up and have a good cry.

‘So what? So what! It’s hardly normal is it?  Should I expect to see great mobs of ancient Egyptians in Binscombe, is that what you’re saying?’

The sarcasm went to waste and I was stopped in my verbal tracks by Mr Disvan replying in the affirmative.

‘Yes, at this time of year you should—if you’re sufficiently fortunate.’

My reply was mostly written on my face but I supplied a simple sound track as well.

‘Um... really?’

‘Yes, really. But to begin at the beginning, and I suppose you’ll insist on that, tell me exactly what you saw.’

Being glad of a question I could answer, and slightly fearful of the possible answers to any of my own queries, I was happy to oblige.

‘They just appeared. One minute nothing, the next a multitude of...’

‘Ancient Egyptians,’ prompted Disvan.

‘Yes, only they were sort of cloudy and opaque to start with, but later on they firmed up enough that I could see them clearly.’

‘Only to fade back into invisibility in about...’ Mr Disvan screwed up his face and seemed to be calculating something, ‘an hour. Am I right?’

‘You are. How did you know that?’

‘A lucky guess. Carry on.’

‘Well, it was weird. I mean, I was seeing two landscapes, the fields and woods, and all that, of Binscombe, superimposed on a sort of idealised ancient Egypt. There were shadowy pyramids, a shadowy Nile, great temples—the full bag.

‘And the people?’

‘They were working, well, most of them anyway. You see, what wasn’t pyramid, Nile, or temple, was a kind of field, and the Egyptians were working away in it. A few were lolling around enjoying themselves on the sides but no one seemed to mind that. And I’ll tell you something else strange; some of the workers didn’t look quite human. They were kind of wooden and jerky, like puppets.’

‘You’re an observant man, Mr Oakley. Those were “ushabtis”, mannequin servants. Rich Egyptians had little model men put in their graves to do their work for them in the afterlife—hence the few people idling about that you saw.’

‘Did you say afterlife?’

‘I believe I did, yes.’

‘Are you saying those Egyptians were all dead?’

‘In a manner of speaking. Leastways, I hope so, otherwise they’d be four or five thousand years old, and that would never do, would it?’

‘But why...’

Disvan interrupted—which was just as well as I was only filling in till I thought of something to say.

‘Let me interpret for you, Mr Oakley, because we’re running on a tight schedule here, if what you say is true. Those Egyptians were dead, yes. What your saw was their afterlife—or, if it makes you happier, since you’re a rationalist, their dying thoughts. They believed that when life was done, they would come to joyfully work in the “Field of Reeds” forever. Their heaven was situated in the land of the setting sun, “the Beautiful West” as they called it. Accordingly they came here.’

That story had given my stumbling brain words.

‘They came to Binscombe?’

‘Evidently. It seems the rules allow people to go where they believe they’ll go.’

‘Binscombe is “the Beautiful West”?’

Mr Disvan noted a tone of incredulity in my voice and took mild offence at it.

‘We think it’s beautiful, Mr Oakley,’ he said stiffly, ‘and it was good enough for you to choose to live here. Why shouldn’t the Egyptians, a culture renowned for its level of taste and sensitivity, make the same decision?’

‘Um... quite.’

‘More to the point, Mr Oakley, is the question of establishing where we are in the programme.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Consider: the supply of souls believing in that religious formulation would have lasted from maybe 3000 BC to around 500 AD at the very latest.’

‘If you say so.’

‘And you’ve said that those three thousand five hundred years took about an hour to play through, from start to finish, right?’

‘Er... yeah.’

‘Well, I grant you the process isn’t strictly linear but, by this evening, we should be well into the future, shouldn’t we?’

‘Pass.’

‘Don’t worry, Mr Oakley, we’ll explain to you as it goes along. There’s an excuse for a party, thanks to you. Rollover Night isn’t always spotted so early on.’ He suddenly looked at me suspiciously. ‘Hang on, what were you up to in the woods anyway?’

I found the question easy to ignore.

‘Rollover Night? What’s that?’ I asked.

In my preoccupation, I’d allowed my voice to rise. The landlord caught my last words.

‘Rollover Night?’ he said gleefully. ‘Is it?’

Suddenly it was like Remembrance Sunday or the moment in the Western when the sheriff enters the saloon. Every eye was riveted upon us.

‘Seems so,’ said Mr Disvan just as loudly and to all and sundry in the bar. ‘Mr Oakley has spotted it starting up.’

I was both gratified and puzzled to receive a spontaneous round of applause. I felt obliged to say something but inspiration failed and only ‘Um... thanks’ came out.

‘Right,’ said the landlord. ‘Picnic time! Everyone go spread the word and we can be up on the hill within the hour. There’s still plenty of light for the start of the show. Lottie, you get weaving on the sandwiches and I’ll fetch some bottles together. Good on you, Mr Oakley—you’ve done something right for once.’

This seemed both praise and a kick, so I didn’t answer. No one would have been listening if I had, for the Argyll had suddenly become a hive of activity. People were heading for the door like a lemming display team, and the landlord was descending purposefully into his cellar. Soon, other than for a few women who accompanied Lottie the landlady into the kitchen, Mr Disvan and I were the only persons remaining in the bar.

In the silence that followed, I thought I would see if the ‘aggrieved and pompous’ approach would prise any joy out of Disvan.

‘Don’t you feel you owe some sort of explanation?’ I asked him.

Mr Disvan’s brow creased as he obediently examined his mind for signs of such an IOU.

‘No, not really,’ he answered innocently.

‘Well, I do.’

‘Do you?’

‘Yes.’

‘But why do you have to have an explanation for everything, Mr Oakley? I once read about a case like yours, only much worse. It seems this chap was possessed by the spirit of a late Victorian accountant and—’

This was too much to take. ‘Are you suggesting..?’

Mr Disvan held up a placatory hand.

‘No, of course not, Mr Oakley. I’m sure the accountant in your soul is of your own creation. However, if it’ll make you feel safe, listen up for a moment. Then we must be busy, loading up beer and sandwiches into your car for the landlord. We can’t be late for the picnic.’

I almost asked ‘why not?’ but stopped myself in time.

‘Okay,’ I replied, ‘I’m listening.’

Disvan didn’t seem to care one way or the other and idly traced a ‘smiley face’ in the head of his Guinness as he spoke.

‘All right, Mr Oakley. Rollover Night probably happens every year but we don’t always get to see it, because when it happens seems to be more or less random. Fortunately, where it occurs appears to be fixed.’

‘On the slope down from Binscombe Ridge?’ I hazarded.

‘Precisely. And, if someone observes it in enough time, we have a little celebratory gathering up there. In fact, it can get quite festive. You’ll enjoy yourself.’

‘So I’m invited, am I?’

‘Certainly. We need your car to ferry food and drink up there, like I’ve said. Then there’s old Mr and Mrs Springer to consider. They’re not too good on their pins nowadays. You must go and give them a lift—we can’t possibly leave them out of it.’

‘Let’s not forget it’s my car we’re talking about,’ I said huffily.

‘I hadn’t forgotten, Mr Oakley,’ he replied, once again entirely unfazed by my ersatz indignation. ‘I’d take my Porsche but your car is—what, two or three years old now. It won’t matter so much if it gets beer and breadcrumbs all over the inside. That’s why I suggested using it.’

Despite these Parthian slings and arrows, I gamely pressed on.

‘But you still haven’t told me what Rollover Night is.’

‘No... well, okay: it’s Rollover Night because it usually happens at night when the world is quiet. Though not, it seems, this year. And as for “Rollover”, well...’

The bar door crashed open and Doctor Bani-Sadr entered.

‘I’ve heard it’s Rollover Night,’ he said cheerfully.

Mr Disvan nodded.

Bani-Sadr’s smile widened. ‘That’s fantastic. Couldn’t be better.’

‘I take it you’ll be able to join us then, doctor,’ said Disvan.

‘Certainly. As chance would have it, I’m not on call tonight.’

Since the bar was presently unmanned, the doctor helped himself to a barley wine, leaving the money on the counter, and then came over to join us.

‘Actually,’ he said, ‘this might be even more fortuitous than I first thought. Do you think I might be allowed to bring a stranger along?’

Mr Disvan looked shocked.

‘Who?’ he asked.

‘A patient of mine. A newcomer. He lectures in politics at Goldenford University and he’s suffering from depression.’

‘As well he might,’ said Disvan sympathetically.

‘No, it’s not that,’ the doctor said slowly, considering his words. ‘Well, not entirely anyway. You see, he’s got himself into a lather about nuclear weapons and the prospects of war. All those missiles waiting to go, the bunkers primed and operational, the vast instruments of destruction poised to destroy the planet, the underground silos, the megadeath hypotheses, the nuclear winter, the—’

‘Yes, all right, all right,’ I said testily, now feeling a little depressed myself, ‘we get the picture.’

‘Good. Well, the gist of it all is that he doesn’t actually see the point in life if we could all be nuked to kingdom come any minute. That being so, I think Rollover Night would be a shot in the arm to him.’

‘It’s against all tradition,’ said Mr Disvan, a tentative note of warning in his voice, ‘but I don’t think we can refuse him in all charity. Leave it with me, doctor. I’ll do the necessary to get clearance.’

‘Thanks,’ said Bani-Sadr warmly. ‘I’ll go and phone him now.’

There was a telephone box very near to the Argyll and the doctor went off to use it, leaving Disvan and me alone again. Mr Disvan downed his drink in one and then started to rise from his seat.

‘Well, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘time is of the essence. I reckon we’d better be off.’

‘But you still haven’t answered my question about what Rollover Night is.’

Suddenly it was panto season again.

‘Oh yes, I have.’

‘Oh no, you haven’t.’

‘Oh yes, I have.’

Of the two of us, I had the keenest sense of the ridiculous. That is to say, my nerve broke first.

‘When?’ I asked, departing from the formula.

‘Just now. I do wish you’d listen, Mr Oakley but I’ll say it once more. Concerning Rollover Night, time is of the essence.’

I might have said ‘what?’ or ‘come again?’ had not the landlord’s head emerged up from the cellar trap door.

‘Mr Oakley, I need your advice,’ he shouted. ‘Which do you think I should take more of, light ale or brown ale?’

Despite obvious distractions, I gave the matter serious thought.

‘Light ale, I think.’

‘Right, brown ale it is, then,’ said the landlord confidently, disappearing into the underworld once more.

‘Suddenly, I don’t care what Rollover Night is,’ I said. ‘Let’s just go and see the damn thing.’

Mr Disvan smiled at me, a patient teacher seeing his dull pupil’s first success.

‘That’s the spirit, Mr Oakley,’ he said.

 

*  *  *

 

When we finally arrived at the Ridge, my car laden down with beer, sandwiches, and a not particularly grateful Mr and Mrs Springer, the roadside was already chock-a-block with vehicles. More were arriving minute by minute, disgorging whole families as well as the elderly and infirm. Even larger numbers of pedestrians streamed in from all sides. Kevin, the new community policeman, was making himself useful, supervising the parking plan and ushering the cars of puzzled strangers through the congested melee and on their way.

Dusk wasn’t far off, but I could still see up to the top of the hill and the stile where I’d sat only a few hours before. The hillside was already thickly scattered with hundreds of Binscomites. Some had started their picnics and were seated round food-laden white cloths. Other groups and individuals were promenading casually about. The distant sound of chat and laughter filtered down to us at the road and I detected an anticipatory, carnival note in the sound.

Nor was that all. There was definitely something strange in the air that evening, a certain low voltage tension that plucked at the skin with dainty fingers. If one looked closely, the edges of objects seemed slightly blurred and afterimages prolonged any movement. I mentioned same to Mr Disvan as we unloaded the crates, packages and livestock from my poor car into waiting helpful hands.

‘Don’t worry, Mr Oakley,’ he said, peering at the ‘sell by’ date on a beer bottle, ‘that’s just the backwash from the field.’

I looked at said unoffending field. Apart from the serried ranks of Binscomites at its upper edge, it was entirely empty.

‘That field?’ I asked, pointing. ‘Backwash of what?’

Disvan shook his head.

‘You misunderstand me. I meant the backwash of the field in the field. The Rollover Night field. Do you take my meaning?’

‘Frankly, no.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Come on.’

I accompanied Mr Disvan to the field gate where we found Mr Bretwalda and Mr Limbu (sometime Gurkha sergeant) in charge of security. The Bretwalda sons, Hengist, Horsa and Vladimir (back on vacation from Cambridge), plus a posse of local toughs, were under their industrious direction as stewards. There was a kind of homespun efficiency about the operation that made me think all this had happened many times before.

We were honoured enough for Mr Bretwalda himself to open the gate for us. Mr Limbu broadened the smile he always wore and nodded politely to me.

‘Slight problem, Mr D,’ said Bretwalda. ‘The doctor’s brought a new face along. Says you know about it. Is that right?’

We followed the line of Mr Bretwalda’s sidelong glance and saw, nearby, an over-weight, long-haired man, standing morosely under the restraint of Bridget Maccabi’s appalling gaze. Doctor Bani-Sadr was beside him, trying and failing to lighten the situation with small talk.

‘I do. It is,’ said Mr Disvan concisely. ‘Are you able to call her off, Alfred?’

‘I’ll have a go,’ Bretwalda replied.

It took some negotiation and the personal intervention of Mr Disvan but, eventually, the doctor and his guest were released. The morose man could then be introduced.

‘Mr Disvan, gentlemen, Miss Maccabi,’ said Bani-Sadr graciously, ‘please meet Professor Moorcock.’

We all said hello, it was nice to meet him. Even Miss Maccabi joined in. 

As if that was not enough, Disvan was charm itself.

‘Delighted you could make it, professor,’ he said affably. ‘I think that you’ll see something to interest you tonight; leastways, I very much hope so. Come with me and have a glass of something and a bite to eat.’

Professor Moorcock allowed himself to believe that he wasn’t going to be knifed by a beautiful young girl after all and his shoulder blades unclenched.

‘It was good of you to let me sit in on this,’ he said in a soft and hesitant voice. ‘I’ve bought a little contribution to the festivities.’

He held up a supermarket bottle of white wine that he’d been clutching.

This sort of gesture, even such an unsatisfactory one, went down well in Binscombe culture. A certain social unfreezing signified that Moorcock had got his temporary visa.

Since that was now sorted out, Mr Bretwalda felt able to provide Mr Disvan with a situation report. This was progress of a sort even if it still made no sense to me.

‘There was a bit of a show earlier on,’ he said. ‘But nothing clear, and pretty faint.’

‘Definitely post-present, though,’ contributed Mr Limbu.

‘Oh yeah, definitely. Anyway, it’s died right down now but even so, I should keep to the side path.’

Mr Disvan agreed.

‘Sound advice. It’s in the air although it hasn’t come through yet. Even Mr Oakley noticed that.’

A few of the stewards made ‘really? what a clever dog he is’ faces.

‘Oh, and by the way,’ Disvan continued, ‘will you notch the stone, or shall I?’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Mr Bretwalda, ‘but we’re running out of room.’

Mr Disvan looked surprised and concerned.

‘What, on all four sides?’

‘Arr, we’ll need another soon enough.’

‘My,’ said Disvan sadly as he turned to go, ‘how time does fly...’

Doctor Bani-Sadr, Professor Moorcock, Mr Disvan and I made up a little party and joined the ragged line of people trudging up the hill, sticking closely to the field edge.

In the context of a day of alternate pats on, and then blows to, the head, I oughtn’t to have been taken aback to receive applause as I breasted the rise—but I still was. Scattered clapping from those nearest to me turned into a tide of acclamation washing across the hillside. Even the people down by the gate, and those still making their way up, joined in.

It was a nice reception in its way and certainly better than I usually got. However, at the same time, it made me feel rather exposed, as if a giant finger was poised above my head, pointing me out. I would have been happier (if only a little) if I’d known what I’d done right. Fortunately, Mr Disvan was close by and willing, for once, to provide an explanation.

‘You’re guest of honour, Mr Oakley,’ he said, as though I should be ecstatic at the news, ‘since you were the one who first spotted the onset of Rollover Night. Consequently, you get to start the community singing.’

That sounded ominous, and I quickened my pace to take myself into the safe anonymity of the throng. Once there, we found a space and sat down on the cool grass. A few flaming torches had been lit and stuck into the ground, creating flickering islands of half-light. Familiar faces passed in and out of the shadows.

Whilst Mr Disvan got into deep discussion with Professor Moorcock (about higher political theory as far as I could tell) I sat and awaited developments, watching the dusk turn into a starlit night. Doctor Bani-Sadr, ever practical, went off in search of refreshments for us.

A horrible child came and stationed herself opposite me and stared as if she’d never seen a smartly dressed, handsome young man before. I tried smiling, staring blankly back, and then looking round, above and below her, but nothing could distract her steady gaze. The blood was rising to my face and a churlish loss of cool was in prospect when Doctor Bani-Sadr saved me by his return. He was laden down with bottles of barley wine and breadcrumbed chicken legs, neatly wrapped in serviettes, and yet was master of the situation in a way I was not.

‘Off you go, Tracey,’ he said gently to the child. ‘You’re making Mr Oakley feel comical.’

She accepted a chicken leg and chewed savagely on it, still staring. Then the doctor’s request seemed to sink in and she turned aside.

‘Ha—stockbroker!’ she laughed, pointing at me, before speeding off across the hill.

‘Take no notice, Mr Oakley,’ said Bani-Sadr. ‘It’s just that you’re a bit of an exotic bird in these parts. Here, have another sort of exotic bird.’

He proffered a bit of dead chicken in front of my nose before I could wave it away.

‘Er... no thanks,’ I said gingerly. ‘Have they got any salad?’

Doctor Bani-Sadr looked dubious and was about to say something when a great roar went up from the crowd.

I heard Mr Disvan’s voice saying, ‘...but surely, the paradox at the heart of anarchy is...’ before he too faded off and joined in the general wonderment.

The sky above the field was folding in on itself and then straightening out again, like a sheet of paper held by a wide awake baby. Then the whole horizon shook as if it were a theatre curtain and the cast were impatient to get on. For a mere second, the stars blinked and went out. I found myself gasping with the rest, powerfully interested in whether we too would be swept up in the collapse of the World.

It took a little while for me to notice that, whilst I was panicking, those about me, even the small children, were not. The associated sense of shame allowed me to calm down and I was able to register, with joy, that the stars were back and functioning.

I felt a hand descend on my shoulder and found that Mr Disvan was standing above me.

‘It’s time, Mr Oakley,’ he said.

‘For what?’ I’d failed to keep the high note of alarm out of my voice.

‘For your moment in the limelight, what else? Come along.’

For want of a good reason to resist, I allowed myself to be drawn up and forwards, out of the company of the crowd, out onto the bare hillside.

‘In your own time, Mr Oakley,’ came Disvan’s voice from behind me.

‘In my own time what?’

‘Give the signal to start the traditional singing.’

I could have said ‘What singing? What song?’ but that exchange might have gone on some while, and I sensed that the Binscomite horde were waiting on me. Keen to get shot of all that attention, I surrendered to the flow of events, understanding or not. Pretending I was the starter at the Grand Prix, I raised my arm in the approved fashion, paused a second and then let it drop.

Mr Disvan’s singing voice was surprisingly high and delicate, but the predominant noise was a great bass rumble from the crescent of male Binscomites across the hill. The ladies’ contribution occasionally soared up above the main choral theme, providing a softer, slightly unearthly contrast. There was a touching pause in which the thin and piping voices of the children were given a moment of prominence.

I wouldn’t have said it was beautiful or even, come to think of it, very nice at all. Dire Straits couldn’t have done much with it. However, I was stirred by the sound. What I was hearing, although it might have verses and a chorus, was more of a statement than a song. Alas, the sense of that statement, if not its sentiments, was lost on me.

‘I don’t understand the words,’ I said.

Mr Disvan cheerfully broke off singing.

‘You wouldn’t, Mr Oakley. You don’t know the language.’

‘Eh?’

‘The language—you don’t know it yet, just hum along.’

‘What language is it?’

‘Our own. A sort of dialect of Old West-Saxon with South-Saxon loan words. Don’t concern yourself. When you’re retired and have got the time, I’ll teach it to you.’

‘But what are they singing?’

‘Think of it as our national anthem, Mr Oakley.’

‘What, “Binscombe, Binscombe uber alles”?’

Disvan tutted impatiently. ‘Don’t be snide about our culture, Mr Oakley. And now look what you’ve done. You’ve made me miss the end of the song—that’s the best bit.’

The singing had indeed come to an abrupt end. The ululation of the Binscomite womenfolk that greeted its finish filtered eerily out into the night air.

‘Well done, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘You can come back now.’

I grasped the suggestion with both hands and in seconds was ‘safely’ back with the mob.

Professor Moorcock was dumfounded.

‘Amazing...’ he kept repeating. ‘Really amazing.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr smiled at me. ‘Well, Mr O, what did you make of it all?’

‘Nightmares probably,’ I replied, thereby getting a laugh out of the doctor.

‘And you, professor?’ he added.

Moorcock looked blankly at us. ‘It’s...’

‘Amazing?’ I prompted.

‘Yeah,’ he agreed predictably, ‘it’s amazing.’

‘Oh-oh,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Trouble.’

We all looked in the direction he indicated and saw what he meant. In the light provided by a set of car headlamps, a little morality play was being enacted down by the roadside.

Two obvious strangers—young, brash, caricature yuppies—had been attracted by the noise and lights on the side of the Ridge and had stopped their car to investigate. Mr Limbu and Vladimir Bretwalda were trying to discourage their curiosity, but to no avail. I assumed the young men were drunk because they appeared to be actually arguing with these two very dangerous Binscomites.

Then I saw the mountainous Vladimir Bretwalda terminate their enquiring frame of mind by hitting each—one, two—very hard indeed. They suddenly felt the need to rest limply on the ground beside their car. Bridget Maccabi shimmied in from the shadows and, leaning into the car, turned off the lights, thus bringing the show to an end.

‘Has he..?’ I hissed.

‘I shouldn’t worry, Mr Oakley,’ said Mr Disvan placidly. ‘Neither they or their car will be there when we go back home.’

You could, of course, take this either way, or, as I did, choose not to think about it.

‘Really amazing,’ said Professor Moorcock.

‘Oh, shut up!’ I snapped.

Something else also snapped at that point: the sky. Like the gaps between pictures at a slide show, for one brief second there was no sky—only a white void that I caught out of the corner of my eye as I was being rude to Moorcock. Then, just as I turned to look, the sky slid back into place. The problem was, it was not the same sky as before. Nor, indeed, the same view.

Previously, the prospect down the slope in front of us was, successively: a field, a road, more fields and then the street lamps of Binscombe. That first field was still there but, beyond it, there was a new landscape of light. Where there had been darkness, now there was a carpet of untold points of light, stretching away to the horizon. All manner of huge shapes, darker than the surrounding night and dotted with these warm, yellow illuminations, were suggestive of buildings. I was looking down on more than a mere city. Where Binscombe had once been there was now a mighty metropolis.

‘Well,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘what do you think?’

I gestured, gaped and thought of an answer (‘amazing’, I regret to say) but nothing came out.

‘Rollover Night,’ said Disvan grandly, waving his hand towards the illuminated swathe. ‘Nature’s rare and unpredictable gift to our little community.’

There was a pause whilst he fetched out, filled and lit his wretched hashish pipe.

‘You see, Mr Oakley,’ he continued, ‘we’re being allowed to stand back from time, far back enough to see glimpses of both past and future. The Wheel of History is rolling over tonight in a review of what has been—and what is to be in the latter days.’

He puffed a credible, greenish, smoke screen round his head before going on.

‘You were privileged to see the distant past, Mr Oakley and, as though that were not gift enough, now—this.’

As he spoke, a giant craft, ablaze with yet more pinpoints of hard light, flew slowly over the city in our direction. It was truly vast, an ocean liner of the sky, not an airship or an airplane but something more than both combined. Manoeuvring gracefully, it hovered broadside on in front of us, sufficiently close for me to fancy that I saw faces in the portholes and observation windows.

Once again, the Binscomite crowd did not share my sense of alarm. They stood and applauded the space ship (for such, I concluded, it must be) and parents held their children aloft so they might see it more clearly.

Mr Disvan waved and some of the ship’s inhabitants responded in kind. That part of my mind which still answered to the helm, registered the fact that persons intent on destruction rarely wave at their victims first. Overtime instructions to my adrenal gland were thus rescinded.

‘They were expecting us,’ explained Mr Disvan. ‘I suppose it’s Rollover Night for them as well. We’re their past just as they’re our future.’

As if to confirm this, the side of the great ship suddenly flared into fresh life. A monstrous neon, digital display screen came into being and characters and symbols began to scroll across it.

I didn’t understand them and complained about this to Mr Disvan. He counselled patience.

‘Give people a chance, Mr Oakley. I don’t suppose there’s many left that can do the translation work.’

Evidently there were still a few, for my attention was then diverted by the neon display starting to churn out recognisable English. The massed Binscomites stood silent and transfixed.

 

‘WELCOME PAST PEOPLE .... 

GREETINGS FROM BINSKOM SUBURB 

- SOLENT CITY .... S.S.S.R. 

.... PKB 1644 = AD 5023 

.... ALL IS WELL .... PEACE 

ON EARTH .... GOODWILL TO ALL 

MEN AND NON-HUMAN LIFEFORMS 

.... ALL IS WELL ..........

WELCOME PAST PEOPLE .......’

 

All this was wonderful enough, but something else, equally interesting, caught my attention. I had the sense to sneak the resulting question up on Mr Disvan under cover of a more innocuous query.

‘PKB 1644?’ I asked.

‘Hmmm,’ mused Disvan in return, studying the embers in his pipe, ‘it seems to correspond to our 5023 AD. Looks like the Rollover has slowed down a touch since you first saw it. I expected us to be further in the future than that by now.’

‘But what’s PKB?’

‘No idea. The reference point for a new civilisation, I presume.’

‘Are you quite sure you don’t know?’ I persevered.

Mr Disvan gave me a suspicious look.

‘Quite sure. Why do you ask?’

‘Only because, in one of the portholes, I saw an elderly gentleman, like yourself, wearing a Panama hat, not dissimilar to yours. He was smoking a pipe too. Curious, isn’t it?’

Disvan was absolutely unmoved.

‘Mr Oakley,’ he said smilingly, ‘on a night of miracles such as this, what are one or two minor coincidences?’

‘What indeed? But if I may put the question to you directly...’

The space ship drowned out my intended coup de grace. Some mechanism within it let out a complicated melody of farewell as the craft spun on its axis. It then flew off, with inconceivable speed, away from us, into that faraway night.

I was too stunned to continue Disvan’s interrogation. The city-to-be sprawled endlessly before me and it recaptured all of my attention. At its nearest edge, I thought I could discern a mirror image of our own gathering. A crowd of silhouettes were gazing at us as we were at them.

Knowing that I was but scattered dust in that age, I wondered timidly if my blood ran in any of those future ‘Binskomites’.

Mr Disvan either read my expression exceedingly well or else had access to my innermost thoughts—a worrying theory I hurriedly put aside.

‘If you want a part of you in that age, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘you’ll need to settle down and reproduce. Marry a nice local girl and pack in all that random gallivanting in the woods.’

‘Why else do you think I was in the woods today?’ I replied, knowing full well that Disvan didn’t like ‘that sort of talk’.

‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ he said primly and turned away.

Doctor Bani-Sadr stepped into the ensuing socially tricky moment.

‘Well, there you are, Professor Moorcock,’ he said jovially, ‘It doesn’t look as if anyone blew up the world, does it? Nigh on three thousand years from now, there’re mega-cities, space ships and, best of all, peace on Earth.’

‘Goodwill to all men,’ repeated Moorcock.

‘Exactly. So, you needn’t have got so het up, need you? Do you see how unfounded your fears were?’

Professor Moorcock evidently did, to an alarming degree. His face was gripped in an expression of overwhelming joy. The chains of depression were loosing and he was floating up and away onto cloud nine (at least).

‘Peace on Earth!’ he shouted, scrambling to his feet.

‘Well, yes...’ cautioned Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘but I expect they have their own problems too.’

‘The sum of human happiness and misery is more or less a historical constant,’ said Mr Disvan in (I presume) support. I half expected him to add, ‘Discuss.’

‘GOODWILL-TO-ALL-MEN!’ howled Professor Moorcock, waving his arms and taking a step or two down the hill.

‘Get him,’ said Bani-Sadr tersely.

Sadly we were too late. Moorcock broke into a run. I and a few other of the younger Binscomites tried to catch him but his lead was too great.

One minute he was loping down the field, his rats-taily hair streaming behind him. The next, he froze in mid-air and then collapsed in on himself, turning to dust before our eyes. His last cry of ‘peaceeeee’ lingered briefly in the ether.

I pointed speechlessly.

‘Well, Mr Oakley,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘that’s what happens to people who suddenly become three thousand years old. He entered into the “Rollover field”, you see.’

‘That’s right,’ confirmed Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘Didn’t you read Rider Haggard’s She when you a boy?’

I shook my head feebly. I’d been more into things like Mechano News.

My horror was compounded by hearing a ripple of laughter pass along the hillside. Looking closely, I saw that, apart from the children, the villagers had found the incident amusing. The poker-faced Mr Disvan and Doctor Bani-Sadr were studying my reaction just as intently.

‘Try to avoid being judgmental, if you can,’ said the former, reasonably. ‘He was an outsider and we did try to save him.’

‘And he wasn’t destined for a happy life,’ added Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘At least this way he had his moment of contentment, didn’t he?’

‘In fact,’ said Disvan, ‘it’s as well he went when he did. Look!’

While we’d spoken, Rollover Night had silently moved on and the scene before us had changed.

The mega-city was still there, more or less, although parts of it were now dark or only thinly dotted with light. No spaceship or crowd were there to meet us. Perhaps the people of that time simply couldn’t be bothered to do so, for they’d also allowed some of the city’s towers and pinnacles to crumble and decay. The glory of the age was clearly past.

Visible against the light of the city and stars, from horizon to horizon, a bank of cloud was sweeping in. It was blacker than any I ever recalled; denser and more continuous. A fanciful person (which I am not) might have imagined it had the shape of a wolf’s head with jaws agape. The thunder that accompanied it was like snarls of anger.

‘It looks stormy there, doesn’t it?’ I said.

‘You’re the master of understatement, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘Fimbulwinter is more than a storm. Come on, we’d best be off quick.’

Looking round, I saw that others had the same idea. Everywhere, people were packing up their picnics and gathering their possessions together. A few had already started on the way, once again sticking cautiously to the side of the field.

‘I apologise,’ said Mr Disvan politely, ‘I should have explained before. Rollover Night is an interrupted feast. We never stay for the end.’

‘Is there one?’ I asked, being genuinely curious. ‘A great sign in the sky saying “The End”?’

Both Mr Disvan and Doctor Bani-Sadr turned to look at me, patently surprised at some lack of understanding on my part.

‘In effect, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘in effect. You’re seeing it now.’

The cloud was a third of the way over the city now. The myriad lights cast a sickly yellow glow on its underside.

‘That’s the Fimbulwinter,’ explained Bani-Sadr. ‘According to the old time legends, it precedes Ragnarok—that is to say, “the end” that you were so flippant about. As a non-believer in the afterlife, I, for one, am so not so keen to see it.’

I pretended to be made of sterner stuff.

‘Well, what if we are seeing the end of the world? We’re safe this side of the Rollover field, aren’t we?’

Mr Disvan studied me with renewed esteem.

‘No one’s ever stayed to find out, Mr Oakley, but it’s a very interesting point you make. If you’re able to, let me know how you got on—this side of the grave or the other, I don’t mind which.’

Then, without so much as a goodbye, he and Doctor Bani-Sadr hurried off.

The hillside emptied rapidly but I stubbornly refused to move. What was this Ragnarok to me anyway? An old, superseded Anglo-Norse myth, that’s all. 

Despite the ever present sense of unease that, just like rates, was the price of Binscombe residence, I was still minded to stay. What form would ‘the end’ take, I wondered? Missiles? Unsafe sex? A meteorite? Alternatively, was everyone getting worked up about a common or garden bank of cloud?

Then, as the said cloud finally shrouded the megacity-to-be, I recalled that the legends of my own civilisation called Ragnarok, ‘Judgement Day.’

After a brief examination of conscience, I grabbed my coat and sprinted after Mr Disvan.

 

 

 






  








YANKEE GO HOME!

 

‘So how long have you lived in Binscombe, Mr Hood?’ I asked.

‘Oh, it’s mighty hard to rightly say, Mr Oakley. But many years, that’s for sure.’

‘I see, and when did you or your family come over from America?’

Hood looked outraged.

‘America?’ he said. ‘Who the hell said anything about America?’

I was obliged to do a bit of swift backtracking. Some people were just sensitive about names, some about class, some about race, and so on. ‘Different dogs itch in different places,’ I thought—no sense in getting bitten for no reason.

‘Oh, I beg your pardon, perhaps I misheard when Mr Disvan introduced you. I didn’t mean to accuse you of being American.’

I was having no luck at all. My response lit another short fuse in Mr Hood.

‘Whaddya mean “accuse”?’ he roared. ‘America’s a fine nation!’

‘Of course, of course,’ I said, in an attempt to placate. ‘I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with America.’

I wasn’t helped by an outbreak of stifled coughs and guffaws from the Argyll regulars, some of whom were of a different opinion.

‘Anyhow,’ continued Hood, composing himself, ‘there’s no way I’m American, no way. Why, I’m as English as you are, Mr Oakley. So look, why don’t I just purchase you a pint of ale and...’

‘No, no, no,’ said Mr Disvan, a pained expression on his face. ‘Enough’s enough. That was pitiful. We told you it wouldn’t work.’

‘What wouldn’t?’ I asked—and was ignored as usual.

‘Do you think he knows?’ said Hood with a look of childlike innocence.

‘Just possibly,’ grinned Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘just possibly. Mr Oakley, could you hazard a rough estimation of Mr Hood’s country of origin?’

‘Well... America, I think. Texas to be more specific.’

Hood was wide mouthed with surprise.

‘A security breach!’ he gasped.

‘Don’t be daft,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘If you persist in sounding just like J R Ewing, we’ll never pass you off as one of us. Mr Oakley spotted you straight away, didn’t you?’

I didn’t want to upset the bulky Mr Hood again, but neither could I deny the blindingly obvious.

‘Well, yes, I’m afraid so. That southern drawl isn’t particularly Binscombe, you see.’

Hood’s eyes slitted.

‘Maybe someone tipped him off,’ he said to Disvan. ‘Maybe you got a spy in your apparatus.’

The roar of laughter from the regulars at the bar was an eloquent answer to this exciting theory.

‘But seriously,’ said Disvan, not joining in the merriment, ‘back in the real world for a moment, Mr Hood, this isn’t an “apparatus”, you know. It’s just an old village with a large council estate all over and round it. There’re no agents, no spies, just people. Bear that in mind if you hope to live here. Meanwhile, a lot more Anglicisation practice is clearly required.’

Mr Hood pulled a face.

‘Hell, more warm beer, more talking like a goddamn constipated faggot. And the cricket—ugh!’

Mr Bretwalda seemed to take this assessment of his culture personally. Accordingly, I and a few others considered running for the safety of the Gents. Fortunately however, violence was not on his central processing response menu on this occasion. He leaned on our table and made it groan ominously. Mr Hood was more than covered by the Bretwalda shadow and was plainly willing to give a lot of attention to anything the man might care to say.

‘If you don’t like it,’ Bretwalda rumbled, ‘you’re always free to bugger off!’

Normally, Mr Disvan didn’t approve of strong language but, for once, he overlooked it and even added something in Mr Bretwalda’s support.

‘And spend the rest of your life flitting from place to place,’ he said to Hood.

Be he American or whatever, Mr Hood had bags of bulldog spirit, I had to give him that. He wasn’t intimidated by all this; he merely considered it.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘I was way out of line, I admit it. Sorry y’all. Are we still in business?’

Disvan indicated that they were—whatever that meant.

Hood was very pleased to hear it.

‘It’s just I’ve developed a powerful mislike of living in those woods,’ he said. ‘That’s not the life for me; no way.’

Sadly, at that point, the logical imperative ever present in me surged up and took temporary control. I heard my voice saying, ‘I would have thought that with a name like yours, the woods would have been your natural habitat.’

Once again, Mr Hood wasn’t amused.

‘I beg your pardon, sir?’ he said in a way that had little to do with apology.

‘Well, you know, Hood—Robin Hood—and his merry men, in Sherwood Forest...’

‘And we warned you about the name as well,’ interrupted Mr Disvan. ‘Robin Hood, honestly!’

‘But what could be more English than that?’ said ‘Mr Hood. ‘I reckoned it was a real good choice.’

‘Well, it wasn’t,’ said Disvan tersely, ‘and kindly stop that noise.’

The landlord, among others, had started humming the theme tune from the much loved ‘60s television series. Unbidden, the words surged out of my childhood memory banks.

 

‘Robin Hood, Robin Hood

riding through the glen,

Robin Hood, Robin Hood

with his band of men,

feared by the bad, loved by the good,

Robin Ho-od, Robin Ho-od, Robin Ho-od.’

 

Mr Disvan’s wishes were normally law, but that sort of folk memory takes some stopping. Even I felt a powerful urge to join in the community hum and it needed a few seconds for peace to return.

‘What was that about?’ asked the man who called himself Hood.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ replied Disvan. ‘Now listen; you’ll be eating at Mr Oakley’s house tonight.’

‘Will he?’ I asked. ‘Who says?’

‘You do,’ replied Mr Disvan, nothing perturbed. ‘Sorry, did I forget to ask you? Is it a problem?’

‘Well... not exactly. I suppose if Mr Hood needs help I could... It’s just a question of notice...’

Why, I asked myself in the privacy of my head, had my parents brought me up to be so reasonable, in the face of an unreasonable world?

‘No, no problem,’ I said resignedly.

Mr Disvan smiled warmly.

‘Good man,’ he said. ‘Then when we’ve eaten, presuming we survive, we’ll have an inquest on today’s lamentable outing.’

‘Okay, will do,’ said Hood smartly.

‘And bring your photographs along to show to Mr Oakley.’

‘Okay, will do,’ said Hood again.

I’d heard that sort of offer before. It was either holiday or family snaps, which was bad enough, or, in the context of Mr Disvan, something disturbing and/or horrible.

‘Don’t bother about them,’ I said hurriedly. ‘Just bring yourself along.’

Disvan had clearly been trespassing in my thoughts again.

‘Don’t worry, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘they’re nothing horrible.’

Hood lay an oversized paw on my shoulder.

‘Man,’ he said, ‘you will like them. Believe me, they’re out of this  world!.’

Disvan grinned mischievously and the landlord laughed.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Well, it’s quite cosy, as holes in the ground go, Oakley,’ said Mr Hood, ‘but a hole in the ground it remains, even so. I’m used to something better.’

After Disvan’s analysis of Mr Hood’s earlier failure to deceive, Hood had turned to asking me all about my house and lifestyle. I’d duly returned the compliment. It transpired he’d escaped the mortgage trap by occupying a well designed hide in the woods on Binscombe Ridge.

‘Except,’ he explained, ‘when kindly folk, such as yourself, invite me to their homes for a spot of good cooking and a hot bath.’

In fact the cooking had been good, but it wasn’t mine. I’d fetched in a mega-meal of fish and chips. It had been a form of compromise between my Japanese/vegetarian tastes and Mr Hood’s probable, impermissible, desire for a Macdonald’s.

‘It sounds very nice,’ I said.

Hood looked astounded.

‘It does?’ he replied. ‘Do you wanna swap?’

‘Hang on,’ said Disvan. ‘That was polite English understatement. Do you recall what we said to you about that?’

‘Oh yeah,’ agreed Hood. ‘I recall that. You say something that you don’t mean at all—right?’

‘More or less,’ said Disvan doubtfully.

Hood nodded and smiled.

‘I know another name for it,’ he mused, as if to himself.

Fifteen-Love to him, I thought, beginning to enjoy myself.

‘Okay,’ I said, trying to sound as forthright as Cromwell before his maker, ‘let’s be painfully frank...’

‘Yes, let’s,’ said Hood.

‘Um, well, living in a hole on Binscombe Ridge sounds pretty horrific, actually.’

‘Glad you see it my way after all, Mr Oakley.’

‘Don’t mention. So why do it?’

‘Well...’ Hood drawled, leaning back in his (my) chair, ‘I could pussyfoot you round some in answering that, Mr O—but I won’t, seeing how’s you want to be frank or earnest or whoever. Did you ever see Apocalypse Now, Mr O?’

‘Just the half dozen times, yes.’

‘Then you’ll understand what I mean when I say that I’m playing Captain Kurtz out here in Bins-combe.’

‘No, not really.’

‘Shame on your thinking processes, boy. What I mean is that I was military, that I have been a naughty boy and that my ex-friends mean to terminate me with extreme prejudice.’

‘You mean kill you?’

‘Reckon so—leastways, eventually.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, nothing really. Just because of a few pictures...’

‘What, of generals in compromising positions, do you mean?’

‘No sir. Nothing that commonplace. What I’m talking about is a bit more world shattering.’

The press applied that phrase to every transitory ‘crisis’ and five-day-wonder pop group, so I wasn’t in danger of over-heating. Consequently (?) Mr Disvan put his oar in.

‘And the world Mr Hood is speaking of,’ he said, ‘is not our world.’

This did the trick. As an avid, if ignorant and bleary-eyed, viewer of The Sky at Night, the mention of other worlds hauled me into Hood’s story.

‘Have you got photographs of a UFO?’ I asked enthusiastically.

Hood brought out a padded envelope from his sports jacket and made a space for it on the table amid the plates and sauce bottles.

‘Maybe... maybe,’ he said cautiously, ‘but first you gotta understand how I came by them.’

Apparently Mr Disvan had heard all this before. He ostentatiously left the table and went to make free of my drinks cabinet. I thought that was a bit much and turned my head so as to say ‘help yourself’ or some such sarcasm. Like one of Dr Pavlov’s doggies I was brought to heel by a ringing noise. Mr Hood had rapped the edge of his tea cup with a spoon.

‘Pay attention,’ he growled.

I did so, now ignoring the chink of bottles behind me.

‘Do you recall the Viking 3 Mission, Mr O?’ Hood was gently stroking the padded envelope with his fingertips as if he was drawing up his story from inside.

‘Um... no.’

‘Permit me to refresh your memory, then. Viking 3 was the last unmanned Mars probe. It circled the Red Planet for a while, sent down a lander, did a lot of tests, took a lot of pictures—that kinda thing. Are you with me?’

‘So far.’

‘Good. Well, there’s always a few military personnel attached to missions like that. We’re meant to look for armed-forces-applicable information, do a bit of liaison work, etc, etc. In practice, we listen to the dome-head’s idiot blurbs and drink beer, okay?’

‘If you say so.’

‘I do. For Viking 3, I had the honour of heading the combined services team attached. I’d just had a rough tour in “Contra-Land” and people figured I needed a rest to cool out. Someone read my records and found I’d got a science major a decade or so before. I couldn’t remember a damn thing about it, but it clinched me the job. That’s the way things go.’

Mr Disvan rejoined us. From the kerfuffle he’d made, I was expecting to see an exotic cocktail with umbrella and jungle at the very least. It turned out that all the effort had produced was a heroic-sized vodka. He sipped at it daintily.

Hood’s tea-cup chime once again brought me to order and started another round of conversation.

‘Well, to tell you the truth, Mr O,’ he continued, ‘I don’t much like beer. Neither do I necessarily believe the bulletins NASA put out for the press corps. I’ll give you an example. There was this guy in a white coat, with his hair on upside down, do you know what he said to me? “Here, have the newsletter we send out to junior high-schools—see how you get along with that’’.’

Mr Disvan laughed, unkindly I thought, and Hood grimaced.

‘Hell,’ he said, ‘I’m a professional, I didn’t reply but I took that as an insult. I thought I’d take my poor old brain over and have a look-see at the raw data. They couldn’t stop me, I had the clearance—it was just that no one had reckoned on me using it.’

‘If you’re part of an organisation of several million armed men,’ mused Mr Disvan, swirling his drink to and fro in the glass, ‘it’s amazing what doors are open to you.’

‘Quite,’ agreed Hood, missing the sledgehammer humour. ‘Anyhow, while my colleagues were making nuisances of themselves with the lady whitecoats, I went through every damn print out and photo that had come back. Then I saw something interesting and ordered it computer enhanced. Shortly after, my service career came to an abrupt end.’

Hood’s large hairy paw nigh on covered the padded envelope—otherwise I’d have got to the heart of matters by simply enquiring within. A moment of silence ensued. Mr Hood looked puzzled and hurt.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me why?’ he said. ‘Or is this just some of the “English cool” I’ve heard about?’

Actually, it was a hard day at work and a degree of world-weariness, but I thought it easier to go along with Hood’s interpretation.

‘I do beg your pardon,’ I said. ‘Please carry on. Why did your service career come to an abrupt end?’

‘Because they, by which I mean everyone with push, didn’t like what I’d found. I was told to hush my mouth. They made nasty noises about my pension rights should I fail to do so. Some Viking 2 pictures were substituted in the records for the ones I’d located. Everything was wrapped up tight—me included.’

‘There’s a smudge on your forehead,’ said Disvan matter of factly.

Hood was caught off balance. ‘Really?’ he said and—plainly the product of a good home—instinctively rushed to wipe it off. Mr Disvan leaned forward and picked up the momentarily unguarded envelope.

‘Here you are, Mr Oakley,’ he said handing it to me, ‘this is why Mr Hood lives in the woods.’

Hood wasn’t best pleased at being tricked, but not quite displeased enough to fight me for the package so he could finish his spiel.

‘Oh well,’ he said, ‘I guess they’re the long and the short of it anyhow.’

He went off to splash a great deal of my only bottle of single malt into his empty glass.

I found that the envelope contained two colour photographs. They wouldn’t have made the grade as Royal wedding snaps, but otherwise the resolution was so-so. I studied them for a while.

‘Okay,’ said Hood from beside the drinks cabinet, ‘whaddya think?’

I found it hard to work up any enthusiasm, genuine or otherwise.

‘I think you’ve brought the wrong set along,’ I said eventually. ‘Is this your house in Texas?’

Mr Hood moved from scowl to roaring laughter without a gear change. He went so far as to slap his knee with the hilarity of it all. Mr Disvan smiled politely.

‘I can see why you might think that, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan as Hood rejoined us at the table. ‘The reddish, rocky landscape, the little “house” in the distance and so on. However, you’re a shade off target.’

‘Texas my ass!’ said Hood, pointing the ketchup bottle at me. ‘Man, that’s Mars you’re looking at!’

I looked again.

‘It can’t be,’ I said, still reasonably convinced within myself; ‘there’s a house in the photograph.’

‘More of a trapezoidal megalith I would say, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘But I agree, with a picture of that type you can’t be dogmatic about interpretation. Call the thing a house if you like.’

Rather pointlessly, I turned the pictures through three hundred and sixty degrees without them yielding up any fresh wisdom. Now that I came to think about it, the horizon did seem suspiciously close, the sky suspiciously pink and somehow ‘thin’. The scattered rocks didn’t look ordinary anymore.

To allay the icy-fingered disquiet I now felt, I refocused on the ‘house’. It wasn’t much help. This time round the ‘housey’ features were playing hide and seek—either that or my eyes had created homeliness where none existed.

‘There was a five minute time lapse between the pictures,’ said Mr Hood. ‘Do you see any difference between the two?’

I found that I wasn’t so keen to study these views again. All of a sudden, the sense of wonder associated with new worlds was entirely lost on me. I realised I was quite happy with the world I’d been born on, thank you very much. After all, I hurriedly rationalised, the pictures were not exactly a visual feast, were they? As studies of an arid bit of Texas they’d been merely dull. Now that I was informed they were considerably more far-fetched, the snaps seemed somewhat sinister as well.

I glanced at them for a scant second, a mere fig leaf for me to say, ‘No, I can’t see any difference. There’s just a red desert with a block sort of thing in the distance.’

‘Concentrate on that block,’ said Hood, leaning forward and touching one of the photographs.

I concentrated. ‘It’s a block... or house,’ I said.

Hood shrugged his shoulders. ‘Okay, Mr O. And in this one, taken five minutes later?’

‘The same house. Oh Lord... with a black gap... with its door open!’

Mr Hood folded his arms.

‘Viking 3 didn’t take any more pictures, Mr Oakley. Less than five minutes after that picture, its camera got zapped.’

‘Or simply broke down,’ suggested Mr Disvan.

Hood gave every sign that he didn’t think much of that theory.

‘Well .... maybe, Mr D, but it’s a hell of a coincidence if that’s so. The remaining Viking 3 systems, which all kept on working, suggested a sudden and total camera misfunction. I reckon something zapped it. More importantly, they—the button men—reckoned so too.’

I put the pictures face down on the table and slid them back to Mr Hood.

‘So why should you have to flee?’ I asked. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

Without asking permission, Hood lit the first of a succession of cigarettes. Mr Disvan took the cue and produced his wretched pipe. Soon enough my dining room was under battle-style smoke cover and was acquiring a new, tar-based wallpaper.

‘I agree,’ came Hood’s voice from within the cloud, ‘but wanting publication was my fault. Protesting the substitution of old Viking 2 photos for the genuine article was my fault. Complaining about them laying heavy manners about silence on the flight control staff was my fault. Poking my nose in and shouting my mouth off about “affairs of state” were my fault also, I guess. It was one dumb thing to do.’

‘I disagree,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Honesty was the only honourable policy.’

Hood took a serious draw on his (my) whisky.

‘Maybe so, Mr D. But there again, you don’t have to live in a hole in some goddamn woods.’

‘True,’ agreed Disvan cheerfully.

Mr Hood gave a bitter laugh.

‘And it was mite hypocritical of me as well,’ he said, ‘considering some of the other things I’d done in my service career. Why, I recall that village in Nicaragua and the donkey timebomb I rigged up...’

‘I’d rather you didn’t, actually,’ I said swiftly.

‘Okay, Mr O, I’ll clam re that tub of blood. All I’m trying to say is that my conscience was a little late in arriving on the scene—but when it got  there...’

‘You found it had no brakes?’ prompted Disvan.

‘Pre-cisely, Mr D. I tell ya, I could have lived with the cover-up, gotten smashed a few times and called the whole thing just part of life in the raw. However, “they” tried to kiss it better for me and let me in on their game plan. That’s what pushed me over the edge.’

He smiled and spread his hands.

‘And,’ he said, ‘at the bottom of that cliff, here I am.’

The jargon had been a little hard going but, doggedly, two or three seconds out of phase because of the translation problem, I had followed so far.

‘What was their “game plan”?’ I asked.

Hood finished his drink and went to replenish it before answering.

‘It was a two-option, uneven loaded strategy, Mr O,’ he said eventually.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. The way they saw it was that they could maybe tack an afterthought high-res TV camera on the next scheduled US Mars probe, alter its flight plan, and get some real good home movies of just what’s going on at Cydonia Region, 41NOT North, 10NOT West. Trouble was, that’s five years off, minimum and, sad to say, the good ol’ USSR’s Phobos probe will be there three years beforehand. That was a no-no apparently.’

I was reasonably sure I wasn’t going to like what came next. Since that was true of so much of life, I pressed on anyway.

‘So?’ I asked.

‘So,’ Hood went on abstractedly, ‘they thought it would be a whole lot easier all round just to get out any old mothballed prototype capable of making the trip, strap a baby-nuke to its belly and send it on a one way mission to Mars, Cydonia Region, 41NOT North, 10NOT West. That way, the Soviets don’t get there first and maybe discover the secrets of the universe and take over said universe. “How sad,” we say, “our probe has crashed—set up a day of national mourning”—you get the picture?’

We did.

Hood shrugged.

‘It didn’t seem right somehow. I “liberated” the photos and a load of other stuff and went rogue on the Army. Now I hide out places and send the info I’ve got to various VIPs.’

Mr Disvan stirred in his seat.

‘At which point,’ he said, ‘you come in, Mr Oakley.’

All sorts of adrenaline-based alarm bells went off within me. I had visions of American firing squads (my British passport notwithstanding) or men in mirror shades visiting my home.

‘Oh no I don’t!’ I said, Martian patriotism being a very weak force in my make-up.

‘We’d like you to post a few letters for Mr Hood,’ Disvan continued, entirely ignoring my lightning fast response, ‘because if they’re sent from this area, the postmark might give him away.’

This was a whole different kettle of fish, and a task equal to my courage and commitment to the cause.

‘That’s different,’ I said boldly. ‘Of course I’ll do that. I could send a few from the City. Some of my colleagues can post others when they’re in the States or Japan or wherever.’

Hood nodded his appreciation and handed me several thick envelopes from his jacket pocket.

Mr Disvan also seemed pleased. ‘Wherever—as you say, Mr Oakley,’ he agreed, ‘so long as it’s not Binscombe.’

‘It doesn’t sound much,’ said Hood, ‘but who knows, it might just stop them nuking “the little house on the prairie” before the Commies get there.’

He sighed and put his hand to his brow.

‘Hell, what’s happening to me, I already sound just like a Commie!’

This was an interesting sort of moral wrestling match to watch but, more pressingly, something in Disvan’s last comment had raised a query in my mind.

‘Just for the record,’ I asked, ‘why are you in Binscombe of all places?’

‘It’s a simple story, Mr O. The USA got too hot. “They” are very good at pursuit. They’ve got the money and patience. Just about every place I ever visited in my life got a call from the men in dark suits—y’know, guys who look like Mormons only with tailored shoulder holsters instead of Good News. Man, I was so radioactive even my service pals couldn’t cache me away. It was either defect—and probably get swopped straight back—or hit the roots trail. You see, my grandpappy was a Brit—’

‘Englishman,’ said Mr Disvan sharply.

‘Same thing. From round these parts. He told me all sorts of stories about this here Bins-combe, said it was a place of final refuge and other kinds of other weirdo stuff. I thought I might as well check it out. Turns out he was right and my instincts were spot on. People here have been real good to me.’

Any sort of compliment, however oblique, tended to embarrass Mr Disvan. He brushed Hood’s evident gratitude aside with a muttered comment about ‘lost sheep’.

‘Anyhow,’ said Hood, rising to his feet, ‘I’d best be off to my hole. Don’t forget those packages, Mr O. They’re mighty important one way or another.’

I briefly examined Hood’s letters. One was addressed to the Pope, the other to the Soviet ambassador. Nervously stashing them beneath the tablecloth as fresh doubts assailed me, I assured Mr Hood that both he and the Martians could rely on me.

‘Glad to hear, Mr O. Thanks for the fish and fries.’

‘And chips,’ corrected Disvan.

‘Whatever. By the way, Mr Disvan, I might as well warn you. There’ll be another hit on Thursday. Funds are running low.’

Mr Disvan nodded his agreement to whatever this signified.

‘So long, Mr O,’ said Hood. ‘I’ll see myself out.’

Mustering up some kind of farewell, I wondered whether to add ‘have a nice day’—and decided against it.

As Mr Hood left, I noticed the unjust, unfair combination of Disvan’s empty vodka glass and his sober state. In the past I thought he either tipped the stuff away or else was in training for some alcohol Olympics. Now that I knew better, it was clear that drink just didn’t affect him (so why did he bother?). People joked that he was blessed with hollow legs. Hollow or not, he seemed steady on them as he also rose to go.

Leaving other worlds aside for a moment, there were still a few things I didn’t understand. Short of barring the door, I wasn’t going to allow Disvan to get away without settling these sleep disturbing loose ends. Come to think of it, perhaps I’d had enough wine to even try the door-barring scenario. Fortunately it wasn’t necessary.

‘What was that about a “hit”, Mr Disvan?’ I asked. ‘Surely he doesn’t...’

‘No, he doesn’t mean that,’ said Disvan confidently, ‘although, given his background, I can understand your anxiety. What he was referring to was some form of robbery—an equity or mortgage fraud I expect. Out of courtesy he wanted to keep us informed before we read about it in the papers. I’ll give you an example. Remember that last Dollar/Deutschmark exchange scare?’

‘Do I! My firm lost a packet in that and it turned out there was no foundation to it.’

‘Yes there was, Mr Oakley: Mr Hood. He engineered it. He’s now got the packet your firm lost.’

‘No!’

‘Really. You see, Mr Hood was trained in what are apparently known as “covert operations relating to developed economies”, so he’s very good at that sort of thing. You’ll doubtless appreciate his dilemma. He has to generate income, what with his enormous postage and photocopying bills and so on, and yet honest endeavours aren’t an option open to him. Is he committing crime or not, I wonder? At least it gets him away from destabilising South America.’

‘Er... yes,’ I said, accepting the point if not the principle.

‘After all,’ Disvan continued affably, ‘he is only robbing the rich to give to the poor. The poor Martians in this case.’

This struck a chord but I didn’t place it.

‘But does he need to live in the woods?’ I asked. ‘Why can’t he stay in a house? Wouldn’t he be just as safe or unsafe there?’

Mr Disvan nodded.

‘At present, yes. Unfortunately, his enemies are both persistent and thorough. When they’ve exhausted all of his contemporary contacts, they’ll set to work on antecedents. One day—it may be sooner, it may be later—they’ll come to Binscombe. It’s best he’s off the streets before that day comes.’

This seemed a trifle over-cautious and I was going to say as much. However, Mr Disvan hadn’t quite finished.

‘But it’s not only that, Mr Oakley,’ he said as he struggled into his coat. ‘Having Mr Hood living out in the woods also appeals to our sense of the appropriate—if you see what I mean.’

‘No, I don’t,’ I said, feeling slow-witted, ‘not really.’

‘Well,’ said Disvan patiently, ‘it was him that chose the name, so in one sense we’re only obliging the man. Perhaps destiny gave him a prod. Anyhow, from now on, as his clothes get old and wear out, we’ll replace them with garments of green. We’ll give him a bow and arrow to hunt deer and rabbits, on the grounds that it’s quieter than a gun. We’ll find him something—a motorbike maybe—to ride through the glen on. Bit by bit we’ll give him a new and better role in life.’

He frowned and then smiled.

‘Finding Friar Tuck may prove a bit of a problem but, on the bright side, there’s a local girl called Marion who’s taken a real shine to our Mr Hood. Who can say what might come of it? And I do believe that the Americans have a saying that covers such situations, Mr Oakley...’

I buried my brow in my hand.

‘Go on, hit me,’ I said, resignedly.

The choice of phrase raised an eyebrow, but didn’t stop him.

‘What goes around, comes around.’

 

*  *  *

 

About a year later, I saw an olive-green helicopter swooping over Binscombe Ridge—possibly in all innocence, possibly not. Unbeknown to the pilot, he was sped on his way by an arrow from deep within the trees.

 

 

 






  








HELLO DOLLY

 

‘It all started one sunny afternoon, long ago,’ murmured the woman, leaning back and languidly crossing her long legs. ‘A long time ago, it all started with a ringing noise...’

‘Really?’ I replied with a weak smile. This was no longer the easy pick-up I’d anticipated. Clammy tendrils of unease were stealthily moving in on my mind.

I’d gone to the Argyll, in all innocence, for a simple drink and chat. However, the sight of this lady—young, attractive and cotton-clad—alone in the beer-garden, had set off ancient, automatic systems in me. The innocent plans were revised forthwith. My shallowness, I should say, was just something I’d come to terms with long ago. It did, at least, make a person reasonably single-minded.

I had introduced myself and asked for permission to join her. The welcome seemed genuine enough and all the looked-for signals were present and correct. Light talk ensued and I was about to go buy some drinks when she suddenly said, ‘Let me tell you about my childhood.’

I paused, halfway out of my seat, en route to the bar. To be absolutely honest, I didn’t care two hoots about her past or future—or anything else save the night ahead. Even so, something in her voice stunned me like the proverbial ox and it wasn’t only politeness that made me say, ‘Yes, please do,’ and sit down again.

At that point, the woman looked more ravishing than ever—almost artificial in her beauty. The heavy make-up which would have overwhelmed other faces seemed to suit her, to raise her above normal femininity. She was, to coin a phrase, full of Binscombe promise.

During the first mention of the ‘ringing noise’ and so on, I glimpsed a familiar face pressed to one of the Argyll’s windows. Mr Disvan was observing my rake’s progress—or present lack of progress. I wasn’t too concerned. I knew I could rely on him not to be a bore about my lack of honourable intentions. Anyway, I’d enough problems on my plate as it was, and was reduced to covering my confusion with the feeble, ‘Really?’ mentioned above.

Was it Proust who’d said that a man might sleep with any woman he pleased if he had but the patience to listen to her troubles? Cynic though I was, life had given me reason to believe there was more than a molecule of truth in this. Accordingly, I’d long cultivated the art of listening.

‘My parents named me Linda,’ the woman whispered to me, making the simple statement sound like an invitation to amend that to anything—anything—I wanted.

‘Oh... um, that’s a very nice name,’ I replied and, in moving my mouth, found an involuntary silly grin occupying my face.

‘And my surname is Disch,’ she went on.

‘And what a dish!’ I said, still fighting that damned grin. It was all going wrong. Why was I coming out with this sub-Benny Hill material?

Mercifully, the woman laughed—and yet there was no merriment in it. She was becoming increasingly desirable by the minute, while I was getting more gauche and tongue-tied. Who was picking up whom?

The answer to that was soon supplied. The woman, ‘Linda’, leaned very close and fixed me with her huge dark eyes. A snowy-white hand edged across the table towards mine.

‘I want you,’ she said.

Her breath was urgent and humid, like a cellar filled with anticipation.

‘Well, you can’t have him—back off!’

Mr Disvan’s voice broke the spell. I looked round to see that a veritable posse had emerged from the Argyll. Disvan led the force, followed close behind by Messrs Bretwalda, Patel and Limbu, Doctor Bani-Sadr, the landlord et al.

The woman span round to face the mob and then slumped resignedly back.

‘Oakley, come away!’ thundered Mr Bretwalda from halfway down the beer-garden. That was all I needed. If the woman was anything to do with him then my evening might well end in dismemberment.

Linda gave me a wicked little smile.

‘Maybe some other time,’ she said in a distant voice.

By now, the Binscomite 7th Cavalry were upon us and my attention was distracted. They surged about a bit and contrived to put a human wall between me and the unfortunate Disch lady. I was wondering which one of us it was that had transgressed (and chivalrously hoping it was her) when Disvan put the matter to rest.

‘You promised, you wicked woman!’ I heard him say. ‘You gave your word.’

From my position behind the south face of Mount Bretwalda, I couldn’t see what was going on but it clearly wasn’t me that was being rebuked. That was good news in itself although also a bit annoying in a way. Were they implying that I was beyond redemption?

‘I did promise,’ came the woman’s voice, heavy with tearful emotion, ‘I did promise.’

‘Well, it’s not good enough’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr.

‘Not by a bloody long chalk,’ added Mr Bretwalda.

At this point I managed to break through the barricade of flesh, determined to remind these people that I was alive—and upset.

‘And what the hell,’ I said boldly, ‘do you mean by... Hang on, where’s she gone?’

‘I haven’t gone anywhere,’ said the woman, ‘I’m still here, stupid.’

So she was—and yet not. The restraint-threatening houri of a minute ago was replaced by a quite passable but altogether less glorious creature. Yet, now that I looked closely, I could see the connection between the two. Had it been a lucky effect of the light or the inflammation of passion that had caused the trick, I wondered? I was also sufficiently undiscouraged as to speculate whether said trick was repeatable.

Mr Disvan was looking around and, for the first time, seemed taken aback by the minor mob that had accompanied him.

‘All right, all right,’ he said in a raised voice, ‘we’ve saved him from his folly. That’s the end of the matter I think.’

‘It’d better be,’ said Mr Bretwalda darkly, looking directly at the woman, ‘because next time…’

And here, both he and the ever smiling Mr Limbu (one-time Gurkha sergeant) drew horizontal fingers across their respective throats in a desperately eloquent gesture.

My jaw hit my chest (well, almost) but fortunately no words would come to me as the crowd mumbled off back into the pub. Mr Disvan remained behind.

‘Mr Oakley,’ he said, in a reasonably kindly tone, ‘you’re struck comical. What’s the problem?’

‘Um... well...’

‘Doesn’t matter. You just recovered. Meanwhile, let me introduce you to Mrs, I stress Mrs, Disch. Mrs Disch please meet, albeit briefly, Mr Oakley.’

I nodded at her as though we’d really just clapped eyes on each other.

‘Mrs Disch, divorced,’ added the woman sulkily.

Disvan joined us at the table without invitation.

‘Divorced—whatever,’ he agreed (I think).

A long and embarrassing silence followed, save that the embarrassment seemed to give Mr Disvan a miss. He gazed round the garden happily enough and whistled tunelessly through his teeth. Linda Disch studied her crimson talons with great absorption.

I began to get the feeling I’d been caught red-handed in furtive self-abuse and was correspondingly irritated. Who the hell did the Binscomites think they were, Sicilian chaperons?

‘I take it there’s no sympathy for romance round here,’ I said suddenly, trying to maintain the sense of outrage. It worried Disvan as little as a sheep’s growl. He considered the question at length before replying.

‘I wouldn’t care to say, Mr Oakley. I should imagine there’s as much or little of it here as anywhere. Why do you ask?’

Some support from Linda Disch would have nice but she continued to hang her head.

‘Why? You are joking, I hope,’ I ranted. ‘Bretwalda and Limbu threatened this poor woman with a slit throat because of the possibility of us two... well, you know...’

‘No, I don’t actually,’ said Disvan, in all seriousness. ‘Tell me.’

I was losing on points here, I realised that. Unwisely, I turned to the last shelf in the armoury—sarcasm.

‘Oh... forget it! It’s just that I didn’t know Islamic law had been imposed in Binscombe. Are we going to get stoned for our transgressions?’

Disvan looked contemplative.

‘Well, your drinking habits are a matter for you alone, Mr Oakley. As for the Islamic thing, I’m certainly not aware of it. Mind you, it’s a most interesting speculation. The Sharia in Binscombe. I wonder...’

My little jibe hadn’t been intended to fashion an alternate world for Mr Disvan to play in. I needed to think of something a mite less subtle to blast through his defences of indifference. Before I could do so, Disvan made a pre-emptive strike, with Israeli-style success.

‘I suppose it was the “childhood and ringing noise” ploy she used on you,’ he said abruptly. ‘Am I right?’

I tried to regroup under cover of saying ‘Pardon?’ and feigning puzzlement but I wasn’t fooling anyone. Linda Disch’s pout similarly gave the game away.

‘I can see that it was,’ he went on, matter of factly. ‘Well, Mr Oakley, since I detect that your below-waist impulses continue to overrule those of the higher regions, you might as well hear the full spiel. If you’re not restored to reason by that, then by all means go ahead with my blessing. Go wherever your decision takes you.’

He chuckled at some private joke and then clearly felt the need to make amends.

‘I must say though,’ he added, ‘some of us will miss you.’

Mrs Disch was miraculously revived from her torpor and full of cheerful energy.

‘Are you sure?’ she said to Disvan, her eyes flashing with joy. ‘It’s not a trap?’

He was adamant.

‘Absolutely not, Linda. Mr Oakley believes in the power of human reason and the exercise of free will under reason. Now that he’s been warned, I have to respect his beliefs, however outdated they may be. So on you go at your own speed whilst I fetch some drinks. The usual for you both I presume?’

We nodded and off he went. At that precise moment I suddenly realised that stern self reliance was all very well, but it had its lonely limits. Still, assisted by the once more beguiling features of my present company, I rode and suppressed the temporary weakness.

‘It all started with a ringing noise...’ she said.

‘Yes, yes, we’ve had all that,’ I replied. She seemed not to notice.

‘I was only little at the time but I remember it well. A stuffy Sunday afternoon with nothing to do. Dad was reading the paper and Mum was having a snooze. There was too much quiet to be natural. It was like the house was cut off or smothered in something. I recall feeling serious and grumpy, not wanting my toys.’

‘Sounds like every Sunday afternoon I’ve ever known,’ I said, still trying to impress with lightweight wit. It failed.

‘Then the noise started. Very faint on the edge of hearing, so low you thought you were imagining it. Mum woke up and said there was a ringing in her ears. Dad could hear it too, getting louder and louder. “Is that the pipes?” he said.

‘Suddenly the ringing stopped with a crashing sound and all that hot closeness in the air went, just as if something had burst. 

‘The council never found anything wrong with the water system, and so that was the end of it as far as Mum and Dad were concerned.’

‘Good,’ I said, this being the poor best I could devise.

‘But it wasn’t the end for me, Mr Oakley.’

‘Oh.’

‘Something had arrived with that noise, something had burst through.’

‘Really? What?’

She ignored my question and pressed on with the flood of irrelevancies.

‘At the top of the stairs, there was a place where I used to play. The other side of the landing led off to the bedrooms and that. But one side was just a space, a nowhere space, a blank alcove. I used to spend ages up there. Mum and Dad called it “Linda’s little house”. I thought it was cosy—the banisters on one side, a blank wall on the other and another blank wall to rest my back against. Can you see it, Mr Oakley?’

‘Er... just about, I suppose. Sounds... very nice.’

‘1950s council house layouts were often a bit eccentric, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, taking us by surprise in making a silent return. ‘The recipients were in no position to turn their nose up at what was provided.’

He placed the tray he was carrying on the table and passed the drinks round. I grasped mine like a dying man.

Linda Disch applied her scarlet lips to a Bloody Mary before proceeding.

‘One morning,’ she said, ‘I was playing there with all my dollies and that, when I felt something strange. The wall behind me seemed to have some give in it. It shouldn’t have. It’d always been just a nice plain, solid wall, it made me feel safe and protected. I wasn’t worried though. Children don’t have much fear, do they, Mr Oakley?’

You obviously didn’t go to prep school, I thought—but kept it to myself.

‘Leastways, I didn’t have much scare in me,’ said Linda. ‘I just took things in my stride in those days.’

‘But what about this wall?’ I asked (she seemed to be dallying).

‘It wasn’t a wall anymore, Mr Oakley. It was a door.’ Linda was wide-eyed with wonder, as if the incident was only five minutes in her past. ‘I looked up and saw there was a big brass doorknob above my head. When I got up I found the wall was now a great oak door—keyhole, panels, the lot.’

‘And when you tried the handle?’ I asked, urging her on once more.

‘Oh, I didn’t, Mr Oakley. I was brought up to knock before I entered rooms, and somehow I didn’t fancy doing that. What I did do was have a quick squint through the keyhole.’

‘And?’

‘Nothing. It was all old and grimed up. You couldn’t see a thing.’

‘I see.’

‘Well, I couldn’t. I was just standing there and gawping, wondering how I’d missed noticing this room before. Then I saw that the door was a poor fit. There was a fair gap at the bottom, half an inch or so. Straight off. I shimmied down on to my tummy and tried to see into the room.

‘There was light in there from a window or something, because I could see bits and pieces of what was beyond. A ray of sunshine was lighting up the gloom. “There’s no carpet,” I remember thinking. “How come Mum stands for that?’” It looked dirty and dusty, all neglected and forlorn. There was faded wallpaper starting to curl off in places and sheets of yellow newsprint lying about. It occurred to me that perhaps even Mum and Dad hadn’t found this room yet. But there again, how could that  be? They knew everything. They wouldn’t miss a part of their own house, surely.

‘Then a pair of feet crossed my line of vision, great grey slabs of feet, slowly pacing up and down the room, in and out of that beam of sunlight. I must have gasped or something, because the feet stopped in their tracks as though I’d been heard. They changed direction and headed straight for me.

‘A few seconds after that I was taking the stairs two at a time, my hair streaming out behind me. I thought I heard the sound of a door handle being tried and the creak of an old hinge, but maybe that was just my imagination. Either way, it speeded me up a bit. I hit the living room like a bullet out of a gun. It was a wonder I didn’t trip and break my neck. Come to think of it, maybe that was the idea—to start with.

‘Of course, Mum and Dad didn’t believe a word of it but they had a lot of time for children, so they came to see anyway, just to check it out. Dad tried to make a joke of it when he’d eventually coaxed me back up the stairs.

‘ “Look angel-face,” he said, “I’d like another room or two but this is just an old wall, like it’s always been. Don’t let a silly fancy spoil your favourite cosy corner.”

‘Looking back, he went to a lot of trouble to put my mind at rest. He showed me there was no space for there to be a room where I’d said. Just the other side of that wall was Mum and Dad’s bedroom, a nice big, airy place, nothing like what I’d seen. Dad had me stand on the landing while he went in the bedroom and tapped on the dividing wall for me. It came through loud and clear so there simply couldn’t be a room in-between, could there? Like Dad said: there was no room for a room.

‘It was all very reassuring and that, but children’s thoughts don’t run that way, do they? They’re very open minded and willing to accept paradoxes. I knew I’d seen that room and those feet. It was just that they didn’t impinge on the grown-ups’ world. That was true of lots of things anyway.

‘Mum asked me if everything was all right now and I said yes. I realised which way my bread was buttered. When it came to a contest, the adult world was always right. They had all the big guns on their side. Still, at the same time, I couldn’t ignore the plain facts. That room was still lurking around the house, never mind what Dad said.’

There was a long (in other circumstances, I would have said pregnant) pause. Mr Disvan appeared caught up in listening to the birds’ evensong.

‘And?’ I asked eventually.

‘And it was still there,’ Linda blurted out. ‘I never saw it come or go but, from time to time, it was just there. When I went up the stairs, I never knew whether it’d be at the top, waiting for me, as it were.’

‘Why should it be waiting for you?’ I asked. ‘What was so special about the young Linda Disch?’

Mr Disvan put on his ‘good question’ expression and looked pointedly at the woman for her reply.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said, with disarming candour. ‘Perhaps it was all just coincidence. Bear in mind, though, it’s not some junior talent show or bonny baby contest we’re talking about here. It just came to our house and seemed to latch on to me. That’s all that can be said about it. Maybe there was a good reason for it, maybe not. But I don’t see myself as “chosen” if that’s what you’re implying.’

‘Yes,’ said Disvan, turning to me, ‘show a bit of compassion won’t you. Think of the poor child.’

This was rather a tooth-grinding sort of turn-about by him but I let it pass. A modicum of ill-tempered shrapnel did however ricochet into my conversation.

‘Okay, all right,’ I said. ‘So your house had a free, magic extension—what of it?’

‘Well,’ said Linda, swirling the red remains of her drink round and round the rim of the glass, ‘things didn’t rest there. They progressed. Since I wouldn’t enter the room, the room came out to meet me.’

She looked slyly up at me from under her long lashes to check I was suitably agog.

‘That was about a year later,’ she said softly. ‘I’d almost got used to the door being there off and on, and sometimes didn’t even give it a glance. Mind you, I wouldn’t play in that spot any more. Not only that, but I used to rush by it most days. I didn’t want to hear those great feet padding about if I could help it.’

This seemed extremely reasonable, having my own dim memories of the bogeyman who lived in the gas meter cupboard, and I said as much.

‘Thank you, Mr Oakley.’

Her gratitude for this little bit of understanding seemed genuine. Then she sighed and ploughed on.

‘Anyhow, one day—I must have been about nine or ten or so—I’d gone to bed at the usual time but couldn’t sleep. I’d gotten convinced that I was thirsty. There was some more-ish cherryade downstairs in the fridge, going begging, so I thought why not sneak down and indulge myself? Off I went, a bit dazzled by the landing light, and got as far as the top of the stairs. Then I must have registered there was something wrong because I paused for no good reason. I looked round and saw the door was there. And it was open.

‘I wasn’t given the chance to take much in. Something glided through the doorway towards me. I stood there frozen for about the longest second in history and then I was away, screaming blue murder.’

‘Hang about,’ I interrupted. ‘What was it “glided through the doorway”?’

‘More drink, Mr Disvan,’ said Linda brusquely, holding out her empty glass to one side. To my amazement, Disvan took it and obediently trotted off.

Somewhat stunned, I was tracking his departure down the garden path when Mrs Disch (divorced) felt able to resume and answer my query.

‘I’m not too sure, Mr Oakley,’ she said, clearly trying to frame the memory and hold it still. ‘It had something of the human about it—and then again not. There was a long white gown, like a nightie—I recall that. Also a dead white, pretty face with shiny eyes and lips, a bit like a Victorian china doll...’

‘Ugh,’ I said, expressing a sentiment from the heart. I’d never got on with said dolls, associated always in my mind with visits to aged aunts and sad junk shops. Often hairless, usually vicious looking, their gaze followed you round the room and transformed me, of all people, into a temporary believer in the evil-eye. They were the one sort of antique I’d never collect.

‘It was rather grim,’ Linda confirmed, ‘this great lank-haired, tall thing, all musty smelling and indistinct, floating towards me. And, like I said, for a moment I couldn’t get my legs to move. She got awfully close. Her chubby arms had started to reach out for me and at that point our eyes met...’

Mr Disvan chose that moment to return and silently handed Linda another generous vodka/tomato-juice mix. She gratefully buried her head in it, seeking the strength and solace to carry on. In due course she evidently found it.

‘I couldn’t see any sense there,’ she said, ‘only cunning. Her eyes were like polished glass. But there was movement and a spark of life—of one sort or another. The eyelids opened and closed, the mouth pursed and grinned. I knew she could see me well enough. That’s when I found the power to shift.’

The drink was drained and placed back on the table. With a surprisingly elegant gesture, she wiped her lips with one long finger.

‘I was hysterical for hours, as you can imagine.’

I indicated that, yes, I could well imagine that.

‘And Mum and Dad were beside themselves with worry. Of course, they got the gist of it out of me and went to investigate. Naturally they found nothing. So, from that evening sprang my grand tour of the child psychiatrists.’

Linda leaned forward as if to confide in me alone.

‘I think they turned me a little funny you know,’ she whispered loudly.

This was a bit of a poser to reply to. Politeness warred with the blindingly obvious.

‘Oh... really?’ I said gamely.

‘I suspect so, Mr Oakley. Even so, it wasn’t a total waste of time. I can still speak fluent Freudian to this day.’

‘A contradiction in terms surely?’ said Mr Disvan, smiling gently.

Linda shrugged.

‘Maybe, Mr Disvan. They didn’t seem to do much good anyway. There was a different opinion for every different “expert”. Worst of all, we’d occasionally come across a hard-liner. They’d diagnose “attention seeking” and recommend I was snapped out of it a.s.a.p. The thing at the top of the stairs seemed to know in advance and would be waiting for me. There was poor old Mum and Dad, thinking it their duty to drag me, kicking and screaming, up the stairs by brute force whilst telling me not to be so silly. All the while, the creature from the secret room was looming over the banisters, staying parallel to us and staring at me. Mum and Dad couldn’t see it, but I could. Even when I shut my eyes, the picture was still there. I could still feel her presence a few feet away.

‘Eventually Dad would settle me in my room and be real nice about everything. But how can you sleep in those circumstances? I used to lie there all night, wondering if she was just the other side of the door, waiting her chance to get in.’

Linda paused and looked wistfully at the sky. A few birds wended their way home across her line of vision, but I doubt that she saw them.

‘You have that happen to you, once or twice a month, throughout your childhood,’ she said sadly, ‘and it tends to leave its mark.’

My mind was gingerly calculating the horror and dark corners of a young life spent in that way.

‘How did you…’ I said, stumbling somewhat. ‘How could you..?’

‘You just get used to it,’ said Linda decisively. ‘It still goes on to the present day. But, now I’m on my own, there’s no one there to worry about my reactions or behaviour.’

I suddenly realised that Disvan was studying me closely.

‘Don’t get awash with sympathy, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘There’s more to all this than what you’ve heard.’

Linda Disch fairly leapt in at this point.

‘Oh yes, Mr Oakley—much more!’

Mr Disvan looked askance at her but held his peace.

‘For instance,’ she hurried on, ‘I haven’t told you about the terrible dreams I had.’

I didn’t take the bait and silence ensued. Her eyes flicked nervously between the two of us before she decided to ignore the death of conversation.

‘Yes, really,’ she said, ‘they were awful because you couldn’t get away or out of them. I kept seeing myself in that room beyond the door. I would be floating, a few inches off the ground, and so was the creature in white. She was always there with me. My back was turned to her but I could sense her, even so. We’d be just sort of... resting, hanging there amidst the dirt and dust and old rags, thinking of nothing.’

Linda paused and flicked her long hair back from her face. She used the opportunity to size up her audience’s reaction. It seemed she was getting what she wanted.

‘The dream would go on and on for ever—or that’s how it felt to me anyway. Then, sooner or later, the scene would cut off, as if the plug had been pulled on it. I’d find myself sitting bolt upright in bed, wide awake and yelling. That generally meant another trip to the psychiatrists.’

Full of faith in the twentieth century, a question occurred to me.

‘But Linda, didn’t you ever think to come clean with these people? I mean, tell them what was actually happening to you?’

She laughed bitterly.

‘You must be joking! They extracted enough perversity out of my nice ordinary childhood as it was. God knows what theory they’d have erected on all the real weirdness that was happening. I had sufficient suss to keep schtum. I didn’t fancy a lifetime under the chemical cosh, Mr Oakley.’

Mr Disvan looked at me as if to say “try answering that, clever clogs”. Fortunately I didn’t have to; Linda Disch wasn’t finished.

‘And you try acting normal, working hard at school and all that,’ she said, ‘when you’ve spent night after night in that sort of dream world. It’s not easy, I can assure you.’

I could hardly argue the point, and pulled a face that suggested understanding, sympathy or something akin.

Linda seemed to appreciate the gesture and drew encouragement from it.

‘But, like I told you, Mr Oakley,’ she said, smiling at me, ‘you can get used to anything. Used to that... thing standing at the top of the stairs in the moonlight. Used to dreading bedtime. Used to a door to nowhere. Used to being thought raving mad. Anything. It just pushes you a bit sideways, that’s all.’

‘Yes, I can well imagine,’ I said lamely. Linda took no notice, she was in full stream.

‘And it projects forward and back,’ she said eagerly. ‘It blights the future and colours the past. Do you understand what I mean? It’s the thought of that figure, just standing there in that room, in the still and silence in there. Whilst all about, our normal little life was going on—all the small family joys, parties and holidays and Christmas and all that. That thought casts a pall over all my memories through the years.’

‘Well, it would,’ I said in all truthfulness. Anyone’s past held enough horrors without this.

Linda nodded sadly.

‘Then Mum and Dad died, which made it a lot easier. I know that sounds a terrible thing to say but... well, it just did. I didn’t have to pretend or explain anymore. And after that, I was married for a bit—but the atmosphere, those memories I was telling you about, got to him. He upped and left me.’

Mr Disvan shifted in his seat and looked skyward. He seemed to be saying that he could tell another story. Linda either failed to notice or let the silent comment pass.

‘I don’t think the creature approved of us anyhow,’ she said. ‘The day we got married, when I came out of the house to go to the registry, I saw her at a window, staring down at me.’

This seemed vaguely (in retrospect, very vaguely) important.

‘So this room had a window, did it?’ I asked.

‘When it suited her, yes. Not usually but sometimes. The window just appeared. It did that day for some reason. So there I was in my white dress, about to get in the taxi and having a happy day, when I noticed her. A great black shadow, she was, pressed against a dirty window pane. It was an omen. Nothing worked for us after that. Like I told you, it got to him and he went away.’

Ever keen on elegant solutions (or easy ways out), a question hijacked my thoughts.

‘Why didn’t you follow his example?’ I said. ‘Why not clear off and leave the thing behind? Your answer might be as simple as just moving house!’

Linda shook her head emphatically and yet managed to look evasive at the same time.

‘That’s not the way to do it, Mr Oakley,’ she said, her voice charged with emotion. ‘It’s not that cut and dried. I mean... there’re advantages to staying as well. There are other considerations, other—’

Mr Disvan butted in.

‘Did you ever watch a program called Opportunity Knocks, Mr Oakley?’ he asked.

Years of Binscombe life and Disvan’s acquaintance allowed me to withstand the G-force of such sudden changes in direction. Outwardly, I was as calm as... well, something very calm.

‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘I had that misfortune on occasion.’

Mr Disvan looked pleased.

‘Good. Then you’ll know what I’m on about when I borrow Hughie Green’s immortal phrase and tell you: Mr Oakley, it’s make your mind up time! See you later, I hope.’

He got up from the table, tipped his hat to Linda Disch and walked away towards the Argyll.

I was completely bewildered. What had he meant? Would my dignity be totally blown by calling out after him for an explanation? Alas, indecision lasted long enough for him to disappear from view into the bar.

By process of elimination, I had to turn to Mrs Disch for guidance. I shifted in my seat to face her.

‘What do you make of that? I asked. ‘How come...’

My voice trailed away into nothingness. Either my hormones had spontaneously erupted or something had happened to Linda Disch. She was once again the delectable vision that had first captured me. Every plane and curve was saying something urgent to anti-rational parts of my brain. It was, in short, a bit of a shock—as in electric.

She smiled at me and thus made the situation worse.

‘I... er... don’t quite follow,’ I said, playing for time. ‘You appear to have... er... altered.’

‘For the better, I trust,’ she replied coquettishly.

‘Oh yes. Yes, I think so.’

That tiny qualification was a last attempt at balance. She was attractive, overwhelmingly so, but the attraction was... basic. Overdone. By some miracle she managed to just carry it off, all the heavy make-up, the gleaming eyes, the moist and moving lips—but at the same time it was all too much, too doll-like. I could hardly deny the effect, though.

‘It’s all part of the deal, I think,’ she whispered to me, ‘the bargain that keeps me where I am. It’s a little compensatory present. Or maybe a ploy. You see, I reckon the creature is lonely, or perhaps it’s the room itself. It longs for life, it wants company. That’s the feeling I get when I go there in my dreams, anyway. Who knows, that could be where I go when I have my black-outs. What do you think?’

I was thinking that maybe fright could overcome even rampant desire. Linda Disch was continuing to change before my very eyes, becoming more inhumanly wonderful by the minute.

‘So,’ she trilled, ‘as the flower is to the honeybee, so am I to finding “company”. Normally I’m not allowed to find our “company” in Binscombe. The villagers don’t permit it. However, Mr Disvan seems to have made an exception of you, doesn’t he?’

She leaned right forward and winked one great be-lashed eye at me. Her face, like that of a beautiful, faultless, heartless china doll, was close to mine.

That last thought rolled lazily around the parts of my mind still answering the helm. Where, I wondered, had I heard about dolls, china dolls, just recently?  Why should the question seem relevant—important even?

‘Mr Oakley,’ said Linda seductively, ‘are you in a company sort of mood?  Would you like to visit us?’

Her white and slender hand sped across the table to rest on my arm. The touch of it was as cold as death.

I looked into her glassy eyes. My reflection was missing. Instead, I saw twin images of a room. There seemed to be bodies, the bodies of naked men, sprawled over its floor. Was I imagining things or did one look a bit like me?

‘Well,’ said Linda—or whoever, ‘how about it, Mr Oakley?’

When I sped, rocket-style, sweat spangled and wide eyed, into the bar of the Argyll, the regulars, Disvan included, seemed to be half expecting me. They had a good laugh at my expense and then sang me a ragged chorus of a Cliff Richard song.

Like no piece of music before or since, it made a deep impression. To this day, if ‘Living Doll’ comes on the radio, I turn it straight off.

 

 

 






  








PEACE ON EARTH, GOODWILL TO MOST MEN

 

‘Same again, Mr Disvan?’

Disvan looked into his glass and gave the question more thought than usual.

‘Maybe not, Mr Oakley’ he said eventually. ‘Given the season of the year, perhaps we should consider an alternative.’

This sounded a bit ominous. Mr Disvan was a creature of habit, like most old men, and not the sort to let the occasion of Christmas Eve interfere with the orderly passage of Binscombe life.

‘Alternative?’ I asked cautiously. ‘Like what?’

‘Like going to midnight mass at St. Joseph’s, for instance.’

This really was a bolt out of the blue. Nothing could have been further from my mind. I tried to express my ‘stunned ox’ status in a reasonable fashion.

‘Church? But you’re not a Christian, are you? I mean... well... and as for me...’

‘As for you,’ muttered Disvan, ‘you’re what’s called a “yuppie”. Yes, I’m aware of that; too “Porsche and £” orientated for matters spiritual.’


This really took the biscuit, since Disvan drove a Porsche himself, but by that stage in our acquaintance charging him with hypocrisy was like mentioning ‘late library books’ at the Nuremburg Trials. So I just bit my lip—again. There were calluses there now.

‘It’d still do you some good to go,’ he went on. ‘Me likewise. I realise I may be some distance from Christian orthodoxy...’

I intervened with an overdone ‘you’re not kidding’ expression.

‘…but it’s a respectful distance, even so.’

Disvan was clutching at straws, I could tell. But he pressed gamely on.

‘Anyhow,’ he said, ‘it’s sort of traditional and... appropriate. There was no point in asking any of this lot,’ here he gestured to indicate the rest of our friends and acquaintances in the Argyll’s public bar. ‘They’re neo-heathens for the most part. I thought you might be interested, though.’

Not wishing to disappoint, I gave the notion a quick once-over. It wouldn’t hurt, I concluded and, all things considered, my bachelor Christmas could do with an injection of festive jollity.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m game for a laugh.’

Mr Disvan smiled but not, I suspected, at my little joke.

‘Oh, there’ll be laughs, Mr Oakley’ he said, ‘I can assure you. That’s half the reason for going. So come on then, off we go.’

He was already on his feet and labouring into his coat.

‘Hang about,’ I said, staying put in my seat. ‘There’s miles of time yet.’

Disvan looked very concerned.

‘No there isn’t, Mr Oakley. We’ve got to be early and get a seat at the front.’

‘But it’s only ten thirty!’

He shook his head and tutted.

‘Don’t you read the papers, Mr Oakley? It’s all change in the C of E nowadays. Midnight mass starts at eleven.’

 

*  *  *

 

It had sounded like a bit of peculiarly Disvan logic, but proved to be true. ‘Midnight Mass 24/12/1998—11:00 PM,’ stated the notice board outside the church.

I accepted the anomaly, rode it and forgot it. Like the workings of the City of London, whence I commuted each day, life in Binscombe village was quite often a few degrees askew from normality. The secret was not to worry about it.

The bitter cold was less easy to sublimate. It was a brisk, frosty night and, with twenty minutes in hand before the service, I’d envisaged waiting inside the church. However, Mr Disvan restrained me from entering.

‘Not yet,’ he said, barring my way, ‘there’s a bit of a practice going on.’

I listened carefully. Sure enough, I could hear the sound of singing coming from somewhere within.

‘Maybe they’ve started early,’ I said. ‘Let’s go and see.’

Disvan was emphatic.

‘No,’ he said. ‘We must wait for the practice to end.’

‘Okay, fair enough,’ I thought—but at the same time, I was now very cold, increasingly fed up and, truth be told, a bit sulky with it. First we didn’t have to be late, now we had to hang around outside. What the hell was going on?  Why was I being mucked about?

By now, other people were turning up and queuing up patiently alongside us. To my surprise, and despite Disvan’s opinion of them, some of the Argyll crowd, Mr Bretwalda, Mr Patel, Doctor Bani-Sadr et al arrived. They nodded politely to everyone and waited in silence.

I didn’t feel so stoical, and started to stamp my feet to restore life to them.

‘It’s the choir, is it?’ I asked, addressing no one in particular.

Apparently I was speaking Albanian. The Binscomites exchanged blank looks and then ignored me.

‘The singing,’ I persisted, ‘it’s the choir, is it?’

‘Um...’ Disvan replied.

‘They sound very cheerful.’

‘Yes, Mr Oakley, they do, don’t they?’  He seemed pleased to have something he could agree to. ‘And why shouldn’t they at this time of year.’

‘I don’t recognise the tune, though.’

Disvan raised his eyebrows as if shocked to the core.

‘Don’t you?’

Doctor Bani-Sadr disguised a snigger under the cover of a coughing fit. I was beginning to feel subtly got at.

‘I mean, are they all little boys or something? I asked. ‘Because the voices are very high. Shrill, almost.’

And at that precise moment the singing rose to a crescendo and stopped. A deep silence followed. No one seemed inclined to break it.

Then the church door creaked open and a grinning face emerged from within.

‘Good evening, Reverend Jagger,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Merry Christmas to you!’

‘And to you—to you all!’ the vicar replied. Welcome to St. Joseph’s. Please come in out of the cold.’

We did exactly that. It was nice and warm inside—and, apart from the Reverend Jagger, entirely empty.

‘Where’s the choir? I asked Mr Disvan as we settled down in our pew. ‘Where’ve they gone?’

‘What choir?’ he replied innocently.

I ground some enamel off my teeth and pretended to rise above it all. He was in one of his annoying moods.

Disvan had insisted on a seat near the front. This happened to place us in the shadow of the pulpit and under the vicar’s eye. Happily, to start with, the holy man was safely occupied browsing a great bound Bible (‘Looking for loopholes,’ whispered Mr Disvan) but soon enough he glanced up and caught our gaze. Vicars, like policemen, made me feel guilty without cause.

‘Hello there, Mr Disvan,’ he boomed. ‘Glad you could make it. Good year?’

‘Middling. And you?’

‘Could be worse.’

‘Looks like you’ll have a fair crowd in tonight.’

They both surveyed the rapidly filling church. It was true. The front portion at least, was getting to be fully occupied.

‘Oh yes,’ Jagger agreed. ‘And there’ll be more before kick-off. You get all types at this service.’

This seemed to amuse them and they had a swift laugh-in from which I was excluded.

‘Of course,’ the vicar continued, ‘I hope there’s no trouble, but there always is.’

‘The times we live in,’ said Disvan sadly—but he was still smiling.

‘Yes, absolutely’ echoed Jagger, also beaming brightly. ‘Still, it’s an ill wind, eh?’

With that he returned to his reading.

‘Trouble?’ I hissed. ‘What trouble?’

Mr Disvan didn’t seem very alarmed.

‘Well, you know how it is, Mr Oakley. Midnight mass attracts these types, straight out of the pub.’

‘Like us, you mean?’

‘No. I mean drunks and yobboes and lager-louts, come to lark about and disrupt the service.’

‘Oh.’

This didn’t sound very promising. I don’t like close physical contact (saving the sexual kind), particularly in the context of brawling with drunks.

People had continued to stream in, including, puzzlingly enough, the choir, who’d arrived in ones and twos and gone off to get changed. The front four or five pews were now jammed. The rest were much more thinly dotted with worshippers, anonymous latecomers, heavily wrapped up against the chill.

I was absorbed in staring at a crucifix and had calculated a forty-sixty percent chance against God’s existence when the service suddenly started.

The Reverend Jagger slammed his bible shut and the organist abruptly piled into ‘O little town of Bethlehem’ as the clock in the tower above began to strike eleven.

Everyone bar me seemed prepared, whereas I had to leap to my feet, grab a hymn book and desperately flick through it looking for the right page. I never did find it and had to ‘hmmmm’ along instead. Then we all sat down again.

‘Dearly beloved...’ said the Reverend Jagger—and so on.

It went along painlessly enough until the sermon. At that point the door crashed open and a rabble of riffraff sauntered in. They came and sat uncomfortably close to us, only a couple of pews back, and started to make loud, inappropriate comments. One of them blew a raspberry (at least, I hope that’s what it was) and their own incense of beer and Brut wafted before them. My back felt horribly vulnerable and I heard Mr Disvan sigh.

‘ ‘Ere!’ came an Eastenders-coached voice from their general direction,  ‘look at that pooft-aaargh!’

Up to then I’d not dared to look round but instinct took over. The yobboes were being effortlessly hauled away by members of the congregation, their cries of protest (or worse) cut off by hands clamped over their mouths. It was a very neat, indeed surgical, operation.

‘I’ve never heard of a church with bouncers before,’ I whispered to Disvan.

He smiled wisely.

‘No? These came with the church.’

‘But I don’t recognise any of them.’

‘You wouldn’t, Mr Oakley. They’re from before your time.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Nothing.’

‘But why are they taking the yobs down into the crypt? Why not just chuck them out?’

Disvan smiled again but said nothing.

‘And,’ cried the Reverend Jagger, distracting me, ‘there you see proof with your own eyes. The Lord will provide us with our daily bread, whoever we are, whatever we may be!’

The congregation tittered politely but I couldn’t see the joke. It was all a bit puzzling. And was that someone pouring water down in the crypt or—sort of gobbling noises..?

The same process happened a few more times. Groups of undesirables fell in the church, misbehaved and were duly dragged away, not to be seen again. It must be getting awfully cramped in that crypt, I thought.

Naturally, I was full of admiration for the dark and silent ‘bouncers’. They appeared to be absolutely fearless and were doing a great job, overpowering the opposition and then keeping them out of the way. My only cavil was that some of them were taking too much interest in innocent little me. Every time I looked round it seemed that five or six pairs of eyes were fixed unflinchingly upon me. I found myself trying to act as respectable as possible, visibly joining in the prayers and shouting out the responses.

The final incident was when some tipsy adolescents chuntered in and started playing the fool. They too sat not far back from Mr Disvan and me, and their shrieks and cat-calls sounded much too close for comfort. Accordingly, when a powerful gust of wind raised the hair on the back of my head, I suspected a prank on their part and turned to protest. I was just in time to see some Levi 501s and a pair of trainers disappear through the trap door into the belfry.

It couldn’t have been a bat carrying him, I insisted to myself. Bats just don’t grow that big.

The remaining youngsters were still in a state of shock, staring open mouthed up at the roof.

‘‘Kinnell!’ said one but the rest were struck dumb.

It didn’t save them. They too were manhandled (or possibly not man-handled—my suspicions were already alive and twitching) away down to the crypt.

‘Right then,’ said Jagger, ‘let our voices, like our brother just now, rise up to the Lord. Hymn number 30: “While shepherds watched their flocks by night”.’

I sang extra loud to drown out the eating noises I could hear coming from the crypt and directly above my head.

Absorbed in some pretty pressing thoughts, I still tried to pay at least outward attention to the service. We came to that point where everyone has to shake hands whilst trying not to look embarrassed. It was the chance I’d been waiting for.

The Reverend Jagger bowled down to us and muttered something about peace being with me. I felt far from at peace and held on to his proffered hand. Pointing discreetly in the direction of the crypt, I said, ‘Um... vicar, what is... er, you know...’

‘Oh, that,’ he replied warmly. ‘Don’t worry about it, Mr Oakley, you’re in no danger.’

‘But...’

‘Most old churches and graveyards have them, Mr Oakley—unquiet and unforgiven spirits. The problem is that they get terribly...’

‘Hungry?’ suggested Mr Disvan.

Jagger nodded.

‘…or empty as the centuries go by. The way I see it, you can either exorcise them or put ‘em to some good use!’

A sense of humanist outrage made me open my mouth, but nothing came out.

‘It’s a good deal,’ Disvan whispered to me, and Jagger smiled modestly. ‘In return for no trouble at other times, on Christmas Eve we let them have a little... feast.’

‘I think of it as Christian charity,’ said the vicar. ‘They’ve got enough problems, poor things, without me imposing starvation as well. I mean, even the church mouse in Betjeman’s poem got a slap-up meal once a year, at harvest festival. Binscombe’s deceased black sheep have their party at Christmas, that’s the only difference. You wouldn’t begrudge them, Mr Oakley, if you knew how much they look forward to it.’

‘We heard their celebration before we came in’ said Disvan.

‘Yes,’ said Jagger bashfully. ‘They like to put on a little thank you concert for me—so sweet really. Whoops! We’re keeping everyone waiting—must be off.’

The service went on. As it did, Mr Disvan observed that I wasn’t my usual happy self.

‘Oh, come on, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘Don’t be so po-faced. Where’s your Christmas spirit? Everything’s got to live—even if it’s not alive.’

I fought the temptation but couldn’t resist glancing round. My gaze hit one of the shrouded figures at the rear. Before I could swivel back to safety, he or she or it noted my inattention and flashed a yellow, ravenous, smile.

‘Now,’ said the Reverend Jagger, ‘we’ll sing hymn number 390: “Firmly I believe and truly”!’

I sang along and sincerely hoped I was convincing.

 

 

 






  








CANTERBURY’S DILEMMA

 

‘Nothing is true and everything is permissible!’ announced Mr Fersen as he entered the Argyll.

The assembled company, much to my surprise, turned, as a man, to greet this stranger like a long lost friend. A roar of mixed laughter and greetings met his odd salutation. Standing behind him in the doorway, I felt like the side dish that nobody ordered. I never got a welcome like that even after all these years of patience and hard socialising. ‘I’m fed up,’ I thought, ‘I’m going.’

Mr Disvan must have been walkabout in my head again, because, before I could wheel round and depart, he rushed forward and caught my arm.

‘Don’t go, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘we’re pleased to see you too, and you really must met Mr Fersen.’ 

I wasn’t too proud of my sulk, but at the same time reckoned I was entitled to it.

‘Why should I?’ I said.

‘Because he’s a man with connections. I don’t doubt you’ll find a great deal to talk about.’

‘Really? Anyway, we’ve already met.’

This was true. Our acquaintance was several minutes old. I’d bumped into him lingering outside the door of the Argyll and he’d contrived to spoil my carefully constructed calm. That was another point against him.

The fact was that I generally took a stroll, time permitting, on a Friday evening, just to put me in the weekend mood. It took me back and forth over the Binscombe frontier, from the narrow roadways and the council houses to the no-nonsense, profit or die, fields beyond.

In repeating the dosage a couple of times, I could put some mental distance between me and the City of London. All around me, Binscomites were doing nice ordinary things—cooking tea, washing their hair, subsiding in front of the TV, or maybe even making new Binscomites. True, I didn’t much fancy rejoining their little world, but there was an odd appeal in peeking through its windows, metaphorically speaking, off and on.

Then, once I’d lost full recall of that day’s FT, my feet were allowed to wend their way to the Duke of Argyll. ‘Another evening’s safari down amongst the real English,’ as Mr Disvan cynically put it.

There was spot of rough and ready truth in that, but all the same the walk ritual served as an airlock between my two lives. It was pretty well necessary to prevent an attack of the cultural bends. The Square Mile and darkest Binscombe didn’t have many mutual points of reference.

The significance of all this is that, as I hove into sight of the pub that evening, I could have done without encountering Mr Fersen. He reminded me that my Binscombe passport was a ‘John Bull’ forgery.

The first sight of him was his royal blue Rolls-Royce. It purred to a halt just outside the Argyll’s door and three people effortlessly emerged, without all the contortions required by lesser autos. One was an elderly, distinguished gent, in a green suit, with a trilby set on his snowy head. The others were young, sultry, Mediterranean types of great beauty—a boy and a girl, maybe even brother and sister. I don’t remember what they were (almost) wearing.

The old man leant forward and, without a word, kissed each companion with rare passion. Then, with many a backward glance and fleeting touch, the boy and girl retreated into the Roller and the unseen chauffeur bore them away.

By that time I was almost at the pub door and, good manners or not, could no longer pretend that the man was invisible. Instead, I tried the next best thing and made to walk past with a token nod. Who and what he filled his leisure hours with was none of my business, I thought, so long as he left me alone.

‘Excuse me, young man,’ he said, ‘but would you be awfully kind and do me one small favour?’

The time and context was all wrong for him to get a result with this but, too late, I found my face had automatically put on its helpful expression. He took this for a yes.

‘Thank you so much. It’s... er...’

He hesitated, as if too polite, too appreciative of me, to trespass on my attention a second longer.

‘It’s what?’

‘Well...’ he smiled, ‘I wonder if you’d enquire if there are any clergy in this public house.’

And he was so charming, so clearly devoid of ill will, that I found I was rushing to comply.

‘Hang on,’ I said, catching myself, ‘what for?’

He smiled winningly once again.

‘Well, I’d rather like to go in but I don’t want to cause any upset. Just say Mr Fersen has arrived and he craves their indulgence. Everyone will understand.’

Actually, this wasn’t quite so strange a request as it might sound. The Argyll doubled up as Binscombe’s unofficial town hall and information exchange. The local men of the cloth often popped in to show the flag and have a social half (or two).

So it proved that evening. Too embarrassed to physically go and search, I peered through the pub’s main window and spotted both the Reverend Jagger and Father Wiltshire propping up the bar.

‘Well, as it happens,’ I said to Fersen, ‘there are a couple of them inside. What do you want me to do?’

‘Do you think you might attract their attention?’

‘Fair enough.’

I tapped the window. Father Wiltshire (amongst others) looked round. I beckoned to him.

‘There you are.’

Mr Fersen touched the side of his nose with one finger.

‘I shan’t forget this young man. You will be rewarded,’ he said.

The pub door opened and Wiltshire stuck his head out.

‘What are you requiring, Oakley,’ he growled, ‘conversion at long last?’  Then he caught sight of Mr Fersen. ‘You! Are you not dead yet?’

Fersen tipped his hat to the priest.

‘I do apologise for this,’ he said sincerely. ‘It’s nothing personal, I assure you.’

Wiltshire twisted his face with scorn.

‘Ah, away with you, mouthpiece. Come on Jagger, we’ve got to go.’

And they did. Father Wiltshire swept past without another word. The Reverend Jagger tried to be more conciliatory but met the same suave wall of faultless charm.

‘I don’t doubt there’s some truth on both sides,’ he said as he passed by, shaking his head sadly.

‘Absolutely, absolutely,’ agreed Fersen, without actually agreeing or committing himself to anything at all.

The clergy departed and Mr Fersen entered in like a conquering sultan, as described above.

I left him and his fans to it and made my way to the bar.

‘Who is he?’ I asked the landlord, jerking my thumb in the direction of the party. ‘What’s he got that I haven’t?’

Lottie the landlady gazed languidly past me into the midst of the hub-bub where Fersen was shaking hands and sharing sly comments.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘sophistication for a start. And poise. And that sort of roguish charm that makes women—’

‘Yes, all right, all right,’ I said, butting in before the list of omissions got too personal. ‘I get the picture.’

The landlord was a little less impressed.

‘Well, I reckon he’s a right ponce,’ he said, giving a pint glass an extra vigorous shine. ‘Green velvet—and a cravat—at his age!’

‘I know what you mean,’ said Mr Disvan, bobbing up from nowhere and leaning against the bar as if nothing had happened, ‘but, at his age, what is appropriate?’

This stopped us in our tracks. It didn’t mean anything to me but clearly gave Lottie and the landlord something to think about. Disvan returned to reading his battered, personally signed, old copy of Orwell’s The Lion and the Unicorn.

I could have left it at that and had an innocent night of silent sipping. At the same time, I knew full well that I could no more leave the subject alone than spend the evening chewing off my fingers. That being so, I thought I might as well get it over with.

‘Mr Disvan, who is that bloke?’

Disvan looked up from his book and gave Fersen the once over, as though for the first time.

‘Mr Fersen, you mean?’

‘Who else.’

He smiled at that damn, internal, eternal private joke before answering.

‘He’s a collector, of private means.’

‘Collecting what?’

‘Whatever’s on offer.’

This was more straight info than you could normally torture out of Disvan, so I didn’t push it. It wasn’t worth the effort. I changed tack.

‘And what’s this “Nothing is true, everything is permissible” business? A pop song from his youth?’

Again that smile.

‘Many’s the true word spoken in jest, Mr Oakley. But no, it’s not a song, it’s a quote.’

‘Go on, surprise me.’

‘I’ll try. It’s attributed to Hassan i Sabbah, a medieval Islamic heretic, the leader of the sect of the Assassins. The European crusaders called him “The Old Man of the Mountains”. They were supposedly his last words in 1090 AD, the summation of his philosophy. “Then his soul plunged straight to the depths of Hell,” according to the orthodox Muslim historian Juvaini.’

There was a brief, pretty understandable, silence.

‘Are you sure you’re not a closet Moslem, Mr Disvan?’ I asked.

He considered the question before answering.

‘Quite sure, Mr Oakley, thank you.’

I shrugged that problem off and pressed on.

‘Anyhow, this is all very educational, but what’s it got to do with anything?  Why say it on entering a pub?’

The little group round me gave this deep thought.

‘Well...’ ventured Mr Disvan at last, ‘Mr Fersen is—’

‘A man of wealth and taste,’ sang Oliver, the landlord’s son, a committed Stones fan, who was helping out in the Argyll tonight.

Disvan nodded his concurrence.

‘And he simply feels that the truth bears repetition, Mr Oakley.’

‘But he said nothing is true’ I protested, by now well on the way to my old home, bafflement.

‘Oakley,’ snarled the landlord, rough-handling some innocent bottles, ‘Fersen’s just another preacher. And, like all preachers, he’s keen to spread the word.’

 

*  *  *

 

When I was finally, formally introduced to Mr Fersen, he sized me up like a long anticipated treat.

‘We meet again, dear boy,’ he said, his accent cut-crystal BBC English, constructed antithesis to the Binscombe dialect spoken all around. ‘And your name is?’

‘Oakley. Why can’t you enter a building if there’s a priest in it?’

Mr Disvan winced. By and large, the villagers didn’t like what they called my ‘City manners’ and I called directness, or cutting the crap.

I might just as well have left the crap where it was, because Fersen ignored the question entirely.

‘Oakley...’ he mused, retaining my handshake for just a fraction too long, ‘Oakley... Probably derived from the Old Friesian for that tree. Or possibly an actual place name. Certainly pre-conquest anyway. I trust you’re suitably proud of your name, young man.’

‘So-so. Why can’t you enter a building if there’s a priest in it?’

Fersen smiled indulgently.

‘Come and sit with me, Mr Oakley, let us have a drink together, let us talk to one another.’

He drew me through the throng to a vacant table. It was done so gently, so charmingly, that to resist would have seemed churlish or brutal. Unasked, Mr Disvan accompanied us. Before I knew it, I was seated across from Mr Fersen and thanking him for a glass of brandy, selected from the many, untouched drinks donated by his Binscombe fan club.

Then, perversely enough, I was ignored. Fersen and Disvan started a scholarly discussion touching on the Latin poetry of someone called Ausonius, with particular reference to his Christian faith, or lack of it. It wasn’t exactly a subject to fire my soul, so I addressed myself pretty fully to the supply of free drinks spread before me. ‘Each to their own,’ I thought as the social lubricant got a grip and mellowed the edges of life.

Sadly, Mr Fersen eventually noticed my isolation and leant forward to ask me my opinion. The simple fact was that ignorance didn’t permit me to have one. To make things worse, for some mad reason, I decided to try and bluff my way through.

‘I think his love poetry is quite exquisite,’ I heard myself saying. (‘Not bad,’ I commented within the privacy of my own head, ‘profound but not too committal.’)

Mr Disvan gently pointed out that Decimus Magnus Ausonius (circa 310 to 395 AD) hadn’t actually ever tried his hand at love poetry. Then, while I spiralled to the ground in flames, there was a decent, respectful gap in conversation.

Fersen looked vaguely disappointed and sat back in his seat. The quiet continued. Anything I might have said would only worsen matters. Mr Disvan, innocent of petty human concerns like loss of face, stared levelly at me and smiled.

Like time spent tottering on the edge of a cliff, the silence went intolerably on until, at last, Fersen took pity on me.

‘What I presume you’re referring to, Mr Oakley,’ he said slowly, ascending from a deep study of the lampshade, ‘is the profound ambience of what might well be called “love” to be found in Ausonius’s poetry; the gentle affection for earthly life that suffuses his work. Is that not so?’

It occurred to me that this might be a trap, but I had very little to lose. Mr Fersen looked as kindly as Disvan was chillingly neutral. I took the chance.

‘Yes indeed, that’s precisely what I meant.’

Fersen nodded sagely.

‘I thought so. Yes, now that you mention it, that sentiment is very marked in the surviving works. There is therein, I confess, a sort of agape style love towards the glory of his universe—his vineyard, his estate, his philosophical pursuits, all the brief and sunny fleshly consolations to be snatched from time.’

He now studied me approvingly.

‘I’ll wager you’re the sort of man to empathise with such feelings, are you not, Mr Oakley?’

Disvan seemed to suddenly forget all about culture and poetry. He gave Fersen a volley of a glare and waved his finger at him in admonitory fashion.

‘I remind you of the concordat,’ he said with a softness of voice belied by his expression. ‘You are not on duty!’

It was all water off Fersen’s elegantly clad back.

‘Of course, of course,’ he replied affably. ‘I wouldn’t dream of abusing your hospitality. Please forgive me if... ‘

His voice trailed away as his attention seem to wander from our weak magnetism. Someone or something had caught his eye.

‘Meanwhile,’ he continued, rising from his seat, ‘perhaps you would excuse me; there is something I really must look into. I hope to see more of you tomorrow, Mr Oakley. I shall be most upset if you don’t come to my little transpositional party.’

‘Pardon?’

He took no notice.

‘Ausonius’s vision of love... a most interesting theory,’ he mused as he sauntered away and joined a group of young Binscomites up at the bar. They seemed to welcome him and he became enveloped in their throng.

I randomly selected another drink from the table and downed it. Mr Disvan looked at me over the white rampart of his Guinness.

‘I presume,’ he said, ‘that you’re going to ask who, what, and probably why.’

I told him he presumed damn right.

‘Well, they are eternal questions, Mr Oakley—and eternally unanswered.’

‘Particularly when asked of you.’

‘Quite possibly. Anyhow, Mr Fersen is a unique phenomenon, a “one-off”. There are no easy terms within which to confine him. At the moment he’s out of his context. Ask me again tomorrow when things will be clearer.’

I sighed.

‘Is there any point in asking why?’

‘Surely. You see, tomorrow evening, courtesy of Mr Fersen, for a little time out of time, Binscombe will be sur la mer, the Mediterranean mer to be precise. If you were to ask me, I’d sooner have the good old River Wey, but it takes all sorts to make a world, doesn’t it, Mr Oakley? Even a Mr Fersen type.’

‘You’re making no sense at all, Mr Disvan, if I may say so.’

‘Exactly, Mr Oakley. There isn’t really any particular sense to it. Why should there be in a randomly developed cosmos, eh? Bide puzzled a while longer, Mr O; tomorrow evening, in stark contrast to the modern Mediterranean, all will be clear.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘And what’s that medal for?’ I asked through the noise and chatter.

‘The Croix de Guerre said Fersen with genuine modesty. ‘There was a great deal of confusion in Marseilles in ‘44. When the smoke cleared and the bodies were put away, the French felt I deserved it for some reason. Personally, I only recall treating both sides with equal courtesy, with equal robust goodwill. It just shows you there’s no justice, doesn’t it.’

‘And that pretty token?’ asked Lucretia Patel, applying the very slightest pressure with her elegant forefinger to the golden sunburst affixed to Mr Fersen’s lapel.

I felt as green as his superbly tailored jacket. Samuel Patel, a man I counted as a friend, despite his high morals, had several times warned me off his delectable young daughter. However, he’d seemed unperturbed at her disappearing into the night with Fersen the previous evening. Nor did he register the moist gleam now residing in her eyes. It was so unfair.

‘Live another thirty years, earn wisdom, and then you will understand,’ he had said when I’d had a brief whine to him about this outrageous discrimination.

Meanwhile, Fersen smiled in a self-deprecating way and declined to explain the splendid decoration. The audience around his table urged him on.

‘Well,’ he conceded at last, ‘I believe it’s called the Order of the Blessed Henry IX, first class. The Jacobite movement awards it for outstanding service towards the restitution of the Stuart monarchy.’

‘And what did you do to deserve it?’ I asked, a shade sourly.

‘Oh,’ he murmured, indicating with delicate flicks of his be-ringed fingers that we were discussing mere trifles, ‘a little influencing here, a nudge there...’

‘An abdication in 1936,’ interrupted Mr Disvan; ‘a hushed-up constitutional crisis in 1979.’

Mr Fersen smiled again but kept discreetly silent.

That had been his role throughout the whole party. He was a provoker of conversation, an inciter of action; that much but no more. I had to admit it worked wonderfully. All was going well under his invisible guidance.

His work now done, Mr Fersen left us all agog and glided off to another section of the Argyll where things might be in danger of flagging.

‘Can you never forgive him, Mr Oakley?’ said Disvan, appearing at my side.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Come on, Mr O; right now your face would curdle fresh milk. Forgive him for being what he is.’

‘Which is?’

‘Everything you will never be. At the same time, you could forgive yourself for enjoying his party—the strain is showing.’

As ever, Mr Disvan was more or less right. The effort of trying to have a miserable time was getting a bit much. I loosened up a little.

‘That’s better,’ said Disvan approvingly. ‘Control of your jealousy will minimise the danger to you.’

I span so rapidly I spilled my drink. Suddenly my brand new white linen suit had a red wine motorway map down one side.

‘Danger? What danger?’

‘Ever the magic word to you, Mr Oakley. Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’

‘But now that you have...’

‘All I’m saying, Mr Oakley, is that you should be satisfied with what you are. Mr Fersen is an amusing sort of chap, but that’s all. When all’s said and done, your life is... okay, a bit humdrum perhaps, but basically okay. Why put it all at risk?’

‘I do wish you’d speak English sometimes, Mr Disvan,’ I said sadly, attempting to mop my trouser leg with a serviette. ‘Not all the time, I’m not asking for that, but maybe one statement in seven, say.’

Mr Disvan didn’t seem to bear a grudge.

‘Oh well,’ he said, ‘I did try—and you’ll find out for yourself anyway. Enjoy the party, Mr Oakley.’

I was going to say that I’d been doing that, despite myself, but Disvan had wandered off.

Mr Fersen had called this his ‘Capresi evening.’ Quite how authentic it really was I couldn’t say, never having graced the shores of Capri (apparently Fersen’s main residence) myself. That said, the overall effect seemed pretty ‘spot on’ to me.

The gods and the landlord had indulged Mr Fersen by, respectively, arranging a warm, star-bright evening and closing the Argyll for the night.

Fersen’s contribution was the limitless chilled red wine, the bowls of pistachio nuts, the canopy in the beer-garden, exotic seafood snacks and a wide screen video showing of AFC Milan (or someone) playing embarrassingly good football.

Fersen had surveyed these completed arrangements and pronounced them perfect.

‘Sunday evening, my promenade is over, I arrive at the village bar,’ he’d said, relishing every syllable. ‘Children, let us begin.’

Whereupon festivities had started with a whirl. The locals seemed straightaway at home in this far from home. Even Disvan and the landlord, who thought England ended at Binscombe parish boundary, were happy to join in and let themselves be hijacked far away. I had the not so sneaking suspicion that all this had happened before, perhaps many times. This led naturally to the question of why I’d not been invited on past occasions.

I caught up with Fersen as he was oozing charm all over Mrs Bretwalda (a madly dangerous thing to do as the human volcano, Mr Bretwalda, was also present) and put the query to him.

‘Goodness knows,’ he said casually. ‘Mr Disvan is always in charge of the guest list. If you were left out, what can I do to make up for the oversight..?’

Somehow, in the course of this swift speech, Fersen had contrived to put his arm round my shoulder in a just-this-side-of-decency friendly manner. With surprising strength, he guided me away and over to a vacant table.

‘We never did have our little chat, did we?’ he said, smiling blandly. ‘So let us now make amends for that and other past omissions.’

To add to my unease, I noticed that Daisy Bretwalda was giving me the blackest of jealous looks. By contrast, her husband had what I called his ‘crocodile smile’ on. Neither contained comfort.

Mr Fersen poured me a glass of wine from one of the wicker-clad jugs placed all about.

‘Have you ever tried risotto all’ Emiliana, Mr Oakley?’

His Italian was faultless and, in his mouth, ancient and sensuous compared to the plain English that preceded it.

‘Um... no, not that I recall.’

Fersen fixed me with his bleak grey eyes. ‘You should, Mr Oakley, you should. Prepared correctly, it is the nearest a man can approach to paradise this side of the grave.’

There was no answer to this, even assuming Fersen was only talking about food, which I doubted. Leastways, there was no answer from me.

‘I’m more of a corned beef fritter man, myself,’ said Mr Disvan, arriving, I obscurely realised, in the nick of time and seating himself uninvited between us. ‘Mind you, that’s not to say I haven’t got a lot of time for that sort of cucina povera tradition.  I just think it’s much abused nowadays—all that grated white truffle toppings and stuff, it’s not in the spirit of things. One must remain true to the spirit of things, mustn’t one, Mr Fersen?’

Fersen nodded his sad agreement.

‘I’m so glad we see eye to eye on that. Incidentally, have you ever tried a corned beef fritter, Mr Fersen?’

Without saying anything, Fersen gave every indication that he had not and never would. However, he saw that some answer was expected of him.

‘In Rome,’ he said hesitantly, a mite unsure in this world of allegories, ‘I believe it is traditional to eat fritters on Saint Joseph’s day...’

‘March the nineteenth,’ Disvan obligingly informed me.

‘…but, er... “corned beef”, no, I think not.’

‘Shame,’ said Mr Disvan concisely. ‘Them and bitter beer are as near as a Binscomite gets to heaven in this vale of tears.’

I was lost. There was a greater issue than gastronomy being debated here but, like a man full of corned beef fritters, I couldn’t hold it down. Mr Disvan seemed to be on sure ground, whereas Fersen had suffered some opaque defeat. Surrendering to destiny, I let my complete inability to ever learn prompt me to try and find out more.

‘Do you live in Italy, Mr Fersen?’

He was studying the secrets of the universe held in a pistachio nutshell but politely roused himself to answer me.

‘Yes. In Capri,’ (he firmly pronounced it Car-pri, not Cap-pri) ‘Mr Oakley, though my work takes me all over the world.’

‘But you’re not Italian, are you?’

‘No. I was, or am, English,’ he mused, ‘in origin, a long time ago.’

‘Inglese Italianato è un diavolo incarnate,’ said Mr Disvan, also with a faultless accent.

Mr Fersen laughed aloud but there was little humour to it.

‘And there, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘in one elegant medieval proverb, the game is rather given away. ‘An Italianised Englishman is a devil incarnate.’’

‘Sorry?.’

Fersen leant forward earnestly.

‘Mr Oakley, I suspect you are what is called a career man. In this idle hour, since I am perforce “off-duty”, permit me to tell you about my job...’

 

*  *  *

 

‘That’s awful!’ I said.

‘Morality in a money-broker!’ laughed Fersen to Mr Disvan. ‘Surely not?’

‘And it’s nonsense!’ I added

Mr Fersen was more amused than slighted.

‘To paraphrase the sublime Bard, “there are more things in heaven and earth, Mr Oakley, than are dreamt of in your philosophy”.’

‘But there’s no such things as “souls”!’

‘The evidence is against you, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, who was entirely unshocked by what we’d heard. ‘If what you say were true, then Mr Fersen has been perpetrating a hoax on his employer all these years. I rather doubt that would be possible. The employer is known to be a subtle and unforgiving person.’

‘If person he be, prior to the final days,’ added Fersen graciously.

‘And, being the master of duplicity,’ Mr Disvan went on, ‘you’d have to get up very early to put that sort of trick over on him.’

‘I never get up early,’ confirmed Mr Fersen. ‘It’s a barbaric custom.’

‘There you are, then,’ said Disvan in his ‘two plus two equal four, you stupid boy’ voice. ‘The balance of probability, if Mr Fersen says his job is to harvest souls for the Prince of Darkness, is that he’s telling the truth. I so happen to know that he is, but I can sympathise with your initial doubt.’

‘Quite so,’ said Fersen understandingly. ‘I mean, it all sounds so... archaic, doesn’t it, all that souls and Satan business. I prefer to call myself a “recruitment officer”, or possibly a collector of objets d’art if I’m feeling refined. After all, what is life but the purest form of art anyway? As Oscar Wilde said, “I’ve put my genius into my life; all I’ve put into my works is my talent.” An amusing fellow, he, but one of my rare failures, alas. He had a nasty stubborn streak of integrity.’

I gaped, wondered whether to run and, pending a decision, floundered for something to say. Eventually I settled for a horrified ‘why?’

Mr Fersen relaxed into his chair and looked almost sad.

‘I’ve often asked myself that, Mr Oakley. I suppose it’s because life, any life, is so beautiful. I couldn’t bring myself to part from it. A deal was struck and here I am. It’s a simple story, although occasionally messy in the details.’

A pre-politeness training stage of behaviour got the upper hand in me.

‘Sod this!’ I said. ‘I’m off!’

A couple of seconds would have seen me make record time to the door had not Disvan restrained me in my seat. For an elderly man he also was suspiciously strong.

‘There’s no call for that,’ he said softly. ‘There is a treaty of long standing which makes us safe. Binscombe is excluded from Mr Fersen’s sales area.’

‘In return for what?’ I asked, half dreading what I might hear.

Disvan looked offended.

‘In return for nothing,’ he said huffily. ‘We’re just left alone. We don’t strike bargains with Pandemonium; if they want war, they can have it!’

Mr Fersen held up placating hands.

‘As Mr Disvan says, with the very rarest of exceptions, I do not practise my trade here. I wouldn’t dream of undermining such a sweet and charitable peasantry. I must confess, it can be particularly succulent to debauch the chaste and innocent, but that is a temptation I resist during my visits. Perhaps you’d agree, Mr Disvan, after all these years, I think I deserve some credit for showing that restraint.’

‘There is that,’ nodded Disvan. ‘Give the Devil his due.’

‘And in any case, Mr Oakley,’ continued Fersen at his most persuasive, ‘when you’ve been corrupting and collecting as long as I have, you plump for the easy life and go to places where the work is most easily done.’

‘Mr Fersen spends a lot of time in London,’ explained Mr Disvan.

‘I need to spend a month or so there every year,’ confirmed Fersen, ‘ “since the harvest is great, the workers few”, to quote the enemy’s book. Honestly, the state of public morality today, I’ll be needing a full time assistant soon!

I found myself laughing politely along with Disvan, even though a swift study of the balance on my ethical ledger would have wiped the smile off my face.

‘At any rate,’ Mr Fersen continued, ‘when I’m through there, I always try and pop in to see how Binscombe’s getting along. I have such an affection for this delicious little frontier region.’

‘What frontier?’

‘This is disputed land, Mr Oakley—between town and country, between here and the metropolis, between Kent, Mercia and Wessex, between ancient brooding enmities. It’s ideal for my purposes. We have our little “Capresi Evening”, exchange the news, and I get the chance to unwind before pressing on to the good ol’ US of A.’

He took a sip at his wine and seemed to appreciate it to the greatest possible extent. He was, I now saw, a man who enjoyed life to the full. With a bargain of the sort he had hanging round his neck who could blame him?  Fersen was storing up joyful memories for the judgement to come.

Despite Disvan’s reassuring presence, I still jumped when Fersen turned his head to study me closely.

‘You know, Mr Oakley,’ he said cautiously, ‘it occurs to me that you’d like Capri. Once upon a time, Capri was a rare haven of liberality. It was a refuge from the prudish morals of the cold nineteenth century north, a place where the cultured found sympathy for... proclivities and... predilections.’

‘A reference, I suppose,’ said Mr Disvan in a suitably chilly voice, ‘to fisherboys and opium.’

Fersen ignored this. ‘There was elegance and style, the electricity of art and indulgence, and a wonderful disregard for petty bonds.’

‘Surely not,’ said Disvan. ‘I understand that the famous resident, Baron Krupp used to enjoy bonds...’

‘And there was a freedom about it,’ Fersen gamely pressed on, ‘an almost conscious revival of the Emperor Tiberius’s pleasure gardens on the island and the games of his spintriae.’

I was hooked in a salacious sort of way. ‘His what?’

‘His spintriae,’ Fersen repeated with relish. ‘Threesomes of artistes, trained since youth in the art of erotic tableaux, who would—’

‘Yes, all right, all right,’ said Disvan primly, ‘Mr Oakley can go away and read Suetonius if he wants to.’

Mr Fersen kindly conceded the issue. ‘Of course, Mr Oakley.’ he said, ‘the “permissive society” has rather spoiled all that, made it somewhat redundant. Capri’s golden age may have gone, but I think that the residual shine would appeal to you. There are some types of Englishmen, a few, who... blossom and grow in the sunshine.’

‘Well, I’ve been to Magaluf,’ I stuttered, ‘but I got heat-stroke.’

Fersen ignored the confession. He seemed to be half talking to himself.

‘I have a rather civilised villa there. Only turn of the century, mock-palazzo style, I admit, but it has... memories attached to it. It’s a... beguiling place, Mr Oakley, a combination of cool, walled privacy and sunny, town square vulgarity. It just whispers possibilities to you of its own accord.’

Tearing my attention from this sales pitch, I could sense that Mr Disvan didn’t quite approve of the way the conversation was going.

‘Mr Fersen met Lenin there, didn’t you?’ he interrupted.

‘Yes indeed.’  Fersen smiled in a genuinely modest way. ‘Maxim Gorky and some other ultra-leftists lived in a nearby villa for a while, fiddling about with a new theory called “Fideism” or something like that. Dear Vladimir came to visit them roundabout... oh, 1908, 1909, I think. He wanted to sort them out. He didn’t approve of the mysticism they were dabbling in.’

‘ “The Capri School are fishing in polluted waters”,’ recited Disvan, ‘“…religion, metaphysics, revisionism; dragging every kind of fad and fashion into Marxism”…’ 

‘Precisely,’ Fersen agreed. ‘And while he was there I had some chats with him, enjoying the sun in the main piazza. Such a tiger in debate, but in the boudoir what a let down. A cardinal would have been more mettlesome—barely worth my trouble. An indifferent chess player as well, never mind what you read in the biographies. Mind you, I found him very receptive in some other ways. I could do business with him.’

Something about this story refused to accept standard filing in my brain. I pondered the problem and, after a bit of brow furrowing, came up with the reason why.

‘Hang on,’ I said, ‘unless you were playing chess at the age of about two...’

Both Disvan and Fersen burst out laughing.

‘Well,’ said Mr Disvan, brushing away a tear, ‘at least no one could ever accuse you of racing ahead of the story.’

‘My dear boy,’ said Fersen, still vastly amused, ‘it may interest you to know that Lenin described me as a “fine old fellow, for a class enemy”. There are books in my library that I personally took from the sack of Constantinople in 1453. I attended the death bed of the Old Man of the Mountains in 1090—that’s how I know his beautiful final words “nothing is true” etc. etc. It was I who broadened the sexual horizons of Richard the Lionheart! Mr Oakley, my contract is an ancient one, made when being an Englishman was quite a novelty. I’m as old as the hills—but much more charming.’

There was an element of sly boasting in this for all Fersen’s self-effacement. Although no lighthouse of morality myself, I was obscurely offended. Something more than just curiosity guided me to ask the right question to deflate his ancient esteem.

‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘since you should know; what is... what is it like?’

Suddenly, without even time for a gear change, he had become evasive, a nervous old man with watery eyes.

‘What is what like, Mr Oakley?’

‘Your place… You know, Hell.’

All the colour drained from Fersen like a reverse flood. His cheeks hollowed as he sank back into the seat.

‘Ah, that,’ he said slowly, clearly putting a brave face on some bitter recollection. ‘Yes, I have, er,  a taste of that, just for the day, once a year. It’s... um, part of my contract for some reason.’

I had the misfortune to catch his eyes and saw such depths in them that I gripped the table edge in my anxiety not to fall spend eternity falling within.

‘What can I say, Mr Oakley.’  Fersen was looking through me into a distance that I didn’t care to investigate. ‘I don’t think the words have been invented yet. You are asking me to venture beyond the frontier of language.’

‘Go on,’ urged Mr Disvan, a mischievous grin on his face, ‘you could at least mention the hundred mile slalom of ice-cold razorblades.’

Mr Fersen shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

‘Or the Esther Rantzen in the Tokyo rush-hour experience.’

‘Suffice it to say,’ said Fersen, very firmly indeed, his good humour all exhausted, ‘falling back upon Shakespeare again: 

 

“I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 

would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 

make thy two eyes like stars start from their—” ’

 

It was my turn to interrupt through squeamishness. ‘Yes, yes, thank you,’ I said hastily. ‘I get the picture.’

Disvan had the look of victory about him. ‘Just so long as you do, Mr Oakley,’ he said quietly.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Now is the time to say—goodbye,’ sang Mr Fersen, mockingly.

‘Goodbye,’ said Mr Disvan and disappeared back in to the Argyll.

Fersen looked shocked and upset. ‘What a distressingly literal man he is,’ he commented.

To be fair, though, it was time for Mr Fersen to go. The party was over, the Binscomites had expressed their gratitude, and his Rolls-Royce with its lithesome optional extras had turned up to collect him. A few people had drifted to the Argyll’s door to see him off.

The Binscombe early hours were peaceful and surprisingly bright. We stood in a pool of electric light from the adjacent lamp post and looked up at the rooftops and stars in the darkness beyond. Mr Fersen clearly found the scene more entrancing than even the fiercest Binscombe patriot (ie Mr Disvan).

I seized my chance to prove that this was all an unsettling fancy, another piece of Disvan-inspired sawdust in the motor-oil of life.

‘Tell me,’ I said, edging forward. ‘It’s not all true, is it?’

‘Nothing is true, Mr Oakley,’ said Fersen, ‘but everything is permissible.’

‘Answer my question please. Is it true, all that Devil stuff?  I mean, you’re not really a...’

‘An infernal talent scout?’ prompted Fersen. ‘Yes, I’m afraid so, Mr Oakley.’

‘But I don’t even believe in... So how can I believe in the... ‘

Mr Fersen winced at the mere suggestion of the deity’s name.

‘Language, please,’ he said earnestly.

The beautiful young boy and girl in the car were making no bones about their desire for Mr Fersen to join them. He noticed their unease and sighed.

‘Well, business calls, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘There is no peace for the wicked.’

I think that was meant to be his final bon mot and he turned to leave. Then something clearly occurred to him. An inner debate was under way.

‘Mr Disvan isn’t about, is he?’ he said furtively.

I confirmed he was not.

‘Well,’ Fersen went on, tentatively licking his lips, ‘it is rather naughty of me, and I did promise, I suppose... ‘

‘What?’

‘Though what I promised,’ he continued, attempting to convince himself, rather than me, ‘was not to recruit personally. It’s a bit of a fine point but... oh well, let’s be a devil.’

He turned his best smile upon me.

‘Mr Oakley, I suspect you’re a man after my own heart, a man of the flesh and the world. You needn’t negotiate a deal with me. You can go straight to the top and score something special. Here, have a card.’

He reached into his breast pocket and handed me a small, gold-edged rectangle of card. It was strangely warm, almost vibrant, to the touch. A hint of some spicy, acidic perfume came along with it.

 

TREBLE SIX PLC

Incorp  MORNING STAR ENTERPRISES 

 

it said, in elaborate, scrolling letters.

 

METAPHYSICAL MORTGAGE BROKERS—

London, New York, Tehran, Tirana, Pandemonium.

 

Then there was an eight digit number.

My reading was distracted by a polite cough from Mr Fersen. He was studying me from the open window of his car. The shiny monster’s engine was gently turning, preparing to pull away.

‘I recall,’ he said, ‘that some splendid old friends of mine, the, er,’ he looked a little embarrassed, ‘the Rolling Stones, had “sympathy for the Devil”. Whereas you, Mr Oakley, my fine fellow, have now gone one better. You actually have his telephone number!’

 

*  *  *

 

There was something unearthly about the card, something special that would not let me burn it or forget it, that made it ever present in my mind, night and day. ‘This is what heroin addiction must be like,’ I thought, ‘only without the periodic comfort of reaching cloud nine.’

The ensuing forty-eight hours were a torment of indecision. There were moments when I fancied negotiating a lifetime of joy. There were others when I was terrified of the payoff. I suspected that the Almighty would be a subtle and inventive judge, that he would lay on something a lot worse than mere ‘wailing and gnashing of teeth’. Five minutes later it would occur to me that the prince of fleshly delights might have interesting ideas regarding the brightening up of his followers’ social life.

In the end it was too big a decision for me. I needed guidance. I needed to see how higher authority and stronger shoulders would decide. I spoke to Mr Disvan and he agreed. We posted the card to the Archbishop of Canterbury and awaited developments.

 

 

 






  








EVERY LITTLE BREEZE

 

‘A disco?’ I shrieked. ‘You, go to a disco? Do my ears deceive me?’

For some reason this last comment amused the Argyll regulars more than it ought. Mr Disvan hushed them.

‘No, Mr Oakley,’ he replied, ‘you were receiving loud and clear. We’ve been invited to a party at the “Young Dudes” nightclub in Goldenford. By implication, you’re invited too. Are you with us?’

It was an ordinary Saturday evening in Binscombe, ie pretty stolid. I could do with some noise other than dominoes hitting the table but on the other hand, I’d heard things about the ‘Young Dudes’ establishment.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t much fancy heading a beer bottle.’

Mr Disvan smiled understandingly.

‘There’s no problem on that front, Mr O. The Bretwaldas, Alfred, Hengist, Horsa and Vladimir, are coming with us.’

That put my mind at rest. Trouble-wise, the Bretwaldas, more mountain range than family, would have given a squad of Gurkhas pause for thought. Coincidentally, Mr Limbu, one-time Gurkha sergeant, also seemed to be one of the would-be partyers. That settled it. Flying glassware and early hours in Casualty were probably off the agenda.

‘And there’s wall-to-wall tottie down there of a Saturday night,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, as if that would clinch the argument for me. Actually, to be honest, it did.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I’m game. But who’s invited us?’

‘A Binscombe ex-pat,’ answered Disvan, shuffling into his coat. ‘An exile in Goldenford. It’s her birthday. I think you’ll like her.’

‘Why?’

The Binscomites were playing up for some reason. They pretended they were unable to hear me and craned forward, grinning widely, cupping their ears.

‘You’ll have to speak upwards,’ said the landlord. ‘Do what? Pardon?’

As so often happened, I didn’t get the joke and therefore tried to ignore it. ‘Why will I like her?’ I repeated, at the same volume.

Mr Disvan was mildly amused but didn’t join in the japeries.

‘Well,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘she’s a bit brash and modern, like yourself.’

‘Thanks.’

‘A nice girl, mind—but a site harsh on the ears,’ he went on. ‘That doesn’t matter though; we go equipped. Have you got the gear, Mr Limbu?’

The little man widened his habitual smile and nodded.

‘Good. Right then, we go!’

We all stood up (me slowly and last of all). There was about a score of us, the usual Argyll faces plus wives and/or girlfriends. To my surprise, I saw that the landlord didn’t begrudge the evaporation of his custom.

‘I give you my blessing,’ he said, mock solemnly, waving us on our way. ‘Say “Kissy kissy!” to Madame Noise for me.’

‘The bells! The bells!’ shouted Hengist Bretwalda, clapping his hands to his ears and mimicking agony. Everyone laughed uproariously.

I already had that acidy stomach, cliff-top feeling once associated with going back to school, now linked to knowing Mr Disvan. To coin an appropriate phrase, I didn’t like the sound of this.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Rhubarb rhubarb, rhubarb rhubarb,’ said Mr Disvan.

‘What?’ I screamed, wishing desperately I could lip-read.

The sprightly young lady in flowing black leaned forward into intimate proximity.

‘He said,’ she translated, right into my ear, ‘ “Mr Oakley, please meet Ms Louise Saxon”.’

Her hennaed hair smelt lovely and I was sorry when she drew back.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I roared. ‘Oh, God save us—I said NICE TO MEET YOU!’

The encounter wasn’t going too well. I knew full well that I looked like I’d been through a hedge backwards, as Disvan would say. The bouncers at the door had seen to that.

When we’d arrived, the Bretwaldas had sauntered to the head of the queue and shepherded our contingent in, entirely ignoring the serried door guardians. The men in tight suits thought it politic not to intervene but compensated by shoving me, the nervous straggler of the group, around a bit and ruffling my hair. I pretended not to notice—no mean feat.

‘Safely’ inside, Mr Limbu had handed out earplugs and mufflers which I refused, thinking it another yokel joke. It was a bad move. Once through the double doors and onto the dance floor, I felt as if my brain was going to boil. The music was like a nova inside your head and falling into treacle at the same time. There was no escaping it. I acclimatised a little in the short time it took for me to get to Mr Limbu and mug an earmuff off him—but that was probably just parts of my hearing closing down.

The writhing youngsters through whom Disvan and the Bretwaldas led us didn’t seem to mind the heat and noise and strobes. They were presumably hard-core patrons and used to it. I suddenly felt old.

All in all, I was in no state to met our host, the Young Dudes’ manageress, Ms Louise Saxon. I’ve already mentioned the hedge business. My earmuffs were half off, pulling my hair into weird shapes. I was sweaty and wearing a depressed expression. She looked at me once, couldn’t believe it, and looked again. I knew at that moment we would only ever be friends.

Handing over the DJ’s box to a youth with a day-glo Mandela tee-shirt, she led us out of the sound inferno and into a bare passageway. It was only then, with a good wall between me and the music, that I recognised the tune. I felt sure I would be hearing its echoes for weeks hence.

Like commandos come home, the Binscomites got rid of their equipment with palpable relief. Mr Limbu, our quartermaster, stored the ear protectors away for future use.

We followed Ms Saxon up some concrete stairs and round various claustrophobic corridors. The music ebbed and flowed as we put distance between us and its origin, but it never entirely left us. She seemed to be in a hurry, too pushed even for conversation. In the end we were travelling at a jog-trot behind her. I had given up trying to control events and was moving with the madness. It seemed the best way.

Suddenly things started to make a bit more sense. We rushed into a large room and stopped. It was obviously Louise’s living quarters. There was a (single) bed in one corner, various more or less feminine inspired pieces of furniture and, unsurprisingly, the most almighty stereo system. She crossed to it and flicked a switch. The room was suddenly filled to the brim with music. It wasn’t as bad as the disco below, I could even recognise Little Richard’s voice, but, for conversation to prosper, we’d all be hoarse as hell in the morning.

I now had time and breath to look around. The decor was student bedsit meets cultivated taste: Joy Division posters and Japanese lacquer, Roger Dean and Sir Peter Lely. If pressed to analyse or incited to bitchiness, I would have said that one part of Ms Saxon suffered from arrested development. It was everywhere evident. Once upon a time, this room must have been a storeroom or the like. Then, for some reason, Louise had set up shop here, in earshot of the constant music, and tried to domesticate it. She had only partially succeeded.

 However, she seemed friendly enough when not on the run. Along one wall was provided a wallpapering table covered with a generous spread of food and drink. One or two people were already tucking in, a spot of dancing broke out and things got quite convivial. True, the party never had a hope of being a chit-chat gathering but pretty soon it developed a life of its own. I started to enjoy myself.

Mr Disvan contrived to lure Louise Saxon into the corner furthest from the music storm where exchange of speech was just about possible. A few other shell-shocked guests, myself included, joined them there.

‘...long way,’ I caught him saying as he surveyed the surroundings, ‘Yes, A long way indeed.’

Louise shrugged her thin shoulders

‘It does the trick,’ she answered. ‘It’s what’s required.’

He appeared to doubt this, but was too polite (or couldn’t be bothered) to say so.

‘Happy birthday, anyway,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, who’d also joined us. He too studied our bare surroundings with a certain wistful sadness. ‘The operation’s still on offer, by the way,’ he said (shouted) eventually, ‘entirely gratis and for free.’

Louise looked glad to hear it but shook her head.

‘Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t want to throw in the towel just yet.’

Mr Disvan made a face as if to say ‘you might as well’. In present conditions it was better than trying to put it into words.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she said, cheerfully, ‘but it’s not all unmitigated disaster you know. Have you seen how much we charge for lager?  Have you seen how much those louts drink of it? I tell you, this place is a licence to print money.’

This time it was Doctor Bani-Sadr’s turn to look underwhelmed.

‘You might make more money than with your old business,’ he said. ‘Maybe tapes of birdsong would have never make you rich but, look at you, you’re a prisoner here. Why not have your eardrums pierced like I’ve offered and there’s an end to it all.’

‘Precisely,’ said Louise. ‘You said it yourself. An end to sound, a world of silence. At least in here I have my music.’

‘My oath, you do,’ commented Disvan, ‘so much music people can’t bear to visit you more than once a year.’

Again she shrugged. I didn’t understand any of this but I could see, as plain as anything, that the issue had cost her dear. She had been tempered and toughened by it.

‘Mr Oakley,’ shouted Louise with a wicked gleam in her eyes, ‘are you trying to catch flies or just puzzled?’

I clamped my jaw shut a split second too late. Disvan, Bani-Sadr and the others had a laugh at my expense. Then, before I could regroup, the second Saxon wave went in.

‘Puzzled it is then,’ she said, brushing her braided hair back from her forehead. ‘Well if that’s so, let me tell you a few things. I wasn’t always a Disco Queen, provider of entertainment to the white-socks brigade, a dismisser of bouncers, or waterer of drinks. Oh no, I used to be artistic, sensitive even. I used to have a little recording company. It got quite successful in an organic, low key sort of way. We produced—and I mean produce, not churn out—cassette tapes for the discerning end of the market. I bet you never bought one.’

‘Um...’

‘No, I thought not—and why should you have?  You don’t strike me as a “New Age music” sort of person. In fact you don’t strike me as a musical sort of person at all.’

‘Well... a little Neil Diamond, um... Some of Meatloaf’s early...’

‘Exactly. Still, none of this is your fault, why should I take it out on you?  Because you’re standing in the line of fire like a great beached whale, that’s why. But I’ll resist the temptation, anyway.’

The Binscomites signalled their approval of her restraint. I didn’t say anything, being still on the verbal ropes and keen to avoid another venomed glove to the face.

Louise’s body started to move to the music. Her eyes promised much but never, not in a million years, to me. It was all getting personal and below the belt. I hadn’t done anything to deserve this. Much more of it and I’d be looking for a flat stone to crawl back under.

Then she smiled and drew Bani-Sadr, nothing loath, into the dance. Her beguiling gaze drilled into me over his shoulder.

‘You don’t know anything about all this, do you?’ she yelled.

I damn well didn’t know what ‘all this’ was and let my face answer for me.

‘I thought not.’  She gave an involuntary haunted sort of look round the room before catching herself. The reflex action only made her more bitter.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m buggered if I’m gonna go through it all again for you. Help yourself to one of the bloody tapes. Get Disvan to tell you everything. Why should my life be the only one ruined?’

And with that fond farewell she swept herself and Doctor Bani-Sadr away, deeper into the stereo vortex.

Mr Disvan shrugged his shoulders as if to say ‘take no notice, she doesn’t mean it’. I felt pretty sure she did, and wore an appropriate expression. He noted this and crossed to a table where mountains of records and tapes were piled. A moment of searching allowed him to select an undistinguished cassette tape which was then stored away in his jacket pocket.

‘Rhubarb rhubarb, rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb,’ he said. ‘I SAID: TO UNDERSTAND IS TO FORGIVE, MR OAKLEY. This will give us something to listen to on the way home.’

It was only long and patient persuasion from Disvan and others that prevented me from heading for home there and then. That and the fact that I didn’t have transport.

‘She’s more to be pitied than resented, Mr Oakley,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr when he eventually returned, flushed and wheezing, from Louise’s clutches. ‘How would you fancy a total neurotic aversion to peace and quiet?  It’s the worst case of Raudive-voice phobia I’ve ever come across.’

This begged an obvious question but I didn’t get the chance to put it. Ms Saxon bowled up, well oiled and profusely apologetic, in order to drag me into the dancing. My huff-quotient was still quite high and I started to refuse the kind offer. Then, courtesy of a shove in the back from Vladimir Bretwalda, I found myself sprawled out in the middle of the room anyway.

‘Go on, Mr O,’ he bellowed after me. ‘You don’t miss a chance normally!’

Once I was back on my feet and dusted down, the evening started to improve. Louise Saxon had got over her attack of whatever it was and turned out to be quite sweet. In fact, she was sweet to quite to a number of people and then got too smashed to be sweet to anyone but, all in all, I was pleased with the Band-Aid she put on my ego.

Then when she’d been safely tucked up in her cot, we all helped clear away the wreckage and prepared to go. Mr Disvan was the last out of the room (he’d lingered to write a little thank you note on our behalf) and as he leaned back in to dim the lights, something occurred to my befuddled, pounded brain.

‘Hang on,’ I said, ‘Aren’t you going to turn off the music?’

He shook his head.

‘No. I put a loop tape on; it’ll be going all night.’

‘Why? What for?’

‘It’s Louise’s wish.’

‘But why?’

He smiled wickedly.

‘Because, Mr Oakley, in Louise’s life, as someone once said: “the beat must go on”.’

 

*  *  *

 

I was honoured on the way home. I was allowed to sit along with Mr Disvan, in the front of Alfred Bretwalda’s Transit. We were all a bit subdued, and it may have been the unnatural silence that impelled Disvan to reach forward for the car stereo.

‘Do you have to?’ I mumbled, my head already beginning to pulsate with tomorrow’s hangover. ‘Haven’t you had enough music for one night?’

He turned to look at me.

‘Sufficient for a geological era to come, I assure you,’ he said reasonably. ‘However, what I was about to put on was the tape young Louise said you could take. I thought it might interest you.’

The circumstances surrounding its acquisition were a shade fuzzy. Was that when Louise was angry with me or not? I couldn’t recall.

‘It’s not heavy metal, is it?’

‘Heavy, possibly. Metal, no. Heavy metal—definitely not.’

‘Okay then, fire away.’

Mr Disvan inserted the cassette tape and pressed the play button. I tried to concentrate and waited patiently.

‘I can’t hear a thing,’ I commented eventually. ‘I reckon you picked up a blank tape.’

Disvan looked wistfully at the road ahead.

‘Of your two statements,’ he said, ‘only the first was correct. After this evening’s battering you can’t hear anything. Blow your nose hard and listen again.’

It was easier to comply than argue so I did as he suggested. My ears cleared slightly. I couldn’t quite believe what they told me.

‘It’s just a load of dicky-birds,’ I blurted out. ‘Lots of birdies singing away.’

‘There’s more than just “dicky-birds”, as you put it, Mr Oakley. There’s a commentary, a story attached.’

‘And I’ve not long got back to sleeping normal after hearing it last time,’ interrupted Alfred Bretwalda, our chauffeur, ‘so if you’re going to explain all, you’ll excuse me if I sing loudly so as to miss it this time round.’

‘Me too,’ echoed Doctor Bani-Sadr from the back. ‘I was doling out Nembutal like sweets after the previous recitation. Speak low and keep it to yourselves whilst we all sing along with Alfred.’

My nerves were jangled into sobriety. The Argyll regulars weren’t normally community singing types. There must be a really good reason for their conversion. I was going to say wasn’t it simpler to just ask Mr Disvan to shut up—but remembered that no one ever, ever, did that.

Mr Bretwalda, previously in a cheerful mood after a fracas with some policemen in the High Street, now wore a face like thunder. I could see he was racking his brain for a suitable tune. Everyone else waited on his decision. Then, at last, memory files examined as far back as school assembly days, his bass barrage of a voice came forth:

 

‘Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;

the darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide!

When other helpers fail, and comforts flee,

Help of the helpless Lord, O abide with me...’

 

The others, even Doctor Bani-Sadr, a card-carrying atheist, seemed to know the words and joined in. Connecting instantly with my cultural subconscious, their song stimulated those areas of the mind dealing with depression and despond. Thus resigned, I turned to Mr Disvan like a lamb to the slaughter.

Always happy when applying coups de grace, he was smiling broadly. Sadly, from where I was sitting, I could hear him over the noise of the song.

‘I take it,’ he said, ‘that you’ve never come across “Raudive voices”?’

I said he took it right.

‘Well, don’t reproach yourself, Mr Oakley. In your line of work there’s no call for you to do so. Whereas, in Ms Saxon’s previous occupation...’

‘Which was?’

‘Recording engineer and small record label manager. She was more or less bound to come across them. Most folk in that field do. Of course, you can ignore them, disbelieve them or whatever. People get by well enough. Mind you, that said, the golden rule is never to let them master you, otherwise you’re on the road to Raudive voice phobia—like poor Ms Saxon. It’s the occupational hazard, you see.’

This wasn’t turning out as bad as I thought. As ‘Abide with me’ was coming round for the second time, my curiosity felt bold enough to venture out.

‘But you haven’t said what these...’

‘Raudive voices.’

‘Raudive voices are.’

‘No, well, there’s not much you can say. There’s so little really known on the subject. If you’d listened more carefully to Ms Saxon’s tape, you’d have more or less the full story.’

‘But since my ears aren’t presently up to that...’

He nodded his agreement.

‘Okay, in those circumstances, I can add a little background. Incidentally, do you own a tape recorder, Mr Oakley?’

‘Yeah, I bought a nice matt-black unit recently. There’s a double tapedeck along with CD and turntable. I’ve also got a Walkman to use on the train. What of it?’

‘Nothing. It’s just that if you ever feel like disposing of them, I might make you a reasonable offer...’

Doctor Bani-Sadr caught this remark, if no other. ‘Disvan always makes a fair profit out of this story,’ he said, briefly leaving off singing. I assumed he was joking.

Mr Disvan frowned and pressed on.

‘The first mention of Raudive voices was in the early Sixties,’ he said briskly. ‘I suppose it coincides with the introduction of tape recorders for the general market. Anyhow, some people who’d recorded various bits and pieces noticed that, sometimes, that wasn’t all they picked up. Quite often there’d be inexplicable extras on their tape. You’d not notice it with noisy recordings, but with quiet stuff—like birdsong and that—there were occasions you couldn’t fail to. That’s how Ms Saxon got caught, poor girl, out all on her own in a wood, miles from anywhere, recording the dawn chorus. It seemed all right at the time, but back in the studio...’

Mr Disvan had succeeded in making me edgy.

‘But what, for God’s sake?’

I’d forgotten that Disvan didn’t like offences against the third commandment. He looked upset and of two minds whether to continue his tale.

 

‘Swift to its close ebbs out life’s little day;

Earth’s joys grow dim, its glories pass away;

Change and decay in all around I see;

O thou who changest not, abide with me.’

 

sang the Binscomite choir, grinding implacably on. They weren’t lifting my spirits at all.

‘What I was about to add,’ said Mr Disvan, a trifle peevishly, ‘was that people were finding voices on their tapes. Indistinct, weak voices maybe, but voices sure enough, once you listened out for them.’

‘I don’t really want to ask this, but what do they say?’

Disvan had his own way of relating events, and wouldn’t be side-tracked by to-the-point questions.

‘These were male and female voices,’ he went on, ‘speaking in all sorts of languages, sometimes two or three different ones in the same sentence. And another funny thing—all the voices were sort of clipped and monotone. Almost inhuman.’

‘Yes, right; but what did—’

‘They’ve been picked up all over the world, even in the most rigorous controlled conditions, even through special “Faraday Cages” designed to exclude outside signals. I’m not saying it happens every time—just enough times to worry. And, of course, you have to be listening carefully to notice the Raudive effect even when you do pick it up. Still, they’re an undeniable phenomenon. After the Swede, Juergenson, first went into print in... oh, ‘63, I think, the Latvian, Dr Raudive, who gave them his name, made about eighty thousand positive recordings. On the quiet, it’s a respectable field of study nowadays.’

‘Mr Disvan, what the hell do they say?’

He turned right round in the seat. The headlights from oncoming cars played wildly across his old, cold face.

‘They’re very polite, Mr Oakley. They generally address you by name. Then they always say the same thing: “We are watching you”.’

 

 

 






  








‘BUT AFTER THIS, THE JUDGEMENT’

 

‘Well,’ said Mr Disvan, anxious as ever, just like Pollyanna, to see the bright side of things, ‘this match is becoming very competitive.’

‘You mean,’ I interpreted, ‘this match should be stopped.’

‘That’s one way of seeing it,’ Disvan conceded.

As if on cue, Vladimir Bretwalda, the Binscombe captain, once again gave the coded call sign for general melee, and rugby was forgotten as the two sides brawled about in the mud. The referee wasted breath on his whistle before an ‘accidental’ shoulder propelled him to the fight’s ground-zero and he was lost to view.

‘That tall one, number eight,’ bellowed Bretwalda senior unhelpfully from the touchline, seeking the ears of his three sons. ‘Take him out! Kill!’

‘The annual Binscombe v Goldenford match is a bit of a derby,’ said Mr Disvan, pretending not to notice Bretwalda’s contribution, ‘so what else can you expect?’

‘Rugby?’ I hazarded

‘Oh,’ he replied, a little taken aback by my unreasonable demand, ‘well, there’ll be a higher proportion of that later on when they settle down.’

‘As opposed to tribal warfare with a printed match programme, you mean?’

Disvan frowned and thought my question through with great care.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed at last.

By dint of using his boots and fists just like everyone else, the referee had regained his feet, sent a man off, studied the various injuries and got play resumed. The ball and associated zone of conflict moved on up the field away from us, rendering the depressing spectacle less distinct and therefore more tolerable.

Mr Disvan seemed to sense my relief.

‘I thought you liked rugby, Mr Oakley’ he said.

‘I do,’ I replied truthfully. ‘But this...’

I pointed towards the latest atrocity where, a full ten yards from the ball and run of play, the Goldenford prop stood grinning and triumphant before two prone Binscomites, blissfully unaware of twenty stones worth of Hengist Bretwalda bearing down on him like a train from behind.

Doctor Bani-Sadr joined us, fresh from the on-field fray and patching up some unfortunate to take further damage. Always pleased to feel useful, he was more than normally cheerful today.

‘Good job I brought plenty of stitch thread,’ he beamed. ‘I’ll be sewing away like a Spitalfields sweatshop later on.’ He sighed with pleasure. ‘I like the annual challenge match,’ he said. ‘It makes such a change from the usual sniffs and snuffles.’

I felt there was a degree of indecent relish in that and (more or less) said so. ‘I wonder you don’t bring blood and artificial limbs and really have yourself a good time!’

Disvan and Bani-Sadr looked at each other as though I’d had a rare good idea.

‘It’s a thought,’ said the Doctor, musing to himself. ‘I could get some plasma bags in my case... But no, amputations and transplants are best left to the hospital boys, Mr Oakley. Thanks for the suggestion, though.’

At that point Goldenford scored and I was sufficiently disenchanted to feel like applauding. However, that would have been unwise, for the evolutionary-disadvantaged section of the Binscombe crowd, piqued by the turn of events, had taken up a low chant of ‘kill, kill, kill’. The Goldenford supporters, no less committed, no less willing to travel back to the savannah-time, responded in kind.

‘Welcome to the fifteenth century, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan.

‘An overestimate, surely?’ I replied.

Doctor Bani-Sadr, despite his obvious enjoyment of the day, didn’t want me to feel too isolated.

‘Perhaps you prefer a subtler style of rugby, Mr Oakley’ he said. ‘Flair instead of slog, France instead of England, so to speak.’

‘Anything rather than this. I mean, look, they’re ignoring the ball. And the ref’s down again, and...’

‘You should have been here when Oscar Tug played for us,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘We could rely on skill to win in them days.’

This stopped me in my tracks.

‘Oscar Tug? The Oscar Tug, captain of England, “Lion of the South”, played for Binscombe? You jest.’

‘I jest not, Mr Oakley. He always used to select, train and lead the Binscombe team out. We never lost against Goldenford then.’

I couldn’t help but be impressed.

‘I’m impressed,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know he came from Binscombe.’

‘There’s much you don’t know about, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘You have a lot to learn.’ It sounded almost like a threat.

‘Is that so.’ My reply had more than a soupçon of sarcasm as makeweight.

‘Yes, it is,’ he said, unabashed. ‘And I include within that the knowledge that Oscar Tug is Binscombe born and bred and still lives here.’

The interesting revelations kept on diffusing my attempted indignation.

‘Really? He’s got a house here?’

Suddenly, Mr Disvan was less confident in his answer. Doctor Bani-Sadr chose that moment to feel the cold and bury himself deeper into his coat.

‘No...’ said Disvan, cagily. ‘I said he lives here.’

‘But not in a house?’

‘No.’

‘Then how come I’ve never seen him?’

‘Because, Mr Oakley,’ came the very admonitory reply, ‘he’s in a place you never go.’

I didn’t like his tone. I went to all the places I should do. Who did he think he was—my father?

‘Oh yes?’ I said. ‘And where might that be, pray?’

‘Le mot juste. He’s in church, Mr Oakley, in church.’

‘Oh.’

‘Exactly,’ said Disvan, as if he’d proven something.

‘And the last time Mr Oakley was in church,’ guffawed Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘a man in a dog collar threw water all over his head!’

That was a bit rich since Bani-Sadr’s own atheism made Stalin look agnostic, but I let it pass in order to press on with the ‘hunt the sensible answer’ game.

‘What’s he doing there?’ I asked.

‘Praying,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr with distaste.

‘Seeking sanctuary,’ said Disvan, correcting him. Bani-Sadr shrugged his shoulders, cheerfully conceding the point.

‘He reckons he’s actually a baal teshuva,’ Disvan continued, still half concentrating on the distant game. ‘You know, a penitent. If you asked me though, I’d say the sanctuary motive was uppermost. Still, who am I to judge? We must be generous minded.’

At that suspiciously coincidental moment, the referee’s mind ran out of generosity and he called the game off. In parts of the field, however, battle continued regardless.

‘Things generally improve after the ref’s thrown in the towel,’ explained Mr Disvan. ‘Without his provocative presence, the teams shape up and get down to playing proper rugby.’

‘They realise that if they don’t behave themselves,’ added the doctor, ‘there’s no one else to make them. The linesmen can still decide on penalties and things...’

I recognised this as a prime slice of strictly Binscombe logic, but recognised it too late to prevent acceptance. To my intense annoyance I even found myself nodding in agreement. Yet again, their world view had penetrated the armour of reason.

‘Hang about!’ I said, the effort of the mental gear change creasing my brow. ‘That’s the biggest load of—’

‘Proof of the pudding, Mr Oakley’ interrupted Mr Disvan with his approximation of an innocent smile. ‘Proof of the pudding.’

He was gesturing towards the field of play and I saw this particular pudding being proved. The teams were freshly interested in the ball’s whereabouts and play was becoming fluid and skilful. A Bretwalda-led drive was, at that very moment, heading forcefully (but fairly!) towards the Goldenford line.

Somehow it all seemed like a subtle insult—and probably deliberate at that. I’d come out to see rugby, not some devious sermon about the liberating alternatives to rationality. Deep inside I felt that, without first asking permission, the Binscombe summa theologiae was being preached to me.

‘I’ve had enough of this,’ I said abruptly, turning on my heels. Like a well drilled dance team, Disvan and the doctor moved with me, one on either side, matching my steps.

‘I don’t blame you,’ said Mr Disvan amiably. ‘Why watch that foregone conclusion? Especially when there’s a chance to meet your sporting hero.’

In my illogical annoyance, I’d quite forgotten about the Oscar Tug business. It now returned to me, coupled with the realisation that my path was being discreetly shepherded by my two companions in the general direction of St Joseph’s Church. Like a beckoning finger, its eccentric spire could be seen peeping over the trees of the ‘Glade’ which mysteriously survived in the centre of the village.

I decided to go along with it. There was nothing better to do prior to the Argyll’s opening time and the great Oscar Tug had indeed been a childhood hero of mine. I could still recall dim, falsely pleasant memories, of wet prep school afternoons when I’d tried to emulate his exploits—before I lost three front teeth in a tackle and took up the badminton option instead.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘why not? If you think he’ll see me.’

‘Oh, he will, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, full of assurance. ‘Being trapped there all the time, he likes fresh company.’

That could have struck an alarm bell in my mind but I didn’t let it.

‘But can’t we meet him for a drink in the Argyll?’ I asked. ‘Why must it be the church?’

‘Sanctuary, Mr Oakley. I already told you that.’

‘From whom, though?’

This gave Disvan pause for thought, and I could see he was struggling for an answer.

‘Debt collectors,’ he said at last. The reply caused a cold smile to dawn across Doctor Bani-Sadr’s face.

‘Now I know you’re having me on,’ I said. ‘Oscar Tug was a wealthy man, what with the TV commentating, the South-African coaching, and all that. And anyway, you can’t claim sanctuary against...’

‘Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan with great finality, ‘sad to say, not all debts are financial.’

 

*  *  *

 

By the time I’d thought it through and added up all my misgivings, it was too late to change the scenario. We were at the church.

Aside from theological objections, after the events of the previous Christmas Eve I was none too eager to darken St Joseph’s door again. Sadly, however, the bonds of cultural conditioning, elastic but not brittle, would not permit me to just turn and scamper away. The church’s door was open, Mr Disvan and Doctor Bani-Sadr were watching me. Had it been a dinosaur’s maw gaping before me, I would still have had no choice but to enter in.

Inside it was cool and peaceful, a sudden and welcome transition from the motorised discord of St Joseph’s Street outside. I recalled I had to be careful of churches in general. Even the most modern, most brutal, 1960s God-bunker, had a certain seeping air of sanctity. Combined with the vote of confidence of those buried within and without, such sanctity carried a risk of it being sticky. It might adhere to the visitor and accompany him home, injecting a spiritual venom deadly to the sort of full and active social life I liked to lead. I had scheduled the meaning-of-life sort of thing for the tail end of my existence, if at all, and didn’t want my plans upset at this early stage.

Accordingly, I skipped looking at the Victorian stained glass (too reassuring), the Ten Commandments painted on the wall (too accusing) and tried to bear in mind that this was just another four walls and a roof. The disconsolate looking Anti-Apartheid and Amnesty International stall helped with that.

In any case, I was in good company. Doctor Bani-Sadr had pointedly kept his trilby on and Mr Disvan was plainly more interested than awed by all about.

‘I know you hate having your values challenged, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘So make your way to the vestry. That’s where you’ll find him.’

I thought it rather rude to read someone’s innermost thoughts from their treacherously open face, but didn’t say anything in retaliation. I knew where the vestry was and went straight to it, concealing my confusion with my back.

A few seconds after arrival, I wished I hadn’t bothered. Either I had a migraine for the first time in my life or else the weather had abruptly turned oppressive. From a very great height someone had dropped a wet mattress on my brain.

The two men seated in the vestry turned to greet me, as I rudely ignored them and shook my head, attempting to shift the weight off my mind, so to speak.

The Reverend Jagger I knew already, but the monk with him was a newcomer. He looked as bad as I presently felt—which was saying something. I wondered briefly if his anguished, burning gaze had something to do with my headache—à la ‘evil eye’—but got a grip in time to reject the notion with respectable speed.

‘Well, hello, Mr Oakley, Mr Disvan, Doctor Bani-Sadr,’ said Reverend Jagger, beamingly cheerful as ever. ‘To what do we owe this pleasure?’

‘Mr Oakley wants to meet Oscar Tug,’ came Disvan’s voice from behind, in fact, surprisingly far behind me, ‘his sporting hero and all that.’

I turned and saw that Disvan and the doctor hadn’t actually entered the vestry. They were hanging back, lolling in the entrance, proud possessors of some knowledge I didn’t share. Then my attention was redirected eyes-front by a loud moan from the monk.

‘Oh, if only you knew,’ he howled, glaring fixedly at me. ‘If only... Yes, I was once prop-forward for the Prince of Darkness, but now I’m a spectator on the terraces of righteousness. Aren’t I, Rev?’

Jagger looked decidedly uncomfortable. He was well known for his distrust of enthusiasm, preferring religion to the religious.

‘Well, I suppose so,’ he said, not wishing to give offence. ‘But I think that’s putting it a little bit—’

‘Bathed in the endless ocean of forgiveness, I am!’ interrupted the monk, now highly agitated. ‘Vindicated! Justified!’

Just at that moment, a wind powered tree branch scrabbled at the vestry window and the monk cowered in his seat, all his passion (and volume) fled away.

‘Ransomed!’ he concluded weakly, looking shiftily at the window.

An uncomfortable silence followed. I’d started to query if this was really the best use I could make of my free time. Not only had my headache failed to go away but I was now painfully conscious that the vestry’s heating was cranked way up high. Ten minutes in that sauna would be enough to flood anyone’s boots.

‘Are you well, Mr Oakley?’ asked Jagger. ‘You look out of sorts.’

‘That’s because I am, vicar,’ I said, all hot and bothered, tearing at my tie. ‘I came to see Oscar Tug but he’s not here—and why should he be, in a church?  Mr Disvan wouldn’t explain that bit as usual. And all of a sudden, I don’t feel very well and... Why do you have this vestry so hot? It’s like Hell’s kitchen in here.’

The monk had been listening to my sullen soliloquy in morose silence, but this last comment was like a poke with a cattle prod to him. He leapt up, in extremities of agitation, and pointed a bony finger at me.

‘Don’t say that!’ he screamed. ‘Don’t say that—or I’ll tear your bloody head off, man!’

This real-ish sort of threat held little appeal and I instinctively backed away from him and out of the room. Disvan and Bani-Sadr made way for me, knowing better than to ever get between me and safety.

Then, like the lifting of a veil, my headache vanished. The heat blanket went with it. For a few seconds the contrast was sheer bliss, a natural high, before, all too soon, my unambitious nerve endings returned to dull normality. The relief must have advertised itself on my face.

‘I was going to suggest you took a few steps back,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘You were getting awfully flushed.’

‘And if you can’t stand the heat,’ quipped Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘get out of the Hell’s kitchen!’

Meanwhile Reverend Jagger was calming the monk, albeit with difficulty.

‘Anger—surely a minor sin only?’ I heard him say.

‘But I threatened violence!’ the monk countered. ‘And used profanity! Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa... Oh dear, oh dear.’

He slumped back into a chair and buried his head in his hands.

‘Maybe if I...’ he muttered. ‘Double penance, yes, that’s it. Bread... dry bread and water, plus the really ferocious hair shirt...’

Jagger plainly disapproved of all this and tut-tutted his way over to us.

‘Distressing medievalist literalism,’ he said sadly. ‘Quite untouched by the gentle hand of the humanism/faith interface.’

‘Abso-lute-ly,’ agreed Mr Disvan—which was his way of saying ‘balls’ without causing offence.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Jagger continued. ‘I’m afraid your meeting with Mr Tug has not gone as you might have wished. I know what it can be like with childhood sporting heroes. Sir Stanley Mathews was dreadfully rude to me when I asked for an autograph.’

I was shocked and looked it.

‘He’s slow—but he does get there eventually,’ Disvan explained to the reverend.

‘You mean... he’s Oscar Tug?’ I stuttered. ‘I don’t... he can’t...’

Tug’s last game was, what, six years in the past but how could even that lapse of time turn the brick out-house, rugby godling Tug into the gaunt and haunted spectre before us? It didn’t seem charitable to even consider it possible.

‘Well,’ said Jagger, just slightly offended by my doubt, ‘I can assure you that’s who this is.’

‘Oh, right. Nice to meet you then... Mr Tug.’

Tug the born again monk looked up again, with new hope in his eyes.

‘Is it, Mr Oakley? Is it really? Does that mean you forgive me for threatening you? Will you overlook my grievous outburst? Will you?’

With that sort of ‘grab for the heart’ type sales pitch, I could hardly refuse.

‘Um... of course, of course. Think nothing of it—all forgotten, no offence. I expect it was the heat.’

Tug looked pitifully grateful, yet at the same time intimidated by my mention of the vestry’s temperature. He looked slowly round without seeming to anticipate actually glimpsing anything new.

‘I know what you mean, Mr Oakley,’ said Jagger, entering the uneasy conversational pause. ‘Like an oven in there, isn’t it?  I mean, no, not like an oven at all,’ he hastily corrected himself, noticing Tug’s renewed distress. ‘It’s just very hot. Overheated, that’s all I meant. And we should be thankful it’s dry heat, not humid, shouldn’t we?’

There was something beyond the bounds of permissible oddness in all this I decided. However, rather than think about it, I settled for a shotgun-scatter of questions instead.

‘But why not just turn it down, or off?’ I asked. ‘And why the dramatic change in temperature—and air pressure—at the threshold. And why aren’t you affected?’

I’d just noticed. The Reverend Jagger was standing precisely where I’d stood a few minutes before. But even so, coat and ethnic Arran sweater notwithstanding, he remained as cool as the proverbial cucumber.

His habitual ‘at peace with the world and myself’ smile (or smugness) wavered only a second.

‘I seem to be exempt,’ he said crisply. ‘It must go with the job.’

‘Or the dog-collar,’ laughed Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘Happen it allows greater air circulation than a normal man’s shirt!’

You could almost hear Jagger’s mind counting to ten before he felt able to turn the other cheek.

‘Quite. So amusing,’ he said insincerely. ‘And how is your young... niece, Doctor Bani-Sadr? Still staying with you is she?’

Mr Disvan caught the sultry undertones of the question and turned to study the doctor with all the silent primness of which he was capable.

‘Yes, she is, thanks,’ said Bani-Sadr, brazening it out.

‘How nice for you,’ said Jagger, his mask now firmly back in place. ‘Such a nice young girl. And so... vivacious, in a colourful sort of way.’

Things were getting as acid as Alien’s blood and looked fit to get more so had not Mr Disvan intervened (whilst obviously filing the ‘niece’ business away for future reference).

‘So,’ he said firmly, ‘all’s well that ends well. Young Oscar here sought Mr Oakley’s forgiveness and it was freely given. However,’ he turned to address the almost forgotten Tug, ‘why not put it beyond doubt and repay his kindness by telling him the story? That’s what he came for, after all.’

‘No, I didn’t!’ I protested, from the heart. Every omen pointed to a story I didn’t want added to my mental inventory; the kind of tale that would disturb my intended, contented old age. As usual, I was ignored.

‘All the story?’ said Tug incredulously, getting up and stepping forward.

Suddenly the heat wave expanded its boundary to include us. Like a long-haul coach opening its door at journey’s end, a wave of unsavoury warmth wafted our way.

Mr Disvan waved him back and the Hellsbreath abated.

‘Why not?’ he replied. ‘Cathartic for you and an exemplar for Mr Oakley. All things considered, it’d be a mitzvah...’

‘A statutory good deed,’ interpreted the Reverend.

‘And goodness knows, you need some of them on your scorecard,’ Disvan continued.

Tug obviously concurred. He sank back into his seat, cowled head nodding.

‘The sin of pride, Mr Oakley,’ he intoned, ‘and false perspective. Those were my downfall!’

I was still hopeful of aborting the flow and butted in, ‘Actually, I was more hoping to hear about your England captaincy and beating the All Blacks and—’

‘Vanity!’ shouted Tug, his deep set eyes flicking fiery despair vibes across the room at me. ‘ “All is vanity and vexation of spirit”—Ecclesiastes 1:14. And I’ll give you another quote—Mark 8:36, “What profit it a man if he should scale the summit of his chosen career, represent the country he loves  at the sport he loves—and incidentally construct probably the best pack-to-wings interaction system this century, and beat the All Blacks—if he should lose his soul?” Answer me that!’

‘Hang on,’ I said, ‘it doesn’t say that in the Bible.’

‘It’s a paraphrase, Mr Oakley,’ said Tug.

‘Oh, um... well, I know that competitive sport can be very absorbing, to the detriment of...’

‘If that’s the standard of Mr Oakley’s perception,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, ‘we’re in for a long one. I’ll get us some chairs.’

‘You misunderstand, Mr Oakley,’ said Tug as the doctor sauntered off. ‘I mean that I was presented with a decision. A single choice about the direction of my life. I was put to the test—and failed.

‘Just a minute,’ I interjected. ‘Yours was the famous undefeated captaincy. You never lost—’

‘I lost everything!’ said Tug, hammering home the words like stakes into a heart.

‘And now he’s feeling the heat,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, returning with seats for himself and Disvan. They settled themselves in the doorway while Jagger got on with tidying some shelves of dusty, neglected Books of Common Prayer. He still played polite attention to us but had obviously heard it all once too often before. I was left standing, half in, half out, of the room, like the fabled Dutch Boy, facing a torrent of tortured Tug.

‘And now I’m feeling the heat,’ he echoed. ‘Lapped by tongues of flames, pressured by the weight of my sin.’

‘You’re taking it all a bit serious,’ I said, mustering a smile in an attempt to lighten the conversational, if not actual, atmosphere. ‘After all, rugby’s only a game.’

‘Exactly!’ roared Tug, once again pointing a gnarled digit at me. ‘But at the crisis of my life I failed to recognise that truth. I acted like the galaxies whirling in their paths stood and held their breath upon some silly game of ball and brawl.’

‘Well yes,’ I said, ‘now you put it like that...’

‘We were one point behind, in injury time,’ said Tug suddenly. ‘England versus Wales, 19—. Do you recall it?’

I was wrongfooted by the abrupt transition from metaphysics to the concrete and took a while to get my brain down-gear.

‘Yes, I remember,’ I said. ‘In fact, I watched it on television. An all-time classic. You...’

‘I stood on a knife-edge, Mr Oakley, I stood and pondered and then plunged into darkness.’

‘I don’t recollect that bit actually.’

‘No, you wouldn’t,’ replied Tug, his first concession to me. ‘But you can’t have forgotten the situation. Mine was the “unbeaten captaincy”, as you said. We had to win that match to win the Five Nations championship, but we hadn’t beaten Wales at home since Adam was a lad. The press had been at fever-pitch all week and the crowd were likewise. Picture it, if you can: injury time like I said, everyone was all played out, the Welsh fans were singing “Land of my fathers” and whistling. Then we got a penalty.’

‘A possible three points, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan unnecessarily.

‘But we were a hundred yards—ninety-odd metres, from their line,’ continued Tug with mounting passion. ‘An impossible distance to kick for goal. But there again, there wasn’t time to run the ball. What was I to do? It was the worst moment of my life—up to then. I remember looking to the sky and asking for help.’

‘There are more tears over answered prayers,’ said the Reverend Jagger, looking up from a disapproving flick through one of the prayer books, ‘than unanswered ones.’

‘Amen,’ agreed Tug, beating his chest as, appropriately enough, tears streamed down his drawn face. ‘I asked and I received.’

‘A reference to Luke 11:9’ advised Mr Disvan, as if it mattered.

‘And time stopped,’ said Tug dramatically. ‘Except for me, that is. The mighty Arms Park was still. Save for my heart thumping and the sound of my breath, there was silence. All the players were frozen where they stood, so were the crowd—and I saw a plane overhead, just hanging there in the sky. I knew I could move if I wanted to—but I didn’t want to. There was something watching me, I was sure of it. Something observing me from those stock-still terraces and I didn’t wish to attract its attention.’

The Reverend Jagger spoilt the rapt moment by snapping a book shut, producing an explosion of dust. I must have glared at him.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Do carry on.’

Tug hadn’t heard the interruption. He was deep in an alternative reality, reliving a past moment as though it were now. His glassy eyes no longer beheld us.

‘And then I saw him—only it was a her. She was just a dot to start with, a figure up in the stands edging its way past all the frozen people. I just stood there watching, mesmerised like a rabbit caught in headlights. She was in no hurry, just strolled gracefully down the terraces and out onto the pitch. She knew where I was all right—spotted me cowering behind the ref’s back and gave me a cheerful wave.’

‘Tell Mr Oakley about her looks,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘He likes that sort of thing.’

‘Beautiful!’ said Tug, suddenly in rhapsodies. ‘Painfully voluptuous—but hard with it. Chew you up and spit you out sort of female. You know, the kind they put in the front window of estate agents to get daft punters in. Very much the business girl, all power-dressing and blonde hair just so. All eyes and legs and facts and figures.’

I nodded, painful memories rising of an unhappy house purchase I’d once made in similar circumstances.

‘Well,’ said Tug, ‘came right up to me she did, bold and normal as you’d like, and said, “Hello, Oscar”. None of my pinching myself and so on had worked, I had to admit it was all real and make some sort of response. Anyway, I wasn’t captain of England for nothing, you know, I could put a brave face even on that sort of thing. So back I says, “Hi there, Hotlegs!”’

Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Mr Disvan cringe. What was wrong with that, I wondered?

‘So,’ continued Tug, oblivious to Disvan’s reaction, ‘she smiled back at me but seemed a bit troubled. “A miscalculation, I think,” she said, more or less to herself, “sexual stereotyping appertaining to the rugby football cultural sub-set may skew the judgement, invalidate negotiations...” “Do what, love?” I said but she’d already waved her hand and... changed. Right in front of my eyes she just shimmered and became something else.’

‘What?’ I asked avidly.

‘A yuppie, male, about twenty, sharp suit and hair gel. Typical estate agent. Need I say more?’

I indicated no, there wasn’t the same appeal. The Reverend Jagger, who disapproved of ‘sexism’ more than anything else he’d heard so far, tutted loudly. However, deaf to comment, Tug carried on.

‘ “Mr Tug,” he says, grinning like a shark, “have I got a deal for you!” Then he whips out some papers from his document case and sticks them in front of my nose.’

At that point, Tug was overcome with emotion—or something—and faltered. Mr Disvan, who hated anything less than industrial-strength stiff upper lips, rushed to stand in for him and cover the lapse.

‘Apparently the world record for a place kick is a hundred yards, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘back in 1906. South Africa versus Surrey, of all places. And even then South Africa didn’t score off it. Mr Tug was guaranteed better than that: a hundred yard successful kick, consequent victory in the match, and then a year to celebrate.’

‘Hold on,’ I said, creasing my brow. ‘Who by? And what for? And how could anyone guar—’

‘Oh, slow, slow, slow!’ protested Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘Go on, vicar, tell him for God’s sake. It’s your field after all.’

‘I’m not so sure it is,’ said Jagger. ‘I don’t believe in the Devil as a physical entity, or even a spiritual one for that matter. One can perhaps just about accept a positive absence of the Godhead as equivalent to...’

‘Then how do you account for Tug scoring it?’ asked Disvan, genuinely puzzled.

‘Sheer talent,’ replied Jagger, supremely untroubled by thought or doubt.

‘And time standing still in Cardiff Arms Park?’

‘Hallucination,’ smiled Jagger.

Mr Disvan looked dangerously peeved. He disapproved of things—man, machine or priest—that wouldn’t operate as per manufacturer’s specifications.

‘Just for the record,’ he said in slow and measured tone, ‘I’d be interested to learn how you discount the heat and air pressure round your vestry, or anywhere else Mr Tug happens to be.’

‘A theological grey area, Mr Disvan. Who can say?’

‘I see. Thank you. Most educational. Well anyway, Mr Oakley, Tug scored; a new world record boot.’

Tug couldn’t suppress a certain guilty pride.

‘My oath, I did!’ he said. ‘You should have heard my lot protest at first. If I hadn’t have been captain, they wouldn’t have let me take the kick. “Too bloody far!” they kept saying, shouting at me even as I started my run-up. The wind was against me, the Welshies were all laughing but... but I knew I couldn’t miss. That was the supreme moment of my life.’

‘You signed?’ I gasped. ‘That estate agent was... you know—and you signed?  Signed away your...’

Tug weaved his head from side to side in agitation.

‘I know, I know...’ he said. ‘But we won! The ball went over, the whistle went and we’d won! It was the heat of the moment; our only chance to win. I had to sign. Who wouldn’t have?’

‘Me, for a start!’ I said. ‘There’s such a thing as patriotism but...’

‘And to such a charmless individual!’ piped in Mr Disvan. ‘A diabolic estate agent! I still can’t credit you did it.’

Criticism in this one narrow field managed to inject some backbone into Oscar Tug and we saw a shadow of his former, formidable self.

‘Well, you should understand,’ he growled. ‘When you’re representing your country, personal considerations are secondary.’

The Reverend Jagger seemed to like the novelty of this line of argument.

‘Oscar has a point, you know,’ he said lightly. ‘One can applaud the selfless altruism in even the most heinous deeds.’

Mr Disvan looked underwhelmed by the notion.

‘And I had a wonderful year afterwards,’ said Tug. ‘TV, papers, the accolades of my peers, a place in the FR annals... They burnt an effigy of me in Swansea, you know!’

‘A singularly appropriate act,’ said Disvan dryly.

Tug considered the comment with minute care as though it were an unexploded bomb. His brief resurgence fled away like storm driven smoke.

‘But I can repent,’ he half-said, half-moaned. ‘I can reform. If I accumulate faith and piety and good deeds, maybe the contract will be null and void. I mean, you can’t just sign away your soul’s fate, can you.’

‘Don’t know,’ I said, still shocked.

‘And neither can... he, you know, him. He hasn’t the power, the authority. It would be a complete negation of the doctrine of free will. It said so in a book that Reverend Jagger lent me. I should be okay.’

‘Of course you will,’ said Jagger, agreeing without providing comfort. He probably said the same thing to sick people, mere minutes from a close encounter of the Grim Reaper kind.

‘And I’m studying contract law,’ Tug added tamely, patting several fat volumes beside him on the vestry table. ‘I’m sure there’s a loophole in the agreement somewhere.’

‘But you’ve not found it yet?’ queried Doctor Bani-Sadr, with, I think, genuine interest.

‘No,’ answered Tug in a faint voice.

‘It can’t help not having a copy of the contract, can it?’ said Jagger, trying to mitigate the failure.

‘No,’ said Tug again.

‘As even you may have guessed by now, Mr Oakley,’ interposed Disvan, ‘young Oscar here, sought to escape the consequences of his action. Just before his contractual “wonderful year” was up, he fled here and took sanctuary. Now, not unnaturally, a certain personage...’

‘Or essence thereof,’ suggested Jagger.

‘…has turned up to collect his debt. In fact, he’s putting the pressure on.’

‘And getting a bit heated,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr.

‘Hence the temperature and oppressiveness binding itself to Mr Tug’s locality.’  Mr Disvan waved his arm to indicate the zone of Tug’s portable Sahara.

‘Let’s not be totally negative, though,’ chirped Jagger. ‘It does dry out the structure of the church marvellously. By dint of Mr Tug agreeing to move around the building periodically, we’ve totally cleared up the damp rot and saved thousands of pounds. Also, the material evidence of the supernatural it provides cured my last curate but one of his agnosticism.  We have to look for silver linings and small mercies.’

‘I think Mr Tug’s thinking in terms of a very very big mercy,’ said Mr Disvan. Tug whimpered horribly.

‘And why not?’ said Jagger, his bounciness unabated. ‘Perhaps even the Prince of Darkness, however you conceive him, is not beyond redemption. He might just relent, you know.’

Once again I’d been ignored for a while. If anyone had been paying attention, they would have seen me, open mouthed, track Mr Disvan’s arm as it delineated the area of Tug’s visitation. I’d found that there were no defences against the vile notion that weren’t immediately swept aside (and then maliciously trampled) by it. And, if it were true, then I was standing...

‘Oh. My. God,’ I said slowly, still staring at the ceiling (and what lay beyond), bringing all conversation to a halt.

‘No, Mr Oakley,’ Disvan patiently corrected me. ‘Precisely the opposite.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Have another brandy’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr solicitously. ‘Your face is as white as your socks!’

I felt it had every right to be so. Even back in the safety of the Argyll, the memory of my shock was still exquisitely fresh.

‘We were all very impressed,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘I had no idea you could put on such a burst of speed. Oscar Tug said turning ability and acceleration of that quality belongs in a top class rugby side—and who better to judge!’

‘Here,’ said the landlord, refilling my glass, ‘this one’s on the house.’

‘Thanks,’ I muttered and knocked it back.

‘And to think,’ he continued, in his ‘ just musing to myself’ voice, ‘that you refused to turn out for the Binscombe-Goldenford match. There’ll be no excuses next year!’

‘What?’ I protested.

‘Ah, that put some life back in you,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘Really, Mr Oakley, you are a dark horse.’

‘I ran fast,’ I said firmly, emboldened by liquor, ‘because I was in the grip of powerful emotions.’

‘Yes,’ said Disvan, ‘we observed that but didn’t understand why. The contract doesn’t involve you.’

‘But the idea alone, man!’ I shouted.

‘What of it?’ asked Doctor Bani-Sadr, his face a model of honest enquiry. ‘The contract was freely entered into, it’s a simple supply and demand thing. There are millions of such deals every day.’

‘What? Like that?’ I trilled.

‘Possibly, Mr Oakley,’ replied the doctor, ‘it makes you wonder when you hear about all these amazing sporting feats. But no, I was referring to ordinary business contracts made amongst mere mortals. When you think about it, there’s no difference in substance between them and Oscar Tug’s arrangement, is there?’

‘Give or take the extra metaphysical element,’ agreed Disvan.

I looked again at my freshly strange friends.

‘But... aren’t you sorry for him?’

Disvan, Bani-Sadr and the landlord looked from one to the other in puzzlement.

‘No, not particularly,’ said Mr Disvan, acting as spokesman.

‘Well, that’s awful,’ I straightaway said.

The landlord disapproved of my judgement.

‘Mr Oakley,’ he rumbled, ‘I, for one, was brought up to believe in paying my debts.’

‘Um, yes, but...’

‘And you’re a man of commerce,’ said Mr Disvan, rejoining the fray. ‘You must accept that principle. Modern business stands or falls by it.’

‘Well yes, but...’

My three tormentors smiled. This bull fight was a poor show, the animal hardly worth the time spent togging up and sharpening your sword.

‘And if that’s so,’ said Disvan, the deputised toreador, ‘I thought you’d go along with the old saying.’

The trap was out in the open, signposted with giant day-glo arrows, all of them clearly labelled ‘TRAP!’ But I was too weakened and tired, too cornered and undermined to do anything but blunder right in.

‘What old saying?’ I asked, calm and resigned at last.

‘Apparently, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, ‘it’s long been held that you should give the Devil his due.’

 

 

 






  








IT’LL ALL BE OVER BY CHRISTMAS

 

‘Mercy blow through!’ exclaimed the landlord. ‘That one was close!’

It was indeed. The noise of the plane passing overhead had rattled the roof and drowned out all conversation in the Argyll. I was no expert but it sounded to me like a few yards lower would have meant no Christmas Day for any of us tomorrow.

Mr Disvan was the first to recover his composure (I was on one knee composing faithless prayers) and, with a speed belying his age, he rushed for the door.

‘It’s coming down,’ he reported back through the doorway. ‘The tail and one wing’s on fire but he’s still got it under control. I think he’s going to miss the estate—going to come down near Senlac Farm.’

‘Praise God!’ said Father Wiltshire, with genuine relief. 

We all looked at him in surprise, still preoccupied with our own close shave, and then with some guilt as our concern slowly spread further afield, to the estate’s many thousands: sleeping children, hard-working families etc, etc. Father Wiltshire generally popped in on us before his Christmas Eve mass, to bestow his blessing on the pagans. It always resulted in furtive guilt feelings of one sort or another.

I joined the growing throng at the door just in time to see a bolt of flame shoot down into the primeval darkness just beyond Binscombe village. We braced ourselves, breathless, for the ensuing fireball, but none came. After a few implausibly prolonged seconds, there was a communal exhalation of air.

‘He’s brought it down,’ said Disvan, appreciatively. ‘Didn’t bale out to save his-self; he guided it down away from harm. Landed out there in the fields somewhere. He should still be alive, with luck.’

‘I’ll drink to that!’ I said cheerfully, flushed with the temporary joy of a Grim Reaper near-miss.

Mr Disvan (and one or two of the others) turned and looked at me disapprovingly.

‘We’ll do more than that, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘We’ll go and thank him personally.’

It was a tricky situation. I was keenly aware that ditched planes were volatile things, capable of going off in the faces of good Samaritans an unreasonable time after actually landing.

‘But surely,’ I started off, ‘the authorities...’

‘...will stop us if we don’t get a move on. Yes,’ said Disvan, completing my plea (or so he thought). ‘We’ll take my car.’

That was the clincher. All the little disquietners now added up to some proper screaming alarm that I needn’t pretend to ignore. Mr Disvan only offered the use of his Porsche on the rarest occasions. Historically, all of them had been rich and productive nightmare mines for me and my resultant reluctance to revisit the coal-face must have been very apparent.

‘Oh come on, Mr Oakley,’ he said, chiding me gently as I was borne along, like a defeated commuter, by the surge of volunteer rescuers. ‘That pilot has given you a Christmas present. The least you can do is go and express your gratitude.’

‘Present?’ I said. ‘What present?’ It was a meaningless response, a non-question. I wasn’t interested in its answer, only in something—anything—to slow down the flow of events. However, Mr Disvan was implacable.

‘The present of continued existence, Mr Oakley,’ he said patiently, ‘at the risk of his own.’

‘A curious analogy to the spirit of the season,’ concurred Father Wiltshire, following up behind us. ‘Christ’s offer of eternal life at the expense of his own—and all that.’

‘Indeed,’ said Disvan sagely, and then spoilt it, wiping the smile off Wiltshire’s face, by adding, ‘Or so they say. Anyhow, a gift’s a gift, Mr Oakley. It’d be churlish not to express your gratitude.’

Good manners, hard-wired into the circuit diagram of most Englishmen of my class, stronger than duty or faith or even patriotism. Mr Disvan had sounded the one trumpet call that could not be ignored.

‘Right, off we go,’ he said brightly, wringing the very last drop of relish from his little triumph over modern mores.

 

*  *  *

 

Our aviator-saviour had ploughed an impressive dead-straight mega-furrow across one of Senlac Farm’s broodingly winter-anonymous fields. His (or maybe, her) plane had come to rest, seemingly intact, at its end, just a few yards short of the vanguard trees of the dense woods climbing Binscombe Ridge.

‘It was clever stuff,’ commented Mr Disvan approvingly, as he swung his car to a no less alarming halt at the field boundary. ‘One fraction of a degree up or down, an ounce more speed, and he’d have been just tiny bits of history.’

The scene before us had been weakly illuminated by faint tongues of flame which flicked into life and then died just as abruptly, from within the plane’s interior. But then Disvan turned the Porsche’s lights on full beam and suddenly he was as transfixed as the plane.

‘Oh!’ he said, with bounteous surprise. We paused, Father Wiltshire, Doctor Bani-Sadr and I, on our way out of the car. I for one was glad of any cause to postpone the proposed encounter with our smoky, fiery friend.

‘What is it, Mr Disvan?’ I asked solicitously.

‘Nothing really,’ he replied, recovering full alignment with the world. ‘It’s just that, in a manner of speaking, I think we’ll find the pilot is history, after all.’

‘Pardon?’

Disvan dismissed my query with a wave as he clambered out.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘He’s still a human being; still needs help. Let’s go.’

By now, the rest of the motor convoy from the Argyll had caught up with us and were starting to unload. Even so, we were first away and, for form’s sake, I had to keep up with my companion’s surprisingly rapid dash over field-fence and then muddy field. As we went along, the notion grew on me that not all the yielding material I trod on was honest mud and that the oily moisture peculiar to old agricultural land was osmosis-ing like mad up the leg of my suit. It was, I thought, a wonderful way to spend Christmas Eve.

However, all that was almost forgotten when we neared the plane. There was something not right about the very sight of it, even to my untutored eyes. I’d not seen its like before, at least, not outside of books.

In my fascination, I even wandered closer than to the great craft than my natural prudence would have approved. Then, a gout of blue-black flame caught my attention and then, disappearing, directed it to the point of origin.

The roundel was charred and flaked but the red, white and blue colours were still discernible. And those neat black holes traversing it, stitching a drunken line along the plane’s length, what else could they be but...

‘Bullet holes,’ confirmed Mr Disvan, noting my trance-like gaze. ‘From a twenty millimetre cannon, by the look of them.’

I nodded, somewhat abstracted. Of course, on the one hand, that’s what they had to be. But on the other, in this context, in this day and age, time and place, they couldn't be, could they?

Meanwhile, Father Wiltshire had bravely scaled the side of the plane and, with one wrench of his brawny arm, torn back the cockpit cover.

‘He's alive,’ the priest announced from his precarious perch on the wing, ‘at least, I think so. Mind you, dear Jesus, the floor's awash with blood.’

Helping hands assisted Doctor Bani-Sadr up to join Wiltshire and he leaned into the cockpit.

‘On his way out,’ he concluded eventually. ‘Double “below the knee job”—not much I can do. Shouldn’t think there’s much pain now. Rather a gentle way to slip off, actually.’

So saying, he ‘slipped off’ in another way and rejoined us down on the ground.

‘It’s what I think it is, isn’t it?’ he said to Mr Disvan.

Disvan indicated the affirmative.

‘Looks like it,’ he said. ‘It’s certainly a Spitfire, all right—much developed and modified, I grant you, but the ancestry sticks out a mile. Fifth or sixth generation evolution, I’d say at a guess.’

‘‘They’ve bumped up the size a fair bit,’ commented the doctor, as though this were the most natural conversation in the world, while blithely ignoring my obvious bogglement.

‘Yes. Scale-up of 1 to 2, I reckon. Can’t see the reason for that—more armour, poorer engines maybe. Certainly the workmanship’s shoddy. I mean, look at that cannon mount, it’s just tacked on. And there’s mismatched armament.’

‘Cannibalisation’ judged Doctor Bani-Sadr sadly. ‘Things are going downhill fast for them.’

‘Looks like it,’ said Disvan. ‘There’s a definite air of desperation about putting this thing up.’

There was finally a slight pause in their head nodding session where I could elbow my way in.

‘Hang on,’ I said brusquely. ‘I thought we came to see the pilot?’

‘Dying,’ replied Disvan, matter of factly. ‘Didn’t you catch Doctor Bani-Sadr’s prognosis?’

‘Well, yes. But you’re just standing here with your technical talk. What about getting help?’

The two of them had ‘thanks but no thanks for the suggestion’ expressions on.

‘Help, as you call it,’ said Disvan, ‘will be along in a matter of minutes, that I don’t doubt. There’s little we can do, one way or t’other.’

‘That’s right,’ chipped in Doctor Bani-Sadr, sounding almost aggrieved. ‘If you know of a way of saving a double-trauma amputee with stage four blood loss, medical science would be grateful for the illumination. And as for the “technical talk”, I reckon Mr Disvan’s entitled to that, seeing as he flew Spitfires through the best part of the War. And another thing...’

‘Best?’ interrupted Disvan, obviously embarrassed and anxious to press conversation on. ‘Hardly best.’

Doctor Bani-Sadr remained adamant.

‘It was supposed to be our finest hour, wasn’t it?’ he said. ‘Anyway, you know what I mean. Best, worst, hottest—it amounts to the same thing.’

‘Anyhow,’ said Disvan firmly, rendered just a little peevish by this unwelcome limelight, ‘perhaps you should go see the pilot after all, Mr Oakley. I think you’ll find the explanation you’re thirsting for up there with him.’

And thus saying, he turned his back on the doctor and me and, hands clasped behind his back, Duke of Edinburgh style, set off on a grumpy tour of inspection round the stricken craft. Eventually I lost sight of him in the surrounding dark and milling crowd.

‘To quote the King of rock n’ roll,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, beckoning me towards the plane with mock courtesy, ‘it’s now or never.’

‘Now’ won by a photo-finish and I joined Father Wiltshire up near the cockpit just in time to see the light depart from the pilot’s eyes.

‘Too late,’ said Wiltshire calmly. ‘He’s gone on.’

My life was... well, modern and life-orientated. ‘Going on’ was the great unmentionable, akin to the topic of orgasms at a Victorian dinner party. I had no training or beliefs to enable me to say anything sensible about ‘going on’. So I said ‘oh’ instead.

‘He couldn’t speak,’ said the priest, divesting himself of his stole, ‘but if expression is anything to go by, he made a beautiful peace.’

I stared dully at the dead thing sitting before us. ‘A what?’ I said.

‘Peace,’ repeated Wiltshire. ‘You know, final confession.’

‘Oh. That’s nice.’

Father Wiltshire shook his head as though despairing of me and then jumped agilely down from the wing. The pilot and I were left alone.

He was, or had been, young. Very young—a freckled, strawheaded boy yet to reach (no, of course, never to reach) the prime of life. Pain had twisted his features but the end of struggle, the surrender to... whatever, had restored a degree of carefree calm.

The dying down of the sporadic flames prevented me from seeing the reported injuries and lent a softening, gentle light to otherwise harsh facts of the flesh. Doctor Bani-Sadr had talked about missing limbs and buckets of gore but I couldn’t see that. To me, the pilot looked as if he might at any minute awake from sleep and clamber out to fight another day.

But he wouldn’t of course, and the thought of why not prompted me to hurriedly consider other, lesser things. Why, for instance, was his uniform so old and faded and patched? Why were his RAF buttons and badge, for such they obviously were, mere crude tinplate cut-outs?  In fact, everything on and around him had the look of long service or salvage, an air of being cobbled together from a dwindling store. All these features clashed and contrasted with the residual image of youthful enthusiasm that still lingered around the pilot, with the jaunty sprigs of holly pinned to his blouson and flying cap.

It was a puzzle, a deep puzzle. A puzzle I found instantly, totally forgettable when someone started shooting at us.

I was off the plane and away in less time than my mind took to form the word ‘bullets’ but, ten paces on, I was brought to a sudden halt. A powerful spotlight had skewered me and the others round the plane. Like a rabbit before a juggernaut, I was rooted to the spot, awaiting developments—with just as much optimism.

We weren’t kept waiting long. A bullhorn enhanced voice from the field edge soon put us in the picture.

‘Please stay where you are,’ it said. ‘You are in no danger if you stay where you are. Our shots were directed in the air. We are grateful for your cooperation.’

That was as may be but, correctly discerning that we had the pleasure of being addressed by the authorities, many of the Binscomites on the fringes of the light-beam promptly scattered in all directions, disappearing into the night and trees. Given their intimate knowledge of obscure woodland tracks and short cuts, it was highly unlikely that anything short of a helicopter assisted dragnet would fetch them back. In fact, considering some of the personalities involved, the authorities should have been grateful their fire wasn’t returned with interest. However, they didn’t see it that way. The bullhorn voiced impotent displeasure and polite threats at the receding villagers, but to no avail.

A fair few of us were left, even so—the more timid, less paranoid, bang-slap centre beam types. We stood and watched as a flood of figures issued from the direction of the God-like voice and headed in our direction.

It was a very efficient operation. Within a few moments the troops had roped off the plane and shrouded it from sight in khaki canvas. Other soldiers, civil but no-nonsense, herded us out of the field to where their trucks and APCs were parked.

‘Thank you so much,’ said their head man, perched up alongside the spotlight mounted on a huge tracked beast of a vehicle. His voice lacked the slightest trace of the gratitude expressed. ‘You will not be delayed any longer than necessary. Please form an orderly queue by the side of this carrier and sign the document presented to you. Thank you so much.’

Any of the more interesting alternatives to obedience were blocked by gun wielding men, so we did as was ‘asked’.

‘What’s this?’ I said to the brutish looking sergeant who proffered pad and pen to me. ‘Do you expect me to...’

‘It’s all the same to me,’ he replied with all the sad weariness of a philosopher. ‘You can sign it now or else peruse it at your leisure in a secret, high security detention cell with loud white-noise being played at you.’

‘Oh.’

‘So given the choice, son, if you want my personal advice, I’d sign now.’

There was a lot to be said for his argument, but I resisted the temptation to say it and signed instead.

Mr Disvan followed on and scrawled his name without demur. We were then allowed to walk away, shambling off with all the rest, clutching the carbon-copy document provided to us.

‘Official Secrets Act,’ said Disvan calmly, saving me the trouble of finding a light to read it by. ‘Merely a token gesture really, something to cow the more modern-minded. I need hardly tell you, of all people, that in contract law, an agreement entered into under duress is null and void.’

‘Exactly so,’ said a gentle, cultured voice from beside us, ‘and in understanding all, perhaps you will find it in yourself to also forgive all.’

We turned to see a slim middle-aged man, exquisitely dressed in three-piece suit complete with handkerchief and discreet white rose buttonhole, regarding us from a few yards away.

‘Yes, I should think so,’ said Mr Disvan, entirely unfazed by this vision of urbanity. ‘My curiosity has been satisfied and I’ve no real demands beyond that.’

‘That’s so good to hear,’ said the suited man, plainly delighted to encounter someone within visible distance of his own intellectual level. ‘One regrets the necessity for ordering these rather savage swoops, but...’

‘ “A prince has not the privilege of his private heart in affairs of state”,’ interrupted Mr Disvan.

‘Not Machiavelli, surely?’ drawled the man with decently concealed glee. Disvan nodded modestly.

‘A much misunderstood man,’ said the suited one, suddenly saddened and yet animated by his subject. ‘A reputation overlaid by centuries of misdirected ethical critiques.’

‘Indeed,’ said Disvan in his neutral agreeing tone. ‘So you’re in overall charge here, are you?’

The man diffidently signified he was—which was the volatile Mr Bretwalda’s cue to rocket, warp factor nine style, out of the darkness and bear down on him. A dozen or so other villagers were mere seconds behind Bretwalda’s towering bulk. It was a neat little ambush.

However, just as swiftly, the suited man’s hitherto unsuspected minder, a burly NCO, appeared from nowhere and wrestled with Mr Bretwalda. Then, finding himself unequal to the task, one, two, three, four, finally five supporters were called on to assist. Reinforcements piled in from either side and a bloody battle briefly flared.

Across the fray, the suited man studied Mr Disvan with renewed interest and, from my position behind a convenient tree, I could see that some form of silent communication was passing between the two respective ‘generals’ and agreement was being reached. Then, by their joint intervention, the fighting was (with difficulty) brought to a halt.

‘Apology, no arrests, no repercussions?’ said Mr Disvan to the suited man.

‘Dispersal, no press-leaks, no reprisals?’ he countered.

They nodded simultaneously and set about fulfilling their sides of the bargain. Within five minutes we had received a witty but fulsome apology from the suited man and Disvan had arranged the Binscomites’ departure. Mr Disvan’s credit was so good, there was even a fair chance that they would not return later on, guerrilla (or poacher) style, to satisfy honour with a bit of sabotage.

Once peace was achieved, I emerged from cover and rejoined Disvan and the suited man. They were shaking hands.

‘Mr Disvan,’ said Disvan, by way of introduction.

‘Mr X,’ replied the suited man, ‘or so I must be for the duration of the exercise, I’m afraid.’

‘You security lot usually sign yourself “Mr Densham”, don’t you?’ said Disvan, causing Mr X to raise one elegant eyebrow.

‘Oh, you know about that, I see,’ he said. ‘Well, Densham or X, just as you wish.’

Mr Disvan smiled his understanding of the dilemma.

‘I’m sorry about all the... unpleasantness,’ he said obligingly. ‘But, well, we just don’t like being mucked about; do we, Mr Oakley?’

‘Er... no, not really.’

‘Absolutely not,’ agreed Mr X enthusiastically. ‘One deprecates the necessity entirely. There was no primary desire to incommode, I can assure you.’

Mr Disvan put on his ‘elder-statesman, experience breeds tolerance’ look.

‘Think nothing of it,’ he said. ‘We understand the need.’

‘I don’t,’ I said, breaking up the old pals act.

‘You don’t?’ gasped Mr X incredulously, studying me properly for the first time. ‘Is this a friend of yours, Mr Disvan?’

‘Um... yes,’ said Disvan, souring the vote of confidence with insulting hesitation.

‘I see,’ said Mr X dubiously. ‘Well, that notwithstanding, he appears to be unfamiliar with the Many Worlds Theorum, far from au fait with the concept of the multiverse...’

‘More than likely,’ agreed Disvan sadly, ‘but, myself, I’m inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt. Let’s just say he’s failed to think through the consequences.’

It was bad enough being patronised, let alone being spoken of as if I was a moderately clever doggie.

‘‘Hang on!’ I barked. ‘Just a minute.’

‘The thing is,’ interrupted Mr X, in a way that was somehow terribly polite and yet very compelling, ‘that if there is an infinite multiplicity of parallel worlds; if each event and decision does create two separate, ongoing, universes, and if those continuums do, on occasion, interact, there are profound consequences. Surely you can appreciate that?’

I was taken aback. He looked like an exceptionally depraved or dismal—and therefore successful—accountant or lawyer. Such people, predictability being their stock in trade, did not normally offer metaphysical speculations. All I could offer by way of a parry was ‘um’.

‘Um...’

‘Imagine, if you can my dear fellow,’ continued Mr X, warming to the topic, ‘maintaining normal international relations if it should become generally known that, in a closely adjacent continuum, World War Two is still under way.’ And here he waved one languid hand towards the ‘Spitfire’ in the field beyond. ‘How does her Majesty receive the present German ambassador in those circumstances? With what feelings should HMG welcome Japanese investment in South Wales? What sort of reception would their much valued tourists find waiting?’

I conceded there might be certain difficulties involved.

‘You jest not, dear boy. Within a year, we’d be back at war. The masses just couldn’t cope with the knowledge.’

Enlightenment was slowly dawning on me—unwelcome as that of a dreaded examination day.

‘So.’ I said slowly, ‘you and your specially trained men swoop down on any...’

‘ “Overlap phenomena”, we call them,’ said Mr X helpfully.

‘…and dispose of the evidence and frighten any witnesses into silence,’ I concluded.

‘That’s about the size of it,’ he agreed smilingly. ‘Although you’ve used highly valued terms throughout. We happen to see ourselves as acting for the greater good. If the world were to know nothing in history was ever really settled; that there was a parallel-worlds court of appeal for history’s judgements, there’d be no more peace for anyone.’

Something about his certainty, his smugness, rankled. He was also right, of course, which only made it worse.

‘What about a spot of glasnost?’ I asked in a state of some agitation. ‘What about democracy?’

‘What indeed?’ Mr X replied, my obviously undergraduate level ideals bouncing harmlessly off his carapace of cynicism.

‘But, in turn, Mr Oakley,’ said Mr Disvan, poking his nose in as devil’s advocate, ‘what about race relations?’

‘Indeed,’ echoed Mr X. ‘Why, only this year, my department has dealt with overlap phenomena relating to a Welsh dominated Britain and a Chinese world empire. Dynamite stuff if it should get out.’

‘We can’t afford to have race riots in this world about oppression in another, can we?’ asked Disvan reasonably.

Mr X nodded his wholehearted acceptance of the statement.

‘Mind you,’ he said, ‘the World War Two overlaps are by far the most common. We think it’s the closest parallel world to our own, if concepts of distance have any meaning in the context.’

‘You know,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘I’ve often wondered about that. There do seem to be a lot more planes in the sky sometimes than just our traffic could account for.’

‘Oh yes,’ said X, ‘whole squadrons of overlaps on occasion. We try to shoot them down over the sea if we can.’

‘The Luftwaffe ones, you mean,’ I said.

Mr X looked slightly (but only slightly) abashed.

‘We tried capturing and rehabilitating our chaps, but it didn’t work. They tended not to like it here. You know: disco music and keg lager and all the other regressions of modern life. In addition, there was always a danger they’d escape their permanent resettlement camp and, well, talk. All things considered, we reckoned it kinder just to make a clean sweep of friend and foe alike.’

‘But... that’s... awful!’ I protested.

‘Think of it as form of reprisal if you prefer,’ smiled Mr X, his old confident self again. ‘After all, we have to put up with their bombers.’

‘What?’

‘Well,’ said X cryptically, ‘not all those “gas explosions” and arson attacks you hear about are actually that, you know.’

‘Oh.’  I was seriously nonplussed. The information inflow was too fast and intolerable.

‘And we lose some of our people over to them,’ he continued smoothly. ‘Lots of missing planes every year—and they don’t get sent back to us. I suspect it’s them who’ve got Glenn Miller—and I was always rather partial to his music.’

‘Really?’ said Mr Disvan, as if he was discussing the price of sliced bread. ‘Me too.’

Mr X looked pleased to hear it.

‘Mind you,’ he said, ‘in one respect, it seems uncharitable to begrudge them his post 1944 compositions. All the signs are that fifty years of total war have pitched them into rapid decline in every field, even armaments. We’ve found mere youths in rag uniforms, armed with flintlocks and carving knives. Perhaps a bit of decent big-band music soothes the pain of rapid descent into savagery. Who can say?’

‘And,’ I said (or trilled), ‘who can say your whole operation isn’t just a terrible murderous mistake? How do you know that releasing this information wouldn’t make people grateful for what they’ve got, make them aware of the fragility of history, make them nurture the ties of peace that have been made!’

Mr X and Mr Disvan looked at me in wonder, gave complimentary hollow laughs, and left it at that.

‘And funnily enough,’ said X, blithely continuing on, through and over my contribution, ‘it always seems to be worst at Christmas time. We’ve had half a dozen call-outs in the last month alone.’

‘Ah well,’ answered Disvan, ‘that’s easily enough explained. I should imagine that if all the alternative worlds are going to interact at all, they’ll draw near during the one season of the year common to all.’

‘Oh, I see,’ mused X, framing the theory up high in the sky and then perusing it. ‘The universality of celebration re the Nativity as a convergency nexus. That’s a most interesting supposition. I must tell our time-quantum mechanics back at base. The padre will love it.’

‘Meanwhile,’ I said, still hot under the moral collar and gesturing furiously, ‘how do you justify killing this young British pilot, shooting him down on Christmas Eve—Christmas Eve of all nights!’

‘Well,’ said Mr X, all apologies for being obliged to correct me, ‘it wasn’t me actually. Our department has a special squadron on call for such purposes—Harriers, operating out of the secret Armageddon bunker at Dunsfold—and you shouldn’t know about that, ho ho.’

I wasn’t impressed by the novice stab at humour.

‘You know exactly what I damn well mean!’ I shouted.

At long last, Mr X put his brain out of contentless-eloquence gear and paused for genuine thought.

‘Listen to this,’ whispered Mr Disvan in my ear. ‘This’ll be good. Really cold-hearted and worldly-wise—very educational.’

‘I should initially say,’ said X at last, ‘that technically the aforementioned young pilot was a deserter (albeit unintentionally) and I needn’t remind you of the penalty for that in wartime. Granted, our portion of the war ended in 1945 but I would tentatively argue a de jure transference of jurisdiction from the parallel Britain still fighting in 1990. However...’ (he had noted my jaw descending chestwards), ‘I would moderate my department’s stance insofar as to guarantee he will nevertheless be given a full RAF funeral—with honours, lowered colours, shots over the grave and all the accoutrements, gravestone inscription problems notwithstanding. After all,’ he said, swelling with modest pride, ‘it’s their civilisation that’s falling. We’re not barbarians, you know.’

At that precise moment, the great cosmic scriptwriter saw fit to send a solitary plane slowly overhead. All three of us watched its lights pass by and wondered—in every sense—whether it was one of ours, or one of theirs.

 

 

 






  








I COULD A TALE UNFOLD

 

‘Oh no,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘I don’t approve of that. No good can come of it.’

For all that, he carried on into the auctioneer’s hall and secured a front row seat.

‘‘It’s a disused church,’ I explained to him. ‘Properly deconsecrated, I should imagine. So it doesn’t matter if the auctioneer uses the old high altar as his table. We won’t get struck down.’

Disvan disengaged his attention from the catalogue.

‘I dare say not, Mr Oakley’ he replied, regarding me with mild disapproval. ‘But it’s never wise to mistreat the genius loci.’

‘The what?’

‘The spirit of the place; its soul, if you like. The classical civilisations used to set up shrines to particularly obvious ones—you know, the kind of spot that seems to have a personality of its own. That’s not done any more, of course. Well, not openly at least, but the places remain just the same. It’s like with churches—and mosques and synagogues too, I should imagine—a lot of thought and feeling gets concentrated in them. You can’t just wipe it out and use the place for something else. The atmosphere has to be allowed to fade away in its own good time.’

‘And?’ I asked.

‘And I don’t think it’s safe to subvert that sort of thing. It was just a thought that occurred to me. I only mention it in passing. Don’t let it spoil your day.’

There wasn’t much chance of that, as my expectations of enjoyment were pretty cautious. It was indeed a sad comment on the state of play in my bachelor existence that I’d agreed to accompany Mr Disvan to the auction in Goldenford in the first place. The toy-box of life ought to have held better Saturday morning diversions than that.

However, his offer was kindly meant and I didn’t like to refuse. It would fill a couple of empty hours between breakfast and the customary lunchtime visit to the Argyll—which often merged fuzzily into the evening visit and then sleep. That only left Sunday to deal with before the decisions about what to do with time were taken out of my hands for another working week.

‘What is it you’re after in particular?’ I asked, more for want of something to say rather than genuine curiosity. For all its denudement of the sacred, the auction hall bore a strong resemblance to my school chapel. Long buried associations, part revulsion, part misery, were reviving and I required distraction.

‘Item twelve,’ replied Disvan, indicating a place in the catalogue.

‘“Assortment antique shrunken heads”,’ I read. ‘“Papuan, South American and one full size Maori (tattooed). Will split.”’

‘That’s a reference to the lot, not the heads, Mr Oakley,’ explained Disvan helpfully. ‘What’s the matter?’

I was obviously wearing my distaste too transparently.

‘Heads?’ I said. ‘What on earth?’

‘Oh, they’re not for me, Mr Oakley. I haven’t got the room. No, I intend them as a present.’

‘Lovely.’

‘I’m glad you think so. You see, year after year, I get an invite to Edward’s Christmas sherry party up at county police headquarters. You know Edward the police inspector, don’t you?’

‘Indeed.’

‘Well, this year I thought I’d repay the hospitality and take him a little something.’

‘Something very little in fact.’

‘As you say. I thought a couple might go well with the Japanese general’s head in his study.’

‘His war souvenir, you mean? So that story’s true?’

‘Absolutely—did all the pickling himself.’

I nodded sadly and paused before soldiering on.

‘Mr Disvan, do you really think that’s the sort of thing you should encourage?’

Disvan smiled brightly back.

‘I don’t know, Mr Oakley. I maintain an agnostic attitude in such matters. At the time, our side were glad enough when he killed the general. Morals are time- and space-relative...’

‘But...’

‘Except that “never argue with policemen and lunatics” seems a maxim applicable to all ages and places. And besides, there are subtle tides in local affairs to be considered. When was the last time we had trouble getting a bar extension for the Argyll?’

He had a point there. I’d always thought the landlord was pushing his luck with the sheer number of them.

In due course, Mr Disvan purchased the vile objects of his desire. Faith in the normality of my sense of taste was restored by the paucity of competition for them.

‘I think I’ve secured a bargain,’ he whispered to me, ‘and it’s nice to think of them going to a good, appreciative home. They didn’t lose their heads entirely in vain.’

‘No?’

‘No. They’ll be bringing some pleasure into the world and who of us could say more than that?’

‘Mr Disvan, I’m sure if only they’d known that, a few seconds before the fatal blow, they’d have died content.’

Disvan gave me a puzzled look. He had a blind spot about sarcasm, even when it was, like this, as heavy as a neutron star.

‘Actually, I rather doubt that, Mr Oakley,’ he said gently, not wishing to appear contrary.

‘Believe it or not,’ I said, anxious to explain, ‘I was being...’ 

But he wasn’t listening and carried on regardless. ‘I think I’ll pop and pay for my purchase,’ he said. ‘There’s a tea stall out there, would you like a cup?’

‘Er, yes, why not.’

‘Fine. Bide here, I’ll be back soon. Be good.’

That was a meaningless injunction if ever there was one. I wasn’t presented with any alternative to virtue as, sitting alone, I watched lot succeed lot. Disvan’s purchase aside, it was a pretty prosaic collection, the product of lonely deaths and subsequent house clearances. Those attending were mostly ‘pricewises’ in search of useful stuff for their nests, rather than speculators in the obscure.

Like an Argos catalogue, animated for my benefit, kitchen units, cutlery sets and book cases came and went with bemusing rapidity and I settled into an amiable drowse. One or twice my imagination was lazily stirred by some oddity and I roused myself to wonder how did that assegai or shark’s jaw or whatever, come to rest in our little corner of the world. I didn’t trouble my imagination too long, though, and in Mr Disvan’s absence such objects either didn’t sell or went for a pittance.

Thus reminded of his existence, I looked round for said gentleman but he was nowhere in sight. Then, just as I was about to go in search of him (and refreshment), something in the auctioneer’s voice, perhaps just the slightest change in fluency or tone, caught my attention and I sat down again.

‘Lot 36,’ he said. ‘A fine oak desk, five foot by two and a half. Six drawers with brass attachments. Some markings and stains...’

‘I’ll give you £35,’ said a broken-nosed man in a plaid sheepskin jacket, standing up in his eagerness to bid.

‘…formerly the property of Waverley District Council,’ the auctioneer continued, giving the forward man a cool look.

‘I withdraw,’ said broken-nose, sinking out of sight as if down a lift shaft.

Suddenly the bidding made the assegai sale look frantic. A profound quiet settled upon the crowd like the proverbial quiet on the waters of the first day.

‘Come, come,’ said the auctioneer, ‘I can vouch for the quality of this desk; an excellent piece of workmanship, the proven veteran of years of loyal local government service. Who’ll give me £40?’

No one would—or £30, or £25. For some reason, on this one occasion, those assembled found him as convincing, and attractive, as a game show host. The sullen silence went on.

Now, it so happened that, at that moment, a vision was presented to me. I saw an alcove in my spare bedroom/study and was convinced, beyond any doubt, that it measured five feet by two and half. It further occurred to me, like some dull revelation, that I could actually do with a desk for the odds and ends of paperwork I brought home. Maybe my presence here wasn’t a waste of time, maybe it could be justified by a useful acquisition. Perhaps there would be a point to the day. And if it should prove to be a bargain desk...

The quiet was intimidating, but I raised my hand and heard myself shout, ‘Twenty pounds.’

The auctioneer looked at me as if I’d taken advantage of him (or his daughter) but didn’t let that prevent his gavel flashing down.

‘Sold. Right then, lot 37: a dozen sets of dariole moulds in prime condition.’

In a minute or two, Mr Disvan was back bearing two Styrofoam cups.

‘Sorry I was so long,’ he said, ‘but the boy at the till wouldn’t accept that Coutts Bank don’t issue cheque guarantee cards. The manager had to be fetched.’

‘No problem. In fact I bought something while I was waiting.’

‘Oh good.’

‘An old Waverley District Council desk, for £20.’

‘Oh dear.’

Like my true love’s honour, had she existed, I felt compelled to defend my desk. I may have owned it only a mere five minutes but it was part of the team now.

‘What d’you mean “oh dear”?’ I said. ‘Do you mind!’

Mr Disvan obviously didn’t. He was studying the old altar through the steam from his tea.

‘I told you no good would come of this,’ he said sadly.

 

*  *  *

 

‘I’m sorry,’ said Mr Disvan insincerely, ‘but even if I wanted to, I couldn’t get it in my car. You should have checked the auctioneers did deliveries before you bought the thing.’

‘That’s the trouble with Porsches,’ I said sourly, piqued by his intolerable correctness. ‘No storage capacity.’

A slur on his car was a slur on him, and Disvan lapsed into huffy silence.

Eventually it was me that had to make the peace, to my further disgust. I couldn’t remain there in the auctioneer’s car park, whence we’d been evicted at close of play, for ever. Sooner or later, I had to move or else ditch the desk. At the moment my thoughts tended stubbornly to the former, but it wouldn’t have taken much—those approaching rain clouds for instance—for that to change. Short of the drag of finding a hire-drive place (meaning: locate a phonebox with phone book, get change, lose temper, negotiate hire, find the establishment, sign life away and so on and on and on) I had to explicitly seek Mr Disvan’s assistance. It was the concession he’d been waiting for.

‘Well, I’ve got one idea,’ he said brightly. ‘Mr Jarman works in Goldenford and I believe his estate agency is open on a Saturday. He drives a Range-Rover and even “behemoth” here,’ he tapped the desk on which we were sitting, ‘will fit in that.’

It sounded promising. Jarman, an Argyll regular, had so much indiscriminate energy that he would relish a little favour like this, however inconvenient. He would see it as a tasty morsel of a task, to fit in between the enterprise he was doubtless setting up today and the house renovation planned for tomorrow.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘But knowing my luck, he’ll be out—selling two houses simultaneously whilst updating his share portfolio.’

‘Oh, don’t be pessimistic,’ said Mr Disvan, hopping off the desk. ‘Look for the bright side.’

‘I didn’t think there was one but kept quiet.

‘Well, I’ll be off then, Mr Oakley. Shan’t be five minutes. His place is only up the top of the High Street. Don’t go away now!’

‘What? With this on my back?’ I shouted after him, but I don’t think he heard.

I was left alone with my albatross/purchase—if one discounts the stream of pedestrians passing by, who cast curious looks at a man and a desk placed incongruously in the middle of a car park.

‘Someone’s nicked yer office roof and walls, mate!’ yelled one youth, too large alas! for a suitable reply. I cut him dead with a look and left it at that.

However, to avoid further such encounters and to create the illusion of activity, I gave my new possession the full ‘once-over’ for the first time.

A long, long while ago, when the world was young and local government was unimpeachable men in frock coats and watch chains, concerned mostly with drains, the desk must have been a proud object. I could imagine Goldenford borough treasurers ensconced behind it, bywords for integrity, financial rectitude and savage inner repression. 

Then, over the years as the saucer rings and scratches multiplied, it had passed downmarket, to junior clerks and temps who didn’t mind the brass handles’ tarnish and the mere ghost of a once fine polish. Eventually, too scruffy and elderly even for them, or maybe superseded by a new hi-tech, terminal-bearing work-station, it had been cast aside, like a worked-out field slave, to the unappreciative scrutiny of the auction house crowd.

Still, it retained a battered dignity, I thought, and, despite Mr Disvan’s barrage of wet blanketry, I was marginally glad I’d bought it. Torture and death were preferable to a public admission of the fact, but truth was that I felt rather sorry for the thing.

That feeling might soon have evaporated had Mr Jarman proved to be out or uncooperative, but I needn’t have feared. After ten minutes or so, the only scarlet Range Rover I knew of screeched to a halt beside me.

‘Hello! Hello!’ said Jarman, as dapper and effervescent as ever, practically hurling himself out of his vehicle. ‘You need a favour, eh?’

‘Actually, I—’

‘Of course, of course. Happy to. Anytime.’

It was difficult to be neutral about Mr Jarman; his personality didn’t permit it. People either liked or loathed him, and he was self-contained enough to be equally content with both opinions. I generally inclined to the former sentiment and was mumbling words of suitable gratitude for his easygoing kindness when he dashed in to spoil the mood.

‘Say no more,’ he said, waving aside my thanks, and then suddenly stopped in his tracks. ‘You bought this? My god, what a wreck! Bloody fool!’

‘Well,’ I said patiently, ‘actually I did, Derek, but...’

I couldn’t make my feelings too plain, being still dependent on a lift, but needn’t have worried, for my self-censored reply was interrupted anyway.

‘It’s worse than you think, Mr Jarman,’ said Disvan, emerging round the huge vehicle’s bonnet. ‘That’s an ex-Waverley District Council desk!’

Jarman looked suitably dis-impressed.

‘Hellfire! Bloody fool—like I said!’

He grinned at me, but I knew from past experience that could mean anything at all. I gritted my teeth and hid my hands in my pockets lest some pretty transparent body language betray my innermost thoughts.

‘And why,’ I said, trying to sound reasonable, ‘do you say that, may I ask?’

Jarman shook his head expressively.

‘Can’t explain. No time. Have you any concept of what I’ve got to do before I knock off work for the day, Mr Oakley?’

‘Frankly, no.’

‘Good. You shouldn’t have. It’s secret.’

‘Ah… I see.’

‘Right. Can’t be helped. Said I’d help so I will. Pile the wreck in the tank and we’ll be off. You’ll be sorry though.’

‘Why, for... goodness’ sake?’

‘Thought that’s obvious. Tell you what, let’s chuck it in the river. No, no, better idea—through the town hall windows. Send it back home. Never did like that lot!’

Mr Disvan smiled. He was on record as describing Waverley District Council’s authority over Binscombe as ‘savage colonial rule’.

‘No,’ I said, with all the polite authority I could muster.

‘Suit yourself, Mr O,’ said Jarman. ‘Mr Disvan, you flip the back door up. Oakley, you grab the wreck. Let’s go!’

Jarman and I hefted the desk and we faced each other over its battle scarred top. He had flicked his smile on again.

‘Do you want to buy a house, Mr Oakley?’

‘Um... no thanks, I’ve got one.’

‘What about a holiday flat in Megaluff... or Lesbos... or Istanbul?’

‘Constantinople,’ corrected Mr Disvan.

‘No, not really,’ I said. ‘Thanks all the same.’

‘Time share in Libya? Or Qum?’ Jarman persevered. ‘Or how about some Kalashnikovs, some Uzis or... lubricious, callipygian blondes?’

‘No thanks. Hang on, what did you say?’

‘Caught you out, Mr Oakley. Your eyes lit up just then—but to what offer, eh?’

I heard Mr Disvan’s distinctive, heartless chuckle and almost, but not quite, snapped.

‘It looks awfully like rain,’ I said levelly, ‘and you’re a busy man, so why don’t we...’

‘I agree,’ barked Jarman. ‘So what are you waiting for? Heave!’

For all his wiry build, Mr Jarman was surprisingly strong. In a couple of minutes, the desk was safely stowed.

‘I’ll be in the Argyll later on,’ said Mr Disvan, heading off for his smoky red, smoked-glassed, supercharged virility symbol. ‘If you make it, I’ll see you there.’

Mr Jarman laughed heartily at that, at the same time swinging his own vehicle out of the car park with such violence that I had no chance to reply. Within a few brief seconds, he had intimidated his way into the stream of traffic and home seemed a lot less like the unattainable dream of shortly before.

Time spent with Mr Jarman was like a job interview. You had to stay on your toes for fear of what you might agree to. He threw out ideas like fireworks—some of them just as dangerous—and therefore conversation tended to be a bit exhausting. My parrying of a particular time-share offer was getting increasingly wild and chancy when, like the 7th cavalry, Binscombe, Summers Lane and chez Oakley came into sight.

Jarman never bore a grudge when a sales pitch failed, and probably saw it as practice for the real thing and people with less sales resistance. He swung into my drive and used the handbrake to halt a few millimetres from my car’s bumper.

‘Here we are,’ he enthused. ‘It’s humble but someone calls it home. I’ll help you in with the whats-it. Come on!’

I could have done with a rest and a cup of cappuccino but found myself instead straightaway on the dragging end of a get-some-enormous-piece-of furniture-up-a- twisty-staircase party. Jarman seemed to be enjoying himself greatly, despite his position under the wooden giant with only my powers of grip between him and oblivion.

Still, puffing and sweating, we somehow did it and the desk did indeed fit into the alcove of my vision like the proverbial hand in a glove. I rested limply on it, feeling like I’d done ten rounds with King Kong. Mr Jarman, by contrast, was cool and collected and cheerful as ever. A dark suspicion entered my mind. Had he craftily let me do all the hefting whilst giving the illusion of help? The notion caused a shadow to flit across my brow.

‘Second thoughts?’ asked Jarman.

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Right. Got any chocolate biscuits then?’

‘No.’ (puff)

‘Any calvados?’

(puff) ‘No, just coffee.’

‘Bad for you. No thanks. I’ll be off then.’

‘Okay,’ (puff) ‘thanks a lot.’

‘But I’ll say one thing, Mr O.’

That sounded worrying. When people condensed their speech to ‘one thing’, it was generally something unpalatable.

‘What’s that?’ I asked warily.

‘About the desk,’ he said, leaning forward to tap it with one manicured finger, his face a model of friendly concern. ‘Don’t let it get you down.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘What was the crack about “if you make it”?’ I asked Mr Disvan. ‘What did you mean by it?’

‘But that was two weeks ago!’ protested Disvan.

‘Answer the damn question for once, will you,’ I persisted.

‘Just an innocent jest, Mr Oakley,’ replied Disvan, looking a little taken aback. ‘I know you normally come to the Argyll on a Saturday night...’

‘S’right. And that being so, I could do without your clever remarks designed to wind me up!’

‘Steady on, Oakley,’ said the landlord, putting his oar in where it wasn’t wanted. ‘Mr Disvan only—’

‘What the hell’s it got to do with you?’ I asked reasonably enough. ‘Mind your own bloody business—crowbait!’

The landlord looked fit to bar me, particularly when assailed with his own favourite/worse swear word. Nobody ever spoke to him like that. But it was high time someone did

Anyway, Lottie the landlady sailed in and held him back—verbally and otherwise—so for the time being I remained a valued customer.

‘Tell me,’ said Mr Disvan, slowly, ‘how are things at work? How goes it in the City of London?’

‘Babylon!’ muttered a few disapproving voices. It was not a popular locality hereabouts.

Disvan was obviously sounding me out, him and all the other Argyll cronies, trying to find an explanation for my new self-assertion. Still, I thought, I’d give them a civil answer, so long as they didn’t get too nosey.

‘Terrible,’ I said. ‘I told the top Nazi the other day, “Increase my currency swap commission rate or stuff the job.” They said they’d think about it.’

‘Well,’ said Sammy Patel, ‘may I be the first to wish you all the best in your new career, whatever it is.’

‘That’s right,’ echoed Mr Bretwalda. ‘If you were built more like a man I’d give you a job on site labouring but...’

My rush at Bretwalda took everyone by surprise, an attempt on his ugly mush being another overdue ‘first’ in the Argyll. I had to stretch up on my toes to do it but just managed to land a decent thump.

There followed a period of eventful chaos. Apparently it was a veritable gala of ‘firsts’. Mr Disvan had to raise his voice (!) and threaten the deployment of Bridget Maccabi in order to prevent the junior Bretwaldas, Hengist and Horsa, from playing wishbones with my ribcage. I was led away (well, carried to be precise) by the landlord and Patel and Jarman and only allowed back in when order had been restored.

Mr Disvan stood between me and the Bretwalda clan. They looked very calm and collected—the worst possible sign—but somehow I felt less than worried.

‘Now,’ said Disvan, in his most persuasive voice, ‘there’s been wrong on both sides. For his part, Mr Bretwalda has agreed to apologise. Do you accept, Mr Oakley?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ I said with a grin.

‘And what have you to say to him?’

‘Tell him I hope his eyes rot.’

Disvan’s open palm was up to halting the Bretwalda pack charge where railway buffers would not have been. However, it was touch and go—Disvan’s touch being the only thing stopping me going.

‘What’s come over you, Mr Oakley?’ asked Lottie at her wits end, doubtless envisaging coroner’s courts and complete refurbishments. ‘Why are you acting this way?’

I coolly took a sip from my drink and liberated one of Mr Patel’s cigarettes from its packet—my first smoke since prep school.

‘Well,’ I replied, ‘to put it in a nutshell, and to steal a famous line from Gone with the Wind—“frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn!”’

For some reason that silenced the pub where all else had failed, as though it were the voice of judgement.

‘So that’s it,’ said Disvan, still leaning on Mr Bretwalda’s chest but a smile now brightening his features. ‘The desk!’

‘But so quickly?’ queried Mr Jarman. ‘Surely not.’

‘It must be a real corker,’ explained Disvan. ‘An “ancient of days”.’

‘A “petty pace from day to day” variety,’ recited Jarman, pointedly trumping my film quote with something looted from Macbeth.

‘Quite,’ agreed Mr Disvan. ‘Poor old Mr Oakley.’

‘Not so much of the “poor”,’ I growled, ‘whatever it is you’re on about.’

‘Just as you say, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan in as placatory a fashion as he could manage. ‘We’re not seeking to annoy you, not in any way. We understand now. We all do—including Mr Bretwalda. Isn’t that right?’

‘Is it?’ rumbled Bretwalda, tearing his gaze from me for the barest second.

‘Remember?’ prompted Disvan. ‘The desk? Everyone was told. It was just that we didn’t expect...’

‘Oh arhhh...’ interrupted Bretwalda, some form of enlightenment now dawning on him. ‘I recall it. So that’s why.’

‘Exactly!’ concluded Disvan triumphantly. ‘So bygones can be bygones, can’t they.’

Bretwalda thought for a moment and then answered by turning away and lumbering off. His sons and womenfolk obediently followed, though one tapped the side of his nose as he went—signifying ‘while breath remains, I’ll remember’. I gave him the finger in return and sneered derisively.

Meanwhile, the emergency temporarily over, Mr Disvan was mopping his brow with a red kerchief and accepting the drink proffered by Lottie.

‘That was close,’ he said to me. ‘You were nearly part of the hard-core on Bretwalda’s latest site.’

‘See if I care,’ I said with, I thought, passable bravado.

He favoured me with a long scrutiny.

‘Pre-cise-ly,’ he said at last. ‘That will increasingly be the problem.’

‘What problem?’ I snapped. ‘I’ve got no problems.’

Annoyingly he side-stepped the subject and came in on a fresh tack.

‘Would I be right in saying, Mr Oakley, that you’ve had to bring a quantity of work home lately?’

I projected the conversation three or four exchanges on but couldn’t see any obvious traps. It therefore seemed okay to answer truthfully.

‘Fair bit,’ I said. ‘There’s a rush on. What of it?’

He smiled winningly at me. ‘No reason, just curiosity.’

‘You should be careful, Mr Disvan. That stuff kills cats.’

‘So they say. However, I was merely taking an interest. Likewise with that tear I notice in your jacket, Mr Oakley. I bet the work thing and that are connected.’

I narrowed my eyes at him.

‘Matter of fact, they are. I snagged it on my desk while I was working.’

‘And I see there’s a new patch on your trousers.’

‘Who put that on?’ asked Lottie. ‘Did they do it in the dark or something?’

‘He’s going through a bad patch,’ laughed Mr Jarman—before he was brought to a dead halt by my scorching glare.

‘I put it on,’ I said heatedly, ‘after catching myself on a drawer handle.’

‘A desk drawer handle?’ hazarded Mr Disvan.

‘Yes, if you must know. And seeing you’re so interested, the bandage on my middle finger arises from trapping it in the same bloody drawer. Satisfied?’

Somehow it seemed that he was, or at least had all the information he presently required. Drawing himself to his full modest height, he nodded.

‘Yes and no, Mr Oakley. Satisfied isn’t really the right word. Let’s just say we’ll bide content for the while. I think you’re almost over the worst.’

‘Worst of what?’ I said, all aggrieved, but was ignored.

‘Come on, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, advancing towards me, ‘you’re in no fit state for company tonight. Off home with you.’

And whereas, while I remained alive, the Bretwaldas would have been unable to, Mr Disvan somehow assumed the authority, the unassailable gravitas, to lead me by the hand to the door.

‘Goodnight, Mr Oakley,’ he said evenly. ‘Have an early bed, I should. No more work.’

‘What the hell gives you the...’ I started, but to a blank door. He had shut it in my face.

My fists clenched and unclenched of their own volition, but in an instant, the torrid wave of anger ebbed away and the swirling cold wind outside the Argyll seemed to second Mr Disvan’s proposal.

I turned on my heels and strode off. On reflection, home seemed like a good idea—but sleep less so. Maybe a few hours midnight-oil burning, perhaps an entire soft-commodities futures and options projection analysis, would lower the level in the black energy reservoir. With a bit of luck, elusive sleep would come to me at last, as it so often did lately, while I was sitting at my desk.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Love the black velvet jacket!’ said the landlord. ‘Very Oscar Wilde. Don’t change a thing!’

‘And is that mascara,’ asked Mr Patel, ‘or just rings under your eyes?’

‘He looks like a depressed panda,’ said Mr Bretwalda, grinning, secure in the knowledge that my one allowed surprise attack was used up.

‘Have you gone “Gothic”, Mr Oakley?’ asked Jarman. ‘I’m told it’s all the rage.’

‘No,’ I answered concisely, otherwise ignoring the gibes and edging my way determinedly to the bar.

‘Shame,’ Jarman ploughed on, looking genuinely disappointed, ‘Love the music. And the vampire look on the women—yummy!’

‘I think long hair suits, Mr Oakley,’ said Lottie the Landlady, maternally flicking a lock from over my face. ‘Well, it would if it were washed,’ she added hesitantly.

I didn’t mind. I was past caring. All the petty trivialities that used to fill up my days and thoughts were as nothing now. Like a man tied to a church steeple, I had a certain perspective on life below—at the expense of personal comfort. And now I came to consider it, I realised that that’s what these people were, to be honest. Below me.

‘What do you know?’ I said contemptuously, turning on the crowd in the public bar. They looked at me and then at each other in puzzlement. It was a good question, apparently. What did they know?

I took the opportunity of this social dislocation to order a drink.

‘Crème de menthe?’ queried Lottie, incredulously. ‘No beer?’

‘And beer,’ I yelled. ‘Monstrous beers—with liqueur chasers—all night long!’

‘Do you think that’s wise?’ chipped in Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘It’ll be green-bile time tomorrow.’

‘Tonight, I dream,’ I told them, ‘and step outside what is laughingly called my “life”. Tomorrow can mind its own damn business.’

Mr Disvan had been studying me closely all the while. I was well aware of that. I also caught the tail end of something the landlord was saying to him.

‘...for that. Like you say, frustration’s given way to… what d’yer call it: despond. He’s on his...’

Disvan’s eyes never wavered from me. He didn’t seem to share the landlord’s good cheer.

‘No,’ he said, part to me, part perhaps to himself, ‘it’s getting worse, driving deeper. Maybe forming permanent attachments.’

I turned away, too tired, too removed to even comment on their gibberish. In any case, the withering glance I’d mustered had offered sufficient reply.

Then, for a while, the bittersweet chill of crème de menthe and beer was revolting world enough to occupy me and stave off thought.

Later on, responding sullenly to reality’s gravitational pull, I surfaced and caught the tail end of the Disvan/landlord summit.

‘I can even see a case for intervention,’ said Disvan.

The landlord sounded shocked. That was unusual enough to be interesting, almost.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t see it. ‘Sides, it goes against the grain. An Englishman’s home is his castle—and I don’t want to lose the custom.’ This final word was unconvincingly disguised as an afterthought and, though it might only be a suggestion, Mr Disvan took account of just whose suggestion it was.

‘There is that,’ he agreed. ‘Tell you what, I’ll have one more try.’

You didn’t have to actually see the landlord to know if he was pleased or relieved. It trumpeted its existence in the rattle of glasses and the placing of size 13 boots.

‘Now, you listen, mind,’ I heard him say to me, a gale of displaced pub air shooting by my averted eyes, ‘and dwell on it. Sales are bad enough as it is.’

And then Mr Disvan was beside my shoulder, somehow directing his gaze round corners to get my attention.

‘I put it to you, Mr Oakley,’ he said quietly, ‘that “monstrous beers” are no answer to your problem.’

‘What about monstrous crème de menthes?’ I asked facetiously.

‘Nor them,’ replied Disvan, blindly literalist as ever.

I pointedly ordered some more of both, hoping he would take the hint and go away. Naturally, he did neither, obliging me to be more direct.

‘And who says I have a problem?’ I asked him brusquely. ‘You?’

He was quite shameless. ‘That’s right,’ he said.

‘Oh.’ That sort of honesty was shocking.

‘In my judgement,’ he continued, ‘I’d say your sub-Byronic look, your suicidal attack on Mr Bretwalda, your obvious Hamlet-proportioned disenchantment with life, are symptomatic of a problem, yes.’

He had a good set of arguments there, which made it all the more annoying.

‘Just because I’m more thoughtful...’ I said. But that was as far as I got.

‘More morose, more aggressive,’ continued Disvan, in a telling litany, ‘more violent and—hard to credit—more promiscuous. The risks you’ve taken these last weeks, the people you’ve offended, Mr Oakley—and the drink you’ve put away!’

‘It does have its plus points, I grant you,’ said the landlord, before a glance from Disvan compelled him to silence.

‘It’s all out of character,’ Mr Disvan went on, ‘and accelerating. A mere two months ago, would you have said what you said to the Bishop of Goldenford?’

‘His car was in my way.’

‘Would you have done what you did to Bridget Maccabi?’

‘She shouldn’t have dared me. And I may sue about the scar.’

‘And would you have had an affair with your boss’s wife?’

‘Probably.’

‘And put an advert about it in the Financial Times?’

I shrugged. It had seemed like a good idea at the time.

Disvan shook his head sadly.

‘No, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘to quote a classic Sex Pistols lyric: “the problem is you!”’

‘And the solution?’ I asked, languid and unconvinced.

‘History,’ snapped Disvan.

That took me aback. Such precision hadn’t been anticipated.

‘I don’t like history,’ I said, rallying quickly. ‘It’s all dead and gone, a “petty pace from day to day... all our yesterdays, lighting fools the way to dusty death”…’  Mr Jarman wasn’t the only one who’d ‘done’ Macbeth for O Level.

Mr Disvan regarded me with the deepest suspicion, far more in fact than a bit of out-of-character erudition really merited.

‘I’m talking specific history here, Mr Oakley,’ he said, his face very grim. ‘The life and times of office furniture, mid to late twentieth century.’

‘Sounds terminally boring!’ I trumpeted. ‘Who the ---- wants to know about that? What wrong with sticking to real life... and passion... and poetry!’

‘Poetry?’ gaped Mr Disvan.

‘Yeah, why not? I’ve written a fair bit of it lately. Listen to this...’

Before anyone could stop me (and they looked as if they would if they could), I’d opened up the book of pensées that now accompanied me everywhere. There was a profound silence in the Argyll, the sort of horrified hush that immediately precedes an inevitable car smash.

‘This one’s called “La Belle Dame Sans Merci”,’ I announced.

‘Don’t do it to us, Oakley!’ said a desperate heckler (probably the landlord).

 

‘She undulates,’ I intoned, ‘like a juggernaut

in the canyons of my mind,

and the windmills of my soul

crush the seed of goodness

by order of her savage decrees.

Life is insupportable; impermissible,

a deep purple swoon assails me

as though of Courage Directors Bitter

I had drunk. Death, despair and Eternal night

are the surprises in my lunch-box.

And I, Oakley, have foresuffered all!’

 

‘That does it!’ said Mr Disvan, his face a cold mask. ‘Bad poetry! Grab him!’

 

*  *  *

 

‘I’ve lost half an evening’s trade, thanks to you,’ said the landlord. ‘I hope you’re proud of yourself.’

It was hard to feel proud being carried along, head almost scraping the pavement, like a giant, not very valued, teddy bear. Mr Bretwalda bore my weight, tucked under his ham-like arm, as though I wasn’t there. He felt sufficiently unstrained to be able to puff away at a cigar in his free hand.

‘Don’t feel too bad, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan who was walking alongside me.

‘But the blood’s all rushing to my head,’ I yelled, ‘and he’s trailed my face in some puddles. Of course I feel bad!’

‘I didn’t mean that sort of bad,’ said Disvan. ‘I meant bad about the landlord’s lost business. You can’t help it, you see. You’re just a bit under the weather, that’s all.’

‘And underarm, and underwater, and under pressure!’ I screamed.

‘That as well,’ agreed Disvan reasonably.

In other circumstances and at other angles, I might have felt quite honoured. It wasn’t every day I had thirty-odd outriders to escort me. The whole public bar clientele had turned out, some with better grace than others, and now formed a protective circle (or shambling mob) around me and my porter. On the minus side, I had a feeling—and it was a nasty feeling—that we were heading in the direction of my home like some English parody of the peasants’ march on Frankenstein’s castle.

As if by cue, Mr Disvan put me straight on this.

‘We’re heading for your house,’ he said, ‘but don’t be worried. The damage should be minimal.’

He mistook my upside down gape and gasp as affirmation by silence.

‘I mean,’ he said, ‘an Englishman’s home is his castle except when it’s otherwise expedient. Even the gas board can get in nowadays if they’ve a mind to. And we’ve got better call than them.’

‘What! Why?’ I stuttered/shouted. ‘Bastards! Rabble!’

‘Well, there’s got to be a fair few of us,’ explained Disvan, the soul of sweet reason. ‘We need as many as possible to take the blast.’

This caused me to struggle with renewed vigour but unaltered lack of success. Exhausted at last, I slumped speechlessly back.

‘It’s all a matter of history, like I said before,’ he continued, oblivious to my frantic escape attempts. ‘I mean, did it ever occur to you to consider that desk’s antecedents?’

My look of pre-hysterical incredulity was answer enough.

‘I see not. Well, you should have. Everything has a history and it has to be taken into account. I partly blame myself. If I’d not gone for a cuppa, I’d not have let you buy the thing. And language like that won’t help the matter, Mr Oakley.’

After a minute or so, my Anglo-Saxon began to repeat itself and petered out in impotent fury.

‘Ponder the desk’s origin,’ Disvan continued as though nothing had happened. ‘Cut down in the vigour of its prime. Sawn, shaped and varnished into a new form—and for what? To sit in the same spot for half a century and minister to generation after generation of bureaucrats.’

‘Judging by Oakley’s state,’ interrupted Bridget Maccabi, leaning in from the outer circle, ‘I reckon it was in the accountancy department.’

‘Maybe so,’ Disvan nodded. ‘It’s certainly a bad case. But can you imagine it, Mr Oakley? All those different faces over the years, decent sorts in their way, but the same old work stored in and on you. All the petty office dramas you’d see, all the sordid politicking and gossip you’d be forced to overhear. And what about all the careers slowing down and dying, the slow growths of disillusionments and the relinquishing of dreams you’d be party to? All those fresh energies you’d see arrive and see get worn down with the dreariness of it all. Can you conceive of what it can be like to see fifty—fifty!—final account cycles—estimates, revised estimates, trial balances and verifications—come and go?’

‘I wish you’d shut up,’ I said bitterly. ‘You’re depressing the hell out of me.’

‘Exactly,’ snapped Disvan, as if he’d got me to concede some important point. ‘It doesn’t bear contemplation. All that negative psychic energy oozing into the pores and grain of the wood over the years, the atmosphere of unspoken desperation gradually seeping into the fabric of your being.’

‘A Luke 2:29 situation,’ contributed Mr Jarman, tilting his head upside down so as to grin at me properly.

‘Just so,’ agreed Disvan sagely. ‘”My eyes have seen too much, now let thy servant depart in peace.” Honestly, it can’t be too much fun, being a gently lapping, brimful basin of despair.’

On one level I could hardly dispute this. But, it being applied to a desk and me being upside down, I found the perversity to do so in no uncertain terms. Then Mr Bretwalda dipped my head into another villainously polluted puddle and shut me up

‘Suddenly,’ said Disvan, blithely continuing through my coughs and splutters, ‘the desk is removed from the source of spiritual venom. It’s sold to some unsuspecting bargain-seeker. The inflow of black thoughts stops and then slowly reverses. All the feelings and experiences it’s imbibed start to ebb outwards.’

Some pretty overweight pennies were starting to drop and the dawn of self-doubt across my inverted face did not escape Mr Disvan’s attention.

‘You mustn’t blame it, Mr Oakley,’ he said. ‘It’s not evil. Just tired, that’s all. It’s seizing the chance to spew out all those fleeting associations of unallieviated greyness—and you got in the way. Okay, so maybe there’s an element of revenge on mankind in dousing the new owner in despond...’

‘Self-defence, surely,’ suggested Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘How’s it to know Mr Oakley’s not just another man in a suit come to top up the tub of tedium?’

‘Precisely,’ agreed Disvan. ‘And anyway, we weren’t expecting things to get as bad as this. “He’ll have a few weeks of melancholy,” I said, “and then the desk will be drained. It’ll be a valuable spiritual exercise for him.” How could we guess you’d bought the most misery-sodden desk of all time?’

There’d been a subtle gear-change from ‘I’ to ‘we’ at the end of that and I pointed it out—tacked to a reference to my wishes for the future health of his eyes.

‘Well, there it is, Mr Oakley,’ said Mr Disvan unperturbed, signifying that’s how things were and I could love it or shove it. ‘And coincidentally enough, here we are. Kibbutz Oakley.’

I inclined my head and, to my horror, caught a brief topsy-turvy view of my house. The barbarians were before the gates.

‘Keys, please,’ said Mr Bretwalda pleasantly.

‘No!’ I howled.

And that was all the encouragement or excuse he needed. I was dumped in a bedraggled heap and Bretwalda was away up the drive like a red-faced, fleshly version of all five Thunderbirds.

‘Revenge is a dish best savoured cold,’ Mr Disvan advised me as I saw the Bretwalda boot meet my front door and sunder it into matchwood. ‘Count your blessings. It’s better he takes it out on your door than you.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Well, I wouldn’t pay that much for a door,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, stepping daintily over the wreckage, ‘carriage lamps or no carriage lamps.’

‘I could have got it for you cheaper, Mr O,’ added Mr Jarman, following up behind.

In fact, each of the passing Binscombe vigilantes had some bon mot to deliver as they entered, but they were quite safe in doing so as I was once again restrained by the mighty hand of Bretwalda. Pinned to the wall like a butterfly, I was obliged to witness the boarding of my house.

Like their Saxon forebears raiding a Roman villa, they spread out, poking and prying where the spirit took them. The odd comment concerning my taste in furniture and decoration reached my ears and increased my futile rage all the more.

‘You like tubular chairs and stripped pine, don’t you, Mr Oakley?’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘And everything else matt-black and chrome.’

‘It’s like being inside the mind of a Swedish chemist,’ said the landlord, looking about in shocked wonder.

My choice reply was pre-empted by Mr Jarman emerging from a detailed survey of my drinks cabinet. 

‘I thought you said you didn’t have any calvados, Mr O?’ he said, accusingly holding the guilty bottle aloft.

Embarrassment hit home where all else hadn’t, and I was shamed into silence. Until, that is, Mr Patel and Mr Limbu came into sight on my stairs, hefting my desk between them, and gouging a groove in the staircase wallpaper as they went about it. Mr Disvan was following on, perusing a book purloined from my study.

‘This is interesting,’ he said to me when they’d blundered their way down. ‘The Story of O—a real classic of erotica, I’m told. Can I borrow it?’

‘No!’ I said with commendable control. ‘And also no to whatever you propose to do with my desk, you... you...’

The mob awaited my concluding epithet with interest but I couldn’t think of anything offensive enough.

Disvan placed my book on a shelf with, it seemed, genuine regret and then turned to face me.

‘I’m afraid the desk thing is a unilateral, non-negotiable option,’ he said sadly. ‘Things have escalated beyond our expectations, and in your present condition you might end up hurting yourself.’

‘That “poem”, for instance,’ said Doctor Bani-Sadr, attempting to soften Disvan’s bald statement with reasoning, ‘had definite tones of the pre-suicidal.’

‘Although refreshingly free of talent,’ said the landlord brightly.

‘So,’ said Mr Disvan, ‘it has to be sorted out. Right now, before anything else happens.’

‘One can of sorting-out juice, all present and correct,’ smiled Bridget Maccabi, elevating a once garish-red jerry can.

It was the work of a few short moments to get the desk into my garden and douse it in petrol. The Binscombe mob gathered in an expectant semi-circle before it.

‘Have you got anything in there you want to salvage?’ Mr Disvan asked me.

‘My poetry!’ I said feverishly. ‘The manuscript of my spiritual autobiography!’

By silent consensus, the crowd, as one, feigned deafness and prepared to press on. Disvan stepped forward, matches in hand and tipped his hat—to the desk.

‘We’re very sorry,’ he said politely, ‘but there seems little alternative. Our friend is not able to take what you have to tell him.’

It should have been utterly ludicrous—a man in front of an audience, apologising to a desk—but somehow it wasn’t. The other Binscomites believed in what they were seeing and in what was to come, and their credulity was contagious.

And, I must now admit, there was more. An unmistakable anticipation in the garden. I could feel a crispness in the air, a presence not entirely human, something other than us listening and waiting.

It was close to dusk now, and in the shadows cast by the privet hedges there were already deep pools of darkness. Looking up, I could see both the first star and nosey neighbour of the night, gazing down on our strange little gathering. I thought of the comparative life-spans of men and stars and felt even more depressed. But that may just have been the desk.

‘Is there anything you would like to say?’ asked Mr Disvan gently. ‘Any last words?’

A long, long pause followed. Even the nosey-Parker gave up and left her net curtain, and the spell the scene had woven over me almost faded to death. Perhaps this really was just tenth century Binscombe mumbo-jumbo after all.

Then the desk’s central draw slid slowly open of its own accord. Most of us took a step back and blundered against each other in the gloom.

Very softly at first, and then more confidently, sounds came from the desk’s interior, rising eventually to drown out our mumbling. There was an admixture of noise, a Babel of voices, mostly mixed into incomprehensible roar but with some elements distinct and all too audible. I heard deep sighs and groans, the rumble of arguments and bitter, wounding rejoinders. There were the quiet tears of young women, the aftermath of office friction, joined with muffled voices protesting at some long-dead injustice. The desk was unburdening itself of fifty years of working life.

Eventually the awful chorus slowed and imperceptibly faded away. Silence followed.

What Mr Disvan had termed ‘the blast’, came, as the name would suggest, suddenly and with appalling force. Unlike an explosion, it was silent, but the wave of accumulated human unhappiness that struck us, buffeted us back and streamed out our hair just like a bomb. Disvan’s wisdom in assembling a crowd was then proven by just how sick and ill we all felt. Spread amongst fewer people, the burden might have proved insupportable. As it was, we all gasped and struggled, trying to hold onto our peace of mind and previous (unsuspected) quiet contentment.

Then the explosion was past us, spreading on and out, doubtless to cause inexplicable tears and black moments within its burst circle, but thinning and weakening rapidly.

My depression was miraculously gone. I and all the others rallied ourselves and returned to observing the desk. It seemed to have changed—very slightly, in a manner not easy to define, but somehow for the better. It had lost a degree of rigidity, was no longer braced against the next misfortune. It had acquired resignation.

Another minute of utter quiet followed and then a voice came from the desk. It was high and clear and resonant—and utterly, totally, tired.

‘I have been in this form,’ it said, as much to itself as speaking for our benefit, ‘for nigh fifty of your years. And in that time, only once in all that time, have I been called on to store a thing that was not facts and figures; mere columns of numbers. A mere once, have my users asked me to guard a work of the spirit and imagination.’

‘And what was that, may I ask?’ said Mr Disvan, as though he was engaged in just another conversation.

‘What a dryness you have made of your world!’ said the desk, ignoring him. ‘When you have The Collected Works of William Shakespeare, why then do you study accountancy and books of business? Why do you devote yourself to such aridness? I do not understand your race. You have treasures in abundance but you value dust. I shall not be sorry to leave your company.’

I wanted to argue with it at this point, as I think that accountancy is a vibrant and vital part of the Western way of doing things. However, Mr Bretwalda whispered for me to ‘belt up—or else!’

‘What other words have you given me,’ the desk continued, ‘for my farewell? What else can I say about my years among you but to echo words from Hamlet that:

 

‘I could a tale unfold whose lightest word,

would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood,

Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres.’

 

Mr Disvan nodded his sad concurrence and flicked a match onto the desk’s top. It ignited with a flash and rapidly disappeared into a broiling mass of flames. The heat was intense and we had to retreat a step or two.

Perhaps it was my imagination, but I thought I heard a vestige of the desk’s voice reach us for the last time. Softly, and on the very edge of hearing, it had whispered, ‘Thank you.’

We stood and watched the cavorting of the fire, thinking our own thoughts and silently projecting fancies into the flames. Then Mr Disvan directed our attention upwards. In the billowing smoke we saw a vision. A slender young tree was ascending upwards, up into the sky, reborn and redeemed, up to where man could no longer reach it.

 

 

 






  








OH, I DO LIKE TO BE BESIDE THE SEASIDE (WITHIN REASON)

 

‘And as for Eurobonds,’ I slurred, ‘well, they’ve gone right down the plughole!’

‘Really?’ replied the landlord, heavy eyed, resting his chins in his hand.

‘Absolutely!  The market’s stone dead. Swap options are even worse after that Hammersmith and Epsom court case. Jap equity warrants are all shot to hell. Damned bear market everywhere you look... Dread to think what my year-end commission bonus is going to look like.’

I paused and slopped some more champagne in my glass before lamenting on.

‘I tell you, half of our arbitrageurs might as well shut up shop and go home.’

‘I wish you’d do the same,’ muttered Mr Patel quietly.

Drink allowed my hackles to rise without the usual calculations of consequence. After all, though small, Mr Patel was rather tough and wiry-looking.

‘I beg your... what did you say?’ I spluttered. Mr Disvan then saw fit to intervene.

‘Well, honestly, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘you’ve done nothing but moan all evening. You sit there in your sharp suit and braces, drinking champagne, and go on and on about interest rates and European money snakes...’

‘I’ve never seen one,’ interrupted the landlord.

‘…and how people don’t understand your troubles and how it’s all so unfair. I mean, suppose you had some real problems.’

I felt upset. What I’d thought were sympathetic ears were revealed as just more parts of the vast insouciant universe after all. A little tiny bit of self pity had seemed permissible, understandable even. So okay, this month had been a bumper one, but who knew how long it could continue?  Behind me, driving me on, was a giant drooling monster of a mortgage. People didn’t understand; it was so unfair.

‘That’s right,’ nodded Doctor Bani-Sadr. ‘I bet—what?—fifty yards from this very pub, there’s folk living lives of quiet desperation, stories and troubles that’d make your hair stand on end. They don’t suffer from emotional incontinence.’

‘I reckon so,’ rumbled Mr Bretwalda’s great bass voice. ‘You don’t have them coming in and saying, “woe, woe and thrice woe” when I’m trying to have a peaceful pint.’

‘There’s always persons worse off than yourself, Mr Oakley,’ added Mr Disvan as though the old saying would be new to me.

The landlord took up an imaginary guitar and, with a voice like a bear full of buckshot, murdered a Ralph MacTell song:

 

‘Let me take you by the hand 

And lead you through the streets of Binscombe;

I’ll show you something 

To make you change your mind...’

 

The yokels had one of their ‘grin-ins’ at my expense and I was successfully goaded into recklessness.

‘Right,’ I said, jabbing a rude and unsteady finger towards the doctor, ‘money where your mouth is! You find this tragic figure, fifty yards from here like you say. Bring them here in... three minutes and I’ll stand bubbly all round.’

‘Right-o,’ agreed Bani-Sadr, far too eagerly for my liking. He was already on his way out.

‘Hang on!’ I said, disconcerted. ‘What about if I win?’

Mr Disvan smiled.

‘You won’t, Mr Oakley,’ he said.

‘The Lord hath delivered him into our hands,’ said Mr Bretwalda, (mis)-quoting his hero, the late, great Oliver Cromwell. It was the only quote he knew. He always said it when some unfortunate fell into a preconceived Binscomite pit of deception.

Like the doomed Scots army referred to by Mr Cromwell, there was nothing for it but to await the chop of defeat in as stoical fashion as possible. I wiled away the time in gloomy calculation. Approximately twenty people in the bar at say half a bottle a head, well, okay, maybe a bottle a head at... far too expensive a bottle, equals... a bloody pricey night out, the second trip to the cashpoint this weekend, current account overdrive. And so on.

‘I’ll save time by getting the bottles up now,’ said the landlord, and he stooped down to lift the cellar door.

‘Hold fast,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

The landlord straightened up, gave thought and then clearly recalled some omission.

‘Leave it to me,’ he said, tapping the side of his red nose conspiratorially.

‘Otherwise we’ll never get him in,’ added Disvan.

‘S’right. Whatever it takes, we’ll have our drink off Mr Oakley, won’t we lads?’

A ragged cheer from the patrons gave him the required mandate. Mr Disvan smiled at me like a small child, full of innocence, free of conscience.

There were a few pictures dotted round the wall of the Argyll, photographs of long dead (but not forgotten) football teams, sepia views of scenes gone by and pub outings past. The landlord now went to each and turned them to face the wall. No one, aside from me, seemed to find this curious. However, before my query could be framed, the good doctor made it back, with time to spare and a little old man in tow.

I sensed then and there that I’d lost the bet. Our guest radiated troubles past and present. His shaggy hair, his burning eyes, the relief map of his face said it all. Years of tension had burned him down to skinniness, and if bad vibes could generate energy he would have been on a par with fission power. This was not a man I’d choose to live next door to, for fear of his aura seeping through the walls; and, vertigo or no vertigo, stuck in a lift with him I’d take my chances shinning up the cable. In short, a Zen master he was not.

‘I don’t think I want to hear it,’ I said. ‘I’ll pay up.’

Nobody took any notice. The old man was checking out the decor, noting each reversed picture with excruciating care. Everyone else was watching him with interest—for good reason. With his ‘flight or fight’ mechanism cranked up as high as it was, he might do anything next.

In fact what he did do was linger by the door, shaking off Doctor Bani-Sadr’s hand and harangue us.

‘No cameras, no cameras!’ he shouted hysterically.

In other circumstances this might have been funny, for who would want to photograph that scarecrow? Who would risk their lens in that way? However, like some Yankee rock star just flown in from LA, he seemed to be expecting massed paparazzi.

‘There are no cameras,’ said Mr Disvan calmly, ‘I assure you.’

The old man apparently was assured by this but neglected to let the message through to his face. Striding to the bar and slamming one claw on it (I noticed a crude ink tattoo of the word ‘Hate’ but wasn’t confident of finding ‘Love’ on the other), he shouted out again, to no one in particular, ‘Come on then, where’s this champagne?’

I tried to sound jaunty despite the earlier offer to concede.

‘No hard luck story,’ I said to the side of his head, ‘no champagne.’

He turned to look at me and I was powerfully inclined to take a step (or two) back. Somewhere along the line I also lost my grin.

‘Who,’ spat out the old man, ‘is this little streak of...’

‘He’s Mr Oakley,’ interposed Disvan very swiftly. ‘The man who made the bet. Mr Oakley, please meet Mr Windsor.’

Windsor didn’t think me worth a second’s more study than was necessary and had already turned away.

‘Looks like it too,’ he said. ‘So you’re the... man who reckons he’s got troubles?’

‘Well...’

‘My backside you have! Top this then or stump up: I was doing my lawful job, shifting furniture, doing a house clearance. Got kidnapped, got mucked about, and ended up with twelve years stir for things I never did. Lost wife, kids, house, job—everything. It turned me bitter so people don’t care for my company anymore. I’ve learnt things I didn’t want to learn, and when death comes I’ll rush screaming to meet it. Anything to say, Mr Smart-suit?’

‘Ah... well...’

‘Thought not.’

‘But is it all true?’

I should have known better than to say it, I suppose, but it was a lot of money to fork out on some weirdo’s unconfirmed word.

There was an audible gasp from a few and Windsor gave me a look that should have ignited my hair.

‘He doesn’t believe me, Mr Disvan,’ said Windsor in a very even voice.

Disvan seemed unaware, or perhaps unconcerned, about the Western saloon show-down atmosphere.

‘All absolutely true, I’m afraid,’ he said blithely.

Even so, I didn’t like Mr Windsor, and since he was both old and runtish, I felt inclined to go almost but not quite to the point of welshing.

‘Okay,’ I said grudgingly, ‘but, I mean, where kidnapped? Where in prison?  What about details?’

Windsor spoke through gritted teeth, retaining a fingernail grip on his temper.

‘Kidnapped in... Eastbourne. Chokey in Isle of Wight. Anything else you’d like to know, Mr Oakley?’

‘Well, yes, now you come to mention it. Like, who kidnapped you? And why?’

Mr Disvan gave me an anxious look.

‘Let’s not go into all that now,’ he said.

But Windsor wasn’t having any of this moderation. ‘No, no!’ he said. ‘The young gentleman wants to know the ins and outs of it and I’m happy to oblige him. Let’s see. I was kidnapped... into, yes, that’s the right word, into Eastbourne back in the thirties. I was there for years. As soon as I got back I was arrested and got a twelve year stretch. Hard labour, no appeal. Got divorced the summer after and her next man adopted the kids. That takes us up through World War Two and after... are you getting enough “detail”, Mr Oakley?’

Actually, I was. It was all patently true, albeit too odd to accept. But some perversity kept me probing when I was already convinced.

‘Hold on,’ I said, trying to sound jocular but not even fooling myself. ‘Whoever heard of hostages in Eastbourne? It’s not Beirut, you know, and—’

Mr Windsor stepped close.

‘Sod this for a game of soldiers,’ he said, ‘or for a glass of champagne! So you want to know more, do you? Well, do the research for yourself—with my blessing. Cop that!’

Mr Disvan, Mr Bretwalda and one or two others were already on their way towards us but they were too late. Windsor had reached into his jacket and brought forth... a photograph.

My relief lasted only a second. Held before my eyes I could hardly avoid studying the thing. Subsequent events meant that only death would part me from memory of it.

The picture was old, tatty and faded—but clear enough for all that. A handsome young man, hair swept savagely back and Oxford bags flapping wildly, was striding down a seaside prom. It appeared sunny there, a bank holiday perhaps. The young man looked confident, maybe even excessively so, staring forward into good times, that day and ever after. Then his celluloid eyes seemed to twinkle... and I left the world behind.

 

*  *  *

 

It was sunny there. I felt the sun’s not so gentle kiss as I stumbled onto the prom, the momentum of my obscure journey carrying me forward a few puzzled steps on.

‘Hard luck, chum,’ said a middle-aged man in a straw boater. ‘Welcome aboard anyway.’

His friendly face offered desperately needed comfort in the circumstances, but he kept on walking and was soon far off. There were plenty of other people though, jolly holiday makers togged up in their best, but few seemed to notice me and I was left, gasping and very alone, in the middle of the road.

How long I stayed that way I couldn’t say. Shock suspends time better than drugs, but the coming down is more sudden. I ‘woke’ to find my mouth open and arms crossed over my chest. A policeman was tapping my shoulder.

‘I appreciate your predicament, matey,’ he said in a grim voice, ‘But you can’t stand here blocking the traffic. Move along please.’

Instinct, fuelled by childhood strictures, got my legs moving where nothing else would have. Even outside of the known universe, one should never argue with policemen or lunatics.

And yet... it was the known universe in a way. This Eastbourne seafront and the one I knew from memory weren’t so different. It was only a matter of passing years and progress that separated the two. I had strayed into my father’s world and time and, indicative of the scarcity of solace, I took this as cause for encouragement.

The policeman (or bobby as I now thought of him) had sat down on some railings and was regarding me with infinite sadness.

‘Don’t ask,’ he said wearily, waving me to silence just as I opened my mouth. ‘It’s too much to go through. Go and ask in there. They’ll talk to you.’

I looked across the road at the Eastbourne Grand Hotel to which he was pointing.

Still minded to speak, I turned back but the policeman again beat me to the draw. He shook his head and, stricken with fatigue, gestured me away. It couldn’t be made any plainer. He had enough on his plate.

There was little enough traffic to delay me, just the odd tourer in the distance, and so I crossed the road. Beyond the glass double door, the hotel’s air was hot and still. I could sense, if not yet see, that dust was winning an ancient war here, its enemies worn down into submission. The carpet was thin in defined tracks and the wallpaper a long sad way from its prime. From being the flagship of Eastbourne accommodation that I recalled, the Grand had somehow declined. It had become like an establishment catering to a certain type of furtive ‘weekend away’, where external comforts were of secondary importance. (I had a passing familiarity with same.)

The desk-clerk did nothing to dispel this image. It was all he could do to force himself to talk to me.

‘Pass on through,’ he said. ‘The party’s in there.’

I must have allowed myself to believe I really was in some downmarket passion exchange from my past. Or perhaps I was light-headed. Either way, I actually attempted a witticism.

‘Don’t you want me to sign in?’ I heard my voice saying.

The clerk grimaced and raised his head just a fraction.

‘Young man,’ he said, ‘you’re in, you’re welcome. But please, no humour. This is all well beyond a joke.’

He sounded like he’d endured a thousand years of non-stop accountancy and was accordingly drained parchment dry. I took the hint and moved on in the direction indicated. The clerk returned to listless turning of the pages of a yellowing newspaper.

In due course, led on by voices and the clinking of glass, I found the bar—a glitzy affair stuck in the corner of a large and dowdy room. For all its cheerless air, it seemed popular enough and a thriving trade milled round and about.

I stood and stared at these flesh and blood ghosts, walk-on characters from a long lost age, until one of them spotted me gawping.

‘How do,’ he said, smiling warmly. ‘Are you our exchange visitor?’

I looked blankly at him: a stereotype spiv and race-track wide-boy from half a century ago, and saw, alas, he was too real to ignore.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’m lost.’

This got a laugh from the assembled crowd, more at me than with me, and for a second I would have cheerfully mown them down, Valentine’s Day style. They were, after all, dressed for the part.

Mr Spiv advanced and shook my hand.

‘Well,’ he said, seeming friendly enough, ‘that’s a spot of bad luck for you but, on the other hand, we could do with a new face. Come and have a drink.’

I allowed myself to be drawn into the throng and acknowledged a barrage of ‘hi’s’, ‘hello’s’ and ‘how d’you do’s’. In point of fact, they did seem pleased to see me.

‘Here,’ said the white coated barman, handing me a mega-brandy, ‘on the house!’

For its last stand, my sanity retreated to the castle keep of mundanity.

‘Actually, it’s a bit early for me,’ I said.

Again they all laughed.

‘Doesn’t matter, old boy,’ said a bluff, red-faced golfing type. ‘Drink the whole bloody bottle and you won’t feel any different. We’re just going through the motions. Same a-bloody-gain, please.’

‘One just has to drink at a party, doesn’t one?’ announced a tall, gaunt woman. ‘Otherwise it’s just too bore-making.’

‘I don’t understand any of this,’ I said, suddenly inconsolable. My brandy bombshell was downed in one and I found that the man had been right. It tasted, it burned, but it didn’t do the trick.

‘You and me both,’ agreed the golfer. ‘We drink when there’s no reason to, we celebrate when there’s no cause to. Bloody senseless if you ask me!’

‘But what else is there to do?’ asked a young girl with golden, bobbed hair, apparently a hotel chambermaid. ‘Nothing. So let’s get on with it!’

Everyone made ‘yes, quite right’ noises and, the temporary slough now over, the ‘party’ resumed as before.

‘But... don’t you want to know who I am?’ I said, failing to keep the edge out of my voice.

‘Steady on, old chap,’ said the golfer comfortingly. ‘We don’t want to rush things. There’ll be plenty of time for all that.’

I went to speak, paused, and then forced myself on. ‘When?’

‘Well,’ said the golfer, turning a coward’s back on me, ‘somewhen in the years to come, I suppose.’

This finally and definitively flicked my panic button to on, and with a high pitched shriek I turned for the door. Quite where I was heading I’m still not able to say, but at the time it seemed like a genuine bit of hysteria would occupy a few minutes and thus forestall thought.

In the event, my path was barred as a large, crisply-suited man entered the room and occupied the door. He looked down at me from some height (actual and moral), hands crossed behind his back, Duke of Edinburgh style, trim moustache bristling. Short of him wearing a peaked hat with the legend ‘ex-Army’, his history could not have been plainer.

‘STAND WHERE YOU ARE!’ he boomed and I did. The, first tearful, then resentful, years of OTC at school left me no choice in the matter.

‘New arrival?’ he asked, directing the question over my shoulder.

‘Apparently so,’ said the gaunt woman. ‘Biffo’s managed to get through again and this one’s come in his stead.’

A half-hearted and puzzling chorus of ‘For he’s a jolly good Biffo’ did the rounds of the bar.

‘Looks like the racial stock’s deteriorated since our time,’ said the golfer. ‘He seems a bit of a shower.’

‘I see...’ said the black-suited man, putting a thousand rich ambiguities into the simple answer whilst deigning to look at me again. ‘Well, be that as it may, it’s my pleasant duty as manager to welcome you to the Grand. I hope your stay will be an enjoyable one.’

To my astonishment I found myself saying ‘thank you, I’m sure it will.’  Some sort of polite robot (or possibly just Englishness) had evidently taken over my response functions.

Either way, the manager clearly approved of the new stiffness to my upper lip.

‘Good man. Now, if you’d care to step into my office, there’s one or two formalities to sort out.’

There being nothing better or more sensible for me to do, I followed in the shadow of his broad back. As we left, the golfer at the bar seemed to remember something urgent.

‘Forgot to ask you, old boy,’ he shouted, almost toppling off his bar stool as he twisted round. ‘Was there another war?  Did we win it?’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Look!’ I said, exasperation making me brave. ‘You’ve had name, age, occupation, political, religious and ethical beliefs, conversational specialities and miscellaneous aptitudes (if any). Isn’t this a bit thorough just to check into a hotel? And when can I ask a few questions?’

The manager ignored me and continued to study his checklist.

‘Do you play a musical instrument?’

‘No.’

‘Have you any dramatic monologues or ballads committed to memory?’

‘No!’

He looked up at me. ‘And yet I see you were educated at a good school. Did your father ever consider asking for a refund?’

‘No. Right, now it’s my turn. Who’s this Biffo character I keep hearing about? He’s not the famous bear of that name, I take it?’

The manager gave me a very cool look.

‘Bears tend not have Christian names as far as I’m aware, Mr...’ he consulted his notes in a leisurely way, ‘Okey.’

‘Oakley.’

‘…since bears don’t have souls to christen—though I’m C of E, of course, and other churches may say differently. No, Biffo was one of the team, a damn fine chap, if a bit of a sort.’

‘Sort of what?’

‘A character, a card, a rough diamond, a go-getter. He got you, didn’t he?’

‘Did he?’

‘Absolutely. Biffo never reconciled himself to being trapped here, never gave up hope of “going over the wire”, so to speak, not even after his first bitter disappointment. It’s a shame innocent chaps like you get dragged in but, there it is. A chap’s got to do what...’

‘…a chap’s got to do, yes. Incidentally, when are you going to start talking sense?’

Like the shock of seeing the Queen die during her Christmas broadcast, I was taken aback to see the manager crack and fail. He buried his head in his hands and a strangled voice struggled through his clenched fingers:

‘Probably never, Oakley. I can’t face telling you. I can’t go through it all again! I’ve wearied myself in the repetition, laying awake in this ersatz Eastbourne, staring at a fake horizon. Just go away, will you?  Go back to the bar, find someone less tired to talk to you.’

 

*  *  *

 

‘Oh God, what a bore!’ said the gaunt woman. ‘Can’t you just pick it up as you go along?’

‘No,’ I said with unparalleled firmness. ‘I must know.’

‘Fair enough,’ said a bespectacled bald man sitting hitherto silently alone at a table. ‘I’ll tell him. I can take it.’

‘Well do it, then,’ said a depressed looking vicar, morosely cradling a chartreuse bottle, ‘but for Christ’s sake keep your voice down. I don’t want to hear!’

Taking the advice of this very probably ex-man of God, I swiftly joined the lonely volunteer. To my eyes he looked like a caricature librarian, but I suspect his shaving mirror daily showed him a scissors-sharp intellectual. To be charitable, in his day that wasn’t such an unforgivable thing to be. He peered at me through his John Lennon glasses and was similarly unimpressed.

‘Drink?’ he asked, holding out a bottle of—what else?—champagne. Since a glass didn’t seem included in the offer, I declined.

‘It’s no loss,’ he said, taking a hefty swig himself. ‘There’s no intoxicating effect. Drink ten gallons of it and you’d still be sober. Same with food; we just eat for the sake of it. We feast as much as we like and the stocks replenish overnight. It’s all part of the stupid rules of the place.’

This was about as decent an entrance as I was going to get, and I caught it in a death-grip.

‘What place? Where are we?’

‘Eastbourne, of course. Where do you think?’

‘But it can’t be, it’s—’

‘But it is,’ said the man emphatically. ‘It’s an Eastbourne, a limited Eastbourne, true, but the real thing nevertheless. It may only extend for a half a mile radius from hereabouts, but within that boundary it’s Eastbourne all right.’

‘But...’ I pleaded, without having anything in particular to tack onto the single word protest.

‘My theory,’ said the man, pressing on regardless, ‘is that the photograph did it. Biffo—he’s the one whose escape we’re celebrating, the one who swapped with you—Biffo says he had his picture taken, just the instant we were all caught. The picture “captured his likeness” as they say, and at the same it captured all us too—the passers-by, the people in the hotels and restaurants, the whole surrounding area.’

‘But...’

‘Your favourite word, that, isn’t it?’ said the man with a wry smile. ‘Anyway, the theory fits the known facts so it’s no good you complaining. We were caught in a moment of time, in a bubble universe, frozen and perpetuated in the chemicals and energy lattice of a photograph. We don’t get old or die. We can’t even kill ourselves. And things don’t run out, they mostly just stay as they were. Like out on the seafront, for instance, where the picture was taken, nothing changes at all. Elsewhere, out of sight in the picture, there’s dust and decay. Fortunately, in Eastbourne we’re used to that but, I must admit, I am bored now, very bored—very very very bored.’

He paused and ran his hand through the area where his hair must once have rolled.

‘Can you imagine,’ he went on, now with passion in his voice, ‘what it’s like for an educated man here? What it’s like to just have back numbers of the Eastbourne Herald to read? Oh, and about one tenth of the public library. The bookcase devoted to gardening and botany, to be precise. I ask you, can you imagine that?’

Not being much of a reading man myself, it didn’t sound too agonising but I put on a sympathetic face.

‘Well,’ said the man, with just a touch of nastiness in his voice, ‘you’ll get a chance to find out in the decades to come. You’ll become an involuntary expert on carnations and cacti like me. You’ll be able to recite the last available Eastbourne Herald by heart. I mean, what a waste! Do you know who I was?’

‘No, but I expect you’re going to tell me.’

‘All right, I will. I was the Astronomer Royal, working at the Hurstmonceaux observatory near here. I had international prizes, I had the honour of being presented to their majesties, I was at the height of my profession... and then I came into Eastbourne for a stroll and a cup of tea one Bank Holiday Monday. Now I read silly books about polyanthuses and peonies. And reread them and reread them and reread them and reread them...’

He lapsed into bitter silence.

Seeing before my eyes what panic would make of me in fifty or so years’ time, I gathered my remaining mental strength together. Treat it like a tricky corporate take-over or a dodgy share issue, I told myself. Look for the angle, the handle to turn this thing around.

‘Don’t dry up,’ I said to the sometime Astronomer Royal, sinking down in my seat to try and catch his eye. ‘What about this Biffo chap? What about escape?’

The Astronomer Royal applied himself to the champagne bottle before answering. A frothy wayward trickle found its way down his starched shirtfront.

‘Biffo’s the only one who has,’ he said at last. ‘He got out once before, substituted himself for some chap from a little village...’

‘Binscombe?’ I suggested. ‘A man called Windsor?’

‘Maybe, perhaps, the name rings bells but there again we don’t go much on names here, not any more. Also my memory’s not so good now... too full of bloody data about planting and pruning techniques.’

‘But this Biffo really did escape?’

‘Oh yes. Ironic really, considering it’s his picture got us all in this mess. You see, he reckoned that if you stayed just where the photograph showed you to be, if you were precisely in accord with it as often as you could be, then you might just be able to seize someone who was looking in. Biffo said it was all a matter of patience and will, nothing to do with logic and science. If photographs capture life, he said, then surely the life within could interact with life outside—they being interconnected in some unfathomable way. That’s what the Buddhists maintain, I believe. You know, the universe as an interconnected whole, every part, however distant, affecting every other part. Do you follow?’

I nodded. ‘Modern physics is coming round to that notion,’ I said without enthusiasm. ‘I read about it in the Independent.’

‘Ah well,’ said the Astronomer Royal sadly, ‘maybe so. But in my day, we thought differently. Biffo got laughed at about his ideas. I told him I couldn’t see any scientific method in the theory—which there isn’t—but it turns out he was right. As you can imagine, that hasn’t done wonders for my standing in this community.’

I was underwhelmed with sympathy, as the Astronomer Royal clearly noted. He gave me a sulky look and pressed on.

‘Very taken about willpower and trials of strength was Biffo. He had all sorts of notions about that sort of thing, said that’s what led him to join Moseley’s crowd.’

‘How nice for him.’

‘Possibly. They attracted a lissom crowd of aristocratic gels I’m told. Anyhow, he spent day after day, stock still out on the prom, just as depicted in that dashed picture. You’ve got to hand it to him, he kept it up long after we all lost patience. You see, he maintained that if you achieved stillness, sometimes—just sometimes, mark you—you could sense an observer, a person in the real world looking in. And then, if you pounced, not literally of course, and the person was a weaker... well, soul, to use a phrase, an inferior life-force, then an exchange, an escape, could be effected.’

‘With all due respect to present company, naturally,’ I said dryly, repressing a desire to deprive this Astronomer Royal of his ears.

‘What? Oh yes, well, no offence intended. It was Biffo’s theory, not mine.’

He paused and peered gingerly down into the champagne bottle as if it were a rifle.

‘Mind you,’ he added, ‘when all’s said and done, it did work, didn’t it?’

‘So it seems.’

‘Naturally, everyone has an occasional go now. Now that they know it’s possible. But no one else has been successful. I reckon the photograph’s been stowed away and rarely sees the light of day—presumably by this... What did you say his name was?’

‘Windsor.’

‘…Windsor chap. And what a misery he turned out to be. I hope you’re not going to be like him.’

I ignored that in favour of a more vital question, the bitter flavour of the expected response to which was already invading my mouth.

‘And just for the record,’ I said, ‘I don’t suppose dear old Biffo, with all his iron will and can-do spirit, ever said how he got recaptured the first time?’

‘No, you’re right. Not a word.’

My spirits hit bottom—and then kept on going down, beyond the world, into everlasting freefall.

I got up to leave, having absolutely nothing more to say to the Astronomer Royal. However, he altered my plans by calling me back.

‘I say, chappie, before you go, I wonder if you could tell me something?’

I shrugged.

‘Well, it’s like this. Before here, before I got caught, I was working on a research project, up at the observatory. I was looking at gravitational perturbations in the orbit of Neptune, searching for the presumed ninth planet that caused them. We were going to call it Minerva... or maybe Pluto. Did I discover it?’

For the first time he looked fresh faced and eager, a pale shadow of the enthusiast he must once have been.

Desire strove with conscience, and won a first round knock-out. With glee I told him no, he hadn’t—and watched him subside back into despair.

 

*  *  *

 

Out on the prom, the ‘sun’ was still shining and people were still sauntering by, just as though it really were a holiday and not just another damn period of phoney light. The words of a Tom Robinson song were squatting in my head and wouldn’t depart when asked:

 

‘All day today, just excuse for tomorrow.

Tomorrow just something to do.’

 

Mr Disvan, if he were here, would doubtless tell me the lines were derived from a psalm or somesuch, and I’d moan about him not allowing anything under the sun be new. And he’d go on to say that phrase itself came from Ecclesiastes... etc, etc. How much I would have given at that moment to hear that annoying, soft-spoken voice again, telling me I was wrong about everything. But now my wishes were like the proverbial pagan’s prayer; they ascended into nothingness and were of no matter. Nothing was to be the in-word from now on. Nothing mattered in this place, because this was nothing.

Out to sea I could now detect, a fair way out but still distinct, the wall of nothing, that ended this silly little universe. It circled round and cut through the cliffs, the fields and streets and houses, shearing through the public library no doubt, before heading back out into the water to complete the useless sphere. I hadn’t noticed it before. Now I couldn’t notice anything else.

Many times in the past, I’d felt that life and the cosmos were just too complicated. There was just too much information input. That had now all been sorted out for me, but I didn’t feel very grateful.

The depressed policeman was also still in position, perched dejectedly on the railings between prom and beach. I caught his eye as he lifted his head from his hands. In the expression, unbeknown to me, apparently occupying my face, he evidently saw a kindred spirit.

‘I know,’ he said sullenly. ‘Ghastly, isn’t it?’

 

*  *  *

 

Accustomed as I was to Bali and the Maldives, even a short holiday in Eastbourne would have been bad enough. The thought of eternity there put my adrenal glands into overdrive and sustained a bubbling sea of panic and anxiety on whose edge I permanently tottered.

On the surface, life was not too bad. My room at the Grand was all it might be, the food and drink were inexhaustible (though pointless) and the ‘night-life’, when people could raise the energy, frenetic. After a fashion, society, a sort of 1920s in amber, staggered on.

And yet, and yet... permeating everything that was done or said, was a virulent virus of despair, a weariness bred of the sure knowledge that none of this was real. It led some to cast themselves in the sea or leap from the roof of the hotel, but they came to no harm. The aimless passers-by did exactly that, and the would-be suicide had to get on up and go into the years ahead. I know because I was one of them.

Then, one day, sitting on the prom, reading the yellow and brittle Eastbourne Herald of 23/3/29 for the umpteenth time and holding back a desire to scream, a coach pulled up alongside me.

There was nothing unusual about that as such. This was, after all, a holiday town and holidaymakers often travelled in coaches. I resumed my bleary peruse of ‘Scoutmaster on grave charges.’

But... there were few enough cars in this Eastbourne, and even fewer coaches. There were no modern coaches at all, none with ‘Pothecary and Sons Ltd of Binscombe—we’ll get you there in style’ painted along the side. I looked up.

‘Hello, Mr Oakley,’ said Mr Disvan. ‘How are you?’

Apparently I did a little dance of joy although I don’t recall it. Disvan later said it proved the wells of collective tribal subconscious hadn’t quite run dry in me. ‘You’re not one hundred percent “Gatwick Man” yet,’ he said.

It seemed like all the Argyll regulars were there—mostly ignoring me as usual. Once alighted, I saw that they were busy with something at the boot of the coach and too occupied to swap greetings.

Even so, I was, to put it mildly, pleased to see them. Their lovely modern faces and lovely modern coach sent me into a transport of delight. The landlord, lounging on the coach’s steps, observed my beatific smile and burst into unprovoked song:

 

‘Did you think I would leave you lying

when there’s room on my horse for two?’

 

The horrible noise broke the spell I was in and allowed me to speak for the first time.

‘Well, yes, I did actually,’ I said.

‘There’s gratitude for you!’ came the deep bass rumble of Mr Bretwalda from the region of the coach’s open boot. ‘Next time you’re stuck in a pocket universe, Mr Oakley, don’t expect us to come rescue you.’

Even Mr Disvan, perched up behind the wheel, looked a trifle aggrieved.

‘We’ve gone to a great deal of trouble for you, Mr Oakley’ he said chidingly. ‘The least you could do is—’

‘…is give us a hand with this hard work,’ came Bretwalda’s voice again.

All energy and apologies, I rushed round to where he and Mr Patel, Doctor Bani-Sadr, the Reverend Jagger and all the others were delving into the boot. Bretwalda had already brought forth a huge square parcel and was holding it secure in his hawser like arms. The rest were having difficulty with their load, a similar container, and were struggling to drag it clear of the boot’s gaping mouth. In point of fact, when I looked closer, it wasn’t only they that were struggling but the parcel as well. So far as the sturdy wrapping would permit, the box was writhing in their grip. Its contents were alive with a powerful desire for freedom.

After a momentary hesitation, I lent the required hand and between us we hefted the container down. Mr Bretwalda then did a passable imitation of a Russian lady shot-putter (just as big, marginally more hairy) and launched his box high up into the air. Above the noise of the sea it was difficult to be certain, but it seemed to me a terrified shriek emanating from the parcel, terminated abruptly by the squelch of its hard landing on the concrete of the prom.

‘Down you go and fare ye well,’ said Bretwalda, with what I called his alligator smile. ‘And I hope you burn all the way.’ He brushed his hands together briskly. ‘Right then lads, off we go. All aboard the Skylark!’

We couldn’t emulate his throwing feat, and so just dumped our box on the ground. To my relief it made no sound other than the thud one would expect.

 Freed from this welcome distraction, I now noticed two new developments containing nothing for my comfort. Firstly, before ambling back round to the front of the coach, the Binscomite posse paused to collect weapons previously stowed in the boot. There was a motley collection of lethality, from shotguns to baseball bats, all equally alarming to a genetically-determined pacifist like myself.

Secondly, I saw that I was not alone in welcoming the Binscombe coach. My fellow prisoners were also homing in on it, taking the keenest interest in our doings. A sizeable crowd had gathered, their wolfish, predatory approach entirely subverting the shabby genteel atmosphere of a few moments ago.

‘Oh dear me,’ said the Reverend Jagger. ‘Trouble, I fear.’

Without so much as a decent pause for thought, he discharged both barrels of a twelve bore into the face of the manager of the Grand, who happened to be in the forefront of the pack.

As I’ve already said, death and injury were barred from this particular Eastbourne, but shock and kinetic energy still held sway as in the real world. The manager was lifted off his feet and thrown back a good few yards before collapsing in a battered heap.

Doctor Bani-Sadr clapped the reverend on the shoulder.

‘Well done, vicar,’ he beamed. ‘Just like your old Mau-Mau days again, eh?’

Then the manager spoilt the party by waking up and raising himself on one elbow.

‘I say,’ came his familiar bellow, ‘that was rather uncalled for!’

With this encouragement, the mob surged forward. We Binscomites all gaped a bit and then did a good impersonation of a panic retreat onto the coach.

Back at the door, the landlord (who always had to go one better) was casually examining a large Kalashnikov rifle whose shiny newness suggested provenance from Esther Constantine’s Spetsnaz allocation. He noted our lack of relaxation and, given the pressing circumstances, forewent the witticism he’d been forging in favour of buying precious moments by hosing down the Eastbourners with lead. Bodies went flying everywhere but the blazer and boatered horde still came on. But for the fact that, veteran style, the landlord had a second magazine taped to the first, their rush would have carried them onto the coach during the break in firing. As it was, one of them had the shoe off my foot just as I hurled myself in.

On the one hand (or foot) I was just glad I wore slip-ons and not lace-ups. On the other, I was now proud owner of just one hand-made, two-tone Italian shoe, formerly part of a pair worth £150.

The landlord used the dregs of the second magazine on the shoe-stealer’s head and then the door hissed shut a millimetre or so behind his formidable bulk.

Mr Disvan, as cool and remote as the Pluto of previous mention, smiled indulgently as we puffed and worried by, and then expertly gunned the coach away.

A few of the photo-phantoms threw themselves after us and clung on for a while. Disvan checked them out in his mirror and rectified the situation by smearing them up against walls or lampposts. Soon we were away and free, zooming down the promenade at speed.

I picked myself up out of the aisle where Disvan’s jet-style acceleration had thrown me. The Argyll crowd were settling themselves in seats, chatting happily as if for all the world they really were on a pub outing. They were sufficiently strange, alien even, to me at that moment, that I could conceive they thought they were.

Stumbling alongside Mr Disvan at the wheel, mind full of questions like how and why and what for, I was saved the trouble of speech by his suspicious percipience. I also discovered my ‘outing’ theory, too bizarre for thought mere seconds before, happened to be correct.

‘How and why, Mr Oakley?’ he asked, lightly anticipating my fevered desire to order events.

‘Er... yes please.’

‘Thought so. Right: in brief, we captured Mr Windsor’s photo and got Boots to splice a picture of last year’s Duke of Argyll outing onto it and take a print. That creates a sort of hybrid version of the pocket universe where we can interact with you but still escape when our additions to it are reversed. Do you follow? No? Well, take my word for it, we did all that and, hey presto, we materialise here, coach and all.’

Like an oversize pill, the story almost went down but then reappeared, rejected by a spasm of logic.

‘But the guns... on a pub outing?’

‘Well spotted, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan. ‘I see you’ve not lost your eye for pedantic detail. We took a photo of them and added that as well.’

I held on hard as Mr Disvan swung the wheel to run over all of a family blocking our way. The second or so of distraction allowed me to swallow the craziness whole, and this time Disvan’s explanation stayed down.

‘Where did you learn to drive a coach like this?’ I asked, stunned into banality.

‘Oh, it’s not much different from a T62 or Merkava tank, Mr Oakley,’ he replied opaquely. ‘Tons of beef but steers like a lead shopping trolley. Sorry about the rough ride but we’re a bit pushed for time.’

‘Oh, why’s that?’

‘Our man at Boots, Mr Lotus, is going to destroy the composite print thirty minutes after developing it. We didn’t fancy an eternity here if anything went wrong, you see. The downside of that, however, is that if we’re not out of this picture by then, we go up in flames with it.

Suddenly I really did believe Mr Disvan’s story, heart and soul, and wanted to add my uni-shoe’d weight to the accelerator pedal.

Mr Disvan, who had an alarming habit of watching everything but the road, noticed my new wish to help events along.

‘Don’t worry, Mr Oakley,’ he said, ‘we’ll probably make it. We budgeted for time spent looking for you, time to fend off the Eastbourners trying to hitch a lift back to the real world, time to drop off Mr Windsor and Biffo...’

Something clicked into place and my mental machinery whirred.

‘Those boxes…’ I stuttered. ‘They were...’

‘Certainly. We caught that Biffo man as soon as he exchanged with you. Very cross and imperious he was, unaware of half a century of amelioration in class deference—until Mr Bretwalda hit him. I think he’d been looking forward to another wild spree like last time, hijacking another person’s identity and committing all sorts of crimes and wickedness.’

‘He... took my identity?’

‘Oh yes, came out as a spitting image of you, he did, like he’d made a personality transfer. But we knew it wasn’t you. He had too much zest and spirit in him.’

‘Thanks a lot.’ I said sourly, but needn’t have bothered. Sarcasm missiles bounced off Mr Disvan’s incurable literalism.

‘That’s all right, Mr Oakley. At least you won’t have a spectacular trial and a decade plus of incarceration to face when we get you home—not like poor old Mr Windsor did. Honestly, the things that Biffo got up to then. Your father might have mentioned it to you. The Roedean riding crop and confectioner’s custard scandal. “Advancing the frontiers of slavering human depravity to hitherto inconceivable limits,” the judge said.’

That sounded intriguing but I chose to ignore it for the present.

‘Speaking of Mr Windsor...’ I said.

‘He’s met his just deserts, Mr Oakley,’ said Disvan, as terse and brutal as a death warrant. ‘We shouldn’t have rescued him the first time. Surely you of all people don’t object to a bit of street justice in his case?’

I looked within at my liberal outrage response mechanism and was shocked to find its batteries at an all-time low. In this one, surely understandable case, I told myself, Mr Disvan’s Bronze Age ethics did have a certain appeal.

The landlord, just behind us, sensed I was on the banks of a moral Rubicon and took it on himself to push me in.

‘He had it coming to him, did Windsor,’ he chuckled. ‘Miserable old bugger!’

‘That’s right,’ agreed Disvan. ‘But maybe a nice long holiday beside the sea will cheer him up, eh?’

And everyone (possibly including me) laughed uproariously as, apparently bang on time, the coach hit the boundary wall of nothing.

 

*  *  *

 

‘Isn’t it funny,’ said Mr Disvan, sipping delicately at his glass, ‘how anything well earned tastes better.’

‘I can’t say I’ve noticed,’ I replied, a trifle bitterly.

‘Well, maybe not, Mr Oakley, but there again, you’ve had to pay for this champagne. I think the essential principle remains valid.’

I lapsed into sullen silence, aware I should be grateful just to be here and able to pay my wager. Somehow however, it didn’t feel like an occasion for glee.

We had materialised back in the place we’d left, the bar of the Argyll. Our transport presumably reappeared in Messrs Pothecary’s coach park, minus, I hope, the gore and scratch marks it had acquired during our second, unofficial, hiring. Very soon after, the taciturn film processor, Mr Lotus, had arrived, bearing an envelope of ashes to prove the Eastbourne/Binscombe composite world he’d created was no more. He seemed very relieved to see us and shed the weight of responsibility he’d been bearing (fearing himself a possible mass-murderer) in a sea of champagne paid for by me. I suppose it was a good deal, but all the same...

‘How long have I been away?’ I asked and was informed a month and a half, all told.

‘Your rescue took some planning,’ explained Mr Disvan. ‘And what with the Five Nations championship on the telly and all that, there was bound to be some delay. Don’t you worry, though. We rang up your work and said you’d had a nervous breakdown and wouldn’t be coming in for a while. They were very solicitous about you, really, in a cold sort of way. Doctor Bani-Sadr will write them a certificate, so your job will still be open... probably.’

It was hard, very hard indeed, but I somehow forced myself to say thank you.

A party of sorts developed, although I was not the life and soul of it. At its height, while sitting alone at a table and idly starring into space, a certain idea occurred to me. I tried to push it aside, to cancel and forget it but, welcome and pleasurable as a tarantula on the face, it wouldn’t sidle off. Then, at that precise moment, prompted by pity or sadism, Mr Disvan noted my isolation and came to join me.

‘What’s the matter, Mr Oakley?’ he asked. ‘You look like death warmed up.’

‘Something’s just dawned on me,’ I said levelly as Disvan followed my gaze to alight on an ancient photograph of a long-gone set of bell ringers. It was something we’d both seen and then ignored, countless times before.

‘‘Ah, yes,’ said Disvan cautiously. ‘Let me guess. You want to know if all photographs...’

‘If all photographs...’ I interrupted and then faltered.

‘If all photographs capture and preserve those depicted? If every single photo ever taken has doomed those in it to an eternity of ennui trapped in a static, sterile, pocket world. Is that what you wondered?’

I nodded weakly.

‘With particular reference,’ he went on, matter of factly, ‘to your childhood snaps, your school photos, the records of your graduation ceremony, those of all your holidays...’

Another nod.

‘I don’t know, Mr Oakley,’ he said with a friendly smile. ‘It’s possible, quite possible. Don’t gawp like that, it’s not nice.’

‘But...’

‘Exactly. You mustn’t think about it. Even if you burnt every picture of yourself that you own, there’d be plenty of others knocking about. I mean, how many times have you been caught in the corner of some tourist’s lens? How many group photos have you posed for?’

‘Oh my God!’

‘Yes, religion might well be some solace in dealing with the notion. Essentially, though, it’s just one of the horrors of life you have to deal with—or resign. It’s akin to Esther Rantzen’s popularity, just one more on the list of existential nauseas. Give in to it, though, and you’ll end up like Mr Windsor.’

He was right, in a way. It was too big and icy cold a thought to contemplate. I found I could sublimate it now, albeit with the sure and certain knowledge of its eventual return in the reaches of the night or during the tedium of train rides.

‘Talking of him,’ I said, ‘what about the photograph he showed me? I presume that was burnt as well.’

Mr Disvan looked puzzled.

‘Certainly not,’ he replied. ‘I have it safe here.’ Aand  he patted his jacket to indicate the breast pocket. I instinctively recoiled.

‘You jest!’ I gasped, but Disvan was adamant.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Why on earth dispose of something that useful?’

I didn’t really want to travel down this road but bravely felt I ought to. ‘What do you mean, useful?’

Mr Disvan put his ‘soul of sweet reason’ face on.

‘Well, think of it, Mr Oakley’ he said. ‘Think of all the irritants of modern village life. Consider the yuppies, the yobboes and the... well, I can’t think of another “y” but you know what I mean. What about the wife-beaters, the late-night car door slammers, the lager drinkers, the nosey-parkers, poison gossips and speculative developers. What about architects, for goodness sake! And pretty soon there’ll be the poll tax people...’

‘I get the picture,’ I said slowly, instantly regretting the choice of metaphor.

‘Precisely,’ said Disvan. ‘And so can they. I mean, obviously, it wouldn’t be right to actually hurt them. But if there were a nice safe, above all remote, internment camp, a long way away where they couldn’t come to harm... I mean, the photo-folk they swap with are unlikely to be any worse. They come from a more socially-cohesive era. It’d be an act of charity to release some of them. They can’t all be as bad as Biffo, can they?’

I was gawping again but didn’t care. The occasion justified it.

‘You wouldn’t,’ I said, dumbfounded.

Mr Disvan looked at me, and I found myself starring down into the pagan innocence of an older, or maybe newer, civilisation than my own.

He frowned in genuine puzzlement.

‘Why ever not?’ he said.

 

 

 






  








THE MORE IT CHANGES

 

(A prologue transported to where an epilogue should be.)

 

Somewhere south of the Thames; somewhen between ‘Britannia’ and ‘England’…

Buden reined in his horse and looked down into the valley. It seemed promising, but a lot depended on that villa he could see. While not as grand as it had clearly once been, it was still a working farm. If the occupants were the usual Weala peasants—well, they could be killed or made slaves easily enough. If, however, it was under the protection of some local tyrannos or, even worse, his private residence, it might be too much for Buden’s people to deal with.

They were standing patiently behind him, waiting on his word. In these difficult and dangerous times, the common folk could not afford to lean unto their own understanding. Circumstances dictated that they place their faith in him and their fate in his hands. So far, that faith had not been misplaced.

It was true that Buden had his many faults. His ceaseless womanising, for example, or his sly over-craftiness. Nevertheless, he had been his people’s salvation. Because of this, because of his strength in their cause, they had given him the honour name of ‘Oak’, after the mighty tree of this new land.

It was Buden the Oak who had found them service with the tyrannos Caurasius II in Cantium. It was he that extricated them from that king’s bloody fall and picked their way through the dotted settlements of Germanic mercenaries, south of Londinium. Thanks to his skill, clearing the way required only two small battles and a mere eight warrior graves on the chalk ridges.

It was a formidable achievement, worthy of a saga song should their poets survive to compose it. In truth, they had come a long way from the poverty of their own land—but even glory and adventure someday pall. Now they were tired and wished to stop their wanderings. They wished to plough and sow and reap as once before and be subject to the seasons again. They wanted Buden the Oak to put down roots for them.

Buden wished to halt as much as they, but for a different reason. Two, perhaps three, days south of here, he calculated, one came to the land controlled by the ‘Count of the Shore’, King of Anderida. That Lord of the Welsh did not suffer a Saxon to live in any place his strong arm could reach.

As a young man, on his first raid, Buden had seen the walls of Anderida from afar and seen warships and mailed horsemen issuing from its gates. He remembered them well enough to know that his folk must not come to the attention of such power as was manifested there.

No, it had to be here or some other place not far off. Everything hung upon that villa.

In time, the scouts returned, racing their ponies and whooping in the manner of happy young warriors. Clearly there was good news.

‘My Lord Buden,’ said the most senior, ‘it is empty land. The Welsh lords of the villa are dead, slain by their slaves upon word of our approach.’

‘And what of these slaves,’ asked Buden, cautious as ever. ‘Are they fled?’

‘Yes, lord. There is no man left. No living thing save a dying horse, an ancient beast—the favourite of the master’s family, I suppose. The slaves have hacked off its hind legs and pulled down the stable onto it.’

Buden shrugged. The way the Welsh organised their society—it bred refinements of cruelty.

Wulfstan the priest sidled up to Buden.

‘Lord,’ he said quietly, ‘the omens are most favourable. Woden has wandered here and our wyrd has drawn us in his footsteps.’

Again Buden shrugged. Lack of respect for the gods was another of his sad shortcomings.

Buden was noting the nearby lake and the little river that fed it. There would be plentiful water. The soil looked fertile, if a touch too sandy, but good enough for his peasants to wring his living from. Above him was a wooded ridge that could provide timber and a look-out point in times of trouble—which was to say, all of the time.

But most important of all, this place was in accord with his spirit. He felt happy that his descendants might reach the future from here. He renounced his old homeland in his heart and never thought of it again.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘this will be my valley. We are the new people of this place.’  And thus ‘Buden’s valley’—or ‘Buden’s-combe’—or ‘Binscombe’, was born.

The men of the fellowship raised their spears, punching them into the sky, and together with the womenfolk they shouted an acclamation.

Buden made as if to proceed into his domain but stopped almost immediately.

‘I thought,’ he said angrily, ‘that this land had been scouted. I thought that it was empty land!’

‘It is, lord,’ protested the chief scout. ‘We have travelled the valley from end to end.’

‘Then who,’ said Buden, ‘is this old man coming up to meet me?’
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