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So spare me not upon this day


Machinery and cartonnages.


The great and little light of heaven employ,


The stars you may as freely squander;


Cliff-drops and water, fire and thunder,


Birds, animals are in supply.


So in this narrow house of boarded space


Creation’s fullest circle go to pace,


And walk with leisured speed your spell


From Heaven through the World to Hell.


Goethe, Faust
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Prologue


The force of the explosion flung him to the ground. Searing flash, black nothing, then he floated high over the ruined earth. Smoke roiled from the mouths of the cannon and shells ripped the air but Paul heard only silence, a sweet, singing silence. His body was an abandoned house, far below. He turned, reached for the gilded clouds but something pulled him back; the light slipped through his fingers and he slid down the spiral of pain, and darkness, and dreams.


His father stands above him, sabre drawn, a distant and deadly smile on his face. ‘Not yet,’ he says.


The sky closes over with a deafening clang; the earth shakes and tosses him down like a rag. Someone moves and whimpers in the mud. ‘I’m thirsty,’ he says, but his abdomen has been blown away.


‘It doesn’t matter, carry on,’ Paul says.


The girl looked up. ‘I can’t understand what he’s saying, but he won’t let go of my hand.’


‘You can sit with him, if you like.’


‘Thank you, Doctor. What’s his name?’


‘Asher. Paul Asher. Medical Corps. He was at the clearing station where Captain St John Vere crashed.’


‘Oh, is he the one who …’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


She pulled her chair closer. ‘Paul, can you hear me?’


‘I can’t.’


She takes his hand. ‘Yes, you can.’


The water rises and he floats. ‘You can swim,’ she says, and without knowing how, he swims, gliding through the water at her side. Desire burns like thirst; he reaches for her and she wraps her legs around him, draws him deeper. He discovers that he can breathe underwater – it’s easy, natural; he’s always known how.


‘Who are you?’ he says, but his words float away.


She presses her mouth to his; her tongue speaks to his mind. You know who I am.


He was still holding her hand when he opened his eyes at first light. She’d fallen asleep with her head on her arm, leaning against his bed. She sat up and rubbed her shoulder. ‘Good morning,’ she said.


Paul tried to speak but his tongue was thick and dry.


‘Would you like some water?’ She raised his head and held the cup to his mouth; the soft curve of her cheek came near. He was stunned by the clean, smooth perfection of her skin; he couldn’t remember when he’d last seen skin that was not filthy, bloody, torn.


‘Who are you?’ he said.


‘My name is Rosalind. You’re in the field hospital at Abbeville.’


‘What happened?’


‘Don’t you remember? You pulled him,’ she pointed to the next bed, ‘out of his aeroplane, which he conveniently managed to crash on top of you, then a shell landed and nearly blew you both up. He’s my brother Val. They told me you saved his life.’


Paul searched through the cotton wool that filled his brain. He’d been watching a dogfight; the Camel was hit, the pilot tried to land in the road, clipped a tree, somersaulted. He’d been running towards it … and that was all he could remember.


‘Don’t worry, you’ll live.’ She reached for the chart. ‘Abrasions and contusions, a broken arm, clavicle and several ribs. There were a few bits of metal in your body but we got them out last night.’


Paul explored his sensations: dull aches, a ferocious headache and a heavy weight on his feet. He raised his head and tried to look.


She pushed him down. ‘Lie still.’


‘What’s on my feet?’


‘It’s a cat. A rather large cat. He came in on the stretcher with you and we haven’t been able to shift him.’


‘Madagascar,’ Paul said. ‘It’s Madagascar.’


The cat opened his eyes, yawned and walked up the bed to the pillow where he settled, purring. The girl smiled and stood. ‘You should try to sleep some more now, but I’ll come back later.’ She touched his hand. ‘I’ll come back.’


The scent of rosewater lingered like a dream; Madagascar’s purr droned in his ear. Had she been real?


She swims away and he can’t follow, he can’t swim any further, exhaustion drags at his limbs. There is a roaring in his ears and blackness all around, mud in his mouth and eyes. The bodies at his feet whimper and moan. Someone is crying for his mother.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Paul says. ‘Carry on.’ He tries to stand but an immense, invisible hand slams him down and he’s swimming again, oh, the relief, swimming deeper and deeper through the cool, sweet water, towards her face as it wavers and changes in the changing light.
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Paul gazed down at a tableau of wheels, levers, ropes and chains. It looked as though a giant clock had undergone the tidiest of explosions, or unfoldings, and only just come to rest. Mist curled around its base; a light, gradually brightening, shone from behind the wheels. Thunder rumbled and a trumpet sounded. A troop of animal-faced demons appeared, casting long shadows before them as they swarmed over the structure, pulled ropes, pushed levers, the wheels engaged, began to move. And stopped.


‘Oh, damn.’ The light went out and an angry man strode on to the stage.


At the back of the theatre, Paul took off his dripping hat and waited for his eyes to adjust. He spotted Val in the middle of the stalls, reclining across several seats like an elegant spider. ‘Hello, Val.’


Val turned, disentangled his legs and leapt up. ‘Paul, you came! But you’re soaked, how on earth did you get so wet? Did you swim the Channel?’


‘This is England, it’s raining; what a surprise.’


‘Come and sit. Where’s Madagascar?’


‘I left him at your house with his nose in a kipper. Your cook spoils him.’ Paul dropped into a seat. ‘You look well, Val. Success suits you.’


‘Whereas you look like something Mad dragged in. Even so, it’s marvellous you’ve come. I never imagined you’d be able to tear yourself away from Paris, from Justine, or was it Claudette, or Simone?’


‘Marie, lately. I have torn myself away, altogether away.’


‘Altogether?’


‘I gave it up, Val. My love affair with language has come to an end. I’m tired of her or she’s tired of me; it doesn’t matter which. The result is the same. The more I look at words, the more vacant they become.’


‘The little buggers. I know what you mean. So now what? Are you going back to Boston?’


‘Boston? In a coffin. I’d sooner die than give my father the pleasure of seeing me crawl. I’ll find a job here, some ordinary job.’


‘But what of art, the queen of your heart? And truth, beauty, passion, her handmaidens? Have you forsaken them all?’


‘Hah. They forsook me first. If they want me again, they can find me. I have a cousin in an insurance firm in Fetter Lane; maybe he’ll give me a job, or recommend me to someone. Oh, don’t look so aghast.’


‘Fetter Lane? It sounds positively Dickensian. Will you have to wear a stiff collar and scrape a scrupulous copperplate on to parchment with a quill?’


‘No doubt. Can we not talk about it any more? Tell me about the play – have you changed much? Who’s that angry man down there and what are those wheels all about?’


‘The angry man is Desmond Fanshawe, our esteemed director, and the wheels are his way of adding useless bits of business that can only go wrong. Of course I’ve dulled things down to navigate the antediluvian obscenity laws but our dear little Nino the Golden Catamite should still offend a great many people.’ He lit another cigarette from the end of the last. ‘Maggie Damory is playing the women; she’s our big star. Her family and mine go way back – that may explain why she agreed to do this. The rehearsal was meant to begin an hour ago but we’re stuck in an eternal purgatory of technical run-throughs. We’re opening next week and the damned demons can’t get the wheels to turn. Come along, I’ll show you our wonders.’


Stagehands were at work among the wheels, whose pulleys had become entangled. They were supposed to rotate a series of gateways, Val explained, through which Nino had to pass; in the final scene they operated the trapdoor as the goddess emerged from the sea.


‘It looks very … ah … complicated,’ Paul said.


‘Oh, it is, it is. We are in the hands of a true master of the art of complication. It’s darling Desmond’s very own Deus Ex, God help us. Now look, you must see this – it’s my favourite.’ A long piece of sheet metal hung in the wings. Val gave it a push and thunder rolled through the theatre. ‘It can make the most almighty crash if you give it a good whack, but I’ve been requested to refrain.’


‘Val loves the thunder sheet.’ A very pretty dark-haired girl joined them.


‘Ah, Sara,’ Val said, ‘meet my friend Paul Asher. Paul, this is Sara Paragon, the violinist who leads the Chorus. And here is Arlen Winter, our psychopomp.’ A tall Negro strolled over. ‘Arlen is a countryman of yours, and he’s a genius with a trumpet.’


From the orchestra pit came an ironic drumroll as the demons returned to their stations and took up the ropes. Cogs engaged, great wheels with lesser ones; a cheer broke out, the demons pulled and pushed, the wheels acquired momentum.


‘Hurrah,’ said Val. ‘Maybe now we can start.’


Paul is in his room on rue Rosinard. It’s raining; grey light falls through the uncurtained window with its view of the wall of the alley. Sara Paragon raises her violin. ‘Listen,’ she says, and plays a few bars, then steps through a door Paul hadn’t known was there. He follows, but she’s disappeared. The room is white and bare, windows open to the sky. Oh yes, he thinks, I remember this room. Scraps of paper cover the floor, each with a word. When he tries to read they blur and fade and change. A door opens on to another room, empty and full of light; beyond there’s a hall, with doors in all directions. His footsteps echo on the floorboards and the sound of the violin drifts through the air.


He woke to the soft patter of rain, turned and stretched, unable for a moment to remember where he was. A house with empty rooms, the sound of a violin, words that slipped away. The dream faded and he opened his eyes: Val’s house, London.


He put on his dressing gown, rang the bell, lit a cigarette and contemplated the day ahead. He’d made light of it with Val, because Val was incapable of Taking Things Seriously, but in fact the thought of working in a place like Fetter Lane did not fill him with joyous expectation. Wasn’t it only common sense to avoid a place with a name like that? He tried to imagine himself as a clerk, in a stiff collar and tie, reporting every day to his post in Fetter Lane, fettered to his post, a long chain leading to an iron collar around his neck. Day after day scraping away with his quill, his spine deformed, his eyes rheumy and dimmed. He would die there, at his post, only discovered when someone noticed that his quill hadn’t moved for a week. When they touched him he would turn to powder on the spot, thus saving the cost of a funeral.


A housemaid appeared with his tray, twitched back the curtains, bent to light the fire, vanished. Rain seeped from the sky, a milk cart clanked below and from the streets beyond the square came the ceaseless mutter and hum of motor cars and omnibuses. A pigeon flew by. Paul remembered the first time he’d stayed in this room – Rosalind had brought him home for his convalescence. He’d lain here for days watching pigeons crossing the window, inventing meanings. One bird, the war would end. Two birds, it would last forever. Three, Rosalind loved him. Four, she didn’t.


He pulled his mind back. That was another life. Afterwards, Val had taken him to Paris, and Paris – Paris had changed everything. It was a world like a breaking of worlds, and one night, when perhaps he’d broken enough, he had come upon the notion that he could reinvent himself, remake himself, somehow, in his own image. But it was turning out to be a more ambiguous proposition than he’d imagined, full of subpropositions, preconditions, detours, false clues, red herrings, loops and diversions. He reached for another cigarette. Egyptian Deities, his last extravagance. The picture on the box showed a lady on a throne, a deity he supposed, a child on her knee.


And how the hell was one supposed to know at the time what was a genuine clue, and what an irrelevance or a trap? Which the diversion and which the straight path? All of which anyway assumed there was such a thing as a straight path and where one wanted to go – should one be fortunate enough to have a definite goal in mind – was somewhere that could be approached in a straight line, just by setting off in the correct direction and continuing until one arrived. He’d begun to wonder if there were not, perhaps, some destinations one could only approach sideways, observe in peripheral vision, stalk while seemingly headed elsewhere.


You are a fool, his father’s voice sneered. You are wasting your life.


At least the idea of Boston – he could not call it home – made Fetter Lane a somewhat less unappealing prospect. If the refusal to go in one particular direction could be considered a direction, he thought, then let that be my direction in life.


He bathed, shaved, studied his reflection. Could this man be a clerk? His hair was too long, and wouldn’t lay flat. He could get a haircut, but it was the look in the eyes that gave him pause. An appraising, cautious look, and under the caution? The look of an animal about to bolt. ‘Come on, animal,’ he said, ‘it’ll be all right. You’re the one who wants to be warm and fed, remember?’


Fetter Lane was as narrow as its name; Bonnerby, Pinchon & Pritchett occupied a tall building halfway up the road. Paul opened the shiny black door, approached a clerk at a desk, asked for Mr Horace Pritchett, gave his name, sat down to wait. Posts and fetters were nowhere to be seen, but that did not stop him from imagining them in rows, out of sight in back rooms.


Young men marched in and out, up and down the polished stairs, bearing papers and boxes and files. What were they thinking about, with their compressed lips, their airs of importance, or urgency, or determination? Credits and debits, losses and gains, valuations and documentations, qualifications and accreditations, certifications and authorisations. They began to look like a flock of automated penguins and he made an effort to remember that they were men like him. There might even be some among them whose great goal in life was not Clerk in Insurance; away from Fetter Lane they might be poets or artists, philosophers or mystics, and perhaps other, stranger notions than facts and figures percolated beneath their smooth exteriors. He looked closely as they hurried by, but any wild thoughts going on in there made no outward sign.


After a time someone came to escort him up two flights of stairs and along a corridor lined with frock-coated, gilt-framed Partners, each more august and dispiriting than the last. The master penguins.


‘Paul, what a surprise.’ Cousin Horace, corpulent and pink, stood behind an enormous desk. ‘Sit down, my boy, sit down. Haven’t seen you for years.’ He shuffled papers, looked at his watch. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Very well, thank you. And you?’


‘Yes, quite well, thank you. Terribly busy, you know. What brings you here, if I may ask?’


‘Of course. I won’t take up much of your time. I just stopped by to ask about a job.’


‘A job? For you? So, you are better?’


‘Better than what?’


‘I mean, you have recovered?’


‘Recovered? From what?’


‘From your … er … problem.’


‘Which problem?’ Paul asked. ‘There have been several.’


‘Now, young man, we all know you have been through terrible things, and of course they take their toll. One must not try to deny it, everyone understands.’


‘Understands what? I’m very sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


‘What have you been doing lately?’ Horace’s tone was patient, careful.


‘Well, I’ve been living in Paris – you remember, I went there with Val St John Vere after the influenza … after his sister died. I’ve been writing, or I should say trying to write. I had a few poems published in Littérature, and a short story in New Writers of 1920, and I wrote a novel which made a lovely fire, although it didn’t last very long.’


‘So you deny you have suffered a … how should I put it … mental collapse?’


‘Mental what? No, I mean yes, I do deny it. At least I think I do. Where did you hear that?’


‘Your father told us about your … difficulties.’


‘Ah yes.’ Paul stroked his jaw. ‘Those pesky little difficulties of mine.’ Val would love this, he thought. It’s just like his plays. ‘And when did these difficulties … occur?’


‘Three years ago, more or less, I believe. Don’t you … don’t you even remember?’


‘No, I don’t. Tragic, isn’t it?’ Three years ago he’d written his father a last letter telling him precisely what to do with his advice and destroyed all his subsequent letters unread.


‘Your father did say, my boy, if you ever came to us we should urge you to return to America where you could receive the best possible care.’ Horace nodded his chins and smiled, though his small eyes were wary.


Paul was tempted to jump on to the desk and bark. But that would be childish. He stood. ‘Thank you for your time; this has been vastly more entertaining than I had dared hope. Good day.’


He strode past the smirking Partners, down the stairs and into the street. He didn’t know whether to laugh, cry or kick something. He walked, lit a cigarette, walked on. When he looked around, he was in the Strand. Stranded he was – but not fettered, a little voice said, though he ignored it.


He found his way down to the Embankment. The skies had lightened and watery sunlight played over the river. It was on the surge; its slick dark skin swirled with cross-currents and whirlpools, merging and parting, twining and plaiting. He felt a twist of vertigo, lifted his eyes and looked back across the road. The mass of buildings towered like giant anthills.


How amusing, he thought – I’d hated the idea of being a clerk in Fetter Lane and now I’m very annoyed I shan’t be. No, of course, it’s not that. It’s my father, reaching all this way to fuck with my life. The bastard. What a malicious lie. Did he believe it himself? Would that make it better or worse? Paul spat into the river and turned away. Lucky escape, he heard the small voice say, and this time he nodded. He lit a cigarette and walked west under the sharpening shadows of the plane trees, following the curve of the Thames upstream. He’d begun to enjoy the day.


The next morning he perused the classified advertisements. A room, he discovered, would cost him at least ten shillings a week practically anywhere in London. With money for food, cigarettes, and so on, he needed to earn eight pounds a month at the very minimum, but the jobs paying that amount all required skills he lacked. There was a great demand for mechanics of every sort, but he could hardly tell a nut from a bolt. Also, of course, clerks, but everyone wanted experience and references. It occurred to him, not for the first time, that he lacked any qualifications for anything whatsoever. He made a mental list of his more notable achievements. West Point Military Academy: sent down. Harvard Medical School: quit. The Great War: survived, more or less. That did not qualify him for any of the jobs listed here. Outside, birds were singing and sunshine spilled across the table. He tucked the paper under his arm and went to the park.


Young mothers and nannies with babies in prams promenaded by the lake. Everyone looked content; everyone looked like they were where they belonged. Paul sat on a bench in the sun. Children were playing a game in which a stone was a castle, a shrub a forest, a stick a sword, a muddy bit of lawn the field of chivalry, a hapless dog a caparisoned charger. How easily they made it all mean something. Did I ever see the world so? Sad world. He kicked it gently with his heel. Sad old world, that used to mean something and doesn’t any more. Still shone on by the sun, though, and that, at least, is still free. He raised his face and closed his eyes. I wish I could sit in the sun forever, he thought, that life could be as simple as sitting in the sun. Why shouldn’t it be? After all, I’m doing no harm, and who could say, whatever their profession, they’d done no harm? If only one could eat sunlight one could live very simply, though probably not in England.


‘… roof leaked, and rats … couldn’t find any … bit the bailiff’s … baby was dead … never heard from him again … sister stole my boots … wasn’t no use … don’t care if they ever … tried and tried, then … lost the damn key, didn’t he?’


The rough, sour voices crowded the steamy air of the teashop in Waterloo. Paul ordered a ha’penny bun and a cup of tea, pushed the overflowing ashtray to one side and rested his elbows on the two worn places indicated on the oilcloth. The bun and the tea arrived with a bang and a slop; the bun was stale and the tea scalded his tongue.


The past week had taught him that most items in the Positions Offered columns referred to positions no longer being offered, that had perhaps never really been offered at all. He’d fallen into a drifting shoal of men, swept into the anterooms of hundreds of offices and back out to the street. Some fellows’ faces were becoming as familiar as old friends’. He finished his bun and lit a cigarette; a man at the next table stopped talking to his companions, glanced at Paul and made a little cough. Paul offered the box.


The man lifted a cigarette, sniffed it. ‘Ah, Turkish. Haven’t had one for years. No, no light yet, thank you, I’ll save it for later if you don’t mind.’ Three other faces leaned closer; three hands reached out with delicate, purposeful greed and when Paul withdrew the box it was empty.


He emerged into pelting rain and a chill wind nearly tore the hat from his head. He trudged through traffic-clogged streets down to the river, stuffed his hat in his pocket and set out across the bridge.


‘… resurrection … bedtime story … never fall in love with a client … gossip is deadlier … give him love, or cash … what language was that? … oldest family … blood and a bone … his sister found … monkeys under the table … not the words, only the definitions …’


Paul sat on the stairs with a glass of champagne. Val’s opening-night party filled the house. The first performance of Nino the Golden Catamite had been a sell-out, though half the audience were Val’s friends and the other half obviously hadn’t known what they were attending. Perhaps, Val had said, they thought a catamite was a small feline. The event had been punctuated by angry protests and fistfights; a small riot spilled into the street. Val was so delighted that Paul wondered if he’d stirred it up himself from the back of the stalls where he’d lurked.


There was a flurry at the door as Maggie Damory arrived with the movie producer Albert Laski, who to Val’s extreme consternation kissed his hand and declared the play a ‘vork uff cheenius’; he refused to relinquish the hand until Val consented to an immediate film adaptation, and promised to write the screenplay himself. On Maggie’s other arm Paul recognised her husband, the painter and occultist Jarlath Quinn, in his famous cloak and broad-brimmed Borsalino. His omnivorous sexuality was a legend in Paris, where he’d been a crony of Aleister Crowley. Someone had said he was a black magician, whatever that meant.


‘You look lonely.’ Sara Paragon sat down on the step beside him.


‘In this mob? No chance. Sara, you were splendid tonight. You play wonderfully.’


‘Did you think so? Desmond didn’t allow us to rehearse. He wanted us to seize the inspiration of the moment, as he put it, but I was terrified there wouldn’t be any inspiration, or I wouldn’t be able to seize it. Do you have any idea what I mean?’


‘Yes, in fact I do. So what happened? Did you prepare something, just in case?’


‘I did, a few bars, to get me started in case I froze. I wouldn’t have dared go on otherwise. But I didn’t need it. I touched the bow to the strings and … I don’t know how to describe it. It felt like the music was coming from somewhere else; it already existed, and all I could do was let it happen. I don’t understand it myself. Probably I need some more champagne.’ She grabbed a glass from a passing footman and danced away.


At three, the first editions of the papers arrived and they gathered in the drawing room with the reviews.


‘“Valentine St John Vere, Viscount Hetheringham,”’ Maggie read, ‘“DFC, MC, DSO, VC, has turned upon the hand that fed him and sunk his teeth to the bone. The decay of Western Civilisation is further advanced than we thought.”’


‘Oh, they have no idea,’ Val said. ‘Say, rather, the rot at the very core.’


‘“He has sullied the London stage with this vicious, vituperative, blasphemous, disgusting …”’


‘Mind, you’re spitting.’


‘Can’t help it, he must have been. “… assault not only on our morals but on our very language …”’


‘How can you assault morals without assaulting language? I promise you, it can’t be done.’


‘Wait,’ Paul said. ‘They’re not all so upset with you. Listen to this: “Avant the Avant-Garde. Valentine St John Vere’s surrealist mystery play passed right over the heads of most of its audience at the New Alexandra Theatre last night. Few will have recognised its source in The Golden Ass of Apuleius, a great moral tale of magic gone wrong and the quest for redemption. The eponymous hero has to pass through a series of gateways that themselves became hurdles for the audience to overcome. Regrettably, though not surprisingly, most fell at the first, and few remained to see the play’s powerful and indeed moralistic climax. I would like to compliment St. John Vere, who I understand has resided in Paris of late, on writing a play that is sure to be one of the most misunderstood works of our time. It is commonly said that London is twelve years behind Paris in matters of culture and art; if this is so, Nino the Golden Catamite may have to wait many years to receive the recognition it deserves.”’


‘What a remarkably perceptive fellow,’ Val said over his shoulder as he was called to the telephone.


‘The reviews,’ he said when he returned, ‘are now mere curiosities. We have received the ultimate accolade: it’s been cancelled. That was the theatre. They’ve been told if they permit another performance they’ll be prosecuted, as will I. So will you, Maggie, and Fanshawe, and a list of other people. I’d love the chance to defend it, but one can’t expect them to carry on for our sakes. They’d be forced out of business.’


‘Ach, one must be philosophical, is it not so?’ said Laski. ‘And so we start the film immediately, yes, tomorrow.’


Val put another record on the gramophone, turned it up loud, and induced Laski to attempt a Charleston. Maggie sat on the long sofa beside Paul and Madagascar, kicked off her shoes and tucked up her legs. ‘What a magnificent cat,’ she said.


‘His name is Madagascar. Mad, this is Maggie Damory.’


Madagascar looked steadily at Maggie, then blinked.


‘Blink back,’ Paul said. ‘It shows you’re friendly.’


Maggie blinked her green eyes, and Madagascar blinked his. After a time he permitted her to scratch briefly behind his ears.


‘You’re Val’s friend Paul, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘You live in Paris, I’d heard – what on earth brings you to dreary, backward old London? Or did you come just for our one-night stand?’


‘I did come for Val’s opening, but also to look for a job.’


‘Oh? What sort?’


‘Anything. I’m not qualified for much.’


‘Well, as it so happens my father – he lives at Farundell, our house in Oxfordshire – has decided he wants to write his memoirs. He’s blind, you see, and not terribly well, and he needs someone to help. He asked if I knew anyone, and I didn’t, but now … here you are. You can read and write, can’t you? That’s all that’s required. Oh, can you operate a typewriting machine?’


‘Yes …’


‘Splendid. So, what do you think?’


‘I think it’s an extremely kind offer, but Maggie, he doesn’t know me – what if he doesn’t like me? And then there’s Madagascar.’


‘Oh don’t worry. He’ll like you, he’s not in the least a county sort, you know – they’ll all like you, and Madagascar too, of course, if the two of you can bear to be country cats for a while? Or perhaps you’re thinking it’ll be deadly dull. Compared to Paris it is, although not as bad as one might suppose – lots of interesting people come to Farundell all the time. Do say you’ll do it, please.’


‘Well, I …’


‘Can you go right away? He’s awfully urgent about it, now he’s got a bee in his bonnet. All you have to do is take the train – the nearest town is Exley. Val can explain.’


‘Er …’


‘Wonderful. I’ll telephone to let them know. Father will be so pleased.’


Paul admired how neatly he’d been handled. Did he fancy being an old man’s secretary? Did it matter whether he fancied it or not? It was a job, and Madagascar seemed to have given his approval. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘We’ll give it a try.’


A jazz band arrived, friends of Arlen; Maggie got up to sing. A cocktail virtuoso practised his lethal art in the corner; the noise level increased, the smoke, the incoherence of conversations. A walk was what he needed. He found his coat and hat and, when he turned to leave, Sara was at his side.


‘Are you going out?’ she said. ‘Would you like to walk down to the river? The thing is I need to go home that way …’


‘Let’s go,’ Paul said. He helped her on with her coat and offered to carry the violin, but she said she’d feel unbalanced without it.


They walked in thickening fog along St James’s Park, where the willows loomed like giant haystacks and an owl hooted. Sara raised her face for a kiss. The owl hooted again and he whispered, ‘Who, who are you, Miss Sara Paragon?’


She laughed and, taking his hand, drew him on. Passing the bulk of Parliament, felt rather than seen, they walked on to Westminster Bridge and paused under a streetlight. The deep tolls of Big Ben moved through the air in slow waves. Sara took out her violin and tightened the bow. ‘It won’t like all this damp, but maybe a minute or two.’ She tested the tuning, took a deep breath, closed her eyes and began to play.


The music rose and swirled in the mist; it flowed into Paul and blossomed like a memory, like a dream. He tried to defend himself but it was too late; tears burned in his eyes. He turned, pressed his face into his hands. The music pierced him, flayed him, sliced through him. He reached for words but none were right; it was love and loss, beauty and sorrow, and some nameless, elusive light at the heart of it all, that he’d longed for, searched for, wanted for so long … It doesn’t matter, carry on, it doesn’t matter, carry on; by the time the music ended on a long, wavering note he was able to turn to Sara with a smile.


She put the violin away and kissed him once, hard. ‘Thank you for being here,’ she said, ‘for listening.’


They walked on in silence, footsteps muted. He kissed her goodnight at her door and returned to the bridge. He stared into the fog, listening for echoes of the music, of that feeling. The night was thick all around him – was he where he thought? For a terrifying moment the bridge and the city dissolved and he was back in the Flanders mud. No! He stamped his foot. This was real, solid, not a dream that could slip out of his control.


‘This is real,’ he said aloud. ‘I am awake.’ He forced himself to picture the road ahead: the end of the bridge at the Embankment, Parliament on the left, Whitehall on the right, St James’s Park, Birdcage Walk, the Palace, the Royal Mews. He sent himself forth on the imagined route, and made his way safely to Val’s.
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Paul and Nino leave the city and come, at first light, to the shore. Sea and sky merge at the horizon; seagulls call high in the lucent air. Nino, naked and mute, prays to the pale disc of the setting moon. A boat approaches, a white-haired old woman in the prow. Her sad eyes study Paul with disinterested compassion. He understands that the boat can come no closer because the water is too shallow, so he wades out.


There is no solid ground beneath him, only mud. The sky screams and howls. He crawls towards a body, but it’s just a torso. It doesn’t matter, carry on. He searches desperately for the rest. Legs and arms, hands and feet and heads are churned like chunks of meat in a grey-brown stew. He pulls out an arm, wipes off the mud. Sick horror washes through him – it’s his own. He tries to drop it but the hand seizes him and will not let go. A feral dog approaches, teeth bared, starving, snarling; it grabs the bloody stump and pulls.


Paul awakened with a jolt and sat upright, heart pounding; his hands clenched the bedclothes so tightly they ached. He prised open his fingers, stumbled to the bathroom, splashed cold water over his head. He caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror; the nightmare lingered in his eyes and he looked away.


He rang for coffee, lit a cigarette and willed his hand to stop shaking. The soothing smoke rushed into his lungs; he eased himself into a chair, leaned back and exhaled the dregs of panic. Madagascar came to lie across his lap. He’d not had the nightmare for a week or so; it was becoming, thank God, less frequent. He remembered how it had begun – the scene at the shore, the low moon, the approaching boat. He’d been with Nino from Val’s play; there had been that same feeling of longing, of loss, that had swept over him on Westminster Bridge as Sara played. No words seemed right for it. How could such a powerful feeling have no name? Language took him further from understanding; could one step out of it, he wondered, as from a boat that has landed on some desired shore?


They set out for Paddington under mild and cloudy skies. Madagascar, wearing his collar and lead, rode atop the rucksack. Paul bought a ticket to Exley and with a couple of minutes to spare settled in an empty compartment and lit a cigarette.


He’d learned from Val that Maggie’s father, Lord Perceval Damory, had spent several years in the Amazon collecting moths and conducting anthropological research. His very wealthy American wife had died some time ago and now he never left Farundell, which according to Val was in ‘the absolute precise middle of nowhere’. But then, Val thought anywhere beyond Hyde Park extremely remote.


There was a hoot and a whistle and the sound of doors slamming up and down the train; it jerked and began to move. Beyond the gritty glass roof of the station a stone-walled ravine cut through the gardens of once genteel homes, now stranded high above the clank and rattle. The embankments gave way to freight depots, hostlers’ yards, factories, caverns of machinery serviced by acolytes clad in black oil from head to toe like their charges.


He’d always loved trains: the sense of going somewhere while sitting still and doing nothing, the strong rhythm of the wheels and the scratchy upholstery, the smell of hot metal and tobacco smoke, newspapers left behind and something indefinable that as a child he thought was the odour of travel itself. He spent his pocket money not on sweets or games like the other boys but on random journeys. He’d go to the end of the line and return, often without leaving his seat. A round-trip ticket was a balanced equation; there was no danger of hurtling off into nowhere, continuing forever as he’d imagined one might on foot or in a motor car, forgetting to turn back, forgetting the way, or somehow losing the power to return.


They clacked across a bridge; below the open girders a river ran brown and foamy. Weedy, rubbish-strewn lots, then rows upon rows of brick houses, garlands of laundry across their thin backs. Paul stared, hoping for an uncurtained glimpse, fascinated and repulsed by the lives he imagined behind those windows. Children skipping; a barking dog; a baby strapped in a chair, its mouth a bawling, toothless hole; a woman in a doorway, her mouth slack, a silent, toothless hole. Another river-crossing, another skeletal bridge, yet more ordered suburbs, then villages set among fields. Patches of blue showed between the clouds; Paul opened the window and moist, fragrant air flooded in. He allowed himself to be mesmerised by the passing images, like a movie, but private, exclusive, just for him, as the little compartment of his senses was borne unresistingly along. He imagined that he was sitting still while the world moved, now slowly, now fast, pouring into him through his eyes and spooling into some grand, minute repository; or through him altogether and out the other side, as though he was no more than the eye of a needle through which a fragile thread of reality was steadily being drawn.


By the time the train arrived in Exley the day was sunny and hot, a premonition of summer. They were the only passengers to disembark. An elderly stationmaster waved to the engine driver from his chair in the shade.


‘Hello,’ Paul said. ‘I’m going to a house called Farundell – do you know the way?’


‘You another one of them treasure hunters?’


‘Treasure hunters? No, I’ve come to work for Lord Damory. Can you give me directions? Is it far?’


‘No, not far at all. Mile or two. Go by the Green Man,’ he pointed up the road, ‘turn right at the Gilded Tree, cross the river and on into town past the Dog and Bone, to the end of the high street, right at the Black Beetle, along the Oxford road to the Midnight Sun, left up into the hills and after a bit you come to a few houses by a bridge, that’s Farundell hamlet, then over the brow of the hill, and on the left there’s the old gate, you can’t miss it.’


Paul thanked him and set off; Madagascar trotted alongside, head high. The sign of the Green Man showed a wide green face; a mass of leaves and vines surged from his grinning mouth. ‘Green,’ he seemed to say, ‘greeen and greeeeen and greeeeener.’


The Gilded Tree stood on the riverbank by a bridge. The water was running high, a dark, bright greeny-brown, blue where it reflected the sky. A plaque at the centre of the span told him: This bridge over the River Isis, or Thames, first built in 1167, was restored in 1823. Could this peaceful little river be the mighty Thames? And why did it have another name here? Paul leaned on the parapet and unfolded the map Val had given him. At the centre of all the converging lines was Westminster, where he’d stood with Sara Paragon. His memory drew him away in search of that music and that strange, unnameable feeling, but it slipped through his mind like water. He moved his finger over the paper. The river meandered about a lot but yes, it was the same one in whose upper reaches, for some reason, it was known as the Isis. He remembered several bridges on the journey – all, he now saw, had crossed the same river.


The road, lined with shops and offices, climbed the opposite bank. In a deserted market square stood a bronze memorial inscribed with the names of The Glorious Dead, 1914–1918; Paul always had to remind himself that the phrase was not intended ironically. Outside the Black Beetle two old men, cigarettes clamped between their teeth, watched a dog trying to mount a bitch. Madagascar indicated that he would like to resume his position on the rucksack, so Paul lifted him up.


The Oxford road had received a new coat of tarmacadam, black and acrid in the sun. Paul walked on the dusty verge past flat fields and tidy market gardens, each with its old man or woman, bent and brown. At the edge of town, opposite the Midnight Sun and a new motor garage, a faded sign pointed to Farundell.


The road wound between ridges and vales, rising and falling in a leisurely, deferential way as though yielding to the terrain. Tilled fields gave way to pastures with clumps of sheep like dirty clouds. The hamlet of Farundell was a dozen houses by a steeply arched bridge; a trio of small children stared from an open doorway. Paul waved; they giggled and fled within. A black dog with strange pale eyes watched from the shade.


The hilltop was crowned by a stand of tall trees. On the left, an old stone wall and pillars flanked a narrow drive; ornate iron gates stood open, wedged knee-deep in vegetation and entwined by some climbing plant. A man wearing sunglasses and an old-fashioned frock coat sat on the wall, a book open on his knee.


Madagascar jumped down, arched his back and hissed, then crouched, growling low in his throat. Paul looked at him in astonishment. ‘What’s got into you, Mad?’


‘Cats don’t like me,’ the man said.


‘My apologies, sir. Do you happen to know, is this Farundell?’


The man removed his sunglasses and looked Paul up and down. ‘It certainly is,’ he said, a glint of amusement in his eyes.


Paul straightened his tie, resumed his hat, dragged Madagascar away and stepped through the gate. The new-leafed branches of great trees, meeting overhead, made a long green tunnel. Weedy edges and centre strip were a reassuring sign – he’d feared an immaculate grandeur. On the right, fields and meadows sloped to a lake at whose centre an island rose to a wooded summit. Paul glimpsed tall white columns among the trees.


Pink and white flowers crowded the road; drifts of blue patched the forest floor on his left. He could identify a few trees because of childhood visits to an arboretum, but here were dozens of different plants, not to mention insects and birds, few of which he recognised or could name. Well, that would be something to learn.


The house appeared through a grove of birches, a long sprawl of golden-grey stone. A low wall bounded a gravelled courtyard with an ancient, lichen-mottled oak in the middle, stables and outbuildings opposite. The façade of the house was in shadow, its mullioned bays framed by roses. A white-haired old woman dug among their roots, distributing manure from a wheelbarrow, while a skinny girl of perhaps thirteen read to her from a book.


They turned as Paul approached. ‘Hello,’ the woman said. ‘You must be Paul Asher. Welcome to Farundell. I’m Percy’s sister Theo, and this is Maggie and Jarlath’s daughter Alice.’


‘How do you do?’ Paul said.


‘How do you do?’ said Alice. She tilted her head to look down her nose at him.


‘Very well, thank you. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ Paul suppressed the urge to click his heels.


‘Maggie telephoned to say you were coming, but she didn’t give us much notice,’ Alice said. ‘You really do have a cat.’


‘Yes, this is Madagascar.’ Paul unbuckled the collar and lead to let Mad know they had arrived. ‘It’s very kind of you to let me bring him.’


Theo looked down at the cat, who looked up at her; they blinked at each other.


‘I see you speak Cat,’ Paul said.


‘I’ve observed that to stare at a cat is considered rude.’


Madagascar walked around her legs, leaning in and rubbing his face. Theo held out her hand, allowed him to sniff, stroked him once. He sat at her feet and wrapped his tail formally around his paws. ‘How did he come by his name?’ she asked. ‘And have you always had him?’


‘No, only since the war. He belonged to my colonel, who’d found him abandoned as a tiny kitten in Madagascar, trained him to wear a collar and lead and ride on his shoulder. When Colonel Woods was killed, Mad for some reason attached himself to me.’


‘I have a cat, too,’ said Alice. ‘Her name is Artemis. Do you know who that is?’


Paul nodded.


‘She’s my favourite character in Greek mythology, or at any rate she was my favourite when I named her, but that was long ago when I was little.’


‘Who’s your favourite now?’


‘Hermes, I think. At the moment. I’m reading a hymn to Hermes in Greek.’ She held up her book.


‘You read Greek?’


‘Oh yes, and Latin. And this year I’ve started Hebrew. But I like Greek best. Listen.’ Alice opened the book and began to recite.


‘Alice dear, perhaps you can translate for us?’ Theo said.


‘I was going to. “In Arcadia the son of Time lay with the … rich-tressed nymph in dark … sylvan glades, unseen by immortal gods and mortal men, at dead of night. And when his … will was fixed in heaven, she bore a child of many … forms, Hermes: cunning in word, a bringer of dreams, a watcher at the gateway to sleep and death.”’


‘Thank you, Alice,’ Theo said. ‘That’s lovely. And now I must go and water the peas. Perhaps you can take Paul to his room.’ Madagascar followed her across the courtyard and through a wide archway.


‘I think I’ve lost my cat,’ said Paul.


‘They’re just going to the kitchen garden,’ Alice said. ‘Would you like to see your room?’


Under the rose-hung portico a wide door with elaborate iron hinges opened on to a stone-floored hall. ‘Tustian!’ Alice called. A bald, stocky man in plimsolls appeared. ‘Mr Asher has arrived and he really does have a cat, but it’s gone off with Theo. Tustian is our major-domo,’ she said to Paul. ‘He has bunions.’


‘Good afternoon, Mr Asher,’ Tustian said. ‘Welcome to Farundell. May we show you to your room?’


‘Follow me,’ said Alice. She led the way up an ornate staircase, across a gallery, along wainscoted passages, up another flight of stairs and down a narrow corridor.


‘We thought you would like this room,’ Alice said. ‘It’s under the eaves but you do have a view of the lake.’ She opened the window. ‘Oh look, a feather’s caught in the ivy. Red kite, I think. It’s lucky to find a feather before it touches the ground. You can have it, though, as it’s your room.’ She put it on the sill.


‘Thank you,’ said Paul.


‘Now along there is the bathroom and the WC,’ said Tustian, ‘which you share with Mr Aubrey, and here is the bell. Do ring if you need anything. Morning tray at eight? Just coffee, or …? Just coffee, then. Very good. Tea will be on the terrace today, in about half an hour. Come along, Miss Alice.’


When their footsteps faded it was so quiet Paul could hear his own heartbeat. God knows what he’d expected – he’d tried not to have any expectations at all – but it could have been awful and it was beautiful – clean and simple, airy and bright. On one wall a fireplace with a plain stone mantel, a fire ready laid, a fat-bellied brass bucket full of coal. Opposite, the bed: chastely single, pristine white cover, white iron curlicues of leaves and vines at head and foot. A washstand and dresser, a desk, an armchair in old leather, a bookcase, shelves half filled with books.


Paul crossed to the window. From this height he could see that the lake flowed over a weir into a stream which wandered through fields and joined what must be the River Isis near the cluster of roofs and steeple that was Exley. Hills rose on either side, patterned in a thousand shades of green. Below, broad terraces descended to the ha-ha; sheep grazed the meadow. Two muddy children were trudging up towards the house.


Paul unpacked, washed his face and found his way downstairs, following the sound of voices to a room whose French doors opened on to the terrace. The muddy children looked as if they’d been hosed off; they jostled for sandwiches and cakes. Alice sat at a distance from them with a wispy young man in a floppy tie and ink-stained velvet jacket. He noticed Paul and a smile lit his homely face.


‘You must be Paul, hello, do come and have some tea. Our cook, Mrs Beal, makes the most wonderful walnut scones. I’m Stephen Aubrey, by the way, tutor I suppose you’d say, for my sins. Of course you’ve met Alice; these wild animals are also, inexplicably, Maggie and Jarlath’s. Roger and Sophie, grunt to Mr Asher.’ The children looked up from their food.


‘I told Percy you were here,’ Alice said. ‘He has a cold and has to stay in bed today, but he wants to meet you tomorrow. The archaeologists wore him out.’


‘Archaeologists?’ Paul said. ‘That must be why the stationmaster asked if I was a treasure hunter.’


‘We had a bunch last week,’ Alice said. ‘Percy lets them dig. I think it amuses him, especially if it rains a great deal and they don’t find anything.’


‘Various little things turn up,’ Stephen said. ‘Lots of Roman bits. People have been searching for the legendary Farundell treasure for centuries; now they call themselves archaeologists.’


‘You mean there really is a treasure?’ Paul said.


‘Oh, it’s just a myth,’ Stephen said. ‘I’m sure if there was one, it would have been found and spent long ago. Every old house is supposed to have its treasure, its secret passage, its ghost.’


‘We do have a ghost,’ Alice said. ‘My great-great-great-great-grandfather Francis Damory.’


‘I’ve never seen him,’ Stephen said. ‘Have you?’


‘Well, no,’ Alice said. ‘Not actually seen. But other people have. And there’s a secret passage, too.’


‘Really? You never told me. Where is it?’


‘If I told you it wouldn’t be secret, would it?’


‘I believe I may have mentioned from time to time, Alice, that no one likes a smart aleck. And see? It’s time for your bath.’ A maid was waiting to take the children inside.


Stephen lit a cigarette and offered one to Paul. ‘I think you’re quite brave,’ he said, ‘to come all the way out here to work for someone you’ve never met, who might be an absolute monster, or, worse, an awful old bore. He isn’t, of course, but how were you to know?’


‘I thought Lord Damory was the brave one,’ Paul said, ‘taking on an unknown person who could be utterly incompetent, or who’d make off with the silver in the night. I’m lucky to have any sort of job at all.’


‘So am I,’ said Stephen, ‘so am I. Never thought I’d be a tutor, but there you are. These things happen.’


‘Have you been here long?’


‘About two years. I came to recuperate from some … problems. Alice used to read to me, when I couldn’t do much but sit and listen. When she found out I’d read Classics she insisted I teach her Latin. So now I teach them all – a bit of everything. Maths, a scattering of botany, geography, history, literature, French and German, and for Alice, the ancient languages, for which she seems to have a gift. Being with the children helped, in its way, and Theo, well, Theo is the most sane person, you know – sane from sanare, to heal, as Alice would tell you.’ He glanced at Paul. ‘I was in a very strange state – untethered, lost. I don’t know if you can understand that one can lose oneself, just not have one’s self any more. One can give it away, not realising what it is, or that it’s valuable. Or misplace it, through carelessness. Or sell it, for something one thinks is love. Or it can be stolen. Or all of those at once.’


Or one can hide it, the thought came to Paul, hide it so well one forgets where it is, or that it even exists.


‘I’d fallen into a hole,’ Stephen was saying, ‘a hole with no bottom and no sides – no meaning, no reason, no path. And Jarlath climbed in, and got me out, and brought me to Theo, who’d been his teacher long ago.’


‘What do you mean, climbed in and got you out?’


‘Ah, what do I mean? Do you know anything about magic?’


‘Magic? I don’t suppose you mean conjuring tricks? No, thought not. In Paris, I heard Jarlath described as a black magician.’


Stephen laughed. ‘A black magician, eh? People are ignorant, that’s all. I believe Jarlath would say that white magic has as its sole aim one’s own enlightenment, and everything else is black. Though he is quite strict in his definitions.’


‘But I don’t understand what magic is in the first place.’


Stephen sighed. ‘Well, I’ll try to explain, but I expect you’ll think I’m deluded, or very stupid, or both. What if I said there was another world, other worlds, as real or realer than the material one?’


‘Other worlds – you mean out there, in space?’ Paul gestured to the sky.


‘No, inside – inner worlds. Have you ever had one of those dreams – I’m told they’re not uncommon – where you’re in a large, beautiful house and you realise it’s your house, but somehow you’d forgotten all about it … or maybe you’re in your own, familiar little flat and you discover a room that you hadn’t known was there?’


Paul’s memory flashed a brief glimpse of a white room beyond a door … then it was gone, but a feeling of familiarity remained. ‘Yes, I think maybe I have.’


‘Well, that’s an image, or a metaphor, but there really are other rooms, other planes of existence.’


‘Look, don’t be offended, but I don’t believe in any of that.’


‘Tell me, have you been to Kathmandu?’


‘No …’


‘So how do you know it exists?’


‘Other people have been, and they … I see what you mean. But one doesn’t have to take their word for it – one can go there. It may not be the most accessible place in the world, but it’s real. There are travellers’ reports, maps, guidebooks.’


‘Just so,’ said Stephen. ‘Travellers’ reports, maps, guidebooks, even guides. One can go there. If one wants to. And sometimes if one doesn’t. I was lost in there, and Jarlath, who knows his way around Kathmandu, as it were, found me and brought me here. I hope I never have to leave.’


The sun slipped behind the hill; the air grew cooler. They smoked for a time in silence, watching the changing light. High above, almost invisible, dark specks poised on the wind, songs threading the sky. ‘What birds are those?’ Paul asked.


‘Skylarks,’ Stephen said. ‘They’re guarding their nests in the meadow – there, look, that one is diving down against the other, to drive him away. They sound so lovely, don’t they? But those are war cries we hear.’


As the sky turned from blue to gold-hazed green, Paul went upstairs and ran himself a bath. The tub was ancient, claw-footed, long enough to stretch out in. A round window showed a disc of darkening light, one faint star, then another.


A simple family dinner was followed by coffee in the music room where the children put on an impromptu performance in Paul’s honour: Alice on flute, Roger on a small cello and Sophie on the piano. As soon as he could, he excused himself and went up to his room. He lit a candle, sat in the armchair, smoked a cigarette, listened to the sounds of the household: doors opening and closing, steps on the stairs, faint laughter. Someone was playing the piano, far better than Sophie; a Chopin Nocturne, plangent and diffuse, drifted up the stairs and along the corridors.


Eventually all the sounds ceased; the house slept. Paul blew out his candle and opened the window. The land below shimmered in all shades of grey; moonlight spread over it like water. A small form meandered down to the lake, blurred as though swimming: Madagascar, or another cat, or some other animal altogether. The night was huge and silent: no motor cars, no voices; just the sibylline hoot of an owl, stretched long like the whistle of a distant train. After a time he undressed and climbed into his new white bed.


When the moonlight crept across her floor Alice stirred in her sleep and with a turning, twisting motion she knew well, left her earth-body behind and went out into the night. The air was shiny and silky; her body a pale glimmer swathed in a gossamer nightgown. My moon-body, she thought. She held up her hand and observed the light. Each of the tiny motes was spinning and vibrating; when she listened she heard their silvery hum.


Drifting like a bit of mist she followed the zigs and zags of a fox, all tooth and hunger, as he trotted and sniffed across the meadow. She stopped beside a young willow tree on the bank of the lake, tasting the sharp acid-green of its new leaves. In the shallows overhung by its branches somnolent fish floated among the moon shadows. The island glowed on the dark water; its crown of trees sparkled emerald at their tips.


The new cat, Madagascar, prowled the shore. Artemis was coming – surely she wouldn’t permit a stranger to walk in and take over where she ruled? Alice held her breath as the cats approached, but they touched noses, sniffed and circled each other in a very friendly way.


There, behind that window on the top floor, was the cat’s owner. Her curiosity drew her near. He was in his bed – was he dreaming? He turned on to his back. Afraid she’d somehow awakened him, she retreated to her favourite tree, an enormous beech at the edge of the woods, and perched beside the tawny owl. He stretched his wings, released the branch and glided over the meadow. Alice followed his intent and saw the mouse pulsing far below, heard its tiny squeak, felt its fear and death, watched its wisp of life float away, at first clinging close to the ground then rising like a feather on an updraught, spiralling towards the stars. She set off to follow, but before long – she knew this would happen – her limbs grew watery, a heaviness pulled her down to her room, to her bed. She re-entered her earth-body with a brief steep slide and a click at the back of her head and fell deeper through the dark gateway of sleep.
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A path of gleaming moonlight crossed the lake and the meadow, splashed on the sill and silvered his skin. Paul was standing by the open window, though he couldn’t remember getting out of bed. The air was resonant with some music just beyond the edge of hearing, a hum, a buzz in his ears and eyes and all over his body. He turned to gaze around the room, but couldn’t focus. Everything he looked at dissolved into millions of particles of effervescent light. There was someone asleep in the bed; he recognised his own face. Am I dead? he wondered, as a dark wave of fear flooded his senses. He fought against it but it sucked him under and pulled him helplessly down, and down, and down.


Paul awoke and sat up fast, eyes wide, breathing deeply until the room steadied. He’d been having one of those awful falling dreams – the endless spiral of vertigo, the terrifying wait for the impact that never comes. He unclenched his fists from the sheet and shivered. The air was cold and damp. He pulled on his dressing gown and crossed to close the window. It was morning; there was no moonlight, but the house was deep in a thick white mist. The ground was invisible; he might have been floating in a cloud.


Promptly at eight, a maid appeared with his tray and introduced herself as Mavis, Mr Tustian’s niece; one of four. ‘There’s Tilly, the eldest, head house parlourmaid, and Beryl, next, then me, then Abby in the kitchen. You’ll never keep us straight, no one does, we don’t mind. Would you like the fire, sir? I think so, what a cold morning it is.’


After breakfast, Alice and Theo escorted Paul to Percy’s rooms. Alice, tour guide, led the way past dining room, music room, boot room, office, red drawing room, conservatory and across the hall to a long room that spanned the house from front to back, with windows at both ends and thousands of books in shelves from floor to ceiling. ‘This is the library,’ she said. ‘My favourite room. It’s in the oldest part of the house, built in 1539 on the site of a Carmelite nunnery.’


Chairs and tables stood in groups, inclined towards each other like old scholars in the midst of profound discourse. Over the mantel hung a painting of a golden-haired woman beside a woodland pool. A man’s severed head and limbs lay at her feet; blood flowed among black stones and tiny white flowers. Paul felt his stomach rise, shook his head, pushed it down. It’s just a painting, he told himself; it has nothing to do with me.


‘That’s St Ælfhild,’ Theo said, and Paul caught a glimpse of understanding in her eyes. ‘Alice, tell the story.’


‘St Ælfhild lived in the seventh century,’ Alice said. ‘Her father was a Saxon king; he had a palace here. One day she was bathing with her maids at the pool below the spring on the hill, and she had a vision of the Virgin Mary.’


‘Well,’ Theo said, ‘she thought it was the Virgin Mary, or, more likely, someone told her it was. I beg your pardon. Do go on, Alice.’


‘She forswore all worldly ties,’ Alice said, ‘and lived alone in a hut by the pool. She’d been engaged to Prince … Somebody and when she refused to marry him, he tried to abduct her. But the instant he touched her his hand fell off, so he grabbed her with the other, and it fell off too, and his arms and his legs. Afterwards, she felt sorry for him so she poured water on to his limbs and healed him. To heal is from the same root as whole, an Anglo-Saxon word in fact, did you know that?’


‘No, I didn’t,’ Paul said. ‘The painting’s a Jarlath Quinn, isn’t it?’


Theo nodded. ‘He did a series of paintings from the history of Farundell – there’s another one.’


They crossed to a canvas showing a man in a fur-trimmed robe, standing by the lake. ‘That’s Tobias Damory,’ Theo said. ‘He was a scholar and a famous alchemist during Elizabeth’s reign. We know quite a lot about him because many of his journals and letters have been preserved; they’re in the Ashmolean now. He had one of the largest libraries in England, hundreds of volumes. That was a time when it was possible for one man’s scholarship to encompass pretty much the totality of human knowledge, and when there was not such a wide gulf as there now seems to be between such subjects as philosophy, the natural sciences and … what we would today perhaps call mysticism.’


Tobias was gazing out at the island; he held a small green book open in his hands. ‘What’s that book?’ Paul asked.


‘It’s called Pymander – Tobias’s English translation of a famous collection of Greek texts, mostly dialogues between Hermes Trismegistos, an ancient Egyptian sage, and his disciples; they recount the teachings of Pymander, the mind of god, about the nature of reality and the journeys of the soul. See, Jarlath has written Tobias’s favourite passage around the frame: “It is possible for the Soul to become a God while yet it abideth in the Body of a Man, if it Contemplate the Beauty of the Good.”’


‘Hm,’ Paul said. Theo had read it off with an air of great familiarity. ‘What does it mean?’


‘That’s a good question.’ Theo studied him. ‘Or several good questions, since you’d have to start by asking what he means by each of his terms: soul, become, god, and so on. And of course, it’s of limited use to consider only what these words might mean to you today – you’d have to understand what they meant to whoever wrote them. That sort of enquiry inevitably turns into a Hydra.’


‘Yes, I suppose it does.’ Paul waited, hoping she’d make a start on the monster, but that was apparently not her intention.


‘There are many interesting books here, including, of course,’ she gestured to an adjacent shelf, ‘the Pymander. Feel free to explore the library yourself.’


‘Thank you. I could get lost in here.’


‘Well, as they say, the further in you go, the bigger it gets. I suppose that could just as well apply to libraries.’


What? Paul thought. He’d never heard anyone say that.


Alice led them past – she pointed and named – the morning room and the family stairs, the blue drawing room, the billiard room. At the end of the hall Theo knocked on a final door, which was promptly opened by a short, dapper, bow-legged man.


‘Hello, Henry,’ said Theo. ‘We’ve brought Mr Asher. Paul, we’ll leave you here.’


From the doorway to a bedroom emerged a gaunt old man, leaning heavily on a cane, eyes shielded by tinted spectacles. His face was deeply lined but lively and intelligent; he was impeccably dressed in an elegant herringbone suit. ‘How do you do, Mr Asher? Welcome to Farundell.’ He extended his hand and Paul returned the strong, bony grip.


‘How do you do, Lord Damory? It’s a pleasure to meet you.’


‘Oh, drop the title; it’s a truly useless appendage. I’ve always found it a trifle embarrassing, to tell you the truth. We don’t go in for a lot of formality here, as you may have noticed. Call me Percy. Please, come and sit down.’ He made his way unerringly to a chair by the fire and gestured Paul to the chair opposite. Henry dropped a blanket over Percy’s knees. ‘Stop fussing, Old Hen. Go away.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Henry said. He tucked the blanket in before he left.


Paul surveyed the room. Windows and a French door overlooked a lawn, still cloaked in mist; dozens of glass-fronted display cases containing moths of every size and colour covered most of the walls. Percy filled a pipe from a jar at his elbow. ‘If you smoke, Paul, would you be so good as to do so now? It will save me some trouble with Henry if he thinks the smoke is yours.’


‘Of course,’ Paul said, and lit a cigarette. ‘Though I don’t think he’ll be deceived; he gave you a very suspicious look before he left.’


‘Ha, the Old Hen. He likes to fuss; it gives him something to do and I’m sure he thinks that without his steadfast influence towards the good I would never have survived so long. He may be right. Never mind, we have twenty minutes of peace before he comes to check on me.’ He pushed aside the blanket, lit his pipe, coughed, and puffed more carefully. ‘Maggie said you were a friend of my great-nephew Val St John Vere, and you’d lived in Paris.’


‘Yes, that’s right. I went there after the war – I thought I could write. I had a small inheritance from an aunt, and I made it last, but now … well, I’m very grateful for this job.’


‘I’m grateful you’ve come,’ Percy said. ‘I think we’ll get on well. You’re American, aren’t you? You don’t sound as American as some.’


‘My family’s English, I had a Scottish nanny, and I haven’t been to America for years.’


‘I like the accent. My wife Odelia was from Virginia.’ Percy gestured to a portrait over the mantel. ‘That’s her. Jarlath painted that, oh, twenty-odd years ago.’


A pale, sweet-faced woman sat in a chair, gazing down at a smoky, translucent crystal sphere in her hands. The man who stood behind her seemed to be from another time – an array of extravagant curls tumbled over his shoulders and frilly cravat. He was sketchily painted, blurry and vague, though the face was clear: long nose, lips compressed, an air of sadness and hauteur. Whoever he was, he wasn’t Percy, though he looked vaguely familiar.


‘Who’s that with her in the painting?’ Paul said.


‘Ah, that’s my great-great-grandfather Francis.’


‘The ghost? I’ve heard about him. Does he really exist, then?’


‘Really exist? I couldn’t begin to speculate. Theo’s the one to talk to if you have a metaphysical hair you want split. I’m told he dislikes the term ghost – finds it demeaning and inaccurate. I’ve never seen him myself, you understand. Some people do, some don’t. Jarlath does, obviously, and Theo, of course. I can … sort of feel him, if you know what I mean, when he comes around. Which is not that often, I don’t think, now Odelia’s gone. I expect he meets her elsewhere.’


Paul studied the portrait. Behind the sombre, unsmiling expression, Jarlath had caught a hint of amusement in the man’s eyes and Paul realised why he looked familiar. That fellow by the gate had been the very image of him – he supposed the surrounding area must be full of Damory by-blows.
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