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‘Down there everyone lives folded within  
himself and torn apart by his regrets.’


A description of hell given by a possessed man to 
Father Gabriel Amorth, the Vatican’s Chief Exorcist




CHAPTER 1

There are one thousand five hundred and sixty-seven known demons. Precisely. Okay, I know that Fraser in his study claimed to have identified a further four, but it’s plain that he’s confusing demons with psychological conditions. I mean, a pathological tendency to insult strangers in the street is more likely caused by a nervous disorder than the presence of a demon. And chronic masturbation is what it is. I suspect that Fraser didn’t even believe in his own case studies. I think he just ‘discovered’ four new demons so that he could peddle his bloody awful book.

I should know: I did after all go to college with him. (One time he got me so mad I broke his nose, and I’m no fighter.) In any case, I prefer Goodridge’s original study and his much stricter category of definitions. I like strict definitions. Right, I’m going to footnote it for you, but just this once: firstly because I hate the messy intellectuality of footnotes and secondly because, as you will know, it was Goodridge himself who brilliantly identified that the footnoting affliction is itself demonic1 and is the cause of much of the madness and disorder you find amongst university academics. What’s more, it’s a particularly nasty species, attracting to itself the company of several other fourth- or fifth-level infestations; and as anyone with any knowledge of this area will tell you, once you let one in, the gate is wedged open for the rest.

I’d been clean for twenty years or so before I picked up my latest demon. I don’t even know how it happened. All I know is that it first attached to me in a pub in central London, and that it was embedded long before I could cut it out with the scalpel and ammonia of disciplined thinking. Disciplined thinking: listen to that. It’s me I’m talking about.

I shouldn’t have been thinking about demons, but that morning before it happened I found myself in one of those meetings that are really a kind of slow and agonising descent into death. The meetings where your thoughts drift like wisps of cirrus over the Pennine hills on a lovely summer’s day. Two hours of rapture led by a Home Office junior minister on the subject of Young People and Anti-Social Behaviour Orders. Half a dozen civil servants in designer suits with creases sharp as paper-cuts, their key projects and outcome capability frameworks exploded by the spectacular and eccentric interventions of representatives from the Scout Association, the Girl Guides, the Woodcraft Folk, the Youth Clubs and some foggy entity called the British Youth Council.

‘A sense of decency,’ insisted the representative from the Scouts, prodding the table in front of him as if squashing an ant. ‘A sense of knowing what’s right from what’s wrong.’ His name always escaped me, because I was distracted by his peppery but neat moustache and the fabulous burst-fruit condition of his puce face. He didn’t actually work for the Scout Association any more. He’d been retired fifteen years, but they still trotted him along because he ‘liked to stay involved’. Nothing wrong with what he was saying, either, it’s just that it was all he said, and at every meeting. He prodded the table again. ‘Basic decency.’

Collectively we are what is called a ‘think tank’. I like that.  It makes us feel strong. It’s just that the tank, having rumbled onto the beach of reason, has tumbled into a sand-trap and is lodged face-down in the wet mud, its clapped-out engine smoking and its gears grinding noisily but without any sense or hope of traction. Oh God, I thought, this is going to run way past lunch.

I mean, it’s important enough, this think-tank work. We all get to feel vital, central, when guided through the high security of the glittering steel Home Office buildings in Victoria and escorted to a meeting room of blonde wood tables, every place primed with plastic bottles of sparkling mineral water and Glacier Mints in tiny ceramic dishes. But it’s the usual agenda: youth is going to hell in a handcart, again, and oh dear what can we do to stop it?

‘A greater sense of responsibility and recognition,’ professed the lady from the Youth Clubs. She was wearing a very smart lilac beret, even indoors. I’ve no idea why; it wasn’t cold.

But the most astonishing thing was the sight of the junior minister taking notes and engraving his face with lines of earnest sincerity, as if the words ‘decency’ and ‘responsibility’ had just been minted fresh. Never ever even been said before. The bugger even wrote the words down on embossed government notepaper! Not that any of us were fooled for a second. Just as with emails from Nigeria and certain ebullient young women, you can be sure it’s a trap. When all the contributions had been made and noted, the junior minister’s second assistant laid out the latest government initiative for which our support was invited. Note that it was our support that was invited, not our comments.

It was a community-service plan designed to engage disaffected and unemployed youth in semi-voluntary activity. It was linked, we were being told, to a greater recruitment drive for the Territorial Army.


Oh no, I remember thinking, where are we going tomorrow? Iran? Syria?


It seems incredible to me that the government can recycle the same ‘initiatives’ every seven years, even if they railed against those very ideas when in opposition. The junior minister’s second assistant then took half an hour to roll it out, like a carpet in an Arab souk, smiling fanatically, trying to get you to take home something you neither want nor can fit in your luggage. He managed to weave the words ‘decency’ and ‘responsibility’ into his presentation three or four times, rewarding the old Scout and the slightly less old Youth Clubber with plenty of steely eye contact.

I personally have opposed this drivel more than once over the years, but I’ve learned my lesson. The eager young man from the Woodcraft Folk clearly hadn’t.

‘We don’t want soft conscription. We want p’litical responsibility. Real decision-makin’. This is jus’ patronising. ’>

The junior minister glanced at his watch and started talking about new paradigms in politics and not waiting around for people stuck in the fossilized formations of the past. This was my cue.

‘Well, Minister, I think there’s a lot of radical thinking on offer here, plus some complex issues that need to be sifted. I recommend we all go away and reflect very deeply on both the opportunities and the risks involved in this paper.’

The junior minister beamed at me. Even though I don’t have the power to open or close these meetings, he knew enough about committees to hear the final whistle being blown, and he was thankful. Papers were shuffled and we were on our feet, leaving the old Scout to look around as if he might have nodded off and missed something.

The truth of it is I found out a long time ago that if I spoke up against these briefings, my influence with funding bodies  was buggered and the people I represented lost thousands of pounds in grants.

I tried to get out fast, but the old Scout hung me up to talk about decency. The young man from the Woodcraft Folk swept back a forelock, eyeing me as if he couldn’t work out whether I’d just rallied to his cause or knifed him in the back. The bereted lady from the Youth Clubs was meanwhile bent on tipping Glacier Mints into her handbag.

Nodding ferociously, I disentangled myself, rode the lift down to the ground floor and skimmed my security badge back to the receptionist. Then I was out and hurrying to the banks of the Thames, filling my lungs with the odours of its tidal mud. You can only sell your soul once, and mine had gone so long ago that on that day I didn’t even hear the whisper of its ancient lament.

By the time I got to Bloomsbury I was late, but I found a minute to buy a copy of the Big Issue from a hoary street-vendor with a sleeping dog. Not because I’m a nice person but because it was November, pinching-cold out, and I have a phobia about homelessness. I folded the paper to fit into my coat pocket and stepped out of the crisp, chilly lunchtime air and into the street-corner Museum Tavern, a pub - rather unsurprisingly - located directly opposite the British Museum.

The place was bustling. I glanced around but didn’t see the person I was looking for. There is a mirror in there reputed to have been vandalised by Karl Marx. It warms the cockles of my heart to think of the father of Communism trashing the joint after a few pints of Victorian wallop. In the mirror I saw someone rising from a seat and advancing towards me.

‘Billy! What you having? La Belle Dame Sans Merci?’ It was the poet Ellis, rising from a tiny scratched and polished round table in the corner near the entrance. I drew up a  seat and lowered myself into it. No one calls me Billy, but I didn’t say anything.

Ellis fell back into his own seat with a bit of a thump. ‘Get the poor sod a glass of house red, will you?’ he said to his lovely companion, a slender woman in her twenties with whom I’d already made a point of avoiding eye contact.

‘The Pinot Noir would be the thing,’ I qualified, shooting an over-the-shoulder glance at the girl while unwinding my silk scarf.

Ellis waited until she was engaged with the barman before asking me, in an underbreath, ‘Well? Have you bloody well got it?’

‘Sadly, no,’ I returned, with an inflection of my voice designed to irritate him.

‘So when will you be getting it?’

‘Ah! That’s kind of you.’ My wine had arrived chop-chop. The young woman handed the glass to me so delicately and theatrically that I detected the training of a ballerina or a mime artist. Our eyes met briefly. She had dark lashes and green irises grained with nut-brown. I felt a squeeze of disgust when I thought of Ellis enjoying her, he being only five years my junior; and then that sentiment was trailed by the usual stab of envy that in turn generated a species of regret followed by a chill of boredom at the way every pretty face I met could yank my chain and engender this domino-sequence of emotions. In response I did what I always do: I poured wine on it all.

‘Is that okay for you?’ she asked me.

Interesting accent. Modulated old London working-class, I’d call it, but buffed up a bit and been around the world. Not unlike me. ‘It’s very okay. Thank you.’

‘I think it’s bloody great,’ she said, taking a sip from her own glass of - I guessed - vodka and tonic. ‘This thing you do.’

‘Aw, shaddap,’ Ellis said to her.

‘He’s an old cynic,’ she said, nodding at Ellis before placing - with a delicate click - her glass on the scarred table. ‘But you change people’s lives.’

‘For God’s sake!’ Ellis protested. ‘He’s older than I am. And more bleeding cynical.’

‘He can’t be,’ she said, looking at me, not Ellis. ‘He helps people out.’

‘Helps people out? I could tell you a thing or two about Doctor Helps People Out here.’

She held out a tiny white hand across the table. ‘My name’s Yasmin.’


No it isn’t, I wanted to say, because she didn’t look or talk at all like a Yasmin. Demon of false naming, we know all about that one. But I held my tongue. ‘William Heaney.’

‘I know.’

Well, there we had it. She knew my name before I’d revealed it; I didn’t know hers even after she’d declared it to me. Another demon in there somewhere. Perhaps we held each other’s gaze a splinter too long because Ellis said, ‘I think I’m going to vomit.’

‘How do you two people know each other?’ I asked genially.

And as she told me, my demon, my real demon, who had been listening, crouched, always attentive, breathed its sweet and poison breath in my ear. ‘Take her away from the lout. Take her home with you. Lift her skirt.’

She talked at length and I listened. Voices are sometimes like the grain in a strip of wood. You can hear the character of someone’s experience in their voice. Hers was warm, and vital, but damaged. I followed the lovely tracks of her elegant hands as she spoke. I wondered how he’d found her. Ellis has a routine; I’ve seen it executed at his poetry readings. Anna, I thought would be a better name for her. Anna.

‘And I dunno, we just ... clicked,’ she said.


Yes, I bet you did is what I thought. When she’d finished talking, Yasmin - or Anna as I was already calling her - sat back, a little self-conscious that she’d enjoyed the stage for five minutes. Ellis tugged at his ear lobe and said nothing. ‘Well,’ I said, raising my glass across the table, ‘here’s to clicking.’

We all touched our glasses together.

I explained that I was on my way to GoPoint when Anna announced that she used to work there several years ago. I was surprised. She didn’t seem the type. ‘So you know Antonia?’

‘Course. She’s a saint.’

‘She is. I’ll mention your name to her.’

‘So when might you have it?’ Ellis growled, strong-arming his way back into the conversation.

I dealt him the poker face. ‘I’ll let you know. Of course.’ Then I drained my glass and stood up, rewinding my silk scarf around my throat against the November cold.

‘Are you going there now?’ Anna said. ‘I have to walk that way back to work. I’ll walk with you.’

Ellis looked miffed.

‘That would be lovely,’ I said, shucking on my coat, ‘but I have one or two errands to run first and I don’t want to hold you up.’

I don’t know why but I got a sense that she was disappointed, though if that were true she disguised it. I could see she didn’t really want to be with Ellis, and I felt a wee bit sorry for him. What fools we make of ourselves over women. What naked prey. I promised Ellis to contact him when I had more news and I shook hands again with Anna/Yasmin/ whoever. She said she hoped that we might meet again. As I turned I caught my slightly foxed reflection in the Karl Marx mirror. She was still looking at me; and he at her.

Then I was out of the Museum Tavern and striding across Bloomsbury towards Farringdon.

The window in the door to the GoPoint Centre had been kicked in since I was last there. Someone had made a hasty repair with a sheet of chipboard, which had offered a nice target for a graffiti artist with a tag like a Chinese ideogram. Below the tagged board, a woman with a head of unkempt, swept-back long curls, raven-black but grey at the temples, was sitting on the steps looking blissed-out. Her sweater was a stained rag with pinhole burns dotted on the chest and her jeans were filthy. She wore swollen Dr Martens boots, the kind once favoured by elegant British skinheads.

‘Gorra fag, ’ave you?’

‘I don’t smoke and neither should you.’

‘Got the price of a pint, then?’

I sat down on the step next to her. The concrete slab shot a piercing cold through my buttocks. She looked up at the sky between the tower blocks and said, ‘I was in a printing house in hell, and saw the method in which knowledge is transmitted from generation to generation.’

Other people might have John Clare or William Burroughs or Thomas Aquinas quoted at them by this woman. For some reason it was only ever Billy Blake for me. ‘I’m really sorry, Antonia. It hasn’t come through yet.’

Without taking her eyes from the clouds overhead she reached out and put a hand on my knee. ‘No worries. I know if anyone can get it then it will be you, and even if you don’t you will have tried your very best.’ Then she turned to face me with those cloudless blue eyes, and she smiled. ‘And you know how happy it makes me that you try for us? You know that, William? It’s so important for me that you know that.’

‘How long before they come and close you down?’ I asked.

‘Don’t fret, William. Lots of time.’

‘A month?’

‘Slightly less.’

GoPoint was a refuge for the homeless, the wayward, the desperate, the lost, the drowned-at-sea-but-don’t-yet-know-it. It was an unregistered charity. It couldn’t be registered with the Charity Commission because it kept no books. GoPoint stuffed to the gills maintained thirty-seven beds, and right now with November burrowing deeper and deeper into winter it would be working at capacity and beyond. The saintly Antonia Bowen, sitting on the steps quoting William Blake at me and looking exactly like one of the inmates, was the institution’s manager, inspiration, apologist, advocate, fundraiser and janitor.

A fuckin’ saint, I swear it.

Her clients came through her doors with nothing and sometimes left with Antonia’s clothing. She dressed herself in whatever rotten garb was left behind; paying herself and her intermittent staff with the casual donations that came her way. One or two staff members were paid from eccentric contracts with this or that social welfare scheme. She was a deep thorn in the side of the social services and the government agencies because she made outrageous guerrilla raids on their offices. Because all help had been refused, on one occasion she and five of her inmates carried the corpse of a woman who’d died on the premises down to the offices of the Department of Health and Social Security and left it in the reception with a Queen’s Silver Jubilee tin tea caddy for donations.

Now Antonia’s landlord, with an eye to property development, had hiked up the rent. GoPoint, well in arrears, was threatened with closure. I was working on something that might buy her a little time, but there had been a hitch and it was proving difficult.

‘I’ll come back next week, hopefully with better news,’ I told her.

‘You’re one of my heroes, William. I wish there were more like you.’

‘You don’t know me, Antonia! I’m not worth bothering with.’

‘You’re one of the kindest, warmest men I’ve ever met.’

She linked her hands around my arm and when she looked at me with those cloudless eyes, I couldn’t take it. She was one of the seraphim. I had to change the subject. ‘Hey, I met someone who worked here. Pretty thing. Said her name was Yasmin.’

She blinked thoughtfully. ‘I don’t think I’d be able to employ someone called Yasmin.’


Ah, so we do have prejudices, I thought. A pin-prick in your sainthood. That’s a relief.

She was still thinking. ‘Hey ... unless it was the girl who started the library. Have you seen our library lately? Come inside.’

The ‘library’ was a dozen shelves of second-hand mostly paperback books. I had no intention of visiting it. Firstly, GoPoint was infested with demons for obvious reasons. The clients had to vacate the place between midday and four o’clock so that they didn’t merely rot on their pallet beds all day long. The idea was to give them purpose. It was while they were out of the building seeking purpose that the demons became most active in their prowling, relentless search for a new host. Secondly, demons do tend to cluster around the yellowing pages and cracked spines of second-hand books. I’ve no idea why.

Not that I discussed demons with Antonia. She, who every single day walked with purity of heart in a place teeming with demons, said that although she’d seen them, she didn’t want to discuss them.

I simply made my excuses. I got up off the steps, dusting the seat of my trousers. ‘Antonia, your conjunctivitis has come back. You should get it seen to.’

‘It’s nothing.’

I was about to argue with her when a young woman with a shocking set of teeth and wearing a dirty padded jacket - it looked like the insulation you might put round a hot-water cylinder - lumbered up to us. ‘Is it four o’clock?’ she said in that Mancunian vibrato you get when loss of drugs wobbles the sternum. ‘Is it? Is it?’ Her eyes were popping. Two huge dilated pupils had the words intravenous hellhound written on them in spiralling calligraphy.

‘No,’ Antonia said to her. ‘It’s about two-thirty.’

The Mancunian turned her beggar’s gaze on me. I felt a tiny bit scared, and sad for her at the same time. ‘Are you sure it’s not four o’clock?’

I looked at my watch for her. ‘Not even close to four.’

She spun her body away from us, but clearly without any idea of what to do with herself. She hung her head, stuffing her hands deeper into her water-cylinder lagging.

‘I’ll be on my way,’ I said. ‘I only dropped by to keep you updated.’

‘And I appreciate that, William. I really do.’ A blissed-out smile told me that she meant it. With Antonia it was never just rhetoric.

As I stepped around the lost Mancunian girl in the padded jacket I heard her ask Antonia, ‘Eh! Eh! So when will it be fuckin’ four o’clock? Eh?’




CHAPTER 2

When I got home that evening the telephone was ringing. I didn’t hurry. Sometimes I didn’t bother answering at all, since it was usually only someone who wanted to talk about something or other. I hung up my keys, slipped off my coat and chose a Moulin-à-Vent 1999 Beaujolais from the rack. I finally answered the phone, squeezing the receiver under my chin while I pulled the cork from the bottle and poured myself a very large glass of the rubicund relief & rescue.

It was Fay. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m good, Fay. You?’

To have Fay enquire about my health and temper at all was new. Even if it was only a formality, it was progress. Normally she simply launched in. Anyway, once she’d got the hideous semblance of caring out of the way, she flew like an arrow to the clout. ‘The children have talked about it. Claire will see you, but Robbie doesn’t want to have anything to do with you.’

I took another sip of the rain from heaven. It splashed on my tongue like a soft shower in the arid desert; it swooped over my palate like an angel robed in red. I think the Grand Masters must have been looking at the wine in the glass when they clothed their models on the religious canvas. Come here, my love: let me array your nakedness with the juice of the grape.

‘Well, that’s something.’

‘He might come round,’ Fay said. ‘I’m trying to stay out of it, but I won’t let him not see you.’ I heard a sucking noise. Fay always seemed to be eating something when she was on the phone. Ice cream, maybe. Or honey or chocolate sauce, from her fingers.

‘I appreciate that, Fay.’ There was an uncomfortable pause, so I said, ‘How’s the celebrity? Is he feeding you all well?’ I knew if I turned the conversation to Lucien it would curtail the call.

‘Busy with his new programme. There’s some issue with the contract.’

‘There always is.’ Oh yes. Be advised of this: the contracts demon is a spirit of martial force.

Fay had left me, three years ago - for a celebrity chef. He’s on the telly. He’s very good with pastry. Spinning it out with sugar and all that. I really can’t be bothered with pastry myself. Anyway, he left his wife and his two kids for my wife and my three kids. I would have offered a straight swop but my God you should see his brute of an ex-wife. My eldest child, daughter Sarah, is studying at Warwick University; she has always been on ‘my side’, so I suppose two out of three ain’t bad.

Fay came to the point of her call. ‘So Robbie wants to know if this applies to his tennis and his fencing as well as his school.’

‘How can he ask me that if he won’t talk to me?’ Really! The little shit!

I thought I heard her shift the phone from one hand to the other to suck the freed-up fingers. ‘Obviously he’s asked me to ask.’

‘Obviously he has to ask me himself. And obviously you’ll explain why that is necessary.’

‘That’s your answer?’

‘Obviously.’

Fay sighed. She’s good at sighs. She can invest the entire weight of disappointment accrued over years of marriage into a single sigh. ‘All right. I’ll let him know.’

‘Thanks for your call, Fay.’

I replaced the receiver and topped up my glass. Yes, there is still pain. There is still hurt. I lash the suppurating sores with red wine.

I know what you’re thinking. For the record, and since I don’t expect you to be an expert in the identification or taxonomy of these things: alcohol is not a demon. It’s merely one of a series of volatile hydroxyl compounds that are made from hydrocarbons by distillation. It’s a scientific process involving the transformation of sugars. The fact that it is highly addictive or that it can drive men and women to extreme and destructive forms of behaviour does not make it a demon. When people say ‘his demon was alcohol’ they don’t know what they are talking about.

I myself am mildly addicted to the fermentation of the grape and it has on occasion caused me to behave recklessly. But there is no imp in the bottle. Grant you, a demon may take up residence and - spotting a weakness in its host - encourage a destructive habit. But that is a hell-horse of a different colour.

The reason why my fifteen-year-old son will no longer speak to me? Because I chose not to pay the fabulous fees required to propel him through the towering gates of the privileged Glastonhall any longer. I did not like what he was becoming behind the mullioned windows of that expensive institution. I took no pleasure in the mark of ‘excellence’ stamped on his brow. More than that, I didn’t like the way he treated the waiter when I took him to lunch at Spiga in Dean Street.

I don’t know if Robbie has developed his contempt for  what used to be called the working classes from the shadowed cloisters and manicured lawns of Glastonhall, or whether it has been served to him, piping-hot, by Lucien the celebrity chef. But it soured my wine. I felt a deep stab of shame and, of course, of guilt that I hadn’t been there to guide the habits of his early manhood. It doesn’t take much for us to treat every other person in this world first with respect and then with kindness, if possible. All other virtues are only targets, whereas these two are imperatives. In the days that I’d been set apart from the upbringing of my son he’d turned into a posh, sneering little viper, unnecessarily abusing the waiter in Spiga. Of course, I crossly told Robbie what George Orwell had said regarding people who bring you your food. But I made sure the waiter heard the boy get that dressing-down before he fixed up our salad.

I also decided that a dose of a thousand days at the local comprehensive might help Robbie’s true education before he followed Sarah on to university. Claire had to suffer the same fate. Though she was already doing A levels, and didn’t mind in the least being switched from snooty St Anne’s. In fact, she kept telling me her new school was ‘cool’. Robbie’s school was not cool. In fact, I think he found it a little hot down there in the trenches, studying Information Technology with the sons and daughters of plumbers, car salesmen and desk-jockeys like myself. Oh, and of non-celebrity chefs, it occurred to me. So now we weren’t on speaking terms.

Lucien the pastry chef might have bailed him out. Why not? He was more of a father to him these days in the sense that Robbie chose to live with him and Fay instead of me. But then my network of spies had told me that Lucien, for all his celebrity endorsements, voice-overs and book deals, had money problems of his own; something I would leave Fay to discover rather than inform her and risk her hating me still further.

A footnote on snobbery: Robbie’s, Lucien’s or anyone else’s. No, not a demon either. Just a deeply unpleasant human trait magnified and cemented by a vigorous British class system; vicious, sadistic and thriving very well in the twenty-first century. If Robbie wanted to continue to knock tennis balls over the net with his conceited privately educated cronies, he would have to find the humility to fucking well ask me for the cash.

There was some post to open. I tore one of the envelopes and my heart quickened to see that there was a development on dear old Jane Austen and one or two other things. By the time I’d finished perusing the letter and opened the rest of the post I was draining the last of the Beaujolais into my glass. Which, even for me, was some kind of a record.




CHAPTER 3

Ideal in rare books and manuscripts. Not as a profession, but as a hobby. Second-hand and antiquarian books, as it states on my card. But not for profit, which it does not state.

Oh no, not for profit. Not any more. Originally, when I started the game back at college in the early 1980s, profit was exactly the motivation. Those were the days when Madam Thatcher set her nose to the wind and her commandments were clear: thou shalt trample the faces of the poor and rub thy hands with glee. How we rubbed. Rubbed and rubbed.

But all that rubbing produces smoke, and out from the smoke poured the djinn. That old story of the lamp is a mere externalization, for the simpler mind. The rubbing of hands is quite enough to do the trick. The avidity. The avarice. Out pour the demons, exulting in profit.

Luckily for me, I became ill, and recognized the dangers. Others of my ilk from that era were not so fortunate. They went on to make vast profits or to pursue fame.

It started for me when a slip-cased copy of The Shanachie, an Irish miscellany of short stories - featuring no less than Yeats, Shaw, Synge and Lord Dunsany - fell into my hands. I was a student at a teacher-training college in Derby, and while trying to sleep with a girl called Nicola I was roped in to helping with a stupid jumble sale designed to raise money for the homeless. Despatched to a large house on the  London Road, I collected some boxes of dusty books from a spindly old woman who stank of cat urine and who jawed incomprehensibly at me as I humped book-laden cardboard boxes to the student societies’ minibus.

I remember feeling tricked. I had hoped to spend that Saturday morning with Nicola, and in doing so gain some advantage over her many other pursuers, and here I was, my sinuses wheezing with house-mite dust, fending off invitations to sip Darjeeling with a stinking cat-lady.

What else was in those boxes? I don’t know, but I’ve lain awake at night wondering. I recall rummaging through a fairly vile assortment of mildewed volumes for which the entire box might yield no more than a few pence at the jumble sale; and since I was already a fan of W. B. Yeats the copy of The Shanachie, neatly slip-cased, took my fancy.

It stayed on the shelf in my student bedsit on the Uttoxeter New Road for some months, until a bookish, stoned, pot-dealing brother of a fellow student crashed on the floor in my room one night. At breakfast time he ran a nicotine-stained finger along my bookshelves and pulled The Shanachie from its resting place. He said he thought it might be ‘worth a few bob’ and offered to trade me a quarter ounce of very fine Thai grass for it. It sounded like a good deal, but for some reason I declined, and after he’d gone I decided to check it out for myself.

I got two hundred quid for it - a handsome figure for a student in those days. Today it would fetch possibly ten times that amount. But the point is that it set me on a trail. If one of these things could turn up so casually, I decided, then there must be more out there. And I was of course correct.

Fast-forward to some thirty years later and the letter that had just arrived indicated that there might be hope yet for the Jane Austen project to arrive in time to offer a reprieve  for Antonia’s GoPoint. I no longer profit personally from my forays into the antiquarian book-dealing world. Without fail I turn over the margins - often huge - to some useful cause. I’m good like that. In this case, GoPoint would get the loot. Obviously I would like to enjoy the fruits of my labours for myself. But if I did, then I wouldn’t be able to cheat the demon.

In the book-hawking game - just as in the worlds of art-dealing, arms-trading and drug-trafficking - securing the object of sale is only half of the business. Of equal or greater importance is the identification, cultivation and gulling of the buyer. The mark, if you will. In this case, the inveterate collector. The obsessive, the driven, the covetous customer who cannot breathe easily until he or she has secured yet another grain of sand for the hourglass of all eternity.

For this type of client is not a victim of an ordinary psychological condition. This is not like alcoholism, or snobbery, or other social afflictions. This is easy prey. For this mark is settled under the wings of that most red-toothed of demons.

‘Did you get it?’ Otto asked me as I stepped into his gaily attractive toyshop in Ealing, even before the pretty bell over the shop door had stopped tinkling. He even stepped back from a transaction with a paying customer. Note the absence of a how-are-you, good-to-see-you, how-is-your-belly-for-spots and all the rest of it from the normally genial Otto. Just this unpleasant leaping to the point to betray the presence of the leathery inner creature.

Otto Dickinson picked up his demon somewhere in southern Iraq near the Kuwait border during Operation Desert Storm in the first Gulf War of 1991. Strictly speaking, his demon should be described as a djinn, and it took up residence while paratrooper Otto, having removed his helmet, was resting under the shade of a tree with three other  members of his battalion. Otto was exhausted. In the heat of the afternoon he closed his eyes and slept for perhaps only a second. Or maybe he didn’t sleep at all but drifted in the measureless space between waking and sleeping, whereupon the Arabic demon, seizing the opportunity, slipped down from the tree as softly as a speck of wind-borne sand falling through the air to land upon a single hair, and then found ingress through the cavity of Otto’s sunburned ear.

Otto, recovering from his split second of sleep, woke to hear his comrade paratrooper Wayne Bridges reading aloud from a scrap of paper:

A reed had not sprung forth, a tree had not been created,

A brick had not been laid, a brick mould had not been made,

A house had not been built, a city had not been formed.

All the lands were sea, then Eridu was created: the holy city,

And with Eridu the first shadow, and within the first shadow

The seed, the egg, of the very first demon.

 



‘What’s all that about?’ Otto asked sleepily

He didn’t get an answer because Wayne Bridges took a bullet through the throat, fired from a Kalashnikov rifle poking out of the rubble of a house in an area previously declared clean of snipers. Otto, seeing the muzzle-flash from the rubble, was up and running and calling for backup.

About twenty minutes later, after several tons of ordnance had been dumped on the lone sniper, Otto returned to inspect the body of his dead comrade. Wayne Bridges still had wedged between his fingers the document from which he had been reading when he was shot. It was a very old pocket guidebook to the archaeological sites of Sumeria, Akkadia, Babylon and Assyria. Otto flicked through the pages, went to return it to his dead comrade’s pocket, but the demon spoke gently in his ear: ‘No. Keep it.’

Otto told me all this himself. Except the part about the demon. He was unaware - and still is - of what happened to him in that moment. I never try to tell him, or anyone else for that matter. It’s always counter-productive. But even without the open-jaw hiss and wings-at-full-pinion sudden waking of a slumbering demon, it is immediately obvious to the trained eye.

‘Well?’

‘Please, Otto, finish serving your customer. I’m in no hurry.’

Otto looked back at the customer - a stunning photo-model mum with a baby slung from a rope-like contraption at her breast, tanned legs, gold high-heels and done up for the opera - as if she had just materialised. He appeared irritated by her presence. Then he remembered his manners, assured the lady that the hand-carved tumbling gymnast was free of lead paint, and completed the sale quickly.

I waited until the tiny bell cleared the way for us to talk. But if Otto wanted to dispense with the pleasantries, I didn’t. ‘How’s the toy business?’

‘Up and down. It’s hard to compete with the giants.’

Otto was one of the very lucky few. With the British government refusing to recognise Gulf War Syndrome, Otto had returned from the Gulf to be diagnosed with degenerative arthritis at the age of thirty-two, accompanied by migraines, asthma, skin disorders and burning-semen syndrome. I say one of the lucky ones because he got a war pension and sank what assets he had into his toyshop. Fifteen years or so after his combat duty had ended, it seemed like the toyshop was a foxhole and he was still fighting for an escape out of his war experiences.

I liked Otto, and I hoped that instead of ripping him off I would have to disappoint him when he was outbid by the vile poet Ellis. Despite his ‘up-and-down’ maunderings and  his ‘little ol’ me’ routine, I knew that his toy business was doing very well and that he had a chain of almost a dozen of these neatly crafted toyshops. Otto had spotted that the 1990s had prompted a sudden rush of baby-making amongst the well-heeled. The selfish eighties had given way to the caring nineties, we were told. Then the full horror of parenthood had caused a stampede back to work amongst the coiffured mums, frantic to shake themselves free of the clamping jabberwocky jaws of their infant charges; which in turn led to a tide of guilt, flowing more freely than mother’s milk. And guilt, where it could, lavished money on finely crafted toys.

Otto realised that he should stock his shop not with the cheap plastic imported playthings that children actually wanted, but the expensive handcrafted toys that reflected so well on the parents who placed them decorously around the nursery. Otto coined it.

And so fed his collecting demon.

Otto was prepared to pay me over £90,000 - an intermediate price - for a first-edition Pride and Prejudice. Personally I can’t abide Jane Austen. Can’t read a line without hearing it offered up in the squeaky tones of a spiteful piglet. Emily Brontë I’d want to drag into my house and kiss her thin lips, but Austen, no. I don’t think Otto was a great fan either. That’s how it goes: you start by collecting the things you admire, then you go on to collect the stuff other people are collecting.

Otto had no wife, no kids, no addiction to drugs, cigarettes or alcohol. Where else might his money go? After the slew of prissy Hollywood costume dramas, Austen collectibles had generated more interest than ever, and here I was, offering an 1813 first edition printed for Egerton. ‘I’m told I’ll have it next week, Otto.’

‘That’s what you said last week.’ Otto had what you might call poached-egg eyes. He looked at me morosely.

I shrugged. ‘I think it’s reliable. But I have to tell you, there’s a third bidder.’

‘Oh? I suppose you won’t tell me who it is.’

‘Come off it, Otto.’ I’d revealed to him Ellis’s identity on strictest understanding you don’t use this information, Otto, but only as part of the confidence. Of course there was no third bidder, but because I’d told him who the other guy was, he’d have to believe there was also a third.

Otto dug his thumbs in the elasticated waistband of his trousers and hoiked them up a little. ‘Oh well. I can’t go much higher.’

No businessman can. Unless he wants to. I pretended to be interested in a pair of joke spectacles from which eyes dropped forward on springs. I tried on a pair. ‘These are terrific. You have terrific stuff. I’ll take a pair for my nephew. The new bidder has put in ninety-one.’

‘Sorry. I’ll have to chip out at that.’

I took off the joke glasses and handed them to him along with a ten-pound note. He took both from me with hands in the grip of a terrible rash - from the chemicals or the depleted uranium, I guessed - and rang up a figure on his till. ‘Never mind, Otto. You want me to keep you informed of what comes in?’

He handed me the joke glasses in a plastic bag emblazoned with his toyshop-chain logo and was about to open his mouth when the bell above the door tinkled. We both turned.

The figure looming in the doorway looked like the Ancient Mariner. The man’s face was red as if from exertion and his grey hair hung lank at either side, almost plastered to a grey beard. His teeth were stained with nicotine. He wore an army greatcoat and strong fell-walking boots, one of which was laced with string. He shuffled deeper into the shop, and barely seemed to notice me there.

‘Seamus!’ said Otto. ‘How are you, me old mucker?’

‘Just came in to say hello.’ Seamus’s voice was crazed in the way of an Old Master painting. ‘You don’t mind?’

‘I’ve told you before I don’t mind. Don’t mind a bit. William, this is Seamus, an old mucker from Desert Storm. Seamus, have a cup of tea.’

‘We don’t mention Desert Storm,’ said Seamus. He glanced at me from under a huge eyebrow composed of tangled steel wires.

Otto tipped me a salute. ‘Right. We don’t mention Desert Storm.’


Christ, I thought, if he was a combatant in the first Gulf War he couldn’t be more than about forty or fifty years old: yet he looked like someone who had drowned at sea a hundred years ago and returned as a ghost. ‘Let’s not, then,’ I said, winking affably at Seamus. I don’t know if it was my wink that offended him, but I felt a flash of tension run through his body. A thunderous expression passed across his face. He turned away from me rather obviously.

‘Shall I get that kettle on then, Seamus?’

‘No. Not stopping. Only came by to say hello.’ He glanced around the shop as if trying to remember something. Then he darted another look at me, as if I were someone not to be trusted.

‘There was a message for you,’ Otto said, opening his till.

I saw Otto pull out a few large-denomination notes and stuff them quickly in an envelope. Then he came from behind the till and handed the envelope to Seamus, who took it without a word. That was Otto for you: sparing the finer feelings of a tramp who wouldn’t have wanted me to witness this handout.

Seamus folded the envelope and stuffed it in his army greatcoat pocket. He stared at the floor, as if slightly confused.

‘Sure you won’t have that cup of tea, Seamus?’

‘Ah, that was it!’ Seamus was suddenly animated. ‘That was it! I come to tell you I’m on to something! A secret!’

‘Oh, what’s that?’ said Otto.

Seamus waved his hands in the air as if limply fighting off an aerial attack. ‘No! No no! I’ll tell you when I have it all bang to rights. A secret! But you’ll be the first one I tell, you will be! Now I have to be on my way. I’ve an himportant happointment.’ He said these last two words as if mimicking the aristocracy. And he laughed. Still chuckling, he turned and shuffled out of the shop.

‘Poor fucker,’ Otto spat angrily after he’d gone. ‘Far worse than me. Got nothing. Fucking outrage.’ Otto turned away from me but I could see him thumbing back a tear. Then he turned back to me. ‘Seen it, have you? The book? With your own eyes?’

‘Not yet, Otto. I only know what I’ve been told. Which is: three volumes from a Victorian collector’s library, half-titles supplied, occasional light foxing and offsetting, contemporary green half morocco, spines gilt, marbled sides, red sprinkled edges. Covers worn at spine and edges, joints starting. Modern slip case, of course. What you’d expect. An exceptional copy, they say.’


If it wasn’t a fake I’d be interested in it myself, I almost added.

‘Hell’s bells,’ Otto said. ‘All right, sod it: ninety-one-and-a-half. ’




CHAPTER 4

Yes, of course the Pride and Prejudice was a fake. We should have had it ready by then but there had been a small technical problem with my printer’s nose: he’d pushed too many drugs up it. Then he’d been chased across his workshop by - and I had to laugh when he told me - demons. Not real demons, of course, but drug-induced fancies, which I suppose may at times seem just as terrifying as the real thing.

The consequence of the fray was that a bottle of turpentine substitute got spilled across not the fake, but one of the volumes of a real first edition we’d obtained - on the pretext of potential purchase - to study in the production of the copy. Whatever the drug-induced phantoms had done to my forger’s mind, the turps had done real damage to the morocco leather cover of the original. It left us with a number of options. We could pay the seventy-eight-thousand asking price to the vendor; we could replace and age-simulate the damaged cover before returning it; or we could replicate two copies and keep the genuine but damaged item and offer it for sale in a couple of years’ time.

We chose the latter option, even though it set back our trading plans: hence my milk-round visits to Ellis, Antonia and Otto. As a legitimate dealer it was easy enough for me to stall the vendor of the authentic copy; I just didn’t want the extra time to allow my buyers either to go off the boil, or  even to discover there was ‘another’ copy on the market at the same time. As any salesman will tell you, the art of selling is the art of closing.

Forging rare books is not like forging Art. The original print run for the first edition of Pride and Prejudice is uncertain. Perhaps fifteen hundred copies were produced. Where do all these copies go? Book lovers are notorious hoarders. Even assuming three-quarters of the copies were used for lighting fires and stuffing Victorian dolls, no one is surprised when a house-clearance turns up an extra couple of copies for auction. Unlike a singular painting by Turner, or a Constable.

Naturally, a book has to cross a certain price threshold before faking becomes lucrative. The Pride and Prejudice  edition, like many books from that period, was published in three individual volumes: the materials alone required to replicate and age the paper and to season the binding, not to mention access to museum-effect print machinery, will set you back several thousand pounds. Plus the multiplicity of skills required dangerously expands the number of people who know what you’re up to. So you need a genius who can do the lot.

‘I’m a donkey. I’m so sorry, William.’ Ian Grimwood was a remarkable painter, sculptor and printer, and no hee-haw. Sadly no one, or at least no paying person, shared his artistic visions.

‘Accidents happen,’ I said, clearing a space for myself to sit down in his chaotic studio in Farringdon.

He sat rubbing a large, scarred hand across the dome of his shaved head. I’m sure that he would never be the sort of man to apply kohl or eye-liner, but, exaggerated by the baldness of his head, it always looked that way. His grey eyes had a glitter like a rime of frost on a winter pavement. ‘I wish you hadn’t told me all about those boys and girls.’

He meant GoPoint. The homeless. He’d negotiated me  down when I told him what I was doing with my share of the loot. I’d tried to get him to stay with his fairly priced original pitch but he wouldn’t. He’d been homeless himself once, he told me. I could believe it. He was the working-class hero that Ellis kept pretending to be. Unlike Ellis he carried the wounds, the way an old boxer carries every single punch he took in the ring, the way an old political campaigner carts an economy of hope.

‘That’s the trouble with this game, Stinx,’ I said. I held up my hands. I had some dye or paint on my fingers. ‘It gets you all moral. It’s horrible.’

He threw me an oily rag. ‘I hope you keep schtum about my good deeds. I’ve got my reputation to think about.’

‘Not back on the marching powder, are you, Stinx?’

‘Who you been talking to? It wasn’t coke, it was crystal meth. A moment of stupidity. A tiny indiscretion. Won’t happen again, Your Honour. And I mean it.’

‘You serious?’

‘Serious. I ’ad a dark night of the soul, William.’ He looked out of the big, dirt-smeared windows of his studio. It was a converted Gothic warehouse and we could see the roofs and chimneys of Clerkenwell sweeping away from us. ‘Lucy left me again.’

That lacerated old heart of his. He was in love with a woman who left him on average once every three years. Seems she couldn’t stand living with a genius. Last time she left him it was for a commodities broker. The time before that it was a wine importer. Before that I can’t remember, but the pattern was clearly to swing from the bohemianism and chaotic brilliance of Stinx to the ultra-conservative; then after six months of life in the twin-set-and-pearls lane she would rediscover his virtues, returning to give him another spin like a favourite but chipped and scratched psychedelic album from the 60s.
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