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THE CYNIC


THE THING that annoyed him most about their home was her fixation for Red Indians’ portraits. They dominated and confused the decor. Severe and haughty, these dozen Apaches stared down their noses at him as though he were nothing more than an intruder in their territory. What was even more annoying was that the paintings were all supposed to be of the same Indian guide – although no two portraits resembled each other in any way at all.


The Indian’s name was Pokahantamokkadulas; translated, it was supposed to mean ‘He who runs farthest and fastest across the great plains of the sky’.


‘There’s sausages and a bottle of wine,’ called Paula. ‘Help yourself. Oh, and half an avocado. It shouldn’t have gone brown, yet.’


‘Are the sausages cold?’


‘If they’re not, then we’ve got a fire in the fridge,’ said Paula. ‘Sorry, darling, I’m just dressing. I simply haven’t got time to make a meal tonight. Tell you what, though. You can meet me afterwards, if you like, and we can go along to the bistro and have a strogonoff.’


Greville sighed. ‘I don’t know anyone else who gives his wife twenty-five pounds a week housekeeping money and then has to either live out of the fridge, or in the local bistro. Can’t you organise yourself so’s I get some decent meals?’


‘Darling, don’t be difficult.’ Paula’s voice drifted down the stairwell.


‘Difficult? For God’s sake, woman … all it takes is a couple of hours’ work in the afternoon. I don’t give a damn about what you get up to in the evenings – although it would be nice if we could spend the occasional one together again.’


Paula came into the room, fastening her dress. ‘Afternoons are becoming a bit of a problem, you know, darling,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you do as I suggest, and have a good substantial lunch at the office? Then you wouldn’t feel like a heavy meal at night.’ She buttoned her suede coat and pulled the belt around her, knotting it carelessly. ‘Well, are you going to meet me?’


‘I suppose so,’ grumbled Greville. He would have liked an evening in front of the television, but if going out to meet Paula meant a warm meal, then out he’d go.


‘Nine o’clock, then.’ She leant over and kissed him on his forehead. ‘Don’t be late, darling. It looks like rain.’ She left the room. He heard her footsteps on the hall carpet, then the front door slammed.


He pushed himself up out of his chair and stood in front of one of the paintings of the feathered Indian. ‘I don’t know what your game is,’ he said. ‘But if you’re trying to starve me to death in my own tepee, I’ll have your scalp.’


The bistro pretended to be Russian. It was owned by an Armenian.


The interior was candlelit. Not so much for the atmosphere, Greville suspected, but more to disguise the dilapidation of the furniture and the tiredness of the decorations. The tables were small, arranged tightly along the walls. The menus were handwritten, spidery and inconsistently spelt. Candle wax, which had escaped down the sides of the old Chianti bottles, made hard lumps on the wooden tables, and the dinner plates wobbled unsteadily. Knowledgeable diners scraped a flat surface in front of them with their knives before the food was served.


Greville was certain that the only reason the bistro remained in business was its proximity to the excellent wine merchants next door. It was convenient, if not a little sacrilegious, to buy one’s wine at off-sales prices, and then take it next door to neutralise the food.


‘Absolute nonsense,’ said Paula. She shook her long red hair back off her face and studied the menu. ‘It’s just that you’ve developed some very strange ideas about food, lately.’


‘It could be because I don’t seem to be getting much food from you lately,’ grunted Greville.


‘Stop being childish about it, darling. If this is going to be the subject for every conversation we’re going to have in the future, then life is going to be an awful bore. I don’t think I’ll have strogonoff, after all. I’ll have shashlik.’


Greville looked up at the hovering Armenian. ‘A shashlik, and a peppered steak.’


‘Vegetables?’


‘Just salad,’ said Greville. The Armenian nodded curtly, made a small mark on his notepad, and shuffled off sideways between the tables.


‘Darling,’ said Paula. Her voice took on a persuasive tone. ‘Why don’t you try coming along to a meeting with me. Just once. You’d enjoy it. It’s very interesting.’


‘Sitting in a circle, holding hands with the lights out? It’s more reminiscent of teenage birthday parties than of an adult occupation,’ said Greville. ‘I mind enough as it is you wasting your time, but don’t try to get me to as well.’


‘But you haven’t tried. How d’you know it’s a waste of time?’ She reached across the table and rested her hand on his arm.


‘I haven’t tried diving off the Eiffel Tower, either, and flapping my arms, trying to fly. For the same obvious reason. …’


‘Darling,’ she said patiently. ‘D’you know what happened this evening?’


‘Tell me,’ said Greville. His voice was bored.


‘Well … it was really terribly exciting. Mrs Parkwell got through to Napoleon. …’


‘Amazing,’ said Greville. ‘How are the poor bugger’s piles?’


‘Piles? Oh … well, if you’re not interested, darling.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Paula! How on earth can I be interested by such an absurd load of rubbish? Honestly … Mrs Parkwell got through to Napoleon! Last Monday evening it was Oscar Wilde, and Friday it was King Edward the Second. That woman has a fixation for historical figures with anal problems. She’s lucky she found someone as gullible as you to believe her.’


‘So speaks the logically-minded metallurgist,’ said Paula, coldly. ‘So long as you can find its molecular construction … relate it to atoms and protons and things … talk about it at the Institute … weld it or braze it or something, then it exists. If you can’t do any of those things, then you don’t believe in it.’


‘Love is something I believe in … and you can’t see that! I love you, that’s why we’re together. I’ve heard about love me, love my dog; but love my Indian guide no thanks! He’s just a bloody tyrant. If he existed, I’d report him to the Race Relations Board. It’s an act of racial prejudice to expect a healthy man to live on halves of antique avocado pears.’


A plate was bounced down in front of Greville. It startled him. ‘Steak au Poivre,’ said the Armenian. He pushed another plate across to Paula. ‘And pilaff for ze Madam.’


‘She ordered shash …’ began Greville.


‘It’s all right, darling,’ interrupted Paula. She smiled at the Armenian. ‘Thank you.’


The Armenian nodded and left them.


‘You fuss about everything to do with food,’ said Paula. ‘I’m quite happy with this.’ Greville shrugged. ‘Look,’ said Paula, stirring the rice with her fork, ‘just suppose I could prove to you that there are spirits, would you listen then? Maybe you’d even join us at Mrs Parkwell’s, eh?’


Greville cut fiercely at his steak. ‘I’m desperate, a starving man, clutching at straws that are breaking the camel’s back. I’ll tell you what … I’ll make you a bargain. In fact, I’ll make any bargain that looks like saving me. You prove to me there are ghosts and spirits, and not only will I join your group, but I’ll lend my hands for as much holding as necessary. But, if you fail, I mean when you fail, then you pack it all in and go back to being just a good and happy housewife. Oh, one more thing; when you fail, out go all those crummy pictures of Big Chief Pokwhatsisname, too. Okay?’


‘Any time limit?’ asked Paula.


‘A month?’


‘It’s a deal.’ Paula smiled at him. ‘Pass me the salt, please, darling?’


It took her almost three weeks to arrange everything. It wasn’t easy finding a building that contained spirits capable of convincing an embittered cynic like Greville.


There were quite a few houses around London that were ‘slightly haunted’, according to Mrs Parkwell. ‘It’s a part-time poltergiest, Paula. Seems to like throwing things, but only on Quarter Days.’ Or – ‘Something cold rushes across the lavatory and spins the toilet roll in its holder.’ Paula persisted. She couldn’t see that she’d impress Greville with the aggravated spirit of a rates defaulter, or by a situation that necessitated his sitting in discomfort for days in a small room, in the hope that something might activate a toilet roll.


Mrs Parkwell found the right house at last through one of her social contacts. Paula told Greville about it that evening.


‘Darling, I’ve arranged it. It’s an old place, just off the M4. Burchetts something. An old manor house. It’s absolutely crawling with spirits.’


‘Good,’ said Greville. He was feeling pleased with himself. Paula respected ‘deals’. She wouldn’t break the bargain. In another few days, life would be back to normal.


Paula was excited. ‘It’s got everything, Mrs Parkwell says. There was a monastery there before the manor. And there’s supposed to be the ghost of an evil monk who wanders around just a few inches from the floor. …’


‘Considerate of him to respect the carpeting,’ said Greville.


‘Shush, darling. And there’s something that rattles chains and makes the boards creak as it slides across them. She says it smells of the grave, all damp and earthy – really most interesting. And there’s a grey woman who glides everywhere. …’


‘Don’t tell British Airways,’ said Greville. ‘They’ll go into liquidation.’


‘I’ve fixed it up for Friday,’ said Paula triumphantly. ‘Mrs Parkwell’s getting me the key.’


‘Hurrah for Mrs Parkwell,’ said Greville.


Friday the thirteenth was fine and sunny in the morning when Greville took the Tube to the city. By lunchtime, when he went with his partner for a snack in a Fleet Street wine house, it was overcast and heavy. As he reached Bayswater in the evening and unlocking his front door, the first heavy drops of rain were darkening the pavements and turning the dust on the leaves of the trees around the square into a fine mud that dripped dirtily on to the shoulders of passers-by.


‘I’ve got everything,’ said Paula, as he walked through the door. ‘We’ll skip dinner. I’ve made some sandwiches for you. You can have them with a flask of coffee when we get there. And I’ve got a torch, and candles, and matches and. …’


‘All right, all right,’ interrupted Greville, holding up his hand to silence her. ‘Suppose you kiss me hello, for a start. Then I’ll change out of my suit and we’ll push off. God, it’s filthy outside.’ There was a sudden grinding roar of thunder. Sheet lightning turned the glass of the windows momentarily blue.


‘Isn’t it a lovely night for a ghost hunt?’ Paula hugged him. ‘Friday the thirteenth AND it’s thundering and everything.’


‘Yes, dear, it’s lovely,’ agreed Greville with no enthusiasm whatsoever.


The wheels of the Scimitar Estate squashed wetly on the polished surface of the M4 Motorway as Greville drove out of London. Once clear of the raised section through Chiswick, he increased the speed along the outside lane to avoid the spray thrown up by the lorries as he passed them. Ignoring the seventy mile an hour limit in a clear section of road he pushed the car up to a steady ninety-five until he reached the turn-off signposted to Oxford. The short spur road ended at a roundabout a mile further on. At a second roundabout a signpost to the left indicated Burchetts Green.


‘Mrs Parkwell says it’s along on the left somewhere, down a narrow lane,’ said Paula, peering through the mud-splashed windscreen. ‘There … it must be down there.’


The lane was so narrow that Greville missed it. He had to brake fiercely, and then reverse until he could swing the long nose of the Scimitar between the high hedges. ‘Gosh, I’m excited,’ said Paula, squeezing her hands together on her lap. ‘You know, darling, this is really going to make a big difference to our relationship. You see, once you’re a believer, like me, we’ll be able to do all sorts of exciting things together. …’


‘Or, when you’re a disbeliever, like me,’ began Greville, wincing as the front wheel thudded into a deep, mud-filled, pot-hole. ‘Just think, we’ll be able to do all sorts of exciting things together like eating properly at home each evening.’


‘There it is, there it is!’ Paula bounced up and down in her seat and pointed to the left.


The house, once grand, a mixture of tile-hung walls and Tudor timbering, with a stone courtyard before it, merged with a group of tall elm trees fighting for survival against disease and old age. It was dusk now, and the house seemed to fade into darkness as they watched, as though it were trying to shrink from the gaze of living beings. The tyres of the Scimitar skidded as Greville braked harshly to a halt. It was raining more heavily now. Great sheets of squally rain slashed down across the courtyard.


‘A ghost would have to be insane to haunt this place,’ he said, peering upwards through the arcs cut by the windscreen wipers. ‘Quite mad. It looks damp and draughty. Besides, what’s the point of haunting when there’s no one to haunt. Rather like playing Hamlet in an empty theatre.’


‘I can feel it already,’ whispered Paula. ‘Even out here, sitting in the car … the atmosphere … yes.’ Her voice became soft, warm, like that of a woman holding her baby for the first time. ‘They’re here,’ she said. ‘Really here … all of them. I can feel them. …’


‘Oh, my God, woman … really,’ growled Greville. He turned and reached for the suitcase on the back seat. ‘Come on, then. Let’s get inside the place.’


The doorlock was jammed – rusted. It took Greville several minutes of swearing to work the key into the lock, and all his strength to turn it. Even then the door, inside its arch of crumbling red brick and warped oak, refused to open until he had barged it heavily with his shoulder. It opened only a few inches, and he was forced to barge it a second and third time before it opened enough for them to enter. He flicked on the torch and let its beam lead him inside. He could feel Paula behind him in the darkness, holding the belt of his coat. The sound of their entry rang hollowly through the building. Greville shone his torch around. They were standing in a wide hall that stretched on either side of a huge, curving staircase before them. The house was empty apart from heaped rubbish that lay here and there on the oak-planked floor.


Spiders’ webs, dusty grey in the torchlight, stretched between dark beams and across corners where damp wallpaper hung colourless and limp. The building stank of rotting wood, fungi, decay.


‘It’s beautiful, simply beautiful,’ breathed Paula. ‘What a wonderful atmosphere! Think of all its memories.’


‘I’m also thinking of arthritis and rheumatism,’ said Greville. The doors leading from the hallway were closed. He walked across to the nearest and pushed it open. It creaked on dry hinges. He shone the light inside. Like the hall, it was beamed, dreary, dilapidated. The fireplace, once an inglenook, was tumbledown. The oak beam which once supported the chimney breast, now stretched diagonally down to the floor. Greville turned and walked across to a second door. This led into a small passage. He followed it, avoiding laths that stuck dangerously out of the sagging plaster, until he reached a kitchen. It was empty, apart from an old brown sink over which hung a brass tap that was now green with neglect. Wind hissed across the edges of broken glass in the window, carrying in the rain to form a puddle on the worn red tiles.


They walked back through to the hall. Only one more door opened off it. Greville tried it. Like the front door, it was jammed by the aged woodwork. He kicked it open. The room inside was only ten or twelve feet square. It had been oak panelled, although now most of the panelling was split and twisted, hanging at crazy angles within its framework.


‘Library or study. No bricked-up bodies here,’ he mumbled.


‘What about the upstairs?’ asked Paula.


‘If there are ghosts up there, then they’ll have to come down to us,’ said Greville, firmly. ‘Those stairs are falling away from the walls. They’re too dangerous. I came here to find out if ghosts exist, not to join them.’


‘Oh,’ said Paula, disappointedly.


‘Well? Now what do we do? I suppose it’s a question of sitting around until opening time – which I believe is traditionally the witching hour of midnight.’


‘You’re as bad as everyone else, possibly worse,’ said Paula. ‘Time doesn’t mean anything to those on the other side. They’re here, with us, all the time. …’


‘How damned embarrassing,’ said Greville. Two boxes stood in one corner of the hall. He dragged them together in the centre, near the bottom of the staircase. He opened the suitcase and pulled out a couple of candles. He lit them, held a match to the bottom of their stems and stuck one on each of the two banister posts. Their yellow light flickered and seemed to add life to the huge hall.


‘Your tape-recorder’s in there as well,’ said Paula as he rummaged through the things she had packed.


‘Bugger the tape-recorder. I’m a lot more interested in the sandwiches.’


‘You’re a beast,’ said Paula. She sat heavily on one of the boxes. ‘They’re cheese and pork pâté.’


‘Mmgood,’ said Greville, his mouth already full.


It was quiet now in the hall of the great house. The candles were half burnt, their flames fluttering in the draughts that swirled gently through the building. Outside, the wind still howled and rain splattered wildly against the planks that were nailed across the shutters. Spasmodic thunder rumbled distantly, the lightning flickering through cracks in the boarded windows like some demonic light show.


Greville sat on his box, leaning back against one of the banister posts. Beside him was the now empty coffee flask, and a half-bottle of brandy. He seemed to be asleep. Paula sat opposite him, her chin resting on her hands.


‘Ghosts are very boring and unenterprising,’ said Greville without opening his eyes. ‘Here we are, stuck in an ancient homestead, with thunder and lightning all about us, and they don’t even bother to turn up. Not even a token haunt.’


‘They’re here – I can feel them,’ Paula whispered. ‘They drift around me like the scent of spring wallflowers.’


Greville opened one of his eyes and looked at her, accusingly. ‘You read that somewhere!’


‘Shhh,’ hissed Paula. She held up her hand.


Somewhere, high above them, in a far-away part of the house, something moved. Unlike the undulating patter of the rain, it dragged, writhed, scratched.


Greville frowned and sat up on the box.


‘There … there it is again.’ Somewhere, there was a sound like a fingernail scraped on an empty matchbox.


‘Imagination,’ said Greville. ‘If you sit waiting for something long enough, then you start to hear things. It’s only the storm.’ He jerked suddenly as there was a sharp crack from the passage that led to the kitchen. The flames of the candles slanted and dimmed.


‘It’s here … around us,’ whispered Paula, her eyes wide. ‘We mustn’t be afraid. We must help the lost spirits.’ She changed the tone of her voice. ‘Where are you? We are waiting for you. We are here to help you.’


‘We’re here to help me,’ said Greville. He stood as there was a sharp tapping noise from the narrow black corridor. Then there came the sound of water slopping, sluicing, somewhere. Greville picked up the torch. Paula stood beside him. ‘Come on,’ he told her. He led the way to the passage and shone the torch in front of him. The paper on one wall rattled against the spear of a splintered lath. He tore it off as he passed. The tapping stopped. He smiled at Paula in the darkness, and shone the light across the kitchen. Water splashed from the old brass tap into the brown sink and cascaded onto the stone floor, where it formed a growing pool. He walked carefully round it, and put his hand on the tap. It was impossible to turn it off.


‘Seized,’ he said.


‘The spirits turned it on, as a sign,’ said Paula.


‘Nonsense,’ said Greville. He swept his hand across the churning water in the sink. ‘Look. Leaves, rotten leaves. They simply blocked the pipe from the cistern and the weight of rain water has forced them out.’ He stepped back onto the dry tiles. ‘Sorry, old girl, but you’ll have to do a lot better than that.’


He led the way back to the boxes in the hall, opened the brandy bottle and took a long swig. He held it toward Paula. She shook her head. Somewhere, nearer than before, but still above them, in some neglected room, the small scratching noise began again.


‘There …,’ she sounded triumphant. ‘It’s still there. Listen … a sound … quite a different sound.’


Greville listened. ‘The wind on something … more torn wallpaper. A scrap of wood or some. …’


Paula interrupted him, her finger near her lips. ‘It’s nearer … coming nearer.’


Something seemed to slither above the ceiling overhead. A thin sheet of fine dust, like dirty steam, drifted across the yellow light of the candles as it fell from between cracks in the timber. Paula pointed. Another fine spray of dust edged downwards as the scratching became fractionally more distinct. She reached forward suddenly and grabbed Greville by the hand. The movement startled him.


‘Great grief, woman!’


She pulled him to his feet again. ‘Oh, Greville, I’m frightened.’


‘You’re frightened? For heaven’s sake, girl. You’re the one who does it as a hobby. You’re the one who insisted on bringing me here.’


‘There’s a difference … these are wild ones, not the sort we get at seances. …’


‘You mean, your domesticated ghosts?’


‘Not ghosts – spirits. Pokahantamokkadulas warned me. He said I shouldn’t bring you here; that it would be dangerous.’


‘Now she tells me,’ exclaimed Greville in mock anger.


There was a clatter that made Paula jerk even closer to him. Something rattled against the top of the stairs, slipped between the banister rails and fell near their feet. Paula shut her eyes. ‘Our Father which art in …,’ she began.


‘Look,’ said Greville. He shook her by the shoulders. She opened her eyes slowly as though she expected him to be showing her some weird and ghastly apparition. He pointed downwards. ‘Plaster. A lump of plaster – rolled by the wind. There’s no need to get panic-stricken.’


She nodded silently. Then she screamed frantically, pointing in terror at the landing at the top of the stairs. Greville glanced upwards. Eyes, green-yellow, fluorescent, glared back at him.


‘My God!’ he gasped. The unblinking eyes hovered, then disappeared. The scratching sound began again. A board creaked as some anonymous weight pressed upon it. Greville stepped backwards from the stairway, pushing Paula protectively behind him.


‘I told you. I told you,’ she breathed.


Greville stooped and picked up the brandy bottle, holding it like a cosh.


A stair creaked. Greville held his breath.


He heard a slight hiss of air between Paula’s teeth. There was a sudden scuffle in the darkness ahead of them. The eyes shone again. Something moved in the swaying light of the candles, hesitated, then moved again. Greville grabbed his torch, and switched on. He laughed. A tiny black kitten stood, bewildered, blinking in the beam, its fur fluffed and bedraggled. It miaowed, almost pleadingly. Greville laughed again, reached down and picked it up. It was so small he could cradle it easily in one hand. He turned, and held it toward Paula. ‘Your alien spirit,’ he grinned. The kitten didn’t struggle. He held it now cupped in his arm, against his chest, and stroked its fur flat. It began purring. Greville sat again on the box. He looked down at the kitten. ‘It’s very young,’ he said. ‘Barely weaned, I’d say. Just a few weeks old. Must be a litter of them in the house.’


Paula looked at him apprehensively. ‘Greville, I don’t like it here any more. I’ve got a sudden feeling about this place. It’s horrid. Let’s go home.’


‘Home? Now, steady on, darling. This was your idea. And I’m determined to sit it out. After all, I don’t want to miss the evil monk when he goes walkabout.’


‘Please, Greville.’ She squatted next to him. ‘Please, darling. Let’s go. The place frightens me. It really does. It’s evil. I can’t breathe. All right, I’ll admit I was wrong. … Perhaps I do spend too much time with Mrs Parkwell, but if you’ll come home, now, I’ll spend more time being a housewife.’


The kitten purred loudly and happily as Greville ran his fingertips down its thin spine. He looked around the huge hall. ‘It is a bit uncomfortable here.’ He raised his voice almost as though he wanted it to echo through the entire house. ‘And, after all, there’s no point in staying if there aren’t any ghosts here.’
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