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Or is it the illusory world
That falls from reality
As we look? Or are we
Like a thunderbolt hurled?


One or another
Is lost, since we fall apart
Endlessly, in one motion depart
From each other.


D. H. Lawrence, ‘Tommies in the Train’




Eastern Atlantic, 1912


I start on this last, the ninetieth, London notebook once the Mizen Head and the whole ragged claw of the Irish coast passes from view.


Cherbourg, Queenstown and then this nothing. A priest took to one of the tenders at Queenstown and, leaving Southampton, we sucked the New York free of her moorings. She missed us by four feet.


‘The power,’ the captain laughed, ‘the power!’


‘One speech! I am going all this way for one speech. But it must be done, it must be done!’


Stead speaks in exclamation marks, a common habit among the Englishmen I have known. As ever, he is delighting in the sacrifices demanded of him by his urgent destiny. His passion contrasts strangely with the gentle shafts of sunlight playing on the starched linen. Everything in this room is both pale and very bright; it is the brightness of the sea. Pale brightness in which I seem to float … It was like this when I left Chicago.


‘Of course, on the subject of universal peace no sacrifice can be too great. Everything wrong in the world is a divine call to use your life in righting it, eh, Cal?’


The linen-muted sounds of lunch hover above the iron-muted thunder of the engines, whose vibrations form concentric circles in my wine. This churning machine keeps us alive on the ocean where we don’t belong, and so much decorative care to hide the effort involved! The cream gilded salon of this steamship is immensely long. Superficially, it is Jacobean in style or, at least, the ceiling is – strange for a modern ship, but the English, I discovered long ago, don’t like things to look like what – or when – they are.


Something in Stead’s last statement awakens me.


‘Universal peace? I thought you were speaking on spiritualism.’


‘Cal, for goodness’ sake!’ Stead cries with kindly exasperation. ‘We have discussed this at length. I am to address the Men and Religion Forward Movement Congress at Carnegie Hall.’


I am sure he is right, we must have discussed this. Stead is two years older than me and looks that at least, thanks to his tumultuous beard and the ill-fitting and uncoordinated clothes of an absent-minded old man, but he acts and thinks as if he were at least twenty years younger. He is holding his own against the clawings of the years more effectively than I. My memory, in particular, is not what it was, but the notebooks preserve the essentials.


I ran into Dora in the street a few days before we sailed and failed to recognise her, the golden hair now dimmed somewhat but the eyes still blue and alert. She was, it seemed, someone who reminded me of Dora. I stared, empty eyed, lost.


‘Oh, Cal, are you quite with us?’


‘Yes, yes, I am so sorry …’


‘Dora.’


‘Dora. I know. Forgive me. Please. Forgive me.’


Then my old heart leapt like a frog as I gazed into her still-dear features. She has not changed. Age, in her, has just brushed the surface … a slight blurring.


‘Forgive you? Oh, Cal. I am so sorry I could not …’


‘I get so distracted.’


‘I know. You must look after yourself, you are very important to us.’


‘Important …?’


Important to them – think of that! I have attained importance but too late, too late! I am sixty-one and, already, I have become an old fool, begging forgiveness from women in the street whose names escape me, and this was a woman I loved … passionately, I latterly realised. But she said ‘important to us’ – whom did she mean? Or perhaps the point was I was not especially, singularly, important to her. She had, at the last, proved that beyond doubt.


‘The Americans still have not come to terms with the matter of Russia; they are a modern people but they are not truly forward looking. They need a little more simple truth if they are to progress.’


Stead is summarising the contents of his lecture, apparently forgetting that I am one of these naive Americans. I need not listen; it is all very familiar.


The sleeve of this coat is worn – there is a distinct shine around the cuff. I have not noticed that before. It is not like me; I was known about town for my fastidiousness in these matters. I always like to feel finished when I leave the house or, today, stateroom. Perhaps it is like me as I am now, an old fool. Frank would say I always was. He has known me long enough – forty years! – and must have amassed a good deal of evidence for the prosecution. What difference does it make? Neither more nor less than Frank’s seductions or Dora’s worried look or Stead’s speech. What difference does anything make? Voyaging to London and, then, twenty-four years later, voyaging home. What difference?


Frank.


Frank is a sentence: subject and predicate. Frank is the doer of what is done to the done to. Ugly, vulpine, potent and yet, here’s a thing I have always found strange, repeatedly he falls ill. So do I. I am frail. I suffer sneezing fits, a swollen face, breathing difficulties. I was, from the first, written off, not a survivor, not fully born into this world, almost transparent in my almost absence. The Colonel’s disappointment with me in later life was merely an extension of his disappointment at discovering he had a transparent son with an enfeebled constitution. It was not the Chicago way.


I accepted this. I assumed I was the sickly – nasty word that! – type. But when Frank is sick it is an afterthought, a footnote to his vigour. Being sick is an aspect of his masculinity. For me, it is effeminacy, a sign of my submission. I would lie down; Frank would buy machines, a pump to cleanse his stomach, a tube to cleanse his bowels, or he would engage in alarming diets and frantic exercise. I think this means he has faith, faith that he is more than his body, which is, to him, a thing in the world, one more obstacle to be overcome. I lack such faith; my body is me, its shortcomings mine. My body is a picture of my soul but Frank’s impatient soul inhabits his thickened body. After our deaths, my body-soul will moulder while Frank, free of mere body, will be haranguing Stead at one of his séances.


‘I watched him on Blackheath – what a moment that was! I loved him and, for a time, I think he loved me. Such greatness!’


Stead has moved on to Turkey and Gladstone. I remember his unconsummated ‘affair’ with Madame Novikoff. Frank thought Stead had looked up ‘affair’ in the wrong dictionary. It is not his failing that, in his innocence, he attracts passionate women, though Frank claims he is more animal than he could ever admit.


‘Stead,’ he once announced, ‘exudes semen through his skin. Ectoplasmic. The women smell it. He doesn’t give lectures, he gives emanations.’


Frank always says too much and I always remember the wrong things.


‘He turned a mob baying for Russian blood into an army ready to march against the Ottomans. We shall never see his like again. He bestrode the nineteenth century like a colossus.’


Stead’s high-mindedness is seasoned with his usual spice of yellow journalism. He sees himself bestriding the twentieth century; then, at other times, there is this gentleness …


Absent-mindedly I reach for my notebook to record this thought. I fill a notebook about every three months and have done so ever since I arrived in London, ninety notebooks ago. They were to form the basis of a book, I used to tell myself. In some moods the book was to be called Titans, in others Lost Titans and, in yet others, Last Titans. In one much darker mood, I considered Chaos the most appropriate title, though neither this nor any of the others sounded like the book I wanted to write – should have written. My American friends preferred London Swells and Agent Pinker, as we knew him, advocated Modern Madmen: The London Set. I pointed out there was no such set and, by the standards recently set by Herr Doktor Freud, they could hardly be said to be that mad.


‘None of that matters, you poor Yankee innocent, think headlines!’ Pinker cried. ‘Reviews! Making a splash of it! Do not be held back by the exact truth of the matter.’


The notebooks remain just that, notebooks, in their special little trunk in the cabin. They will be found one day, doubtless, and I shall be reborn long after my death as a great documenter of this peculiar moment, that monstrous city and that enchanted suburb.


For my pre-mortem existence, they were a waste of time. I shouldn’t have been writing such things anyway. Fordie always told me that ‘the only occupation fitting for a proper man in these centuries is the writing of novels’. I guess fiction is truer than all this modern noise and I failed to be fitting and proper. I should have stayed in Chicago with its fires and the pork bellies. They were true enough.


‘Cal, my friend, are you all right?’


I had passed my hand over my brow and closed my eyes, interrupting Stead’s monologue. I had been, somewhere beyond any conscious strategy, concealing the bad manners of reaching for my notebook. Stead’s eyes, even when, as now, gazing at me in concern, seem fixed on something beyond as if seeing through me – their clarity and penetration forming a sharp contrast with the man’s general dishevelment. This face, for a moment, bewilders and shames me. Stead, of all people, deserves my attention. Stead is not Frank.


In truth, I am not quite all right. I had ordered Fordie’s recommended lunch for both of us from the alarmingly knowing steward. We have had the Colchester Natives and were awaiting the pâté and then the quail with grapes. The Ponte-Canet ’06 already hangs heavy on my brow and the oysters, combined with memories of pork bellies and Frank’s semen remark, have left me feeling faintly ill. The long salon pulses slowly …


‘Forgive me, Stead, merely a wave of fatigue and perhaps the motion of the ship.’


I gesture vaguely in the direction of the Atlantic, which our vessel cleaves at twenty-three knots. ‘Not less!’ the captain had cried.


‘But it is dead calm! I shall fetch a doctor.’


He twists awkwardly in his chair, straining the buttons of what seem to be several waistcoats, seeking the steward.


‘No, no, it’s nothing … the wine … Fatigue often strikes me these days. I lack your inner fires; mine, such as they were, appear to have gone out.’


The words express a familiar failing of mine. I have always favoured discomfort over action. It is a fault that has held me back from so much, from everything, this reluctance to make things better for myself. I suffer in silence, not out of heroism but indolence or, on this occasion, embarrassment. The idea of a doctor bearing a bag bustling to my side in the midst of this crowded room is intolerable – the eyes of people gauging the extent of my decline, the days, hours or minutes left to me. Happily, I am relieved of this anxiety. Stead relaxes and smiles, an action that rearranges his entire beard. He leans over and pats my knee.


‘No, no, the truth is your mind had wandered. I’m sorry I was boring you, you have other things on your mind. You are going home. You are leaving England.’


At the words ‘leaving England’ I see myself in a painting, a noble figure standing on the deck, scarf blown back, a look of fierce courage and concentration on the task ahead. Leaving means this comfortable room, the grand staircase, the monumental furniture, the starched linen, all the accoutrements of a grand English house to ease my passing.


‘Yes, leaving England where so much happened …’ I murmur vaguely.


Stead looks concerned again.


‘I think we should abandon lunch and get you outside.’


He summons the steward, cancels the remainder of the lunch and leads me away. A few heads turn, nothing too intolerable. Outside, he finds me a port-side chair facing directly into the brilliant sun and, as I recline, he tosses a blanket over me.


‘Have rest, Cal, my old friend. Your London years have left you exhausted. No wonder! Twenty-four years is long enough in the maw of the modern Minotaur. You are going home!’


He leaves me, his eyes fixed contentedly on the beyond.


My London years! I sailed to London to learn how to be modern and now I sail back, none the wiser. Yes, I am going home. England is just behind me, America far ahead. The day is cold, bright and clear – there is salt on my lips – droplets clutch at the railings. The ocean wants to claim all things, and will. The ship drives westward, washing me with time passing, with brightness and empty air. I half-close my eyes to blur the people that come and go; the hot, bright knives of the sea and sky cut and melt their bodies. They pay me no attention. How could they? I am only half here. This is what it is like to leave and be left, to become the departed. The pleasant emptiness of the air is all about me. It is emptying me. My feelings have become memories, my memories have become gossamer, ectoplasm, a faint shimmer of the past in the blue, the infinitely blue, clarity of the present. Now, ghostlike, I shall dream for a time – of a girl practising ‘a tinker shuffle picked up in Donegal’ and of Frank. Frank the killer.




Part One




Chapter One: Chicago
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I fell in with the very young night clerk at the Fremont House Hotel, not one of Chicago’s finest. More accurately, he acquired me; from the beginning, he was the senior partner in our friendship. He claimed to be nineteen, two years younger than me, though he was, I calculated, even younger, a mere boy, yet it was impossible to regard him as anything other than a man – and a man of the world at that.


Ugly, short and stocky with the ears of a bat, his hairline almost met his eyebrows and his skin was the colour of pork fat. He exuded, however, an irresistible magnetism, thanks to his powerful chest, general muscularity and a certain fierce, canine eagerness in the eyes. He also had a strikingly deep voice that, in moments of excitement, boomed authoritatively across the dark Fremont lobby. His presence could appal, threaten and command even as it charmed.


Erotically obsessed to an extraordinary degree, he demanded details of any sexual adventures I may have had and talked in unsettling detail of what he planned to do with some girl he had seen that very day in the, as he put it, ‘opportunistic streets of Chicago’. I was not persuaded that some of the things he described could be done to or with girls, and, having been raised by a strict father, a stern product of the Second Great Awakening and the Civil War, I was firmly convinced that they should not be done.


From every aspect, my upbringing told me that this Frank was a dangerous degenerate. His very identity was dubious. Though usually addressed as Frank, he also responded to Joe and sometimes to James Thomas. His provenance was uncertain. Though his country of origin was, I assumed, England, it could equally well have been Ireland or Argentina.


The Colonel, my father, had shouldered the burden of warning me against such people the moment my mother died. He was stricken with guilt – his adored Ellie had died alone and desperate, her hands clawing blindly at the brand-new emerald-green velvet drapes while he was distracted by stockyard affairs. In response, Colonel Kidd, a fierce, obsessive though ultimately uncertain man, determined to honour her in death in ways he had failed to do in life.


First, there was the buffalo robe. This was a primitively decorated, heavy and odoriferous object that Ellie, in a paroxysm of nostalgic guilt, had bought for a huge sum at the height of the fashion for the culture of the Plains Indians. The fashion and the guilt passed, the market collapsed and left us with this worthless but weighty garment decorated with tepees, ponies and mystical bird life. After her death, he had it removed from a cupboard and hung it in the dark hallway outside their bedroom, a monstrous, stiffly creased projection into the narrow space. After several months and many applications of some special oil, the creases finally fell out and the hallway became navigable again. The smell, however, remained, filling the house with the faint, sickening odour of death on the prairie.


Secondly, there was me, a less definite form of tribute than the robe. Unable to hang me in the hallway or smell my presence, the Colonel resorted to religion. Never before having been especially observant, now he determined to outdo his late wife in religiosity. He attended church, prayed noisily night and morning and worked tirelessly to ensure the salvation of the soul of their only child.


His inner doubts only fanned the flames of his outer faith. Daily warnings were issued, listing the worldly threats to my character and spiritual condition. These were delivered with an increasing air of panic as I attained adulthood and acquired a tall, slender and, for some, perilously attractive form. I lacked, I knew well enough, presence.


‘You see Cal over there,’ said one acquaintance, ‘but when you get there, there is no one there.’


I did, however, possess, I was often told, elegance. The risks of my appearance were compounded, my father concluded, by the fact that I had no idea of the effect on Chicago society of my own charms. I was an innocent at large in a guilty world.


Generally, ‘loose’ women were seen as the greatest threat to such a man. They extracted, said the Colonel – reasonably enough, I guess – vital fluids. There was the equally pressing problem of the ‘Devil’s Disciples’, villainous men who would wish to lead me astray. They were always, in the Colonel’s fancy, muscular, short and dark. Close examination of their eyes, some minister had told him, would provide conclusive proof of their moral status.


‘Regard their eyes, son,’ he would say, ‘regard them with great care. You will see within the bright, blazing fires of hell.’


I had suffered from panics of my own since the death of my mother and, knowing their cause was not the forces of evil but bereavement pure and simple, I was unconvinced by the fury of Father’s strictures, suspecting they were symptoms of some internal disorder brought on by grief rather than by an accurate analysis of the world beyond our home. That said, it was hard not to conclude that he had a point of some practical import. Chicago really was full of short, dark men with hellish fire in their eyes and loose women were commonplace. To make matters worse, the raging destruction of the Great Fire the previous year had provided respectable citizens like my father with hard evidence that this was indeed a city perched precariously on the very lips of the mouth of hell and that, beneath the dark waters of Lake Michigan, a sea in all but name, demonic forces fought for control of their land.


I conformed to his wishes, my will to do so further stiffened by the ultimate threat that undergirded my father’s warnings – the withdrawal of my inheritance. The city was replete with visible evidence of the degradations of poverty; the broken, struggling figures of the poor disfigured the streets. They would grasp at my sleeve, demanding money but also something much more than that. Periodically they assembled in meeting houses and called for the death of the rich. The Colonel was rich thanks to the pork bellies piled in the Union Stock Yards. I knew he was an angry widower, perfectly capable of cutting me off without a cent if the loose women or the hell-eyes ever got the better of me, or, perhaps, if I attended one of those meetings. Then I too would become a sleeve-grasper or a revolutionary. On balance, therefore, I decided it was safest more or less to live up to his standards.


Occasionally, of course, I did toy with revolt, or, at least, with the forbidden. After the fire, I tentatively explored the blackened ruins on De Koven and Jefferson and savoured the damp, burnt stench as if it were the fumes of the strong liquor against which the Colonel also periodically fulminated. The ruins stood and leaned precariously, like attempts at buildings that had not quite worked and had been abandoned. The city, almost a ghost town, seemed, in my ever dreaming mind, to be a presentiment of an era of destruction, perhaps planned by the poor in their meeting houses. First Chicago would sink into hell’s mouth and then the world.


Pale girls were salvaging what they could from the debris, their skirts tucked up and their white, dirt-streaked legs visible. They looked at me as I passed, as if, I fancied, they were, rather unenthusiastically, offering something. The spectacle stirred me. I imagined – I still do – an encounter with one of these curiously ageless girls. I imagine taking her behind one of the still-standing walls and kissing her, the pressure of her lips on mine, the taste … But I had not got it in me to do it, perhaps I had not the presence. The wall might collapse, I thought stupidly, and such an act would, if discovered, have alarmed and angered the Colonel and set in train a series of events with unimaginable consequences. Such was my cowardice and such the moral and financial brink on which I feared I was destined to live out my days. Yet suddenly, there was this Frank at my back, pushing me to the edge.


The weak point in my moral defences was that they were not moral at all. They were constructions of psychological frailty and economic self-interest that, like the burned buildings, leaned precariously. It was so overwhelmingly in my pecuniary and social interests to conform to the Colonel’s demands that I simply did not know what else I could do. My virtue was born of fear, rational calculation and ignorance of the wider world rather than of any serious acceptance of my father’s convictions.


It was this passionless adherence to convention that made me fatally vulnerable to the charms of Frank, a boy/man with clear signs of fire in his eyes, but also with a key in his hand, a key not to the rooms of the Fremont, not even to the more improbable delights of white-legged girls – or, at least, not to those alone – but to something even more enticing.
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Our first meeting was in the form of a collision on busy Van Buren. I was a foot or more taller than him and lost in some reverie while his head was bowed in thought. He rammed me in the chest.


‘Why, sir, watch where you are walking!’ I cried.


He stared up at me, the hell-eyes immediately apparent.


‘Sir, my apologies, sir. I was deeply engaged with my thoughts about Shakespeare … important thoughts … Good Lord!’


He reeled back, staring at my face and clutching his head with his right hand, his elbow jutting theatrically forward. He was all angles.


‘The resemblance is quite amazing. Forgive me, sir, but you overpoweringly remind me of somebody. Jones, captain of cricket and the most appalling bully.’


I appeared to have encountered a lunatic with a strange accent and formidably ugly, menacing features who wished only to insult me. He was probably burning with resentment at the sight of my expensive clothes. I have a particular fondness for dove grey, a colour which could enrage certain citizens of Chicago who thought of themselves as too engaged with the hard facts of the world to bother with such fripperies, though they did, very self-consciously, wear black.


‘Excuse me? You are calling me a bully. I would point out, sir, that it was you …’


I should have simply walked on but something intriguing about this lunatic prevented me. Also I had felt a momentary clairvoyant shudder, a suspicion that something of great future significance was occurring. Fleetingly, I saw the scene from above – two stationary figures amid the crowd that flowed along Van Buren.


In spite of my protests, I found myself coolly considering this man. Covering his compact, compressed body, his clothes were taut, seeming barely to contain the flesh within. His face was certainly unattractive but also stern, purposeful. The word ‘adventurer’ came to mind, possibly also ‘pirate’. There was also, strangely, a touch of femininity in his theatricality, in the way he was now standing, with both hands clapped to his head and a comically exaggerated expression of wonder.


‘No, no, not you. Jones, captain of cricket at my dreadful Welsh school. Born bully. But I soon SETTLED HIM!’


The last two words boomed across the street, a small explosion. People were looking around. This snapped me out of my fascination, leaving me intolerably embarrassed. I walked on. He was not deterred. He passed me, then turned to walk quickly backwards, all the while staring at my face.


‘In fact, now I examine your features more closely, I see the resemblance to Jones is entirely superficial. I have an eye for bullies and you are no bully. I encountered that Boss Bill Tweed soon after I landed in New York, saw through HIM at once.’


The crowd parted more easily now that I was accompanied by this creature. He radiated too much energy and there was too much hellfire in his eyes. The ordinary, honest folk parted before his noisy reversal.


‘Frank is the name …’ He paused long enough to establish that I was not yet ready to respond in kind. ‘… I work at the Fremont, but it will soon be time to MOVE ON! I think I should try the wild lands to the west to make my fortune. I am tied to menial tasks in this city. But I refuse to be poor. Do you hear me? I REFUSE!’


He addressed the last words to the street at large as if he had been challenged, called to account. Some people now stopped and stared. I laughed to cover yet further embarrassment.


‘Who on earth are you?’


‘Good question. I trust you have a little time on your hands. The answer is thrilling but not short and not, for the moment, conclusive. Frank Harris is the name.’


‘Calhoun Kidd.’


‘Excellent, come to my hotel at once.’


The Colonel would have seen damnation oozing from the very fabric of the Fremont – the beat-up old chairs, the fat men playing billiards and drinking, all enveloped in the thick stench of stale cigar smoke. The glow of heavily varnished mahogany had been obscured by a streaked, blackish, reptilian patina. The carpets clung to one’s feet and the windows turned even bright sunlight into a dusty, grey haze. The lights were, of necessity, blazing all day, their glass globes forming multiple pale suns in this gloomy nether world.


Frank briskly navigated this place. Though an employee, he sat in the billiard room and ordered drinks from his strangely compliant colleagues. He drank only soda water, having sworn not to touch intoxicating liquor before the age of twenty-one.


‘Men are made ill,’ he explained, ‘by too early consumption of alcohol. I defy the drunken temper of the age. I shall not touch the stuff until I am ready.’


He told me tall tales of his struggles with the ‘little men and crooks’ who worked in the hotel, about how, in particular, he had exposed a meat-buying scandal and taken on an iniquitous individual named Payne.


‘I fixed HIM!’


How did he work there? His contempt for his colleagues was barely concealed and he plotted against them all. When pressed, he attributed his survival to his ruthless ability to ‘discover their secrets’.


‘As a child, I one day found my nurse in bed with a man. My father would have flung her out on the street if he had found out. I saw at once what power this gave me. Thereafter, I realised, I only had to say “I’ll tell” to get exactly what I wanted. Secrets set you free.’


‘But doesn’t that mean you must be forever hated and feared by those around you, those you blackmail?’


I uttered that last word with some nervousness. It caused him no concern.


‘In time, the hatred turns to respect and the fear to admiration. I am usually accepted as one of them, but somewhat better, of course. See how I am respected here.’


I thought the true explanation was the man’s uncanny aura, his presence, a mix of confidence, worldly wisdom and physique, that and his astonishing power over and obsession with women. This last must have earned respect from his most begrudging colleagues. Ugly as he was, Frank could stop a woman in the street and begin a conversation by asking directions or demanding where she bought her superb hat. Confronted by his prey, his whole being became sinuous, serpentine, as if every part of his body was moving in time with every part of the woman’s. His eyes fixed on hers and never moved. She was invariably charmed, seduced almost at once. I felt I had met a man who possessed the one thing I could not have, the erotic. To Frank, the erotic was the only possible theme of any encounter between any man and any woman below the age of forty. To me, it was an impossibility or an embarrassment.


The climax of every tale he told was always the same – the genius of Frank was demonstrated, his insights vindicated. Absurd though such claims must have been, I found them easy enough to believe. The complacency of the Fremont staff in never refusing his demands was hard evidence. But perhaps this was also because he was in the company of a very wealthy-looking young man in dove grey and we were always engaged in dazzling conversation.


We did, visibly, dazzle. Frank became so excited by his own ideas and words that a thin film of sweat would form on his compressed features. His entire body would rock violently back and forth. Occasionally, he had to leap to his feet while talking and march rapidly in circles as he continued his tirade. I, meanwhile, found myself transported, laughing and improvising wildly on Frank’s themes of female psychology, adventure and opportunity. He made me feel brilliantly smart, the cleverest man in the Midwest.


Foremost among his ideas were a series of anathemas directed at the countries in which he had lived. Ireland was ‘a damned backward place full of subhuman peasants’; England was ‘a monster of oppression and vanity’; Wales was ‘made for bullies by nature’; America, worst of all, was ‘an ignorant hellhole’, but was, at least, ‘ripe for discovery’. His contempt for the first three countries seemed a little unfair as each had provided occasions for great Frank triumphs. In Ireland, at the age of eight, he swam twice round a large boat in a heavy sea at his father’s command and to the amazement of onlookers. His father demanded a third circuit until a concerned admiral intervened. In England he was the victor in a fight with a bear. In Wales he defeated the bully Jones, whom I supposedly resembled, in a boxing match of extraordinary brutality.


Argentina came up occasionally, but, aside from a few mentions of gauchos, he was vaguer about his conquest of that nation. America, meanwhile, was yet to see its own Frank triumph, but he was sure it would happen in the west, where he promised to ‘kill thousands of Indians’. He believed, I detected with a shiver, in violence.


I did not care. All that mattered to me was the freedom of his imagination, his belief in his own importance in the world and his apparent knowledge of the great hidden forces lurking beneath the surface of the present age. His fervour burned bright enough to forge fiction into fact.


I had none of these qualities; I detected no hidden forces. My understanding involved only a certain humility in the face of what Father would call ‘the way it is’. For the Colonel, the world ‘is what it is’ and a man’s job is to get on with it. He should strive to be rich, not that wealth represents any kind of mastery of ‘the way it is’, it merely provides the most effective defence against implacable reality. Another, less effective, defence was, of course, a good wife, a being that, to my mind, bore no relation to the pale, bare-legged girls in the burnt-out ruins. St Paul’s immiserating sentiment – it is better to marry than burn – was repeatedly employed as a desperate justification of marriage. Why, I wondered in response, would one stop burning merely because one had married? Look at Frank; neither one woman nor a thousand would ever be enough to quench his flames.


He was an anti-mirror in that he reflected not what I was but precisely what I was not, Caliban to my Ariel. This Ariel wanted to be Caliban and Caliban plainly wanted at least to disguise himself in Ariel’s dove-grey clothes. He wanted to be tall, slender Cal; I wanted to be that Frank who, the only boy at an all-girls school, dropped pencils in order to crawl around among those feminine legs and even to slide his hand up them to disgusted squeals of protest, or, just often enough, to giggles or significant silences.


‘You don’t ask, you don’t get,’ said Frank. So he got.


In conversation, I discovered with dizzy amazement the terms cunnilingus and fellatio and, with something approaching panic, the dark possibilities of buggery. Though I could not imagine women ever succumbing to such treatment, Frank assured me, that was exactly what they did; it was, he said, their sole purpose in life.


‘It is one of the leading illusions of our age that women have no APPETITES. They are like us, driven by great, inborn urges. They talk about these things among themselves even as they are taught to fear the very same urges in men and, when questioned, to deny their very existence within their own bodies. This is the MADNESS of the age. Other people at other times have lived more balanced lives, balanced between the oppressions of human society and the demands of biology. In the coming age, the sex instinct will overthrow these lunatics.’


At such moments I fancied he saw himself as the new Messiah, racing towards Bethlehem to celebrate his own birth, the sign of the coming age.


If it were not for the straitened era in which I lived and the gloomy burden of this city, I could have simply seized any one of those waifs in the rubble. Perhaps there was somewhere else I could taste the lips of girls whenever I felt the need. Kissing was all I considered; I was not yet quite ready to imagine the feeling inspired by these more exotic activities. Frank was the man to take me by the hand and lead me via kissing to whatever else lay in wait for me.


‘I once asked a very talented seducer named Connolly,’ he said in his best didactic manner while lounging in one of the Fremont’s battered, once maroon leather chairs, a cigar in his hand, ‘how he did it. He told me, “When you can put a stiff penis in her hand and weep profusely the while, you’re getting near any woman’s heart. But don’t forget the tears.” I’ve never yet managed the tears.’
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He had arrived in Chicago in flight from the Monster – his father. Using money from a school prize, he bought a steerage passage from Liverpool.


‘I WANT A TICKET TO AMERICA!’ he boomed, employing the potent disguise of his voice to counter the effects of his evident youth.


‘Bless me,’ said the man behind the glass, ‘I thought it was a giant talking.’


‘So we’re both mistaken,’ replied Frank. ‘I thought you were a gentleman.’


His father was like the Colonel in his moral fierceness. Here was something we shared. Frank did not, like me, accept his father, though I did not despise mine as Frank did his.


‘A get all, give nought, a stingy hound! You know what I said when I first turned into Fifth Avenue? I said, “No more fathers for me!”’


Another little flame sprang to life inside my breast.


Frank’s decision to flee England was precipitated in part by a long-standing grievance against his father’s stern lack of imagination, also by an erotic adventure that had been halted by a train wreck. He had been in a field, busily licking the thighs of a certain Mary, when he was interrupted by a huge explosion. They had rushed to the scene and found many dead.


‘It was an omen. I knew at once it was meant as a sign for me. I laid my plans for Liverpool and New York.’


‘How on earth could that be construed as an omen?’


‘Sex and death. Appalling but necessary bedfellows. The dead were the warning. I do not intend to die, I shall be the first immortal – not in spirit, in body. Remember that in years to come. I am, myself, an omen.’


In Manhattan he was employed as a sand hog on the Brooklyn Bridge – ‘Fiendishly dangerous but what man could say no to five dollars a day?’ He told me of the compressed air in the caissons and the ritual of compression and decompression at every shift. One man cut the latter because he was late for his girl and was dead by the time Frank reached the surface. Such scenes, he claimed, gave him a profound sympathy for the plight of the working man and, in Chicago, he had even attended some of those meetings of the poor. Socialism, he told me, is the future. I wondered if this meant the Colonel and I would meet violent deaths.


In New York, he also worked, fatefully for me, as a shoe black. One day, while shining the shoes of a Mr Kendrick, Frank delivered a Latin epigram, inspiring Kendrick to take an interest in this plainly over-qualified polisher and offer him the job at the Fremont. He arrived in Chicago and, soon afterwards, collided with me.


‘Kendrick was the right man at the right time. He was meant for me. New York had no opportunities, but I felt something in the air in Chicago, some stiff breeze blowing from the west.’


‘Have you, by any chance, had such a feeling elsewhere?’ I asked, innocently, as if doing no more than keeping up the conversation.


‘London. That’s a city that’s got something. I’ve not spent enough time there yet, but I will, once I’ve done with America. I remember wet-haired women – it always rains in London – with skirts banded by the stains of the horse dung, but with damp eyes, damp lips … Yes, there is much work to be done in London.’


I saw my own Chicago waifs in this description and shuddered, imagining rain-dampened lips and knowing eyes.


‘So,’ I said, ‘you would recommend London?’


‘London is a woman with wet shoes and glorious eyes lighting up her wet pale face. Of course, she is the centre of the world, is she not? Everything has happened there and, rest assured, everything WILL happen there. Perhaps to you also …?’
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For a few weeks, the conversations continued. My walk from my father’s office to the Fremont was a journey from one world into another. At the office I still trod the treacherous moral brink, alert for the fires of hell or, almost equally damnable, my own dreaming indolence. I stepped out into dark, earnest streets of sober enterprise and fierce maintenance of order. As I walked, the streets brightened, the skies above the buildings grew clearer and more enticing, bright chaos intervened. All around me, people were engaged in some fabulous project to invent a new, more delicious balance of human society and biology. Finally, when I arrived at the Fremont, I was at the very threshold of the new world. Westward, for Frank, lay adventure; eastward, for me, lay discovery.


One day I arrived at the Fremont to find Frank in riotous conversation with three cattlemen – huge, slouched beasts whose voices filled the lobby even more effectively than his own. Dell, Ford and Reece looked and spoke like the West, the unformed land of Frank’s dreams. Their engraved belt buckles dug into their swollen bellies and their boots filled the space beneath the table like an impassable pile of rocks. They also had the smell of the buffalo robe upon them and the same unconquerable stiffness in their manner.


‘Two dollars in Texas,’ said Reece.


‘Twenty dollars in Chicago,’ added Dell.


‘We drive ’em north,’ said Ford, known to the others as ‘The Boss’, ‘and just watch the price rise.’


Frank, however, could not keep his mind on the cattle.


‘You carry guns?’


‘Sure,’ said Dell, ‘have to – Indians, rustlers, some fool thinking he owns some girl.’


‘Girls … there are girls?’


The cattlemen roared and rearranged their boots.


‘All you can eat,’ said Dell.


‘And more than you can handle,’ said Reece.


Within days, Frank left the Fremont, prepared to light out for Kansas.


‘Are you sure about this?’ I asked. ‘Those men seem very hardened types.’


‘Well, Ford is a bully sure enough, I spotted that straight away. I am good at crushing bullies, remember? For all their talk, these are simple men, I can deal with them.’


I was stunned once again by the sheer confidence of this boy who was a man, but now I felt fearful for him. What if everything Frank had told me was a self-glorifying lie? What if the boy was a fantasist now doomed to die at the hands of some hardened realist on the range? What if the damp-eyed girls of London were a dream and the battered and bleeding face of Jones a fantasy? I felt my bright, chaotic future ebbing away.


‘Are you absolutely, positively sure?’ I said quietly, fixing Frank’s fire-filled eyes.


The flames suddenly dimmed, doused by a moment of penetration and reflection, perhaps even affection. He clutched my arm, his voice suddenly soft, almost feminine.


‘I know you doubt me, my friend. I know you also fear for me and that touches my heart. I tell you I have to do these things. It is in my nature. I am what I am …’


He paused and it seemed, for a moment, that he had been apologising for his very soul. Then, recovering, he leaned forward, smiling.


‘… and I do what I do. A fool who does foolish things maybe. Trust me, I shall return and we shall meet again. Then I will tell you such tales … And I have work to do with you. I need to take you to those fires of hell of which your father seemed so afraid. You will find they are what you have been seeking.’


The next day Frank left me in Chicago.
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For sixteen years, I tried to still the fires Frank had lit in me. I suffered quietly and alone from an oppressive sense that I was living a good life in a bad place. For a time, my reason quelled my discontent. The fires burned and bare-legged girls still picked through the debris left in their wake. The pork bellies and my father’s rigid sanity kept them in check. I rose through the company and occasionally satisfied myself discreetly with some small affair. I found myself unable – or disinclined – to aspire to the city’s finest beauties, contenting myself, instead, with the occasional servant or shop girl or, more ambitiously, with the plainer daughters of the gentry. Their gratitude relieved me of any burden of guilt, but none ever provided anything like the dazed wonder nor the blessed release which Frank had so often described. Their mechanical loving was awkward and clumsy. They all wanted to marry, but their lips never tasted quite right.
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